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1 Introduction

Despite significant convergence in women’s and men’s economic roles in many societies
over the past half a century, persistent labor market disparities remain. As human capi-
tal gaps narrow and overt discrimination wanes, economists have shifted focus to the role
of gender norms as a key constraint on women'’s progress in the labor market. It is now
widely accepted that these deeply embedded societal expectations continue to shape gen-
der roles within the household, work-life decisions, career choices and trajectories, and
workplace dynamics.! Recent research focuses on understanding the mechanisms behind
the formation and perpetuation of such norms, and how these norms interact with mar-
ket forces to influence individual and collective behavior. Through this work, economists
aim to gain insight into what it takes to initiate and sustain broad cultural shifts that can
address persistent gender inequalities in the labor market.

In this article, we provide an overview of gender norms in the labor market, focusing
on how such norms shape economic behavior and perpetuate gender inequality. We begin
in Section 2 by providing descriptive evidence on gender norms from large-scale attitudi-
nal surveys, illustrating the variation in gender-related attitudes across and within coun-
tries, their evolution over time, as well as their associations with labor market outcomes
for women. Next, we outline a simple conceptual framework in Section 3 to illustrate
how gender norms and wages affect individuals’ choices over two alternatives, working
versus not working. A key feature of the framework is the distinction between two sets
of norms — internalized norms that directly affect an individual’s preferences and beliefs
and external norms that reflect peer pressure and preferences for conformity. This distinc-
tion is crucial for understanding the origins and mechanisms through which norms are
transmitted and perpetuated, which in turn has significant implications for the design of

effective policies and intervention strategies. The framework also captures, in a reduced

ISee review articles by Cortés and Pan (2023) and Olivetti et al. (2025). Jayachandran (2021) provides a
review on the role of gender norms as a barrier to women’s participation and success in the labor market
in developing countries.



form way, how gender norms can influence expected wages through pre-labor market in-
vestments (i.e., human capital formation), productivity markdowns due to discrimination
or market power, and the policy environment.

In Section 4, we use the conceptual framework to guide and structure the discussion
of the empirical evidence on gender norms. Section 4.1 reviews the literature on the ori-
gins and persistence of internalized gender norms through vertical and oblique transmis-
sion from parents and non-parental elders/peers. Section 4.2 discusses existing work on
external norms and how peer pressure and preferences for conformity can result in snow-
ball effects and coordination failures. Section 4.3 reviews the evidence on the influence
of gender norms on human capital accumulation, focusing on the role of gender stereo-
types, teachers, and the broader cultural environment in shaping educational choices and
outcomes. Section 4.4 examines how gender norms and stereotypes may underpin vari-
ous forms of wage discrimination, including taste-based and statistical discrimination, as
well as the degree of monopsonistic power, all of which can result in wages falling below
productivity levels. Section 4.5 reviews a growing body of work that examines the role of
public policies and the media in shaping and shifting gender norms.

Finally, we conclude in Section 5 with suggestions for future research.

2 Descriptive Evidence on Gender Norms

In this section, we provide a brief overview of how gender norms differ across and within
countries and how they have evolved over time. We further show that, at the national
level, gender attitudes are closely linked to female labor force participation rates and the

extent of child-related penalties.
*** Figure 1 here ***

Figure 1 utilizes data from the 1994-1998 and 2017-2022 waves of the World Values

Survey (WVS) to illustrate the proportion of individuals who strongly agree or agree with
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the statement presented at the bottom of each panel across five country groups: Eastern
Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America, the U.S., and Germany.2 Two key patterns emerge.
First, gender attitudes have become more egalitarian across all five regions. For instance,
in Eastern Asia (comprising China, Japan, and South Korea), the share of respondents
who strongly agreed or agreed that “men make better political leaders than women” de-
creased from 58% in 1994 to 47% in 2022. Second, substantial regional differences in
gender attitudes persist. Generally, individuals in the U.S. and Germany tend to hold
more egalitarian views compared to those in Eastern Asia, Latin America, and Eastern
Europe. For example, in the 2017-2022 wave, 47% of respondents in Eastern Asia and
Eastern Europe strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that men are better political

leaders than women, whereas only 16% in the U.S. and 8% in Germany shared this view.
*** Figure 2 here ***

Figure 2 presents a similar analysis using the 1994 and 2022 waves of the Interna-
tional Social Survey Programme (ISSP), focusing on gender attitudes related to working
mothers and their families. These data also indicate a shift toward more egalitarian gen-
der norms over time. For example, in Western Europe (comprising Austria, Germany,
Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain), the proportion of respondents who agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement “A working mom cannot establish as warm a relationship as a
mom not working” decreased from 24% in 1994 to 13% in 2022. Respondents in Nordic
countries (Sweden and Norway) and in the U.S. appear to hold more gender-egalitarian

attitudes compared to those in other regions.
*** Table 1 here ***

In Table 1, we examine the relationship between individual gender attitudes and per-
sonal characteristics while controlling for country fixed effects, focusing on the 2017-

2022 wave of the WVS.3 Better-educated and younger individuals, as well as women, are

2We only use countries that participated in both waves of the WVS.
3The ISSP reveals similar patterns.



more likely to express gender-egalitarian attitudes. However, country fixed effects and
individual characteristics explain only a modest portion of the overall variation in atti-
tudes—ranging from 3% to 20% according to the R-squared, depending on the question
and data source. This indicates that there is substantial variation in gender attitudes

within countries that is not captured by observed characteristics.

*** Figure 3 here ***

We next ask whether gender norms are systematically related to women’s labor market
outcomes. Figure 3 explores this question using data from the most recent (2017-2022)
wave of the WVS and, unlike Figure 1 and Figure 2, includes many countries that did
not participate in earlier survey waves. This broader coverage reveals that, even as of
2017-2022, some countries continue to hold markedly conservative views about gender
roles: in several countries in the Middle East and South Asia, more than 80 percent of
respondents agree or strongly agree that “when mothers work, preschool children suffer”
and that “when jobs are scarce, men should have priority.” Across this expanded set of
countries, agreement with these statements is strongly negatively correlated with female

labor force participation.

