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Article

Consequences of
Flexibility Stigma
Among Academic
Scientists and
Engineers

Erin A. Cech1 and Mary Blair-Loy2

Abstract

Flexibility stigma, the devaluation of workers who seek or are presumed

to need flexible work arrangements, fosters a mismatch between

workplace demands and the needs of professionals. The authors survey

“ideal workers”—science, technology, engineering, and math faculty at a

top research university—to determine the consequences of working in an

environment with flexibility stigma. Those who report this stigma have

lower intentions to persist, worse work–life balance, and lower job satisfac-

tion. These consequences are net of gender and parenthood, suggesting that

flexibility stigma fosters a problematic environment for many faculty, even

those not personally at risk of stigmatization.
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The structures and practices of workplaces today better reflect post-
World War II era work than the demographic realities of today’s work-
force. An important source of resistance to redesigning work so that it
better fits the needs of today’s workforce is the deep-seated cultural
definition of what it means to be an “ideal worker” (Acker, 1990;
Williams, 2000). Such an ideal is most closely approximated by a
worker (typically a man) “whose life centers on his full-time, life-long
job” while someone else (typically a woman) “takes care of his personal
needs and his children” (Acker, 1990, p. 149). Furthermore, this ideal
worker, especially within professional occupations, is expected to adopt
the work devotion schema: the moralized and institutionalized
cultural mandate that work demands and deserves total allegiance
(Blair-Loy, 2003).

Scholars use the term flexibility stigma to describe negative sanctions
toward workers who appear to violate this ideal-worker norm by seek-
ing or being assumed by others to need workplace accommodations to
attend to their personal responsibilities (Williams, 2000). Flexibility
stigma is distinct from the actual control over the time and place of
work that is structurally part of many professionals’ jobs (Freidson,
1973). Schedule control per se is not stigmatized, and work–life policy
use is not always met with negative sanctions. However, an individual’s
choice to utilize work–life policies for the purpose of family caregiving, or
even the choice to have children, may be read by employers and co-
workers as a cultural expression of lower career commitment subject to
flexibility stigma.1 Yet, researchers are only beginning to understand the
cultural beliefs underlying this stigma and the consequences of flexibility
stigma for workers and workplaces. Using the case of science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and math (STEM) faculty at a top-ranked research
university, our article moves the work–life literature forward on both
these fronts.

First, we measure flexibility stigma as part of a cultural schema by
asking respondents about beliefs in their departmental climate regarding
colleagues who use work–life accommodations or become parents,
rather than using differential career outcomes as proxies for this
stigma.2 With this measure, we examine the theoretical claim in the
literature that (perceived) career penalties for using work–life accom-
modations are linked to cultural beliefs that mothers (and possibly
fathers) violate the organizational mandate for work devotion and are
less committed to work (Williams, Blair-Loy, & Berdahl, 2013).

Second, we study the consequences of working in an environment
where flexibility stigma is part of the workplace climate. To preview
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our findings, these consequences include reduced intentions to persist,
lower job satisfaction, and less work–life balance. These findings deepen
our understanding of the effects of flexibility stigma in work commu-
nities more broadly. They also help support a business case for refa-
shioning workplace climates to better fit the needs of workers:
Flexibility stigma has negative consequences for all STEM faculty
who reported this stigma, not just for those (such as parents) who are
directly at risk of being stigmatized.

An Exemplar Case of Ideal Workers

This article uses an exemplar case that highlights the processes of flex-
ibility stigma under study. The employees in our case—STEM faculty in
a top-ranked, STEM-intensive research university—closely approach
the cultural notion of ideal workers. Science research faculty face cul-
tural expectations to conform to the work devotion mandate (Fox,
Fonseca, & Bao, 2011), and our respondents reflect this expectation:
nearly 90% agreed that “the specific research I engage in is an important
part of my identity.” Respondents work on average nearly 60 hours a
week, with more than half of this time (32 hours on average) devoted to
research and research management; three fourths of faculty wish they
could spend even more time on their research.3

Further, workplace structures at this university mean that many
faculty members are able to exert a great deal of control over how
they structure their work. Even faculty who conduct laboratory research
enjoy a fair amount of scheduling control, as they rely on postdoctoral
scholars, graduate students, and other personnel to conduct the daily
maintenance of their experiments (Stephan, 2012). Corroborating this,
more than 70% of the sample agrees that they have a lot of control over
how they balance their work and personal lives. Teaching loads are also
generally low; respondents teach a median of two 11-week courses a
year. Thus, there is no sound policy reason to expect or require schedule
rigidity in when and where faculty members accomplish their research,
writing, and teaching preparation responsibilities.

By examining departmental schemas of flexibility stigma in a popula-
tion that approaches the ideal-worker norm, we can better understand
the operation and consequences of this cultural schema. The flexibility
stigma is counterproductive for workers generally, but it is particularly
unnecessary among STEM faculty members in a top-ranked university
who already enjoy schedule control and display strong work
commitment.
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The next section outlines our theoretical perspective and frames our
hypotheses. Following that, we present our methods and results and
offer conclusions, including policy implications.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

Scholars have given the name “flexibility stigma” to the negative sanc-
tions toward employees who ask for or are assumed to need workplace
arrangements to attend to family and personal obligations (Williams
et al., 2013). This stigma contributes to the low usage rates of formal
work–life policies in American corporations, as individuals avoid using
these policies out of fear of career setbacks.4 Much of the existing flex-
ibility stigma literature describes this phenomenon theoretically (e.g.,
Williams, 2010) or determines where and to whom this stigma is most
often applied (e.g., Glass, 2004; Mavriplis et al., 2010; Rudman &
Mescher, 2013; Stone & Hernandez, 2013). This literature argues that
workers who make reduced hour arrangements (i.e., less than full time)
for family reasons are stigmatized as violating their employers’ ideal-
worker norms (Acker, 1990) of single-minded dedication to work
(Blair-Loy, 2003). These ideal-worker norms vary between professional
and nonprofessional occupations (Williams, 2000).

