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Class and Gender in Organizations 1 

Why class matters. New organizational 
fo1ms, the nature of inequality in organi
zations, and the relationship of class with 
other social processes like gender demand 
that we address class as an important is
sue in today's organizations. While class 
is ever present in organizational life, it is 
rarely discussed directly or with legiti
macy. Nevertheless, comments such as 
"teams do not include support staff in their 
meetings and do not recognize their con
tributions," "senior managers are distant 
and out ofreach, with too many perks and 
privileges," and "managers talk of em
powerment, but their actions do not 
match," are all revealing of class relations 
in an organization. 

Why is it important to address class and 
why consider its interaction with gender? 
First, as organizations restructure and re
engineer - changes which lead to flatter 
structures, downsizing, more teamwork, 
more contracting out, peer assessment, 
and other innovations - new relations are 
required among people in different posi
tions. These roles shift many of the tradi
tional functions of management to teams 
and workers. In this changing context, 
ways of working based on hierarchical 
role differences are no longer effective. 
For example, in self-managed teams, 
workers must make important decisions. 
When managers hold on to traditional in
ternalized hierarchies of class, it is diffi
cult for them to coach and mentor work
ers in the new team structure and it is dif
ficult for workers to feel empowered. Sec
ond, technology and information access 
are revolutionizing decision-making, cre
ating the need for people in organizations 
to relate in new ways and across different 
levels. Rigid, hierarchical models of com-

municating no longer fit. Third, class -
in addition to race, ethnicity, sexual ori
entation, gender, and other social differ
ences - shapes individuals' social identi
ties, their perspectives, and their needs and 
interactions in the workplace. By not in
cluding class as one of the dimensions of 
difference and identity, we miss a vital 
piece of the dynamics of gender and di
versity in organizations. 

For example, when a group of women in 
a manufacturing plant were asked to de
scribe what it was like to work in their 
organization, they all mentioned, "we have 
to prove ourselves." But, for the working 
class women on the production line this 
meant, "swearing like a man, dressing like 
a man, and behaving like a man," while 
women in office and managerial positions 
could wear skirts and behave more femi
ninely. All the women suffered from a 
lack of accessible daycare, but women on 
the line had more difficulties balancing 
child-care and work needs, given their 
changing shift schedules. The working 
class women also lost "points" eve1y time 
they were late to work because of family 
care problems; ten points and they would 
be suspended. Office and managerial 
women, who were not under the point sys
tem, did not have this additional threat to 
their jobs. While they all "pulled together 
as a group of women," important differ
ences in how working women and office/ 
managerial women experienced work 
were revealed by attending to the inter
section of gender and class.2 

The lack of attention to class in the con
text of diversity initiatives and powerful 
myths about class hinder our understand
ing of class inequalities, their impact on 

organizations and work, and class' rela
tion to other social differences. I will 
show that the same technology of educa
tion and systems change that is used to 
address differences such as race, gender, 
and sexual orientation in the workplace 
can be adapted to address class differ
ences. 

The silence on class in organizations. 
While new organizational structures, 
technology, and the diversity of the 
workforce demand a break from the tra
ditional ways in which we think about and 
approach class in organizations, there are 
few models and strategies that help man
agers, workers, and consultants approach 
the issue. My research identifies three 
important barriers to directly naming 
class as "a difference that makes a differ
ence" in organizations. 

The first difficulty is the belief that the 
United States is a classless society where 
class differences do not exist. Yet, the 
gap between the "haves and have nots" 
is larger than at any other time in the 
United States. 3 The image of a classless 
society is supported by a belief that class 
is like a ladder with people in the lower, 
middle, and upper social groups "mov
ing up or down" according to individual 
will and hard work. But much sociologi
cal evidence contradicts this myth, like 
the fact that the best predictor of one's 
social class is the class and educational 
background of one's parents. 4 

The second hindrance to our ability to 
speak about class in organizations is a 
cultural environment that does not allow 
any critique of capitalism or its negative 
effects. Thus, if a person questions some 



negative consequences of the economics 
of capitalism, like the public costs of pri
vate corporations 5 or the exorbitant sala
ries pf CEOs,6 s/he is labeled a leftist, a 
radical, or worse, an idealist without busi
ness savvy. Not good things to be in a 
corpo;ation. This creates a climate of in
tolerance and silence that hinders under
standing of how capitalism involves many 
forms of class relations that impact how 
organizations function. 