*** Figure 4 here ***

Figure 4 presents complementary evidence using the ISSP for a sample of high-income
countries (as defined by the World Bank) and relates gender norms not only to female la-
bor force participation but also to the “child penalty,” measured using estimates from the
Child Penalty Atlas (Kleven et al., 2024). Consistent with the broader cross-country evi-
dence, countries with more conservative views about mothers” employment exhibit both
lower female labor force participation and larger child-related penalties in employment.

Taken together, these correlations provide suggestive evidence that gender norms are

associated with women’s labor supply decisions and raise important questions about the



mechanisms through which norms influence behavior. Before turning to empirical stud-
ies that estimate causal effects, we introduce a simple conceptual framework to organize

the potential channels through which gender norms may affect economic outcomes.

3 A Simple Conceptual Framework

In this section, we outline a simple conceptual framework that distinguishes between
internalized norms (those that directly affect an individual’s preferences and beliefs, ir-
respective of their peers’ behaviors and beliefs), external norms (e.g., peer pressure or
preferences for conformity), and skills, wages, and public policies (e.g., discrimination
and child care policies). This framework will be used to organize and interpret the em-

pirical evidence on gender norms reviewed in Section 4.

3.1 Utility Function

Consider individuals who choose between two alternatives. To illustrate, consider a
mother with a young child choosing between “working” and “not working.” Alternatively,
the two choices could represent fathers’ decisions to take parental leave or the choices of
a young adult to pursue a career that is not gender-conforming.

Individuals (indexed by the subscript 7) can belong to different groups (indexed by the
subscript g) that differ with respect to gender norms. For example, across a large set of
countries, more educated individuals typically hold more gender-egalitarian preferences
and beliefs, as documented in Table 1. Gender norms may also differ between immigrants
and natives, as well as across immigrant groups of different origins.

Define the utility of individual i belonging to group g from alternative 1 (“working”)

and alternative 0 (“not working”) as follows:



wq + Uy — yg|l —Normg|-C if d; =1 (working)
Ui(g) = (1)
Pg + Ui — V4|0 —Normy| if d; = 0 (not working)

Here, w, is the wage that a mother from group g can expect to earn in the labor mar-
ket, and uy; is an idiosyncratic, individual-specific wage component. Think of p, as the
average enjoyment that a mother belonging to group g derives from staying at home with
her child, while ug; represents the idiosyncratic, individual-specific utility component.

The second component of the utility function, —yg|1 — Norm,| and —y,|0 — Norm

4 gl

captures that the mother’s utility does not only depend on her own actions, wages, pref-
erences, and beliefs (captured by wg, p,, u1;, and uy;), but also directly on the norm. We
can think of this part as “external” norms, capturing, for example, peer pressure or pref-
erences for group conformity. The parameter y, governs the strength of external norms.
This parameter is allowed to vary across groups, capturing the idea that some groups
might be more tolerant of accepting behaviors that deviate from the group norm than
other groups.

Finally, C is a catch-all parameter representing the policy environment (which is as-
sumed to be the same across groups). For example, mothers may derive a lower utility

from working if child care is expensive.

3.2 Internalized Norms

In this simple conceptual framework, the parameter p, captures internalized gender
norms. The mother’s utility from staying at home with her child, ignoring external norms
and policies (i.e., pg + 1g;) will depend on her preferences, as well as her beliefs about
how staying at home will affect her children. Importantly, these preferences and beliefs
are likely to be shaped by the gender norms of her group. Mothers from more gender-
conservative groups — where many mothers identify as “stay-at-home mothers” or believe

that “it is best for a young child if the mother stays at home” — will typically derive
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greater enjoyment from staying at home with their child (i.e., higher p,), regardless of
how mothers around them behave. That is, individuals may internalize the values and
beliefs of their group.

Identity-based utility provides the first building block for understanding internalized
gender norms. In their seminal paper, Akerlof and Kranton (2000) develop a model in
which individuals belong to social categories, such as “woman” or “man,” which carry
prescribed behaviors. For example, women are expected to take primary responsibility
for caregiving and domestic tasks, whereas men are expected to prioritize market work
and the role of financial provider. When individuals internalize such prescriptions, act-
ing in accordance with them affirms their sense of identity, whereas deviations generate
psychological discomfort even in the absence of external pressure. In this sense, identity-
based utility formalizes internalized norms by embedding the value (or cost) of certain
behaviors directly into preferences, altering the effective payoff to actions (e.g., p, in the
utility function).

While the identity framework explains how norms shape utility and, hence, behav-
iors, the model developed by Bisin and Verdier (2001) provides the dynamic machinery
for how such norms persist over time. In their framework, parents care about transmit-
ting their own preference traits to their children and, therefore, invest in direct (“verti-
cal”) socialization. Children, however, are also exposed to alternative traits through inter-
actions outside the family—through peers, teachers, role models, and the broader social
environment—generating a second channel of (“horizontal” and “oblique”) transmission.
Cultural evolution is determined by the relative strength of parental socialization and
outside influences. We review the empirical evidence on the origins and transmission of

internalized norms in Section 4.1.



3.3 External Gender Norms

The second component of the utility function, —y,|1-Normg|and —y,|0-Norm,|, captures
the idea that the mother’s utility depends not only on her own actions, skills, preferences,
beliefs, and policies (captured by wg + uy;, pg + up;, and C in the utility function) but also
directly on the group norm. That is, the mother’s utility from working and not working
also depends on how other mothers in the group behave and what other members in the
group believe. We label this component of the utility function as “external norms.”
External norms can be conceptualized in different ways. In the simplest case, Norm

g

may take a specific (exogenous) value. For example, Norm, = 0 would represent a gender-

4
conservative group where attitudes such as “Mothers should stay at home to take care of
their children” are dominant. Such a norm will induce some mothers who would have

chosen to work in the absence of the external norm (i.e., w, + uy; — C > pg + ug;) to stay at

home to avoid utility cost from deviating from the norm (i.e., —y,).