Our study concerns academic professionals. In the legal profession,
flexibility stigma has been vividly described as marking “the part-timer”
as “less dedicated and thus less professional” (Epstein, Seron, Oglensky,
& Saute, 1999, p. 7). Similarly, in the financial services industry, an
executive reported her CEO’s views on part-time managers, who, even
if they put in almost 40 hours a week, were stigmatized as lacking
dedication:

The CEO felt very strongly that if you were really on the team for the

company, it had to be like the most important thing in your life, and that

you were really expected to eat and sleep and dream and work and do

everything for it. And he had said no part-time people. (Blair-Loy,

2003, p. 97)

Flexibility stigma has most often been studied with regard to profes-
sional women and mothers. When women request schedule accommo-
dations, they are “viewed as double deviants” (Epstein et al., 1999, p. 7),
due to long-standing gender stereotypes linked to broader cultural
expectation that mothers (Correll, Benard, & Paik, 2007) and potential
mothers (i.e., premenopausal women; Turco, 2010) have lower levels of
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work commitment and work devotion (Blair-Loy, 2003) than other
professionals.

Less research has examined how flexibility stigma targets profes-
sional men. Some research finds that men are penalized when they ask
for family leave (Coltrane, Miller, DeHaan, & Stewart, 2013; Rudman
& Mescher, 2013; Wayne & Cordeiro, 2003). Even using modest work–
family policies can trigger a penalty for fathers as well as mothers: A
study of full-time financial service managers found that fathers who
used an occasional sick day to care for an ill child were paid less than
other fathers, net of other factors (Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2004). Some
scholars (Rudman & Mescher, 2013; Vandello, Hettinger, Bosson, &
Siddiqi, 2013) attribute the negative reaction to men’s request for
work–life accommodations to the stigmatization of men with care
responsibilities as more feminine.

Even fewer studies have examined what flexibility stigma means for
men and women who approximate the ideal-worker norm, continuing to
work full time while managing other life responsibilities. Not just a
reaction to requests for reduced work hours, full-time workers who use
formal work–life policies offered by their organization endure flexibility
stigma (Glass, 2004). For example, employees in a financial services
company avoided using work–life policies because such policies were
regarded as career damaging (Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2002). Their fears
are well-founded: A study of financial service managers in one firm found
that net of a host of job and individual controls, those who used even
modest work–life policies, such as taking a few days of sick leave to care
for an ill child, had significantly lower earnings than otherwise similar
managers who did not use these policies (Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2004).
Another study found that financial managers in this firm who used
formal work–life policies received lower performance evaluations than
their coworkers (Wharton, Chivers, & Blair-Loy, 2008).

This article addresses several gaps in this flexibility stigma literature.
First, as noted earlier, theoretical scholarship has argued that workers
who utilize work–life accommodations are stigmatized because this
usage is seen as violating moral expectations of work devotion and
commitment (Williams et al., 2013). However, this theorized linkage
has not yet been confirmed in systematic quantitative empirical work.
Our article takes a step forward in this direction. We show that percep-
tions of negative consequences for the use of work–life policies are
strongly related to perceptions that mothers and fathers with children
at home are viewed as less committed, lending empirical support to the
theoretical argument that work–life policy use is penalized because
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parents are assumed to violate norms of work devotion. This stigma
exists in our case of elite STEM faculty regardless of the schedule con-
trol provided by their work.

Second, previous studies have operationalized flexibility stigma as
negative career outcomes for individuals who request accommodations
(Berdahl & Moon, 2013; Blair-Loy, 2003; Epstein et al., 1999), using
either personal experiences of marginalization or differences in career
outcomes as proxies for such stigma. In contrast, this study assesses
flexibility stigma as part of a widely shared cultural schema by asking
respondents directly about the beliefs and assumptions within their
work unit. This allows us to examine the contours of flexibility stigma
as a cultural schema in a real work environment, rather than approx-
imating this stigma in individual worker outcome measures or labora-
tory experiments. This approach also allows us to see consequences of
perceiving flexibility stigma for those who are not personally at risk of
being stigmatized.

Third, to our knowledge, no previous study has used quantitative
analyses of real worker responses to separately measure workers’
reports of a flexibility stigma and link it to the consequences of this
stigma for persistence plans, sense of work–life balance, and overall
job satisfaction.

Hypotheses

Previous conceptual work has argued that flexibility stigma is rooted in
a durable cultural structure of work devotion (Blair-Loy, 2003):

In order to understand the very slow spread of real flexibility in the work-

place and to appreciate why the business case so often fails to persuade,

we must delve deeper. Resistance to workplace flexibility is not about

money. It is about morality . . . . The schema that drives the flexibility

stigma for professionals is the “work devotion schema” (Williams et al.,

2013).

