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Feminine Defaults are Associated with a Reduction in the Gender Participation Gap in MBA Classrooms


Abstract
Record numbers of women have enrolled in MBA programs, yet gender disparities in classroom and career outcomes persist. Why might this be? Historically, business schools have been male-dominated and characterized by masculine defaults. That is, they are contexts in which characteristics associated with the male gender role are regarded as ideal or standard. Our study examines whether there is a gender participation gap in MBA classrooms—a key factor in students’ success. We also investigate whether professors’ behavior relate to the size of the gap. With an observational field study (N = 3159 students across 76 MBA classrooms) of students’ participation behavior and thin-slice impressions of professors, we find that there is a gender participation gap, but the extent to which professors’ behavior convey a relatively feminine default (i.e., characteristics associated with the female gender role as ideal or standard) is associated with a reduction in this gap. 
Statement of Relevance
Gender disparities persist in corporate America and business schools. To reduce these disparities, business schools have focused on increasing the gender diversity of the students in their MBA programs. Has increasing gender diversity in terms of who has access to the classroom sufficient to reduce gender disparities in participation within the classroom? Our work investigates whether a gender gap in participation exists at a business school with high gender diversity. We find that, overall, there is a gender participation gap in MBA classrooms. However, we also find a reduction in this gap in classrooms in which professors appear approachable and interpersonally oriented. These findings shed light on possible interventions (e.g., training professors to exhibit interpersonal responsiveness) that leaders can implement in historically male-dominated contexts to create more equitable spaces where both women and men can thrive.



Feminine Defaults are Associated with a Reduction in the Gender Participation Gap in MBA Classrooms
Despite momentous gains towards equality, gender disparities persist in historically male-dominated contexts like corporate America and business schools (Jeong & Harrison, 2017). For example, in the Master of Business Administration (MBA) classroom, women tend to earn lower grades than their male counterparts (e.g., Kanter, 2013; Wallen et al., 2017). Following MBA graduation, women (vs. men) earn lower salaries and are less likely to reach the upper echelons of the corporate hierarchy (e.g., Bertrand et al., 2010). To mitigate gender disparities in the classroom and beyond, many business schools have focused on attracting and recruiting more students who are women (Bryne, 2015; Kantor, 2013). Their efforts have largely succeeded. The top three business schools, for example, have record numbers of women in their student body: University of Chicago Booth (40%), University of Pennsylvania Wharton (47%) and Northwestern University Kellogg (43%; US News and World Report, 2022).
	While these efforts to increase gender diversity are undoubtedly an important step, they may not be sufficient to eliminate gender inequality in the classroom. Here, we present a field investigation that examines gender disparities in MBA classroom participation. We focus specifically on the potential gender gap in classroom participation because it is a critical outcome in business school settings in that it both reflects underlying gender disparities and can fuel them. Gender gaps in classroom participation reflect broader gender disparities because they communicate normative information about whose voices matter, are heard, and represented (e.g., Carter et al., 2018). Further, given that classroom participation impacts students’ learning and grades particularly in MBA programs where classes often include case discussions (Schmidt-Wilk, 2010), such gaps can fuel broader gender disparities in outcomes. The current research tracks students’ actual classroom participation behavior and naturalistic thin-slices of professors’ behaviors to document (a) whether there is a gender participation gap in MBA classrooms, overall, and (b) if professors’ behaviors are associated with a reduction in the gender participation gap.
Gender diversity and disparities in MBA classrooms
Research has offered two competing predictions regarding how business schools’ efforts to increase gender diversity might affect the gender participation gap in MBA classrooms. One possibility, in line with business schools’ goals of reducing inequality, is that increased gender diversity in business schools is sufficient to reduce the gender participation gap. Consistent with this possibility, research suggests that increasing women’s representation in higher education settings can reduce gender disparities in students’ experiences and behavior (e.g., Griffith, 2010). By increasing the gender diversity of business schools, women will likely feel a greater sense of belonging and may participate more fully in the academic environment (Kantor, 2013; Lawson et al., 2022; Schmader & Sedikides, 2018). 
Another possibility, however, is that increased gender diversity in business schools may be necessary—but not sufficient—to reduce the gender participation gap. Consistent with this, research finds that, despite increased gender diversity, men are more likely than women to speak up and promote themselves in traditionally male-dominated contexts like business or STEM (e.g., Brescoll, 2011; Jarvis et al., 2022; Vial et al., 2022). Gender disparities occur in these settings, in part, because they are characterized by masculine defaults. That is, these are contexts where characteristics associated with the male gender role[footnoteRef:1] are regarded as the ideal or standard (Cheryan & Markus, 2020). For example, business schools typically expect students to be analytical and assertive—characteristics associated with the male gender role—rather than receptive and responsive—characteristics associated with the female gender role (Bohlmeyer et al., 1985; Lu et al., 2022; Sinclair, 1995). As a result, MBA students tend to feel like they are being judged by their professor and peers, and exhibit hypercompetitive behaviors (Kelan, 2013; Simpson; 2006). Such expectations and behaviors signal that women—and characteristics associated with the female gender role—are not included. Given that business schools are characterized by masculine defaults (e.g., Kelan, 2013; Sinclair, 1995; Simpson, 2006), men might participate more than women in MBA classrooms, producing a gender participation gap. Accordingly, we propose the following: [1:  Gender roles are cultural norms and expectations that dictate the characteristics and behaviors that are seen as appropriate or typical for men and women (e.g., Eagly et al., 2000).] 