Peer Pressure and Peer Conformity. Norm, could be modeled as the average actions of

4
individuals in that group. That is, if all mothers in the group work, Normg, = 1; if 75%
of mothers in the group work, Norm, = 0.75, etc. In this setup, the mother’s utility di-
rectly depends on the actions of other mothers. One reason for this dependency is leisure
complementarities. A mother may enjoy staying at home more if other mothers also stay
at home, as they can meet up in the playground, attend play groups together, etc. An
alternative reason could be peer pressure or preferences for peer-conformity: individu-
als tend to align their behaviors and choices with those of their peers or social group.
These preferences are driven by the desire for social acceptance, approval, or avoidance
of disapproval. As highlighted above, they can influence decision-making beyond purely
personal or economic considerations and push some mothers toward a choice that does

not maximize their personal utility in isolation.

Such peer pressure can lead to spillover effects of public policies. Consider, for exam-



ple, a policy that subsidizes childcare, thereby lowering C in the utility function. Such a
policy may initially induce some mothers to work. This change in their actions also im-
plies a change in the group norm (Normg) which, in turn, induces more mothers to work,
further changing the group norm, and so on. Policies may, therefore, trigger a “snowball
effect,” amplifying their effects beyond what we would observe if individuals maximized
their personal utility in isolation. We briefly summarize selected empirical studies on
peer pressure and peer conformity and the snowball effects of public policies in Section

4.2.1.

An Illustration of Coordination Failures. Peer conformity can potentially lead to co-
ordination failures. To illustrate this, consider two mothers (indexed by i and j) who are
employed in the same firm at childbirth. The utility of mother i from returning to work
at the firm versus staying at home with her child depends on what mother j does, and

vice versa. The two mothers play the game as illustrated in Figure 5 below.*
“* Figure 5 here ***

Suppose that w > p; that is, in the absence of peer pressure, both mothers prefer to
work. Indeed, (work, work) is a Nash equilibrium in the game above. However, it might
not be the only equilibrium. If w > p > w — 0.5y, the best response of mother i is to
stay at home if mother j stays at home, and vice versa. Hence, (stay home, stay home)
is also a Nash equilibrium—even though it is Pareto-dominated by (work, work). This
example illustrates that, due to external norms, groups might be trapped in an inferior
equilibrium. In Section 4.2.1, we also discuss the small set of papers that are consistent

with such “coordination failures.”

Second-Order Beliefs and Pluralistic Ignorance. Instead of modeling the external norm

(Normy) as the average actions of individuals in the group, it could be conceptualized as

g)

“Here, we have set uy;, upj, and C = 0 and dropped the subscript g for simplicity.

10



the average of the individual beliefs within that group. For example, suppose that indi-
viduals hold either gender-egalitarian beliefs (“it is acceptable for mother to work”) or
gender-conservative beliefs (“a mother should stay at home”). In this context, Norm, is
the share of individuals in the group who believe that a mother may work. Since individ-
uals typically do not directly observe others’ beliefs, they form beliefs about what others
believe—i.e., second-order beliefs. They may observe other individuals’ actions such as
whether or not the mother works, and infer from these actions the beliefs of those indi-
viduals. This setup may give rise to pluralistic ignorance, where individuals misperceive
the true distribution of beliefs in the group based on observed behaviors.

To illustrate, consider a simplified setup in which all individuals in the group earn
the same wage and have the same preferences, and there are no costs from working (i.e.,
uy;, up;, and C = 0). Suppose w > p; hence, in the absence of external norms, all mothers
would work. Further suppose that all individuals hold first-order beliefs such as “it is
acceptable for mother to work.” Hence, the “true” norm that would prevail if individuals
could directly observe other individuals’ beliefs is Norm, = 1.

Yet, if individuals cannot directly observe other individuals’ beliefs, it is possible that
no mothers in the group work. This situation can arise if w > p > w -7, and if the mother
assumes that another mother holds conservative beliefs if she does not work. If no moth-
ers in the society are working, then mothers will erroneously deduce that all mothers in
the society hold gender-conservative beliefs resulting in a perceived norm of Normg, =0,
= 1. With Norm

even though the true norm is Norm = 0, it is indeed optimal for

4 8

mothers in the group not to work. In this example, the society is stuck in a suboptimal
equilibrium. While the second-order beliefs that individuals form about the beliefs of
other individuals are perfectly rational, they are incorrect. In Section 4.2.2, we briefly

review papers on second-order beliefs and pluralistic ignorance.
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3.4 Human Capital, Wages, and Public Policies

Gender Norms and Human Capital Formation. A mother’s decision to work with a
young child also depends on the expected wage she can earn in the labor market (i.e.,
wq + uy; in the utility function), which is influenced by her skills and productivity in
her job. Her skills and productivity, in turn, are affected by the gender norms of her
group. For example, a woman raised in a gender-conservative environment may invest
less in education as she anticipates staying at home after childbirth. Similarly, girls raised
in such environments, especially when taught by biased teachers who (unconsciously)
believe that “boys are better at math than girls” may perform worse in math compared
to equally capable boys. A gender-conservative upbringing could also influence girls to
pursue female-dominated and gender-conforming occupations and university subjects,
even when their true talents and interests lie in male-dominated fields. In Section 4.3, we
review the empirical evidence on how gender norms can affect skill development, human

capital formation, and career choices.

Gender Norms and Markdowns from Productivity. Mothers may earn lower wages
than men even if they are equally productive in the job. This could be due to outright
taste-based or statistical discrimination. If mothers face high search costs and are not
willing to commute long distances to work, firms may have more monopsony power over
mothers than over fathers, which they could exploit by paying mothers lower wages.
Firms may also have biased beliefs about a mother’s productivity. Discrimination, differ-
ential monopsony power, and biased beliefs could be more widespread in more gender-
conservative environments. In Section 4.4, we highlight a selected set of empirical studies
on how discrimination, monopsony power, and biased beliefs affect women’s and moth-

ers’ success in the labor market.
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Gender Norms and Public Policies. Moreover, policies may directly affect a mother’s
utility from working with a young child, which is captured by the parameter C in the
utility function. One important example is childcare costs—high childcare costs (or low-
quality childcare) may prevent a mother from working. Parental leave legislation that
protects the mother’s job may improve her wages as it allows her to retain valuable firm-
and match-specific human capital. In contrast, joint taxation of the husband’s and wife’s
income typically disincentivizes mothers from working.