Scholars have made two related theoretical arguments. One is that
the work devotion schema underlies beliefs that mothers are less com-
mitted and competent in the workplace (Correll et al., 2007; Turco,
2010). The second is that the work devotion schema underlies the resis-
tance to using officially available work–life policies, especially among
the most high ranking and well-regarded employees (Blair-Loy &
Wharton, 2004; Jacobs & Gerson, 2004). Yet, this theorized connection
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between use of work–life policies and perceived lack of dedication among
workers with child care responsibilities has not been empirically exam-
ined. We take the first step in making this empirical link.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Respondents’ perceptions that mothers and fathers in

their department are considered less committed to their careers (than

colleagues who are not parents) are correlated with their perceptions

that there are negative consequences for using work–life balance policies.

The next set of hypotheses asks who is most likely to report flexibility
stigma within their departmental climate. Being able to recognize pro-
cesses of disadvantage within one’s work environment is, itself, a cultu-
rally mediated process, and one’s own experiences can influence one’s
attentiveness to these disadvantages (Cech, Blair-Loy, & Rogers, 2013).
Those most likely to be the targets of flexibility stigma should thus be
more likely to report it within their departments. As the literature dis-
cussed earlier illustrates, women, and in particular, mothers, are more
likely than men to be perceived by coworkers or employers as time
deviants (Epstein et al., 1999) and as less committed (Correll et al.,
2007; Turco, 2010). Men with child care responsibilities may also be
targets of this stigma (Mavriplis et al., 2010; Rudman & Mescher, 2013;
Vandello et al., 2013). We expect that those who are most susceptible to
being stigmatized are also likely to be more sensitive to perceiving flex-
ibility stigma within their departments.

Hypothesis 2 (H2):Women are more likely than men to perceive flexibility

stigma in their departments.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Parents of young children are more likely than parents

of older children and nonparents to perceive flexibility stigma in their

departments.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Mothers are more likely than fathers to perceive flex-

ibility stigma in their departments.

In all our models, we control for whether respondents have used any
of the work–life policies (e.g., campus child care, temporary family
leave, elder care information and support) offered to full-time aca-
demics. The relationship between policy use and perceptions of flexibil-
ity stigma in our cross-sectional sample are complex. On one hand,
those who have used formal work–life policies may be more likely to
perceive stigma because they engaged in a stigmatized behavior. On the
other hand, those who recognize flexibility stigma in their departments
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may be less likely to use these policies in the first place. As such, we do
not hypothesize a causal connection between these measures in our
cross-sectional analysis and encourage investigation of this connection
with longitudinal samples.

The next set of hypotheses concerns the possible negative conse-
quences of flexibility stigma on respondents’ experiences in their depart-
ments. First, we expect those who report flexibility stigma will be more
likely to consider leaving. We are not aware of previous research on the
effects of flexibility stigma on faculty persistence. Research does show a
gender gap in attrition: Women have higher rates of attrition than men,
net of tenure status (e.g., August & Waltman, 2004; Rothblum, 1988).
More related to our sample, women in STEM have stronger intentions
to leave and more often cite family reasons for these intentions com-
pared with men, who are more likely to cite dissatisfaction with salary
(Kaminski & Geisler, 2012). Additionally, women science faculty in one
study express frustration with overly demanding professional expecta-
tions and a delegitimation of care responsibilities (Rosser, 2012).
Outside of academia, research on women managers shows that many
opted out of their jobs when they encountered stigma relating to taking
advantage of work–life arrangements (Stone & Hernandez, 2013).

We expect that those in work environments where they perceive flex-
ibility stigma will be less likely to want to remain in those environments.
Even those without care responsibilities may see flexibility stigma as a
broader signal of a problematic work environment and have less desire to
remain there long term. We examine two indicators of intentions to
persist: whether respondents have considered leaving academia for indus-
try (a plausible option for STEM faculty [Stephan, 2012]), and whether
they intend to stay at the university for the remainder of their career:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Those who perceive flexibility stigma in their depart-

ment are more likely to consider leaving academia for industry.

Hypothesis 6 (H6): Those who perceive flexibility stigma in their depart-

ment are less likely to intend to stay at the university for the remainder of

their career.

Similarly, we expect that respondents who report flexibility stigma in
their departments will be less satisfied with their experiences at their
university overall. A wide array of studies have examined academics’
job satisfaction, finding that women and faculty of color are less satis-
fied with their work in general than White men (e.g., Olsen, Maple, &
Stage, 1995; Settles, Cortina, Malley, & Stewart, 2006). Only a few
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studies (August & Waltman, 2004; Seifert & Umbach, 2008) have inves-
tigated environmental determinants of satisfaction and none examine
how issues related to flexibility stigma affect satisfaction. We expect
that, net of respondents’ demographics and career and family charac-
teristics, flexibility stigma will render departments less enjoyable and
satisfying workplaces.5

Hypothesis 7 (H7): Those who perceive flexibility stigma in their depart-

ments are more likely to report lower levels of job satisfaction.