Hypothesis 1: There will be a gender participation gap in MBA classrooms, such that men will participate more than women.

Although the larger business school setting is characterized by masculine defaults, professors’ behavior within the classroom is not monolithic. Indeed, professors can convey a relatively feminine default in MBA classrooms when they behave in ways that make them appear approachable and interpersonally oriented (e.g., using a style of speaking that invites questions from students; Anderson & Smith, 2005). Consistent with work demonstrating that subtle signals in a room (e.g., posters) can affect women’s feelings of fit in a STEM setting (Cheryan et al., 2009), professors’ behavior within the classroom may also shape students’ behaviors and experiences beyond the larger default of the business school (e.g., Bright et al., 2012). 
Professors whose behavior convey a relatively feminine default are more likely to align with and include the communal orientations that tend to be common among women (Diekman & Steinberg, 2013; Eagly et al., 2000). When professors’ behavior convey that women’s cultural orientations are included, women may be more likely to participate in the classroom. At the same time, conveying a relatively feminine default may also encourage egalitarian and cooperative behaviors (e.g., turn-taking) instead of individualistic and competitive behaviors among all students (e.g., Berdahl et al., 2018; Cheryan & Markus, 2020). As a result, students may not feel like they need to prove themselves or stand out from others (Anderson, 1996). In either case, we expect that the more professors’ behavior convey a relatively feminine default, the smaller the gender participation gap will be and propose the following: 

Hypothesis 2: The classroom feminine default as conveyed by the professors’ behavior will be associated with a reduction in the gender participation gap, such that men and women will not differ in their participation.