Policies and gender norms interact in significant ways. On the one hand, more gender-
egalitarian societies tend to adopt more family-friendly policies that support mothers’ la-
bor market participation when their children are young. On the other hand, policies can
influence gender norms over time by shaping individuals’ beliefs and preferences (i.e.,
pg in the utility function). Additionally, policies may impact mothers’ wages by increas-
ing their productivity or by reducing the markdown from productivity—such as by ad-
dressing biases, eliminating discriminatory practices, or promoting pay transparency—
thereby affecting their economic incentives to participate in the labor force. In Section
4.5, we discuss several empirical studies that explore the impact of policies (and other

external factors) on preferences and beliefs.

4 Empirical Evidence

4.1 Internalized Gender Norms

A large empirical literature documents how gender norms are transmitted and persist
over time. One strand of evidence comes from studies that directly link parental behav-
iors or attitudes to their children’s later outcomes. Exploiting regional variation in the
World War II shock on women’s labor force participation in the U.S., Ferndndez et al.
(2004) show that men whose mothers worked when they were young are significantly

more likely to have working wives as adults. They interpret this pattern as evidence that

13



growing up with a working mother shapes a man’s preferences (or abilities) in ways that
influence the labor supply choices within their own households. Consistent with this
mechanism, Farré and Vella (2013) use the NLSY to show that mothers’ gender role atti-
tudes have a significant effect on their children’s own attitudes, and that sons” adolescent
attitudes are strongly associated with their wives’ labor supply in adulthood.

A complementary body of “epidemiological” studies examines how gender norms per-
sist across institutional environments. The central identification idea here is the porta-
bility of culture: if individuals from different cultural backgrounds behave differently
despite living in the same institutional setting, then the most plausible mechanism is
internalized norms rather than current economic or policy conditions. For example,
Fernandez and Fogli (2009) and Blau et al. (2013) show that U.S.-born daughters of im-
migrants exhibit labor supply and fertility behaviors that closely mirror those prevailing
in their parents’ countries of origin. Because these second-generation women share the
same institutional context in the U.S., such behavioral differences are interpreted as ev-
idence of cultural transmission. This evidence complements the family-based findings
above: whereas family-based research identifies vertical transmission directly from par-
ents to children, epidemiological studies show that the cultural content being transmitted
is highly persistent, even across institutional contexts.

Hwang et al. (2019) refine this epidemiological approach by exploiting within-country
variation in a single, ethnically homogeneous country, thereby ruling out cross-country
immigrant differences unrelated to culture. They proxy gender norms using regional
sex ratios at birth in South Korea, a measure capturing the intensity of son preference.
Among dual-earner couples, they find that wives spend significantly more time on house-
work if their husbands were born in regions with historically high sex ratios, whereas the
husband’s own housework time is unaffected by birthplace norms. This asymmetry sug-
gests that men from traditional backgrounds carry preferences for a gendered division

of labor, reinforcing the insight that internalized norms can remain influential even after
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individuals leave the environment in which those norms were formed.

Historical and formative institutional environments provide further evidence on the
long-run persistence of internalized gender norms. Alesina et al. (2013) show that con-
temporary gender norms are linked to ancestral reliance on plough agriculture, a technol-
ogy that historically induced a gendered division of labor. Importantly, this association
persists even among descendants now living in modern economies where the original
production technology is irrelevant, demonstrating that internalized beliefs about gen-
der roles can survive long after the underlying economic rationale has disappeared.

The case of German division and reunification provides another powerful illustration.
Lippmann et al. (2020) show that women who spent their formative years under East
Germany’s socialist, gender-egalitarian institutions continue to exhibit more egalitarian
attitudes and more symmetric household and labor-market behaviors after reunification.
East German women who out-earn their husbands do not increase housework, face no
higher risk of divorce, and are less likely to withdraw from the labor force, in stark con-
trast to West German couples where violating the male-breadwinner norm triggers these
behaviors. Because post-1990 institutional conditions converged across East and West
Germany, these persistent differences reflect internalized beliefs formed during the Ger-
man Democratic Republic era rather than ongoing policy differences.

Finally, early-life social environments, such as peers, also contribute to the formation
and “oblique” transmission of internalized norms. Using detailed friendship networks
from the U.S. AddHealth data, Olivetti et al. (2020) show that adolescent girls who are
exposed to peers whose mothers work more (i.e., higher “dosage” of working mother

identity) adopt less traditional gender-role attitudes and are more likely to work as adults.

4.2 External Gender Norms

External gender norms shape individuals’ behavior by encouraging conformity through

peer interactions and deterring deviations from social norms through the threat of so-
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cial sanctions. Such external gender norms operate through preferences for peer confor-
mity and/or peer pressure, often sustained through the enforcement and transmission of
norms via peer networks.

The presence of such external norms is widely explored in the literature that studies
immigrants and their assimilation. As discussed in the section above, papers that uti-
lize the “epidemiological” approach typically find that origin country norms matter for
the work and fertility preferences of first- and second-generation immigrants, suggesting
the internalization of such norms through family-based channels. Nevertheless, the per-
sistence of such origin country norms could also reflect the role played by ethnic social
networks that enforce origin country norms in the new destination—a form of external
gender norms.

At the same time, as immigrants spend more time in the host country, they may as-
similate toward native outcomes. For example, Blau et al. (2013) study both the intergen-
erational transmission and cultural assimilation of immigrants’ fertility, human capital,
and labor supply. Their results indicate that while immigrant source country gender roles
influence immigrant and second-generation women’s behavior, there is considerable ev-
idence of assimilation of immigrants toward native levels for all three outcomes. Such
assimilation toward native outcomes may occur for at least two reasons. First, because
of external norms — immigrants may feel the pressure or desire to conform with the “na-
tive” norms of the host country. And second, because of internal norms — immigrants
may adopt and internalize the dominant preferences and beliefs of the host country.