Finally, we expect that awareness of a departmental climate stigma-
tizing those who need work–life arrangements will make the work–life
balancing act more difficult. Faculty may strain their work–life balance
to put in additional hours to signal their work devotion to colleagues.6

Previous work–life research has documented that women are more
likely than men and mothers more likely than fathers to feel overworked
(Cha, 2010; Jacobs & Gerson, 2004; Moen, Kelly, & Hill, 2011), since
women tend to do more caregiving than men. Net of demographic,
career, and family controls, we expect that respondents who perceive
a flexibility stigma may also feel overloaded and dissatisfied with their
work–life balance.

Hypothesis 8 (H8): Those who perceive flexibility stigma are less likely to

report work–life balance.

Data and Methods

Sample

We study an exemplar case of ideal workers: faculty at a top-ranked
research university with preeminent science and engineering programs.
This population, although not representative of all STEM faculty, is
bounded in a single university; this controls for heterogeneity between
institutional settings. Our data include information gathered through
both academic personnel data and a web-based survey. The university
personnel office provided us with confidential data on gender, race/
ethnicity, respondent step (i.e., a ranking in the faculty hierarchy),
department, and salary, for the entire population of 506 STEM faculty,
including lecturers. We then invited all members of the population to
participate in an online survey. Of the population, 266 (53%)
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participated in the survey, which is a relatively high response rate given
a population that has many demands on their time. Following the
advice of Allison (2001) and others, we use multiple imputation proce-
dures for missing data due to skipped survey questions.7 Compared with
the population of STEM faculty, the survey sample slightly overrepre-
sents women; our nonresponse bias analysis revealed no significant dif-
ferences in the representation of racial/ethnic groups between the
population and survey samples.

Dependent Variables

Flexibility stigma measures. We have three measures capturing intercon-
nected facets of flexibility stigma: respondents’ perceptions that, in
their departmental climates, “female faculty who have young or
school-aged children are considered to be less committed to their careers
than colleagues who are not mothers,” “male faculty who have young or
school-aged children are considered to be less committed to their careers
than colleagues who are not fathers,” and “for those in my department
who choose to use formal or informal arrangements for work–life bal-
ance, the use of such arrangements often has negative consequences for
their careers” (1¼ strongly disagree to 5¼ strongly agree).

Persistence measures, job satisfaction, and work–life balance. We use two per-
sistence measures: the likelihood that respondents consider leaving the
university for industry (1¼ strongly disagree to 5¼ strongly agree) and
the likelihood that they will remain at the university for the remainder
of their career (1¼ strongly disagree to 5¼ strongly agree). Our work–
life balance measure is a scale (alpha¼ .706) comprised of two variables:
“I am satisfied with how I balance my work and family responsibilities”
and “I feel overloaded with all of the roles I play in my life [reverse
coded]” (1¼ strongly disagree to 5¼ strongly agree). The two measures
are summed and divided by two to retain the response range of the
original questions. Third, our satisfaction measure asks, “Overall,
how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your experience at
[institution]?” (coded 1¼ very dissatisfied to 5¼ very satisfied). The oper-
ationalization of all measures is summarized in Table 1.

Demographics and controls. All models include measures of gender
(female¼ 1), self-identified underrepresented racial/ethnic minority
status (African American, Hispanic, Native American; yes¼ 1), self-
identified lesbian, gay, or bisexual (LGB) identity (yes¼ 1), whether
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Table 1. Means and Standard Errors on Dependent and Independent Measures

(N¼ 266).

M SE

Flexibility stigma measures

Flexibility stigma scale (1¼ strongly disagree [SD] to

5¼ strongly agree [SA])

2.125 0.05

Fathers considered less committed (1¼ SD to 5¼ SA) 1.754 0.06

Mothers considered less committed (1¼ SD to 5¼ SA) 2.129 0.07

Negative consequences using arrangements for work–life

balance (1¼ SD to 5¼ SA)

2.522 0.07

Consequences measures

Considered leaving academia for industry (1¼ SD to

5¼ SA)

1.669 0.07

Intend to remain at institution for remainder of career

(1¼ SD to 5¼ SA)

3.888 0.08

Satisfaction with experiences at institution (1¼ very dissa-

tisfied to 5¼ very satisfied)

4.050 0.07

Work–life balance scale (1¼ SD to 5¼ SA) 2.808 0.07

Demographics and work and family circumstances

Female (yes¼ 1) 0.237 0.03

URM indicator (yes¼ 1) 0.083 0.02

LGB indicator (yes¼ 1) 0.020 0.01

Married or partnered (yes¼ 1) 0.904 0.02

R has child over 18 years (yes¼ 1) 0.310 0.03

R has child from 16 to 18 years (yes¼ 1) 0.092 0.02

R has child from 7 to 15 years (yes¼ 1) 0.260 0.03

R has child from 3 to 6 years (yes¼ 1) 0.162 0.03

R has child under 3 years 0.122 0.02

Academic step (step 0–30) 18.346 0.65

Lecturer indicator (yes¼ 1) 0.064 0.02

Log (salary) 11.659 0.02

Hours worked per week 58.100 0.82

Received retention offer? (yes¼ 1) 0.079 0.02

R is in a dual-academic career couple (yes¼ 1) 0.332 0.03

R has used a formal work–life program (yes¼ 1) 0.139 0.02

Chemistry 0.120 0.02

Computer science 0.105 0.02

(continued)
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respondents are married/partnered (yes¼ 1), whether they are in a dual-
career academic couple (yes¼ 1), and whether they have child(ren) in
the following age ranges: under 3, between 3 and 6, between 7 and 15,
between 16 and 18, and older or adult children. We also control for
respondents’ academic step or detailed rank in the faculty hierarchy
(ranging from step 0 to 30), logged salary, whether they have success-
fully negotiated a retention offer (yes¼ 1), and whether respondents
have used one of the work–life balance policies available to them
(yes¼ 1).8 Each model includes dichotomous indicators for department,
using the labels Biology Specialty 1, Engineering Specialty 2, and so on
to help protect the anonymity of the study site. A multidisciplinary
department of faculty who research a particular area of the natural
world (the largest STEM department in the university) is the depart-
ment comparison category in the models.