Current Research
	To examine our hypotheses, we coded students’ participation behavior and thin-slice impressions of professors in an observational study of 76 MBA classes (N = 3159 students) at a business school with relatively high gender diversity. Trained research assistants, who were unaware of hypotheses, coded 90-minute MBA classroom video recordings for student and professor gender as well as student participation behavior (i.e., instances of participation). Additionally, a separate set of trained research assistants coded the extent to which professors’ behavior conveyed a feminine default (i.e., appeared approachable and interpersonally oriented). By coding behaviors of both students and professors, we test whether the classroom feminine default as conveyed by the professor is related to the gender participation gap, over and above other classroom features like professor gender and classroom gender diversity. 
Method
The videos included in our study were recorded as part of an ongoing initiative of the business school’s administration to better understand and improve the nature of students’ classroom experiences. Professors teaching in the Spring 2016 term were contacted for their consent to video record their class sessions. They were told that a key part of the business school’s administration’s effort to better understand current classroom dynamics was to videotape classes during Spring 2016. The administration ensured that professors understood that the videos would not be used to evaluate classes or professors. Only one professor opted out of having their class recorded. For professors who did not opt out, class sessions were videotaped for one week in the beginning of the Spring 2016 term. The camera was placed inconspicuously at the front of the classroom but could be seen by students. If students asked about purpose of the camera, professors informed them that the purpose was to learn more about their classroom experience. 
Every course offered to full-time MBA students in the Spring of 2016 that met the following filter criteria were recorded: (a) Full-time MBA courses only, (b) Courses offered on the main business school campus only, (c) Courses offered in Spring 2016 only, (d) Removed courses not offered the previous year (i.e., new classes), (e) Removed independent study courses, foreign study courses, and courses with no professor, (f) Removed courses that were not taught by full-time faculty (i.e., classes taught by postdoctoral scholars), (g) Removed lab and field work courses (i.e., those where classroom-based recording was not feasible), (h) Removed courses with no determined schedule (i.e., those where it would not be possible to determine a time to film), and (i) Removed any remaining additional courses as recommended by the Dean of MBA programs. 
Given the original purpose of the administration to improve classroom quality, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was not initially required to collect the class session video recordings. After the video recordings were collected, however, IRB approval was obtained to use the video recordings for our research. The data and code for the study are publicly accessible https://osf.io/syqfd/?view_only=e0c50ee9cfda43f38132a5457989fd79. We describe the materials and measures in the main text and in the Supplemental Materials. There is no preregistration for the study.
Research Setting
The current research was conducted in MBA classrooms at a private Midwestern business school that had approximately 40% women at the time the data was collected. As such, this setting reflects a business school context where women are relatively well-represented (an analysis of the Top 12 full-time U.S. MBA programs documented that, on average, 37% of MBA students were women in 2016, the year these videos were recorded; GMAC, 2016).  
Participants
	We obtained 82 video recordings of MBA class sessions. Six videos could not be used due to technical errors with the recording. The 76 remaining video recordings included 3159 MBA students and 46 professors across 51 MBA courses. There were 51 class sessions that were 90 minutes (1.5 hours) in length and 19 class sessions that were 180 minutes (3 hours) in length. To ensure that sessions were similar lengths, we split the video recordings of the 19 three-hour classes into two segments at a natural class break. For these 19 classes, we used the coding of the first segment of the class for our analyses and excluded the second segments’ coding from our analyses. We did this instead of analyzing at the class level (i.e., combining the two segments into one class) for two reasons. First, in some classes, the total number of students between the first and second segments differed (i.e., some students left and did not return after the class break). Second, there were instances where students sat in a different seat in the second segment of class than the first, and we were unable to reliably track which seat the student moved to due to video quality. However, all hypothesis tests yielded identical conclusions when we conduct our analyses with the second segments instead of the first segments. See the Supplemental Materials for results. 
Video Coding Procedure
We trained nine research assistants, who were unaware of the hypotheses, on a standardized coding scheme to code the classroom video recordings for student and professor gender, student participation, and student confidence. We trained two additional research assistants to code thin-slices of professors’ behavior. To facilitate coding of student’s gender and participation in the classroom video recordings, we created a seating chart (see Fig. 1). A total of approximately 200 hours was spent coding the video recordings. In the first phase, to establish interrater reliability, each of the research assistants coded 2 of the video recordings. All codes displayed acceptable levels of reliability between coders, ρ > 0.82 (e.g., Fleiss, 1981). After reliability was established, in the next phase, research assistants individually coded a random subset of the remaining classroom video recordings. Once all videos were coded, any disagreements were resolved through discussion. We describe the student-level coding and classroom-level coding in greater detail below.
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Fig. 1. Example visual map of an MBA classroom layout.

Student Level Video Coding 
Student level coding includes students’ perceived gender and participation.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  We also coded students’ confidence when raising their hand and when speaking. There were no significant gender differences on either measure. We report these results in the Supplemental Materials.] 