Focusing on migrants within the U.S., Charles et al. (forthcoming) distinguish the roles
of internalized norms and external norms/discrimination by showing that both higher
prevailing sexism (as measured by gender-role attitudes in the General Social Survey)
where a woman was born (background sexism) and where she currently lives (residential
sexism), are associated with worse gender gaps in employment and wages, as well as

lower ages of marriage and childbearing.
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Boelmann et al. (2025) offers one of the few studies that aims to unravel these two
channels. Exploiting German reunification, they show that West German migrant women
who give birth in the more gender-egalitarian East Germany adjust their post-birth labor
supply behavior nearly entirely to that of their East German peers and colleagues. By
contrast, East German migrants who give birth in West Germany return to work earlier
and work longer hours than West German mothers. To distinguish whether the assim-
ilation of West German migrant women to the East German norm reflects external or
internalized norms, the authors focus on West German return migrants—women who mi-
grated to East Germany as young adults but later returned to West Germany and gave
birth there. Despite giving birth in the same environment as other West German moth-
ers, these return migrants are significantly more likely to work and to work longer hours
after childbirth. Because this pattern cannot be explained by contemporaneous external
pressure to conform, the findings suggest that earlier exposure to East German gender
norms led these women to update and partially internalize more egalitarian preferences
and beliefs regarding maternal employment.

Beyond immigrants, several papers study the role of peers by examining how married
women’s labor supply is influenced by the labor market participation of close peers such
as neighbors and relatives. For example, Maurin and Moschion (2009) and Mota et al.
(2016) provide evidence from France that mothers’ labor market participation is affected
by the labor supply behavior of women living nearby. Using Norwegian administrative
data, Nicoletti et al. (2018) examine family peer effects and show that cousins and sisters
significantly influence the work hours of mothers of preschool children, with family peers
exerting a stronger effect than neighborhood peers. These papers highlight the social
multiplier effect of norms through peers, which could reflect the pressure to conform due

to external norms as well as the internalization and transmission of peer preferences.
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4.2.1 Snowball Effects and Coordination Failures

The peer pressure element of social norms can lead to substantial spillover effects of
policies that affect behavior and norms by triggering a “snowball” effect whereby social
interactions amplify the direct effects of the program through peer networks. This is es-
pecially likely to happen in settings where information is scarce and there is a strong
role for information transmission to affect beliefs. Dahl et al. (2014) provide a nice il-
lustration of such peer effects at work in the context of paid paternity leave in Norway.
Exploiting a 1993 reform that reserved a part of paid paternity leave exclusively for some
fathers but not others in a regression discontinuity design, the authors find not only that
fathers directly affected by the reform increased their leave-taking, but that other groups
not directly affected by the policy such as the coworkers and brothers of treated fathers
are significantly more likely to take paid leave after the birth of their first child. The
peer effects are larger when the peer father has greater seniority in the firm and in work
environments where there is less job security, consistent with an information transmis-
sion channel whereby the reform-induced increase in leave-taking by peers reduces the
perceived costs of leave-taking by others in the network. This interpretation is further
supported by pre-reform survey data suggesting that fathers were reluctant to take leave
due to concerns about how employers and coworkers would react.

Peer conformity and pressure can also help to explain why the initial take-up of poli-
cies that seek to counteract stereotypical behaviors might fail to gain traction. This is
commonly observed in the case of paternity leave-taking where despite relatively gen-
erous paternity leave provisions in many countries, men remain quite reluctant to take
the leave.” As illustrated in Section 3.3, coordination failure could result in groups being

trapped in an inferior equilibrium due to peer pressure arising from perceived or real

>For example, in most OECD countries in 2021, fewer than 50 men claim publicly administered parental
leave benefits or use publicly administered parental leave for every 100 live births. This is in comparison
to a female recipient rate of well above 100 per 100 live births in more than half of OECD countries. In
nine OECD countries, including Japan, Australia, Korea, and France, the rate is below 15 users/recipients
per 100 live births (OECD Family Database).
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concerns about competition or signaling. Johnson et al. (2024) study the role of such im-
plicit tournaments in paternity leave take-up in the workplace where performance is tied
to in-person presence or visibility. The authors estimate the career impacts on a worker
when his competitors (i.e., male workers in the same firm) take paternity leave because
of their eligibility under the 1993 paternity leave reform in Norway. They find that when
a larger share of competitors takes leave due to the reform, the focal worker experiences
a more favorable earnings trajectory; however, the focal worker’s own leave has no direct
effect on his earnings trajectory as long as his competitors also take leave.

These results suggest that low take-up of paternity leave and the associated career
penalties are mutually reinforcing, but can potentially be resolved with effective coordi-
nation. Relatedly, T6 (2018) examines the signaling role of parental leave among moth-
ers in Denmark and finds that asymmetric information affects mothers’ decisions about
whether to take leave due to their desire to signal their productivity types. These papers
suggest that in the presence of coordination failures, designing policies to address infor-
mation frictions and wasteful signaling is critical to shift groups of workers to a new,

pareto-optimal, equilibrium.

4.2.2 Second-Order Beliefs and Pluralistic Ignorance

Coordination failure can also stem from pluralistic ignorance, where individuals pri-
vately disagree with a norm but mistakenly believe that everyone else supports it, and
end up conforming to the norm. Such misperceptions can explain why gender norms
remain persistent even when changes to the economic or social environment makes ad-
herence to the norms increasingly costly, or less relevant. Bursztyn et al. (2020) provides
one of the first studies of the empirical relevance of pluralistic ignorance for understand-
ing economic behavior. Drawing on several surveys, the authors document that the vast
majority of young married men in Saudi Arabia privately support women working out-

side their home yet substantially underestimate the level of support by their peers. Ran-
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domly correcting these beliefs through an information intervention increases married
men’s willingness to help their wives search for jobs and increases the likelihood that
their wives apply and interview for a job outside the home.

Cameron et al. (2024) document similar misperceptions in Indonesia: women (but
not men) underestimate other women’s support for female work, and the level of sup-
port among men for sharing childcare. Providing accurate community-level information
raises support for working women for both genders, especially among men with school-
aged children whose wives were not working. Cortés et al. (forthcoming) provide evi-
dence of similar misperceptions regarding support for mothers’ participation in the la-
bor market in the U.S., where the prevailing norm is much less extreme and women and
men have similar access to education and labor market opportunities. Consistent with
earlier work, the authors find that exposure to information on peer beliefs leads to a shift
in individuals’ beliefs and attitudes about maternal labor supply.