Third, many ofus have been taught to be
lie--.;e that class is an issue "out there" in 
society and that social class and societal 
class relations are not reflected in the ap
parently neutral shape of organizational 
hierarchies. Organizations are supposed 

to be 
melitocracies 
where only 
individual 
effort and 
ability, not 
one's class, 
determine 
access and 
opportuni
ties. This 
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• belief does not help 
class, like gender, is reflected and repro
duced in the eve1yday practices of orga
nizations: job hierarchies, compensation, 
and judgments about which work is more 
or less valued. The macro-practices of 
class at the societal level get translated 
into specific micro-practices internal to or
ganizations. 

Given that class issues are increasingly 
important and that powerful myths work 
against addressing class in organizations, 
what can be done? We need to open the 
conversation and make a space where 
class can be talked about and understood 
as an important dimension difference in 
today's organizations. While initiating 
and facilitating a dialogue on class is not 
easy, following is an educational approach 
to class that can help. 

An educational approach to class. The 
purpose of this educational approach is 
three-fold: l) to increase the individual's 
understanding of the complex dynamics 
of class in organizations; 2) to begin to 
identify alternatives to the current class 

divides that hinder good work relations 
and productivity; and 3) to commit to ac
tions to ameliorate the negative conse
quences and unfair practices of current 
class aiTangements in organizations. The 
approach is based on concepts and ac
tivities commonly used in many diver
sity initiatives, where personal awareness 
combined with understanding and behav
ior change are the basis for individual 
teaming and change.7 

The method of work combines group ex
ercises, discussions, and ample dialogue 
in which participants engage with each 
other and explore the models presented. 
It is important to use this approach as part 
of a long-te1m change effort in stmctures, 
policies, and culture and not to present it 
as an isolated activity or program. 

The first activity is called Questions to 
reflect on class background and current 
situation. 8 It is an experiential exercise 
where participants reflect on a set of 
questions about their background and 
current class situation. The conversation 
that ensues helps break the silence on 
class and introduces class as an impor
tant dimension of one's identity, experi
ences, and perspectives in the world. 

Then I use a Model on differences and 
power. This helps us to understand class 
as a dimension of social identity that im
pacts who we are and how we view the 
world. To explore which are the class dif
ferences that get ranked and which 
groups have more or less "class''. power 
in their organization, I ask participants 
to brainstorm on which groups are 'one
up' and which 'one-down.' Common an
swers are: "salaried people are up, non
salaried people are down;" "degreed 
people are up, and non-degreed people 
are down;" and "owners are up, workers 
are down." Thus, given the opportunity, 
people are able to name some of the per
ceived class differences in their own 
workplaces. 

Understanding class as an element of 
identity involving differences, ranking, 
and power initiates the conversation, but 
there is usually a lot of confusion about 
what exactly class is and how it is differ
ent from race and gender. The confu-

sion is partly because of the inextricable 
interaction between class, race, and gen
der, and partly because class is a complex 
dynamic that involves economic status as 
well as social status. Class is reflected in 
the way one dresses, the clubs to which 
one belongs, the neighborhood in which 
one lives - that is, one's social status. But 
class is also about one's wealth, the kind 
of work one does, and one's education and 
income - that is, one's economic status. 
In my programs, people mention "salary 
disparities," "how you talk," or "your 
degree and the school you went to" as 
examples of the ranking of class dimen
sions which result in differential treatment 
and access to opportunities in their orga
nizations. 