Student Gender. Research assistants coded what they perceived to be the students’ gender. Specifically, we instructed research assistants to use their best judgement to identify students as men or women. Across all class recordings included in our analyses, 1269 students were designated as women (40%), and 1890 were indicated as men (60%), reflecting the gender composition to the general student population enrolled in the full-time MBA program at the university.
Participation. To examine the gender participation gap in the classroom, we used two measures: students’ raw participation and a participation discrepancy score.
Raw participation score. Research assistants coded the number of times each student participated during class (M = 0.91, SD = 1.47, range = 0 -14). We coded participation during entire classroom discussions (i.e., not during small breakout group discussions). There was a total of 2927 instances of student participation across all video recordings. Beyond a raw count of the total number of times each student participated during class, we also had research assistants categorize the type of participation more specifically (e.g., whether the student raised their hand before participating or not). Given that our theorizing focused primarily on instances of participation in general, we report the details of this coding in the Supplemental Materials. 
Participation discrepancy score. To account for variation in both classroom size and opportunities for participation in a given classroom (e.g., some classrooms are primarily lecture-based, limiting overall opportunities for participation compared to those that are more discussion-based), we also constructed a participation discrepancy score. This score compares the extent to which students’ actual observed participation deviates from their expected participation if all students in a particular classroom participated equally. The construction of this metric therefore accounts for both differences in classroom size (i.e., number of students in class) and number of participation opportunities (i.e., 72% of class sessions were lecture-based, while 28% of class sessions were relatively more discussion-based). 
 We computed each students’ participation discrepancy score (M = 0.35, SD = 1.40, range = -0.92 – 13.19) by creating a difference score between the raw participation score (i.e., number of times the student participated) and the expected student participation rate if all students participated equally in a classroom (i.e., dividing the total instances of student participation by the total number of students in a classroom).
 For example, in a classroom with 30 students (i.e., total number of students) in which there were 30 total instances of student participation, the expected participation if all students participated equally would be one (i.e., 30/30). If a student participated three times, then that student would receive a participation discrepancy score of two (i.e., three minus one). Given that the student’s participation discrepancy score is greater than zero, this would indicate that the student participated at a higher rate than expected if all students in the class participated equally.
Classroom Level Video Coding
Our classroom level coding included course features, professors’ gender, and the extent to which professors’ behavior conveyed a relatively feminine default.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  We coded the course syllabi for other classroom-level features that could moderate our effects (e.g., cold calling policies). None of the course features significantly moderated our effects. See the Supplemental Materials for description and analyses.] 

Course Features. In addition to class format (i.e., whether the course was lecture-based, discussion-based, or a combination), we coded for class activities (77% no class activities, 23% at least one class activity), and length of the class session (M = 88.42 minutes, SD = 12.37 minutes, range = 39-116 minutes). Consistent with previous work (Reinwald & Kunze, 2019), we calculated the classroom gender diversity by dividing the number of women by the total number of students (M = 0.40, SD = 0.14). 
Professor Gender. Similar to the student gender coding, research assistants coded what they perceived to be the professors’ gender. Across all video recordings, five professors were identified as women (11%) and 41 professors were identified as men (89%). This is similar to the overall gender composition of the business school’s faculty during the same time period (i.e., 2015-2017; 18-24% women; Anonymous, 2017).  
Classroom Feminine Default (Conveyed by Professor Behavior). We used the thin-slicing approach to capture the extent to which the professor’s behavior convey a feminine default (e.g., appearing approachable and interpersonally oriented). Specifically, research assistants coded the first 30-seconds of the professor lecturing in the video recording. The thin-slicing approach has been shown to reliably detect perceptions of cultural dynamics (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992). Furthermore, previous research finds that when people observe a brief pattern of behavior, they can reach similar and accurate judgements about a variety of characteristics of a target (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992; Kraus & Keltner, 2009).
To capture the classroom feminine default, we created a composite of four thin-slice ratings of the professor’s warmth (M = 3.56, SD = 0.80), responsiveness (M = 3.45, SD = 0.74), comfort (M = 3.80, SD = 0.85), and lack of formality (M = 1.93, SD = 0.91). We chose these four dimensions based on existing literature on gender defaults and fundamental dimensions of person perception (e.g., Cheryan & Markus, 2020; Fiske, 2018). Additionally, these dimensions were both meaningful (e.g., warmth; cf. Fiske, 2018) and differentiable (i.e., captured distinguishable manifestations of behavior that could be reliably identified by research assistants; Yoder et al., 2010). Furthermore, an exploratory factor analysis resulted in all 4 items loading onto a single factor that explained 77.81% of the variance (all loadings ≥ 0.80), providing additional evidence that the four dimensions reflected a single underlying construct of classroom feminine default. 
To create our composite, we averaged each thin-slice rating across two research assistants. The overall interrater reliability across all the four dimensions was high (raverage = 0.68: warmth: r = 0.75, responsiveness: r = 0.51, comfort: r = 0.84, lack of formality: r = 0.63). Higher values on the composite indicate that the professor’s behavior conveyed a relatively more feminine default ( = 0.87, M = 3.19, SD = 0.70). We describe the four ratings in more detail below and provide the full coding instructions in the Supplemental Materials. 
Professor’s Warmth. Research assistants coded the extent to which the professor appeared warm in the video clip using a scale of 1 (cold) to 5 (most warm). A high score on this measure indicated that the professor made good eye contact with their students, had a style of speaking that invited questions from students, exhibited high energy movement or voice inflection, used humor, and/or used disarming language (Fiske, 2018). 
Professor’s Responsiveness. Research assistants indicated the extent to which the professor created a pleasant and engaging classroom in the video clip using a scale of 1 (least agreeable) to 5 (most agreeable). A high responsiveness score indicated that the professor created an engaging class, conveyed ideas clearly to students, and exhibited dynamic movements throughout class (e.g., walking around the classroom; Hoyle et al., 1989).
Professor’s Comfort. Research assistants indicated the extent to which the professor appeared comfortable and at ease when lecturing and speaking to students in the video clip using a scale of 1 (least comfortable) to 5 (most comfortable). Following prior research, a high comfort score indicated that the professor appeared comfortable and at ease when lecturing and speaking to students (e.g., Hoyle et al., 1989). 
Professor’s Lack of Formality. Research assistants indicated the extent to which the professor appeared formal in the video clip using a scale of 1 (not at all formal) to 5 (extremely formal). Professors were rated as highly formal if they did not use humor, did not chat lightly with students, and/or did not have a relaxed posture (M = 4.07, SD = 0.91; e.g., Hughes & Avey, 2009). We reversed-score these ratings to indicate the extent to which the professor lacked formality.
Results
Analysis Plan
For all measures, we include a standard set of covariates: professor’s gender (0 = woman, 1 = man) and classroom gender diversity (mean-centered). We controlled for professor’s gender because it is associated with student participation (Tatum et al., 2013). We controlled for the classroom gender diversity (i.e., proportion of women in the classroom) because we reasoned that women would participate more frequently, regardless of the default conveyed, if there was greater classroom gender diversity (e.g., women participate more when there is a larger proportion of women in the setting; Murphy et al., 2007). When covariates are not included, the significance and direction of our results remain unchanged (see Table 1).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  As robustness checks, we included two additional covariates in our analyses: whether the course was quantitative and years since the professor’s bachelor’s degree. Including these covariates does not change the significance and direction of our results. See the Supplemental Materials for description and results. ] 