We begin by discussing the means and standard errors of the mea-
sures in our analysis (Table 1). Then, we examine the relationship
between measures of perceived lack of commitment among parents
and the consequences for using flexibility policies. After establishing
an empirical connection among these theoretically linked concepts, we
use regression models to predict which respondents are most likely to
report flexibility stigma (Table 2). Finally, we investigate the possible
consequences of flexibility stigma on considerations of persistence

Table 1. (continued)

M SE

Math 0.068 0.02

Physics 0.075 0.02

Biology Specialty 1 0.071 0.02

Biology Specialty 2 0.064 0.02

Biology Specialty 3 0.023 0.01

Engineering Specialty 1 0.034 0.01

Engineering Specialty 2 0.019 0.01

Engineering Specialty 3 0.086 0.02

Engineering Specialty 4 0.090 0.02

Engineering Specialty 5 0.045 0.01

Engineering Specialty 6 0.045 0.01

Multidisciplinary department 0.117 0.02

Note. SE¼ standard error; URM¼ underrepresented racial/ethnic minority; LGB¼ lesbian, gay,

or bisexual.
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Table 2. Demographic, Family, and Work Circumstances Predicting Respondents’

Report of Flexibility Stigma in Their Departments (N¼ 266).

Coefficient SE

Female 0.462** 0.134

URM indicator 0.253 0.185

LGB indicator 0.856y 0.450

Married or partnered �0.166 0.195

Child over 18 years �0.091 0.155

Child from 16 to 18 years 0.288 0.188

Child from 7 to 15 years 0.123 0.135

Child from 3 to 6 years 0.083 0.150

Child under 3 years 0.514** 0.176

Academic step 0.004 0.012

Lecturer indicator 0.554y 0.285

Log (salary) 0.075 0.339

Hours worked per week �0.002 0.005

Received retention offer? �0.064 0.245

R is in a dual-academic career couple �0.038 0.126

R has used a formal work–life program �0.179 0.172

Chemistry �0.269 0.220

Computer science �0.320 0.209

Math �0.285 0.226

Physics 0.335 0.241

Biology Specialty 1 �0.271 0.238

Biology Specialty 2 �0.110 0.245

Biology Specialty 3 �0.496 0.351

Engineering Specialty 1 �0.416 0.337

Engineering Specialty 2 �0.129 0.366

Engineering Specialty 3 �0.271 0.222

Engineering Specialty 4 �0.106 0.212

Engineering Specialty 5 �0.452 0.277

Engineering Specialty 6 �0.621* 0.264

Constant 1.381 3.733

Adjusted R-square 0.174

Note. SE¼ standard error; URM¼ underrepresented racial/ethnic minority; LGB¼ lesbian, gay,

or bisexual; STEM¼ science, technology, engineering, and math. The multidisciplinary STEM

department is reference category for department.

yp5.10. *p5.05. **p5.01.
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(ordered logits), satisfaction (ordered logit), and work–life balance
(ordinary least squares).

Results

Table 1 presents the means and standard errors on each of the variables
in our analyses. Consistent with existing literature on motherhood penal-
ties (Budig & England, 2001; Correll et al., 2007), respondents are more
likely to believe that mothers are considered less committed than they are
to believe that fathers are considered less committed (mean: 2.129 vs.
1.754). Respondents overall have low likelihood of intending to leave
academia for industry, intend to remain at the institution long term, and
are generally satisfied with their experiences at the institution, but the
work–life balance measure suggests that respondents, on average, dis-
agree that they have such balance. Consistent with other research uni-
versities (Drago et al., 2005), very few (less than 14%) have ever used
modest work–life balance policies.9 Reflecting national patterns on
STEM faculty, women and underrepresented racial/ethnic minority indi-
viduals are underrepresented in our sample.

We next examine the empirical connection between reports that
mothers and fathers of young children are considered less ideal workers
and reports that the use of work–life policies incurs negative conse-
quences. We find that beliefs that mothers and fathers are seen as less
committed are both highly correlated with the belief that there are
negative consequences for using work–life balance policies (Pearson’s
coefficients: .335*** and .272***, respectively). Furthermore, in sepa-
rate ordered logit models predicting the negative consequences mea-
sures, we find that, net of controls, the belief that mothers are seen as
less committed is strongly and positively related to the negative conse-
quences measure (B¼ .666, p5.001), as is the measure related to the
commitment of fathers (B¼ .593, p5.001). These results provide strong
empirical support for our hypothesis (H1) that these three measures tap
into a similar sentiment: those who do not illustrate a single-minded
dedication to work by having child care responsibilities or using work–
life policies are seen as less ideal workers. As such, we combine these
three measures into a single flexibility stigma scale (alpha¼ .661).10