I then move to a Model of the class struc
ture in organizations. This is an adapta
tion of Joan Acker's analysis of gender 
processes in organizations. It focuses on 
the class processes within organizations 
that produce and reproduce class differ
ences.9 The internal class structure of an 
organization can be studied by identify
ing three aspects of organizational life: 1) 
class divisions; 2) class symbols and iden
tities; and 3) class interactions. When we 
are able to identify how these elements 
operate in an organization, we can then 
begin to change the micro-practices of 
class that act as barriers to good work in 
today's organizations. 

• Class divisions are established and main
tained in many organizations through the 
requirement of degrees and educational 
criteria for jobs, especially for manage
rial and technical positions. Workers in 
an organization for which I consulted de
scribed the educational degree as setting 
up a class division, which functioned like 
a drawbridge: "Unless you have the di
ploma, the drawbridge doesn't go down 
to let you move up the organizational hi
erarchy." 

Some may say, "Well, that is the way it 
is; people work hard for their degrees and 
acquire the necessary skills and there is 
nothing wrong with hierarchies and edu
cational criteria." But degree require
ments can create unfair class divisions. 
For example, in many organizations, 
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people at the bottom of the hierarchy are 
not given the same opportunities and en
couragement to pursue a higher degree. 
Shifts and iITegular schedules combined 
with family responsibilities make it al
most impossible for production workers 
to take advantage of part-time educational 
programs. Thus, workers do not have 
equal opportunities to get the educational 
credentials needed to advance. In addi
tion, many workers know how to do the 
job. They perceive the degree not as a 
1cquirement, but as a hurdle that sustains 
class differences and produces unneces
sary frustration, lack of commitment, and 
waste of human talent. Skill-based and 
experience-based systems of compensa
tion have been successfully implemented 
in many organizations as one way to 
eliminate this contested system of 
"credentialing." 

• Class symbols and class identities are 
constructed in many ways and forms in 
organizations. Consider the following 
example. In an insurance company I vis
ited, the claims agents worked on the 
sixth floor of a large gray building. The 
floor was divided into cubicles, each 
woman assigned to a small, cramped area. 
A big monitor located on the middle of 
the floor flashed the number of calls wait
ing to be answered. In one comer of the 
floor was the supervisor's "office," a 
small space with a metal desk, a couple 
of chairs, and a few family pictures. I 
was then taken to meet the company's 
Vice President of Human Resources. We 
walked next door to a building with white 
and black marble floors. A huge chande
lier, a wooden staircase, and a bronze 
sculpture converged in the middle of a 
magnificent entrance. I was led to a spa
cious office where an assistant courte
ously asked me to wait. While I waited, 
I peeked into the VP's office and mar
veled at the exquisite decor: a large and 
elaborate mahogany desk with a match
ing set of period chairs, pink and olive 
green colors for the walls, and soft light 
illuminating the original paintings. When 
we met, I could not help but contrast the 
classic dark, wool suit and silk blouse of 
this well-dressed managerial woman with 
the pants and casual sweaters of the 
agents working in the other building. The 

morning had provided me a tour of the 
symbols of class in that organization. 

How often does this VP visit the agents' 
cubicles? How many of the agents have 
been invited to the VP's office? Symbols 
such as office space and privileges like 
assigned parking forge identities that sup
port class divisions. Managers and work
ers, even when they are all women, be
come estranged from each other, less 
knowledgeable of what each one does, 
disconnected by their very different work
styles, and less able to communicate and 
work toward a common goal across these 
class differences. 

• Class interactions are the ways in which 
people behave with one another that en
act differences of class and job position 
creating privileges and exclusions. For 
example, in a session I conducted, a group 
of white, male hourly workers drew a pic
ture to describe the organizational climate. 
The picture showed a leg in a big boot: 
on the boot was the inscription "manage
ment-decision makers" and between the 
boot and the floor was "everyone else." 
The picture conveyed their anger and dis
appointment because they felt disre
spected and ignored by the managers, 
"who don't care about what we say," and 
oppressed by the structure of work (a 
seven-day shift) and a rigorous point sys
tem. The picture drawn by the managers, 
on the other hand, showed a cruise ship 
moving forward under sunny skies, 
though a few dark clouds and sharks 
threatened its voyage. The managers in 
the room were surprised by these differ
ent perceptions and hurt by the workers' 
generalizations: "You 're stereotyping us. 
Not all managers are like that!" 