As indicated above, we used two participation measures to test our hypotheses: the raw participation score and the participation discrepancy score. For the raw participation score, the intraclass correlation (ICC; measure of the dependence of observations within a group) indicated that there was dependence of observations or clustering within sessions (Danyluck & Page-Gould, 2018; Gordon, 2018), 𝜌 = 0.16. Therefore, we conducted a 2-level mixed-effects linear regression analysis in which students were nested within class sessions using student gender (effect-coded: -1 = woman, 1 = man) as a predictor. We also conducted 2-level mixed-effects moderation analyses using classroom feminine default (mean-centered).
For our participation discrepancy score measure which includes number of students and total participation in the class session, there was low dependence of observations within sessions, 𝜌 < 0.10. Therefore, we did not conduct multi-level model analyses (Gordon, 2018) and instead conducted an Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) using student gender (dummy-coded: 0 = woman, 1 = man) as a predictor. For our moderation analysis on participation discrepancy score, we conducted moderated regression analysis. We entered our standard set of covariates on Step 1. Then, we entered student gender (0 = woman, 1 = man) and classroom feminine default (mean-centered) on Step 2, and their interaction on Step 3.
Is There a Gender Participation Gap in MBA Classrooms on Average? 
In support of Hypothesis 1, when using raw participation as our outcome, there was a gender gap in the number of participation instances such that men participated more than women, b = .130, t (3072) = 5.07, p < .001, 95% CI [0.08, 0.18] (see Table 1). Given that men made up 60% of the students across all classrooms, we would have expected men to participate about one and a half times as much as women do. Instead, we find that across all classrooms, men participated twice as much as did women. Indeed, a chi-square analysis comparing students’ expected participation based on their representation compared to their actual participation show that men (vs. women) disproportionately participated, 𝝌2(1, N = 3155) = 32.52, p < .001, φc = .114.
We found consistent effects with the participation discrepancy score; there was a gender gap in participation across classrooms such that men (vs. women) participated more than expected if all students participated equally, b = .260, t (3151) = 5.13, p < .001, 95% CI [0.16, 0.36] (see Table 1). 