Overall, these papers suggest that in the presence of widespread misperceptions re-
garding gender norms, information provision holds the key to facilitating the shift to-
ward more progressive norms that reflect individuals’ true private sentiments. Neverthe-
less, evidence on whether such interventions produce sustained behavioral or normative
change remains limited. Most studies document short-term attitude shifts and at best
medium-term effects on intermediate outcomes (e.g., job search), with little long-run ev-
idence on actual behavior or durable norm change. Moreover, information interventions
studied by economists tend to be light touch, individual targeted messages (often deliv-
ered via surveys), leaving open whether they can resolve systematic misperceptions and
trigger sustained behavior change. Simple individual-level messaging also typically ig-
nores group processes and social interactions that theory and evidence identify as central
to belief updating and norm diffusion (Dahl et al., 2014; Cialdini et al., 1999; Prentice
and Paluck, 2020). Future work should consider the design of informational interven-

tions that explicitly leverage these social dynamics.

20



4.3 Gender Norms and Human Capital Accumulation

Gender norms shape labor market outcomes long before individuals enter the labor mar-
ket through their effect on human capital accumulation. Gendered beliefs about ability
and appropriate roles in society influence educational choices of boys and girls. These
decisions, in turn, affect the occupational distribution by gender, earnings trajectories,
and the persistence of gender gaps.

Gendered beliefs about cognitive ability emerge early in childhood. Experimental
evidence from Bian et al. (2017) shows that by age six—though not at age five—girls
are already less likely than boys to associate their gender with high-level intellectual
ability and begin to avoid activities portrayed as requiring brilliance or innate talent.
These early-emerging stereotypes continue to matter later in life: fields that emphasize
“brilliance” rather than effort tend to exhibit larger gender gaps (Hannak et al., 2023).
Such findings suggest that gender norms establish early expectations about who is likely
to succeed in high-return cognitive domains, shaping subsequent investments in skill
formation.

Teachers play an important role in transmitting these gendered biases and beliefs. Us-
ing administrative data from Tel Aviv public schools, Lavy and Sand (2018) construct a
teacher-specific bias measure by comparing each teacher’s classroom grades to students’
scores on externally graded, blind national exams in math and language. They show
that girls exposed to teachers who systematically under-grade them experience worse
long-term outcomes: lower scores on subsequent standardized tests, reduced enrollment
in advanced math and science tracks in high school, and poorer performance on high-
stakes exams. Complementary evidence from Italian middle schools is provided by Car-
lana (2019), who uses teachers’ Implicit Association Test (IAT) scores as a measure of
unconscious gender—science stereotypes. Exposure to teachers who hold stronger stereo-
types leads to lower math achievement among girls, with the largest impacts observed

among initially lower-performing students. These teachers also transmit stereotypes:
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girls taught by more biased teachers report lower math self-confidence, are more likely
to accept biased track recommendations, and ultimately sort into less demanding aca-
demic high schools. In the Italian context—where track placement is highly predictive of
tertiary study and labor-market opportunities—this provides a direct and well-identified
link between teacher stereotypes and long-run gender differences in skill accumulation.

Teachers’ broader gender-role attitudes also matter. Studying Turkey, Alan et al.
(2018) show that exposure to teachers with more traditional gender-role views reduces
girls’ performance in both math and language, particularly when students are assigned
to such teachers for longer periods. Survey evidence indicates that these teachers transmit
their gender-role beliefs to students, thereby dampening girls” aspirations and academic
outcomes.

Finally, broader cultural environments influence educational choices and skill forma-
tion. Cross-country evidence from Guiso et al. (2008) shows that the math gender gap
is smallest in societies with higher gender equality. Nollenberger et al. (2016) provide
suggestive causal evidence for this relationship using an epidemiological approach: they
study second-generation immigrants and exploit the gender-gap index of the parents’
country of origin to disentangle the role of cultural norms from that of the current envi-
ronment in shaping girls’ math performance on the PISA exam.

Additional within-country evidence comes from Friedman-Sokuler and Senik (2025),
who study the mass influx of immigrants from the former Soviet Union (FSU) into Israel
— a setting where Soviet educational and labor-market institutions historically led to high
female participation in STEM disciplines. The authors show that immigrant girls from the
former Soviet Union exhibit higher math performance and are substantially more likely
to sort into STEM fields in tertiary education compared with both native Israelis and
other immigrant groups. Importantly, the diffusion of norms also affects natives: native
Israeli girls who attended schools or lived in neighborhoods with greater exposure to FSU

immigrants likewise show improved math performance and increased STEM enrollment,
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suggesting that gender norms can spread through peer interactions and local cultural
environments. Overall, these studies demonstrate that gender norms have persistent,
measurable effects on the development of cognitive skills and the educational trajectories
that ultimately feed into labor-market outcomes

Taken together, the evidence shows that stereotypes and gender norms influence hu-
man capital accumulation through multiple, mutually reinforcing channels: early beliefs
about ability, teacher expectations and interactions, and cultural environments. These
mechanisms affect not only the level of human capital but also its composition across
fields, thereby shaping the labor-market opportunities and wage trajectories of men and

women.

4.4 Gender Norms and Markdowns from Productivity

Gender norms and stereotypes can also affect women’s relative wages and access to jobs,
even if they are as productive as men. Traditional models of discrimination suggest that
this could arise due to outright taste discrimination or statistical discrimination. Unlike
taste discrimination against other minority groups where inter-group contact in itself is
the source of aversion, in the case of gender, the source of “taste” discrimination is likely
rooted in prevailing stereotypes and beliefs about what constitutes gender-appropriate
roles and attributes in society. For example, Akerlof and Kranton (2000) point out that
violation of identity norms could explain the “distaste” of men for working with women
in the same job, similar in spirit to Goldin (2014)’s pollution theory of discrimination,
whereby differential gender access to the labor market could persist due to the percep-
tion that the entry of women dilutes the prestige of male-dominated occupations. Green-
berg et al. (2024) provide a direct test of this idea by examining the integration of women
into combat and leadership roles in the U.S. Army after the 2016 repeal of the Ground
Combat Exclusion Policy. Drawing on rich personnel records and survey data, they find

that the integration of women into previously all-male unit did not adversely affect men’s
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performance as captured by behavioral outcomes such as retention and promotion rates;
however, integration resulted in a decline in male soldiers’ reported perceptions of work-
place quality.