Next, we examine who is most likely to report flexibility stigma
within their departments (see Table 2). Supporting our hypotheses,
women are more likely than men (supporting H2) and parents of chil-
dren under 3 years are more likely than nonparents (supporting H3) to
notice a flexibility stigma. However, contrary to our expectation in
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hypothesis H4, mothers were not more likely than fathers to perceive a
flexibility stigma: interaction terms between gender and each of the
children age ranges were added to the model in Table 2 but none
were significant (results not shown). This suggests that awareness of
flexibility stigma is connected to parenthood, not just motherhood.
Finally, consistent with research showing that workers from socially
devalued categories may be more sensitive to recognizing problematic
departmental climates than those in more privilege categories (Cech
et al., 2013), we find that LGB respondents (compared with non-LGB
respondents) and lecturers (compared with ladder-ranked faculty) are
marginally more likely to perceive flexibility stigma.11 There is little
variation by department in the strength of flexibility stigma, except
that faculty in one of the engineering specialties are significantly less
likely to report the stigma than faculty in the interdisciplinary depart-
ment. This lack of department variation could reflect the consistency of
the stigma across the institution or across the STEM disciplines. More
research is needed to examine how the strength of the flexibility stigma
may vary across institutions and professional cultures.

It is interesting that faculty awareness of flexibility stigma in their
department does not depend on whether an individual has ever person-
ally used a work–life policy offered by the university (which we control
for), such as a leave of absence during the quarter a new child joins the
family or use of the campus child care center. As noted earlier, the
causal connection between these two measures should be investigated
with longitudinal data in future research.

Consequences of Flexibility Stigma

We also examine the consequences of flexibility stigma on respondents’
intentions to remain in their positions, their overall satisfaction with
their experiences at the university, and their feelings of work–life bal-
ance. Table 3 presents the models predicting each of these four out-
comes of interest with the flexibility stigma scale and control
measures. In the first two models, those who perceive flexibility
stigma in their departments are significantly less likely to want to
remain in their current jobs: Perceivers of flexibility stigma are signifi-
cantly more likely to think about leaving academia for industry and
marginally less likely to consider remaining at the institution for the
remainder of their career than their colleagues. This supports hypoth-
eses H5 and H6. Related, flexibility stigma is strongly and negatively
related to respondents’ reported satisfaction with their experiences in
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Table 3. Flexibility Stigma Predicting Respondents’ Persistence Intentions, Job

Satisfaction, and Work–Life Balance (N¼ 266).

Leave for

industry

Remain at

institution

Satisfaction at

institution

Work–life

balance

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Female �0.909* 0.401 0.479 0.366 �0.236 0.342 �0.308y 0.183

URM indicator �0.530 0.542 0.134 0.484 �0.299 0.458 0.062 0.241

LGB indicator 0.545 0.945 0.130 0.994 0.417 0.876 0.165 0.517

Married or

partnered

0.443 0.588 �0.027 0.524 �0.785 0.492 �0.396 0.255

Child over 18

years

�0.011 0.436 1.215** 0.412 �0.095 0.380 �0.020 0.206

Child from 16 to

18 years

0.732 0.566 �0.733 0.500 �0.841y 0.481 0.209 0.252

Child from 7 to 15

years

�0.266 0.379 0.277 0.324 0.066 0.333 �0.109 0.187

Child from 3 to 6

years

�0.325 0.431 0.128 0.424 0.334 0.376 �0.103 0.199

Child under 3

years

�0.745 0.493 �0.443 0.443 0.350 0.460 �0.241 0.236

Academic step �0.040 0.034 �0.004 0.030 �0.010 0.029 0.015 0.016

Lecturer indicator �1.050 0.804 0.480 0.843 1.075 0.692 0.021 0.371

Log (salary) �0.010 1.104 2.105* 0.969 1.298 0.872 �0.238 0.486

Hours worked per

week

�0.001 0.013 �0.012 0.013 0.002 0.012 0.000 0.006

Received retention

offer?

�0.740 0.759 �0.135 0.595 0.288 0.488 �0.015 0.272

R is in a dual-aca-

demic career

couple

0.109 0.365 �0.607y 0.345 0.071 0.330 0.251 0.173

R has used a formal

work–life

program

0.874 0.447 �0.124 0.441 0.122 0.443 �0.073 0.241

Chemistry �0.022 0.621 �0.953y 0.563 �0.650 0.504 0.261 0.268

Computer science 1.946** 0.567 �1.799** 0.597 �0.114 0.530 0.101 0.277

Math 0.215 0.710 �1.152 0.724 �0.977y 0.590 0.535y 0.319

Physics �0.019 0.662 �0.784 0.682 �0.109 0.588 0.230 0.307

(continued)
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the institution overall (supporting H7). Finally, the last model
in Table 3 illustrates that those who perceive flexibility stigma are
less likely to feel a sense of work–life balance (supporting H8).
These four consequences are represented visually in the bar graphs in
Figure 1.