Table 1.
Results of Analyses Examining Main Effects of Student Gender on Participation

	
	Raw Participation Score
	Participation Discrepancy Score

	
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 1
	Model 2

	Student Gender 
(1 = man)
	.134*** 
[0.08, 0.18]
	.130*** 
[0.08, 0.18]
	.128*** 
[0.08, 0.18]
	.140*** 
[0.09, 0.19]

	Constant
	.982
	.130
	-.029
	-.025

	Observations
	3159
	3159
	3159
	3159

	R-Squared
	.009
	.014
	.003
	.003

	Control Variables
	No
	Yes
	No
	Yes


Note. Model 1 reflects main effects with no control variables, Model 2 includes the standard set of covariates. Brackets reflect 95% CIs; *** p < 0.001.


Are Feminine Defaults Associated with a Reduction in the Gender Participation Gap?
Next, we examined whether feminine classroom defaults are associated with a reduction in the gender participation gap in MBA classrooms (Hypothesis 2) by examining both raw participation score and participation discrepancy score.
First, using raw participation as our outcome variable, we obtained a significant main effect of student gender such that men participated more than women, b = .140, t (2903) = 5.27, p < .001, 95% CI [0.09, 0.19]. There was also a significant main effect of classroom feminine default such that higher levels of classroom feminine default were associated with less participation, b = -.246, t (67) = -2.41, p = .019, 95% CI [-0.45, -0.04]. Importantly and consistent with Hypothesis 2, these main effects were qualified by a significant two-way student gender × classroom feminine default interaction, b = -.110, t (2949) = -2.92, p = .004, 95% CI [-0.18, -0.04] (see Fig. 2). 
We next obtained the simple effects of classroom feminine default for the interaction. When professors’ behavior conveyed a relatively less feminine default (i.e., -1 SD below the mean of our classroom feminine default measure), there was a significant gender participation gap such that men participated more than women, b = .217, t (2930) = 5.64, p < .001, 95% CI [0.14, 0.29]. However, consistent with Hypothesis 2, when professors’ behavior conveyed a relatively more feminine default (i.e., +1 SD above the mean of our classroom feminine default measure), there was no gender participation gap, b = .062, t (2927) = 1.71, p = .087, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.13]. We also obtained the simple effects of student gender for the interaction. Among men, the association between classroom feminine default and participation was negative and significant, b = -.356, t (77) = -3.33, p = .001, 95% CI [-0.57, -0.14]. Among women, there was no significant association between classroom feminine default and participation, b = -.136, t (87) = -1.23, p = .221, 95% CI [-0.36, 0.08]. 
	Next, using the participation discrepancy score as our outcome variable, we obtained a significant main effect of student gender such that men participated more than expected (and women participated less than expected) if all students participated equally, b = .136, t (2974) = 5.17, p < .001, 95% CI [0.08, 0.19]. There was no significant main effect of classroom feminine default, b = -.001, t (2974) = -0.03, p = .979, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.07]. However, consistent with Hypothesis 2 and the results when using raw participation score, there was a significant two-way student gender × classroom feminine default interaction, b = -.104, t (2973) = -2.88, p = .004, 95% CI [-0.18, -0.03] (see Fig. 3).
We next examined the simple effects of classroom feminine default. When professors’ behavior conveyed a relatively less feminine default (-1 SD below the mean of our classroom feminine default measure), there was a significant gender participation gap whereby men had higher participation discrepancy scores than women (i.e., men participated more than what would be expected if all students participated equally), b = .426, t (2973) = 5.67, p < .001, 95% CI [0.28, 0.57]. However, consistent with Hypothesis 2, when professors’ behavior conveyed a relatively more feminine default (+1 SD above the mean of our classroom feminine default measure), there was no significant gender participation gap, b = .133, t (2973) = 1.86, p = .062, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.27]. We next obtained the simple effects by student gender. Among men, though in the same direction as the raw participation score measure, the classroom feminine default was not statistically significantly associated with participation discrepancy scores, b = -.092, t (2973) = -1.92, p = .055, 95% CI [-0.19, 0.00]. Among women, the classroom feminine default was not significantly associated with participation discrepancy scores, b = .012, t (2973) = 0.32, p = .747, 95% CI [-0.06, 0.08]. 
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Fig. 2. The effect of student gender on the raw participation score by classroom feminine default. Graphed at 1 SD from classroom feminine default mean. The raw participation score indicates the number of participation instances.
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Fig. 3. The effect of student gender on the participation discrepancy score by classroom feminine default. Graphed at 1 SD from classroom feminine default mean. The participation discrepancy score indicates the difference score between the students’ raw participation score and the expected participation if all students in the class participated equally.