The conversation that followed helped 
participants clarify some of the events and 
behaviors that contributed to these per
ceptions and demonstrated how individu
als throughout the hierarchy - workers, 
supervisors, and managers - were mak
ing assumptions about each other based 
on their class positions. These assump
tions were blocking information-sharing, 
creating animosities, and limiting the con
tributions of each across their different 
jobs and positions. This dialogue led to 
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increased understanding, especially 
among the managers present, of the need 
to change some of the behaviors and 
structures that were creating unproduc
tive class interactions. 

The session ends with Action planning, a 
dialogue that helps participants consider 
what can be done differently and what 
individuals can do to apply learnings 
about class to their own situation. I ask 
people to identify some of the negative 
consequences they have observed with 
regard to the class structures discussed. 
The secretaries in a non-profit organiza
tion say, "We don't get invited to the team 
meetings because we are not professional 
staff," and thus important perspectives are 
not considered by the team. "I cannot re
pair my truck because I don't have a mini
mum budget to order the pait I need, so I 

· sit and wait for my supervisor," offers a 
senior maintenance worker of a major oil 
corporation. "Every time the supervisor 
walks out on me when I'm talking I feel 
disrespect," adds a young woman in a 
manufacturing plant. Participants begin 
to identify the concrete ways in which the 
class divisions, symbols, and interactions 
have a negative impact on the 
organization's climate and performance. 

What can be done to begin to change 
some of these negative consequences? 
Examples from the literature and 
benchmarking studies show what some 
organizations are doing: re-structuring 
work into self-managed teams diminishes 
the hierarchical class divisions that limit 
authority and decision-making for work
ers; arrangements like flextime and 
telecommuting are offered to employees 
across different hierarchical levels, so that 
they are not just privileges of the profes
sional and managerial classes; coopera
tives, share option plans, employee ow~
ership schemes, bonuses across the board, 
and reducing the salary differentials be
tween the highest and lowest paid in an 
organization help re-distribute the eco
nomic rewards of the organization more 
fairly among all employees who are re
sponsible for the profits made. In Europe, 
governing councils that include manag
ers, employees, and shareholders give 
voice to workers and include them in 
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making key organizational decisions. 
Brofiling'the stories and contributions of 
workers helps to change class images that 
narrowly focus on the successes of the 
founders and presidents of the corpora

tion. 

11he future of gender and class in orga
nizatio~s:The educational approach dis
cussed' has enabled organizations to be
gin addressing issues of class, together 
with race and gender, in an integrated di
.versity program. While having a dialogue 
about class is not the solution to class re
lations, it is possible to begin a process 
of-understanding and openness about an 
issue that is present in organizations, yet 
remains one of the least talked-about so
cial differences. Engaging in this process 
witrbenefit organizations because using 
the lens of class allows managers to see 
differently and become aware of organi
zational dynamics that require new solu
tions. For example, gender equity efforts 
in many organizations focus on glass ceil
ing issues that mostly benefit white pro
fessional and managerial women. Natu
rally, women of color and working class 
women tend to be skeptical of their op
portunities for advancement in this con: 
text. 10 The lens of class helps include 
groups and issues that may have previ
ously been invisible. Also, attending to 
class strengthens the meaning of inclu
sion, diversity, and fairness. When class 
becomes an integral part of how we think 
about organizational equality, a new set 
of issues beyond racial representation or 
access to jobs is generated. Organiza
tionaljustice now includes fair pay, work
life solutions for all workers, access to in
formation, decision-making authority and 
autonomy in all jobs, valuing all jobs, and 
treating all workers with respect. By ex
panding the meaning of equality this way, 
we can forge new alliances for change and 
build coalitions with others who might 
traditionally have been left out. 