Statistical discrimination on the basis of gender is closely linked to beliefs and ex-
pectations about women’s commitment to their careers after parenthood. Several studies
use lab-based experiments and field-based resume audit studies to show evidence of em-
ployer discrimination on the basis of both realized and potential fertility of women (e.g.,
Correll et al., 2007; Becker et al., 2019). A recent study by He et al. (2023) exploits the
unexpected relaxation in China’s one-child policy to study labor market discrimination
against family responsibilities. The policy shift allowed all families to have up to two
children, thereby increasing the expected fertility for men and women with siblings, but
not for only-child adults (who were already allowed to have more than one child). Varying
gender and only-child/sibling status across fictitious resumes in a two-wave correspon-
dence study, the authors find evidence consistent with labor market discrimination on the
basis of expected fertility for women, but not for men, with the extent of discrimination
increasing as women approach their peak childbearing years.

Several recent papers study other forms of differential treatment by employers, man-
agers, or clients based on gendered beliefs about workers’ abilities. Buchmann et al.
(2024) argue that employers could engage in “sexist paternalism,” whereby in attempt-
ing to protect women from potentially harmful or unpleasant situations, employers inad-
vertently harm women’s labor market outcomes by preventing them from making their
own choices. Combining two field experiments in Bangladesh with a structural labor
model, the authors find that eliminating paternalistic discrimination reduces the gender
employment gap and increases female wages. Differential treatment by employers could
also affect male employees when they deviate from commonly accepted behavior. For
example, Weisshaar (2018) find that fathers face a higher penalty when they take time off

work to care for family relative to mothers, possibly due to a violation of “ideal worker”
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norms. This could explain the reluctance of men to take paternity leave especially in
countries with traditional gender norms.

Other papers document how attribution bias leads to differential outcomes for women
in fields like business, finance, and medicine. Landsman (2019) shows that among S&P
1500 executives, women are more likely to lose their positions relative to their male coun-
terparts following poor firm performance. Similar asymmetric punishment gaps are also
found in the financial advisory industry (Egan et al., 2022). Relatedly, in the medical pro-
fession, Sarsons (2024) document that female surgeons experience a larger drop in patient
referrals following a patient death relative to male surgeons. Conversely, male surgeons
receive more referrals than female surgeons following positive surgical outcomes.

Besides discrimination, productivity markdowns could also arise in monopsonistic la-
bor markets. To the extent that gender norms result in more constrained job search for
mothers relative to fathers, this could serve as a source of monopsonistic power for firms,
which they could exploit by lowering women’s relative wages. While there are numer-
ous studies that show that mothers face more constrained job search, generally have a
lower willingness to commute, and are exposed to more concentrated labor markets (e.g.,
Le Barbanchon et al., 2021; Philippe and Skandalis, 2024; Petrongolo and Ronchi, 2020;
Bitikofer et al., 2025), direct evidence on the extent to which firms exert monopsonis-
tic power over female workers remains limited. A study of Uber drivers by Caldwell
and Oehlsen (2023) suggest that women’s labor supply to the firm is not more inelastic
than that of men’s. On the other hand, leveraging firm-specific demand shocks to esti-
mate labor supply elasticities in the Brazilian manufacturing sector, Sharma (2024) finds
evidence of differential separation elasticities by gender, consistent with firms exerting
greater monopsonistic power over female employees relative to male employees. Further
research studying the extent to which monopsonistic labor markets contribute to differ-

ential markdowns by gender would be highly valuable.
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4.5 Policies and Media as Levers of Change in Gender Norms

A growing body of research shows that gender norms can respond to policy reforms and
media exposure. Although gender norms are typically slow-moving and highly persis-
tent, as discussed above, recent evidence demonstrates that they are nonetheless mal-
leable when individuals encounter new incentives, information, or representations of
gender roles. Importantly, these changes may operate through multiple channels: by
reshaping internalized beliefs and preferences, by relaxing external social pressure, or by
limiting the scope for discrimination. In practice, reforms rarely affect only one mech-
anism; observed outcomes typically reflect several channels operating simultaneously.
With this in mind, we begin by reviewing interventions that primarily shift internalized
norms, followed by those that appear to operate more through relaxing external social
pressure, and finally, policies that influence gender norms indirectly by altering the in-
stitutional environment to reduce discriminatory practices.

Education-based interventions provide direct evidence that adolescents’ internalized
gender attitudes can be changed. In a large-scale randomized controlled trial in Haryana,
India, Dhar et al. (2022) implement a two-year school-based program that engaged ado-
lescent girls and boys in classroom discussions about gender equality. The program led
to significantly more gender-egalitarian attitudes among both boys and girls, with ef-
fects persisting two years after the intervention. Complementing this experimental evi-
dence, Hara and Rodriguez-Planas (2025) exploit the desegregation of gender-segregated
“industrial arts” and “home economics” courses in Japanese junior high schools. They
find that students exposed to the reform exhibit more gender-equal behaviors as adults:
treated men spend significantly more time on weekend housework and less on job-related
activities, while treated women are more likely to hold regular jobs and earn higher labor
income.

Policies that increase women’s visibility in leadership can also shift internalized be-

liefs through role-model effects. Beaman et al. (2012) exploit the random assignment of
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reservation of village-council chief positions for women across villages in West Bengal,
India, which generated exogenous variation in exposure to female leaders. They show
that in villages reserved for a woman leader for two election cycles, parents” and ado-
lescents’ gender bias in educational aspirations declined, the gender gap in educational
attainment narrowed, and girls spent less time on household chores. Because the reserva-
tion policy did not change local labor-market opportunities, the authors interpret these
changes as arising through a role-model channel: observing female leaders updates be-
liefs about what women can achieve.

Similarly, family policies can change internalized norms by altering gender roles within
the household. Farre et al. (2023) analyze Spain’s 2007 paternity leave reform, which
expanded fathers’ entitlement from 2 to 13 days. They find that children of eligible fa-
thers express more gender-egalitarian attitudes by early adolescence and engage in more
counter-stereotypical household tasks. This study suggests that even modest increases in
fathers’ involvement can alter both contemporaneous social expectations and the gender-
role beliefs that children internalize.