Table 3. (continued)

Leave for

industry

Remain at

institution

Satisfaction at

institution

Work–life

balance

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Biology Specialty 1 0.454 0.719 �1.270y 0.662 �1.100* 0.584 0.025 0.319

Biology Specialty 2 1.402* 0.619 �1.858** 0.623 �0.716 0.571 0.655* 0.323

Biology Specialty 3 0.872 1.040 �1.123 0.948 �0.897 0.878 0.457 0.468

Engineering

Specialty 1

1.806 1.170 �2.761** 0.933 �1.862* 0.787 0.138 0.448

Engineering

Specialty 2

– – �0.402 0.900 �0.546 0.950 0.544 0.492

Engineering

Specialty 3

0.791 0.628 �1.983** 0.593 �1.290* 0.538 0.403 0.293

Engineering

Specialty 4

0.536 0.627 �1.329* 0.577 �1.014y 0.543 0.824** 0.285

Engineering

Specialty 5

1.508 0.774 �0.383 0.821 �1.495* 0.736 0.443 0.366

Engineering

Specialty 6

0.876 0.776 �1.215 0.824 0.401 0.743 �0.081 0.361

Flexibility Stigma 0.630** 0.234 �0.375y 0.211 �0.764*** 0.200 �0.261** 0.096

Constant 5.989 5.330

/cut1 1.544 12.133 18.819y 10.773 8.414 9.607

/cut2 3.071 12.125 19.353y 10.760 10.005 9.600

/cut3 4.000 12.140 20.949y 10.756 10.299 9.599

/cut4 5.689 12.121 22.717* 10.764 12.702 9.613

F-value 1.170 2.05** 1.45y 1.26

Note. URM¼ underrepresented racial/ethnic minority; LGB¼ lesbian, gay, or bisexual;

OLS¼ ordinary least squares. Models 1–3 are ordered logits; Model 4 is an OLS regression.

In the “leave for industry” model, respondents from Engineering Specialty 2 were removed

because there was no variation in the response to the item for that subsample. The respon-

dents from that department are removed, bringing the N on that model to 261.

yp5.10. *p5.05. **p5.01. ***p5.001.
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Discussion

The purpose of this article was to examine the empirical patterns and
consequences of flexibility stigma among a population that approxi-
mates ideal workers. Recent literature has argued that flexibility
stigma is an important barrier to addressing the worker–workplace
mismatch in many professional workplaces. We used survey data on
STEM faculty from a top-ranked research institution to empirically
examine the theoretical claim that flexibility stigma against working
parents is connected to parents’ perceived violation of the work devo-
tion schema. We identified who is more likely to recognize flexibility
stigma in their departments and investigated some of the consequences
of perceiving flexibility stigma. We utilized a measure of flexibility
stigma in our analysis that captures the cultural beliefs behind this
stigma more directly than worker outcome measures or lab experiments
used in other research as proxies for this stigma.

We found that, indeed, respondents’ belief that work–life policy use
incurs negative consequences in their departments is strongly related to
their beliefs that mothers and fathers are seen in their departments as
less committed. This linkage supports the theoretical argument that the

1

2

3

4

5

 Low FS     High FS   Low FS    High FS   Low FS   High FS     Low FS    High FS    
Level of Reported Flexibility S�gma (FS) 

         Desire to Inten�on to                      Sa�sfac�on                      Work-Life 
 Leave for Industry Remain at Ins�tu�on        at Ins�tu�on           Balance 

Figure 1. Predicted probabilities on four outcome measures, by low (first quar-

tile) and high (third quartile) reported levels of flexibility stigma.
Note. This figure represents the predicted probabilities on each of the four outcome measures

by low (lighter bar; first quartile, 1.667) and high (darker bar; third quartile, 2.667) flexibility

stigma scores. Models from Table 3 were used for probability prediction; the values of all other

variables were held at the mean.
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stigmatization of parents is partly due to their violation of the work
devotion schema. Consistent with existing literature that has used either
self-reporting of individual experiences of stigma or outcomes-based
proxies for stigma, we also find that women and those with
children under 3 years are more likely to report flexibility stigma in
their departments, net of career and family controls. Importantly, how-
ever, we do not find that fathers and mothers of young children differ in
their recognition of flexibility stigma. Mothers and fathers are
more aware of this stigma than other colleagues, perhaps because
they are personally targets of that stigma or see it directed against
other parents. In this way, the flexibility stigma may help reproduce
disadvantage for those who have parental responsibilities. We also
find that lecturers and LGB individuals are more likely than their col-
leagues to report flexibility stigma, although the reasons why require
further investigation.

Finally, our results illustrate several consequences of being employed
within a work environment in which one perceives flexibility stigma:
those who report this stigma are more likely to want to leave for indus-
try, less likely to want to remain at their university long term, feel less
work–life balance, and are less satisfied with their work overall. These
results hold net of demographics and career and family status.

The flexibility stigma is part of a cultural schema that is semidetached
from the schedule requirements of one’s work. It is not just the demands
of work—and how faculty personally negotiate those demands—that
may lead faculty to be less satisfied, feel imbalanced, and to consider
leaving (as others have shown). Instead, we find that broader cultural
beliefs about work also affect these outcomes. The cultural schemas that
work units nurture about work can influence faculty outcomes, even if,
as with nonparents, individual faculty are not personally targets of stig-
matization. In other words, flexibility stigma can be problematic for the
workplace community as a whole.

Although we study STEM faculty, these patterns may be echoed in
other arenas of the labor force where professionals approach the ideal-
worker norm. We might expect, for instance, that full-time lawyers or
financiers in firms with flexibility stigma may be more likely to consider
leaving, may feel as though they have less work–life balance, and may be
less satisfied with their work experiences overall than those in work
environments where flexibility stigma is weaker. More research is
needed to understand variation in flexibility stigma in other occupations
and among workers who bear less resemblance to the ideal-
worker norm.