General Discussion
As a result of significant efforts to increase gender diversity, many business schools are fast approaching gender parity in representation. However, increased gender diversity in access may not be sufficient to eliminate gender inequality in outcomes in MBA programs. In an observational field study capturing students’ participation and thin-slice impressions of professors, we find evidence of a gender participation gap—even in a business school with relatively high gender diversity. Importantly, we find that this gap is not inevitable. Instead, in classrooms in which professors’ behavior conveys a relatively feminine default (i.e., appearing approachable and interpersonally oriented) there is no gender gap in participation. 
Our work is the first to directly examine the relationship between professors’ behavior and students’ participation in MBA classrooms and makes important theoretical and practical contributions. Our results suggest that the gender participation gap may persist in historically male-dominated contexts when intervention efforts primarily focus on recruiting gender-balanced cohorts. Efforts to promote gender equality in traditionally masculine settings likely also require tempering the predominant masculine default by actively incorporating a feminine default. For example, professors can be trained to use language that clearly conveys warmth and interpersonal responsiveness when lecturing or communicating with students. 
Indeed, our findings suggest that professors play a pivotal role in creating classroom defaults, and that their behavior relates to the size of the gender participation gap. While experimental work has shown that a room’s physical objects can influence self-reported interest in STEM (Cheryan et al., 2009), our results show that subtle cues (e.g., warmth) conveyed by professors’ behavior relates to the gender distribution of participation behavior in MBA classrooms. This indicates that interventions that focus on targeting students as a way to reduce gender disparities in participation may therefore be incomplete. Instead, it may also be necessary to incorporate professors into intervention efforts because their behavior in the classroom can facilitate equitable and egalitarian participation behavior. 
Limitations and Future Directions
While our work is the first to document how professors’ behavior is associated with gender disparities in MBA classroom participation, it is not without limitations and has promising directions for future research. One limitation of the present study is that it investigates classroom participation at a single business school that has achieved relatively high levels of gender diversity. Although our analyses account for varying levels of gender diversity at the classroom level, the overall gender diversity at the business school we sampled from may impact our findings. For instance, it is possible that the observed relationship between the gender participation gap and professors’ behavior is weaker in business schools that lack a critical mass of women in their overall student population. Future work should examine whether and how gender diversity at an institutional level interacts with classroom defaults to affect participation. 
Second, given the observational nature of our study utilizing classroom recordings, the current study is limited in at least two ways. First, we examined one key component of culture that can convey the classroom default: professors’ behavior. However, defaults can be reflected and promoted through other components of culture (e.g., institutional policies, individual students’ ideas and beliefs; Cheryan & Markus, 2020). Second, we could only use observable indicators (e.g., perceptions of student gender), rather than subjective or self-reported indicators (e.g., students’ self-identified gender). Lacking access to subjective measures may be why a large proportion of variance remains unexplained in our model. Future research is needed to investigate both the effects of different components of culture and subjective measures (e.g., students’ self-identified gender) on gender disparities in classroom participation. 
Finally, we find initial evidence suggesting that the classroom feminine default is associated with a reduction in the gender participation gap because of changes in men’s—but not women’s— behavior. This finding is consistent with work demonstrating that gender disparities in speaking time in another context—academic conferences—arise because of men taking up too much space (Jarvis et al., 2022). However, it is inconsistent with research demonstrating that cues of inclusion more strongly affect marginalized groups than dominant groups (e.g., Schmader & Sedikides, 2018). Though the observational nature of our data does not allow us to reconcile these disparate findings, future work should examine when strategies for reducing inequality change the behavior of dominant versus marginalized groups. 
Conclusion
	Despite record enrollment of women in MBA programs, gender disparities persist in corporate America and business schools. Although increased representation is undoubtedly necessary for reducing disparities, our work suggests that it may not be sufficient. Even in a business school with high gender diversity, we find evidence of a gender participation gap. However, we also document one possible way to reduce this gap: by incorporating a feminine default into MBA classroom cultures. Our findings suggest that local classroom cultures can play a pivotal role in shifting historically male-dominated contexts to become more equitable. 
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