Finally, mass media can shift gender norms by altering beliefs about gender roles and
acceptable behaviors. Jensen and Oster (2009) exploit the staggered introduction of ca-
ble television in rural India and show that access to cable improves the status of women:
women report lower acceptability of spousal abuse, lower son preference, more auton-
omy, and lower fertility. The authors argue that these changes may reflect exposure to
urban lifestyles, values, and behaviors. Similarly, Ferrara et al. (2012) analyze the ex-
pansion of Brazil’s Globo network, which broadcasts soap operas characterized by small
families. They find that municipalities with earlier Globo access experienced declines in
fertility, especially among less-educated women. These findings underscore the role of
media in reshaping norms about family size, gender roles, and women’s status.

On the other hand, policies can also shift gender norms by relaxing external peer

pressure. As discussed earlier, Dahl et al. (2014) find that the introduction of Norway’s
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“daddy quota” significantly increased leave-taking of not only the fathers who were di-
rectly affected by the policy, but also coworkers and brothers of treated fathers, resulting
in large multiplier effects of the policy. The authors interpret these spillovers as arising
from information and social learning—such as learning that taking leave is not penalized
by employers—rather than from changes in preferences. Subsequent studies corroborate
the effectiveness of non-transferable paternity leave quotas in increasing fathers’ leave-
taking in other contexts, including Sweden (Avdic and Karimi, 2018), Canada (Patnaik,
2019), Spain (Farre and Gonzalez, 2019), and Iceland (Olafsson and Steingrimsdottir,
2020).° These studies suggest that the “daddy quota” can function as a coordination de-
vice, reducing the stigma associated with men taking parental leave.

In addition to shifting internalized beliefs or relaxing external social pressure, policies
can also alter gender norms indirectly by reducing discriminatory practices. In a classic
study, Goldin and Rouse (2000) examine the adoption of “blind” auditions by symphony
orchestras and find that concealing the candidate’s identity significantly increases the
probability that women will be advanced and hired. More recently, pay-transparency
mandates have been shown to narrow gender wage gaps by reducing firms’ ability to ap-
ply discretionary or biased pay-setting practices. Research exploiting reforms in Canada
(Baker et al., 2023) and Denmark (Bennedsen et al., 2022) consistently finds that trans-
parency leads to significant reductions in the gender pay gap. Notably, both studies show
that this convergence is driven primarily by slower wage growth for men rather than
faster growth for women. These findings suggest that transparency mandates operate
effectively by limiting the scope for unexplained or discretionary wage premiums often
enjoyed by men. Even if such practices do not immediately shift gender norms, they can
reshape them over the long run by altering economic expectations. By ensuring that skills
are rewarded fairly, these policies raise women’s expected returns to labor market partic-

ipation, thereby incentivizing greater human capital investment and career aspirations.

6See Canaan et al. (2022) for an overview of the impact of parental leave reforms in high income countries.
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Simultaneously, from the firm’s perspective, constraining discretionary bias may gradu-
ally erode the reliance on gender stereotypes in hiring and promotion, further weakening

the feedback loop between gender discrimination and norms.

5 Conclusion

This article provides a systematic overview of how gender norms shape economic behav-
ior and outcomes. By proposing a unified conceptual framework, we distinguish between
internalized norms—preferences and beliefs regarding gender roles and identity—and
external norms, which operate through peer pressure, social conformity, and coordina-
tion. Our review of the empirical literature demonstrates that norms are not merely
static background cultural features but remain active determinants of human capital in-
vestment, labor supply, fertility, intra-household allocation, and policy take-up across a
wide range of institutional contexts.

While the evidence suggests that gender attitudes are moving in an egalitarian di-
rection globally, significant regional disparities persist, and the pace of change remains
uneven. The literature reviewed here identifies several forces that shift gender norms, in-
cluding early-life social environments, educational environments, exposure to role mod-
els, policy reforms, and mass media. However, the persistence of suboptimal equilibria—-
driven by coordination failures and pluralistic ignorance—-highlights that economic in-
centives alone are often insufficient to achieve gender equality.

Despite the significant progress in the economics of gender norms, several important
questions remain open for future research: First, we have limited understanding of which
dimensions of gender norms change more rapidly than others, and why. Attitudes toward
women’s education or labor force participation often evolve faster than norms governing
caregiving, household responsibility, or motherhood. This uneven pace of change gen-

erates tensions: women’s rising earnings potential increasingly conflicts with persistent
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expectations about family roles, contributing to delayed marriage and ultra-low fertil-
ity in several high-income countries (e.g., Hwang, 2016; Goldin, 2025). Future research
should investigate the structural, psychological, and social mechanisms that make some
norms more resistant to change than others.

Second, a critical frontier for research concerns the precise definition and boundaries
of the reference group—the relevant “Joneses”—through which gender norms are en-
forced and transmitted. While existing studies have identified various influential net-
works, such as geographical neighbors, family members, and workplace colleagues, we
lack a systematic understanding of how the salient reference group might shift depending
on the specific norm in question. For example, norms about labor supply may be primar-
ily shaped in the workplace, while norms about caregiving or fertility may be enforced
more strongly within families or local communities. Understanding how the reference
group differs by norm, life stage, and institutional context is crucial for both theory and
policy design.

Third, while much of the literature emphasizes constraints faced by women, mas-
culinity norms and identity costs for men remain comparatively understudied. Emerging
evidence suggests that norms surrounding male breadwinning, dominance, and occupa-
tional identity can restrict men’s choices and reinforce gender inequality. For instance,
recent work by De Haas et al. (2024) introduce “dominance masculinity” as a distinct
constraint, showing it predicts lower support for market liberalization and restricts men’s
occupational choices to traditionally masculine sectors. Future research should explore
how masculinity norms interact with and reinforce traditional gender outcomes.

Finally, from a policy perspective, a central open question is how to design interven-
tions that leverage social interactions. Many existing policies and information interven-
tions target individuals in isolation, even though both theory and evidence emphasize
that norms evolve through peer dynamics, social learning, and collective belief updating.

Understanding how policies can coordinate groups toward new equilibria, rather than
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leaving first-mover individuals exposed to social penalties, is a crucial area for future

work.
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Figure 5: An Illustration of Coordination Failures Arising from External Norms
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