104 Work and Occupations 41(1)

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA SAN DIEGO on March 16, 2014wox.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://wox.sagepub.com/
http://wox.sagepub.com/


Conclusion

Our findings suggest several implications for the flexibility stigma litera-
ture. Flexibility stigma has been theorized as unfair treatment of
employees who need, or due to caregiving obligations are presumed to
need, work–life accommodations (Rudman & Mescher, 2013; Williams,
2000). Much of the flexibility stigma literature presumes that it is
mothers rather than fathers whose parenthood obligations are most
likely to trigger stigma. In contrast, we find that flexibility stigma is
not just a mothers’ problem; mothers and fathers of young children
are equally likely to report the presence of flexibility stigma in their
departments. Related, we find that perceived flexibility stigma is nega-
tively related to desires to remain in one’s position, overall satisfaction,
and feelings of work–life balance over and above gender, family status,
and career-relevant variables.

This study suggests that work units that harbor flexibility stigma may
be damaging their own productivity and competitiveness. Departments
that foster flexibility stigma may have a more difficult time retaining
faculty—even those who do not have children. Turnover is expensive
and disruptive, particularly for highly skilled professionals (Moen et al.,
2011) such as the faculty studied here. Providing new faculty with
laboratories, equipment, and other resources is costly and resource
intensive—average start-up packages for new STEM faculty at research
institutions, for example, can range from $90,000 in computer science to
$394,000 in chemical engineering (NAS, 2007).

These findings thus help support a business case for addressing work-
place climates that foster flexibility stigma: our results suggest that flex-
ibility stigma can foster a difficult workplace climate for workers even if
they are not personally at risk of stigmatization. Beyond the benefits
shown by others (e.g., Moen et al., 2011) of instituting new work–life
policies, the reduction of flexibility stigma in work units may help
improve persistence, feelings of balance, and job satisfaction, and help
close the gap between workplace realities and the needs and desires of
professionals in the 21st century.

Our results may also point to a possible silver lining. Many faculty
who do not currently have young children at home are nonetheless
aware of (and affected by) flexibility stigma in their departmental cli-
mates. Broader worker awareness of problematic environments for col-
leagues with child care responsibilities suggests that at least some
professionals who are not themselves targets of this stigma might be
potential allies in altering this aspect of workplace climate.
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Notes

1. Flexibility stigma is stronger when workers seek work–life accommodations
for family reasons rather than for managing needs such as personal health
(Berdahl & Moon, 2013).

2. Cultural schemas are shared cultural models that serve as frameworks for
understanding and evaluating social experiences (Blair-Loy, 2003).

3. Eighty-eight percent of the population are ladder-rank faculty. Twelve per-
cent are full-time lecturers, who teach more than other faculty but still con-

duct research. Lecturers, in contrast to poorly paid, part-time adjuncts, are
members of the academic senate with security or potential security of
employment and similar salary means to tenure-line faculty.

4. Only 11% of the full-time, salaried U.S. labor force in 2000 had arranged a
formal agreement to vary their work hours, while another 18% had an infor-
mal arrangement to do so (Weeden, 2005). Among employees in a financial

services firm, only 26% currently used or had ever used the flexible work
policies formally on the books for all employees (Blair-Loy &Wharton, 2002).

5. Job satisfaction has also been shown to play a critical role in the retention of
faculty (e.g., Smart, 1990).

6. Within this all-faculty group at one university, we control for hours and
hierarchical level (i.e., step). We expect that all respondents would potentially
be subject to the work–life stress of high status positions, which affects pro-

fessionals who blur the boundaries between work and home by putting in
long hours inside and outside the workplace (Schieman, Milkie, & Glavin,
2009).
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7. We used the chained equations technique in STATA to generate 20
multiply-imputed data sets. The results of the analysis of each data set
are pooled to produce the resulting coefficient estimates. The results pre-

sented here are consistent with models that use listwise deletion.
8. Specific policies used at our site include confidential counseling services,

modified teaching load in the quarter a new child joins a family, leave of

absence for the purpose of family caregiving, and campus child care ser-
vices. None of our survey respondents used other formally available poli-
cies, such as lactation accommodations and elder care support.

9. Low work–life policy use may be due to fears of negative career conse-
quences for using policies, personal commitment to work devotion rather
than family caregiving, or the ability for tenured faculty to use the schedule
control inherent in academic work to quietly accommodate family and per-

sonal needs.
10. The skewness and kurtosis values for the flexibility stigma variable

are within assumptions for approximate normality: skewness¼ 0.31;

kurtosis¼ 2.28.
11. The flexibility stigma literature argues that lower status positions, especially

among men, can trigger flexibility stigma (Williams et al., 2013). In a

laboratory study using fictitious vignettes, Brescoll, Glass, and
Sedlovskaya (2013) find what may be a social class rather than a social
status effect: Pharmacy clerks are more likely than pharmacists to trigger

flexibility stigma. The effect of status within a population sharing social class
and many job conditions needs investigation. Further, it is not clear that
status effects in triggering stigma would help explain our findings that lec-
turers (compared with ladder-rank faculty) or LGB faculty (compared with

heterosexual colleagues) are more likely to perceive flexibility stigma. These
are questions requiring further study.
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