The strnggles led by the labor movement 
have resulted in gains for the working 
class toward economic fairness and bet
ter working conditions. The diversity 
movement has increased awareness in 
organizations about the need for gender, 
racial, and social equality. Workplace 
practices that promote innovative work 
systems produce benefits such as in
creased productivity, better financial per
formance, and higher wages for work
ers. 11 By bringing class into the gender 
and diversity change agenda, we have the 
possibility of a more intentional, inte
grated, and effective approach to chang
ing organizations for increased justice and 
organizational health. 

Prepared by Evangelina Ho/vino, Senior 
Researcher and F acuity, CGO and Presi
dent of Chaos Management, Ltd. 

1 I wish to thank James A. Cumming, Joe 
Luetmer, Bob Miller, and Maureen Scully 
for their helpful comments on an earlier draft 
of this paper. 

2 See Ely, R. and Meyerson, D. (March 1999) 
for a similar analysis of the intersection be
tween gender and ethnicity. CGO Insights, 
No. 4: Integrating Gender into a Broader 
Diveristy Lens in Organizational Diagnosis 
and Intervention. Boston: Center for Gen
der in Organizations. 

3 For example, the top 1 % of households 
own more of our nation's (United States) 
wealth than the entire bottom 95% com
bined. See United for a Fair Economy's 
newsletter, Too Much, and their educational 
materials. Contact United for a Fair Econony 
by phoning 617 / 423-0191 or on the web at 
www.stw.org; and Wolff, E.N. (1995). Top 
Heavy. New York: The New Press. 

4 Demott, B. (1990). The Imperial Middle. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

5 Estes, R. ( 1996). The Tyranny of the Bot
tom Line. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

6 Too Much, Vol. V, No. I. United fora Fair 
Economy. 

7 1 am grateful to the Kaleel Jamison Con
sulting Group (KJCG) and the colleagues 
who provided opportunities and contrib
uted to developing and testing many of 
these activities in diversity interventions in 
various organizations. 

8 I acknowledge the work and influence of 
the Social Justice program at the School of 
Education at the University of Massachu
setts, Amherst, from which some of the 
exercises used to explore class identity are 
adapted. 

9 See Acker, J. (1999). Revisiting Class: 
Lessons from Theorizing Race and Gender 
in Organizations, Working Paper No. 5, 
Boston: Center for Gender in Organiza
tions, SIMMONS Graduate School of 
Management; and Holvino, E. (1999). 
Class: The Unmentionable Difference in T
Groups. Reading Book for Human Rela
tions Training. Alexandria, VA: NTL In
stitute, pp. 117-119. 

1°Catalyst.( 1999). Women of Color in Cor
porate Management: Opportunities and 
Barriers. New York: Catalyst; and Mahony, 
P.and Zmorczek, C. (1997). Class Matters: 
"Working-Class" Womens Perspective on 
Social Class. London: Taylor and Francis. 

11Appelbaum, E. (2000). Taking the High 
Road: The Benefits of High-Performance 
Work Practices. EPI Journal, Winter, pp.· 
1,6. 

Copyright 2000, Evangelina Holvino. This 
document may be linked or reproduced for 
non-commercial purposes as long as the 
author is cited and the copyright notice is 
visibly displayed. For permission to use this 
document commercially, please contact the 
Center for Gender in Organizations. 

Center for Gender in Organizations (CGO) 
Linking gender and organizationaf.ejfectivenes~ 

SIMMON~Graduate School ofManagement 

Boston, MA 02215 Tel: 617-521-3876; Fax: 617-521-3878; E~mail: cgo@simmons.edu 
• www.simmo11s.edu/gsm/cgo 

4 

www.simmo11s.edu/gsm/cgo
mailto:cgo@simmons.edu
www.stw.org

