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ABSTRACT
Exploring the Challenges of Social Integration within an Upper-Level Public Relations
Classroom
Tabitha H. Dyer
Despite three decades of literature that has explored the gender imbalance of public relations at a
professional level, there is a dearth of information addressing if or how these experiences are
informed at a collegiate level. Accordingly, this study examines if the gender imbalance impacts
students in the upper-level public relations classroom, and the similarities and differences exist
between other single-gender dominant programs including nursing and Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) using three dimensions (i.e., role strain, teamwork, and
overall social environment) as a comparison. Using qualitative in-depth interview data collected
from 13 junior- and senior-standing public relations students from a large, mid-Atlantic
university, this study found themes including female-to-female reliance, female-to-female
competitiveness, female leadership, perceived low male work ethic, male humor, and siblings
and comfort with the opposite sex. The findings suggest that upper-level public relations students
do encounter social challenges because five of the 10 challenges are related to the phenomena
experienced by upper-level public relations students. These findings were unique to other singlegender dominant programs in that three were similar to tokenism in addressing academic
excellence, loneliness, humor, and independence in group work. Two of the findings were
different because they addressed traditional roles and leadership which is consistent with role
congruity theory. With this, it is asserted that the challenges experienced by upper-level public
relations students are most applicable to tokenism and bridging collegiate to professional
challenges is addressed in role congruity theory.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Men and women have been involved in public relations since its inception (Watson, 2016). Yet,
maintaining an equal gender distribution within the academic and professional setting has been a
significant battle for decades. At the start of World War II, women transitioned from working in
the household to occupying roles such as public relations (Horsley, 2009; Krugler, 2017; Wright
& Flynn, 2017). Post-war, men returned to their previous roles, and women diminished in the
field, as the stereotypical portrayals in the media hindered their retention (Tuchman, 1979;
Watson, 2016; Krugler, 2017). Cline (1986) reported that females represented 3.8% of incoming
Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) members between 1949 and 1952 (Long, 2011). As
such, women advocated equal membership, as the male-dominated organization also held
conventional messages of women in the field (Gower, 2017). It was not until the 1970s when the
shift of male employment declined rapidly, as females entered the professional setting (Reskin,
& Roos, 1990; Long, 2011).
Today, female public relations professionals account for over approximately 70% of the
industry (The Holmes Report, 2015; Shah, 2015; Allen, 2016; BLS, 2019). Even in
communication and public relations organizations, females comprise 75% of PRSA members
(PRSA, 2019, p. 3). Scholars have created three decades worth of knowledge dedicated to how
gender diversity has impacted the public relations field (Toth, Aldoory, & Sha, 2006; GeyerSemple, 2012; Vardeman-Winter & Place, 2017). Despite a significant amount of literature that
documents social challenges that exist for professionals, there is a dearth of information
surrounding the experiences of public relations students during college. Similar to the industry,
female student enrollment in public relations programs and student organizations are
substantially higher than males. Females comprise the majority of public relations majors as well
as the national Public Relations Student Society of America (PRSSA) membership by nearly 90
percent of the members’ demographics (Martin, 2008; Long, 2011). Recent studies suggest that
gender imbalance negatively affects male public relations students’ perception of the classroom
environment.
A Waymer, Brown, Baker, and Fears (2018) study showed gendered social challenges
affect entry-level male professionals during college. Individually, they felt less integrated with
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the class and desired a more significant male presence. Similarly, junior- and senior- standing
male undergraduate students perceived a lack of inclusivity and overall lower positive outcomes
in the course than their female peers (Brown, Waymer, & Zhou, 2019). As studies suggest the
issue does exist, subsequent research is needed to understand how public relations students
experience social challenges, specifically in their interactions with their peers. Previous studies
support that social interactions are critical, as they can determine student success in completing
the program as well as establishing the social dynamics within the industry.
The public relations field is not alone in this, like other fields and programs such as
nursing (female-dominant) and Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM)
(male-dominant) scholars have found social challenges to occur in other single-gender dominant
programs.
Nursing and STEM education literature have addressed social challenges which occurred
within three dimensions, including role strain (e.g., externalities from gender identity) which has
shown to impact the perception of identity, gender stereotyping, and the desire to work harder in
minority students (Dingel, 2006; Dyck et al., 2009; Eddy & Brownell, 2016; Posselt & Lipson,
2016; Lewis et al., 2017), teamwork (e.g., student-to-student group communication) which has
shown themes relating to loneliness, tokenism, and leadership (Dingel, 2006; Dyck et al., 2009;
MacWilliams, 2013; Hodges et al., 2017; Carter et al., 2019), and overall social environment
(e.g., classroom discussions and activities) which included contributions, male humor, and
dissent (Dyck et al., 2009; Kanack, 2011; MacWilliams, 2013; Eddy & Brownell, 2016). These
dimensions will be used to determine if and how public relations students experience social
challenges within the classroom environment using a variety of findings to identify specific
challenges.
Understanding the impact of the gender imbalance is crucial, as a students’ sense of
belonging can influence their “health, social adjustment, and well-being” (Baumeister & Leary,
1995; Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015, p. 122). Social interactions can also affect their decision to
complete the program as well as continue with graduate studies (Astin & Sax, 1996; Morris,
2007; Gayles & Ampaw, 2014). It should be noted that college interactions can also transition
into social dynamics within the field, including interactions with colleagues (Levett-Jones,
Lathlean, Maguire, McMillian, 2007). By understanding the impact the gender imbalance has on
public relations students as well as the similarities and differences from nursing and STEM

3
education literature can provide better insight to improving the quality of student social learning
outcomes in the classroom. Accordingly, this study examines if the gender imbalance impacts
students in the upper-level public relations classroom, and the similarities and differences exist
between other single-gender dominant programs including nursing and Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) using three dimensions (i.e., role strain, teamwork, and
overall social environment) as a comparison.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Public Relations Professional and Student Social Challenges
For over thirty years, the scope of literature on gender inequality is concentrated within the
professional realm (Toth, Aldoory, & Sha, 2006; Geyer-Semple, 2012; Vardeman-Winter &
Place, 2017). Multiple professional studies addressed social challenges related to gender,
including traditional roles (Fitch, James, & Motion, 2016; Krugler, 2017; Place & VardemanWinter, 2018), stereotypes (Toth et al., 2006; Peters & Froelich, 2006), discrimination (Smith,
2005; Toth et al., 2006; Long, 2011), and a lack of female representation in leadership (Long,
2011; Krugler, 2017; Place & Vardeman-Winter, 2018). A participant from Long’s (2011) study
described the lack of practitioner diversity in the field, “gender imbalance is PR’s dirty little
secret [and it] has never been as diverse or as inclusive as we want it to be” (p. 67).
As the female student enrollment in public relations programs and student organizations
is also substantially high, the gender imbalance is also apparent at the collegiate level. Long
(2011) noted that since the mid-1990s, females remain the dominant gender within public
relations major enrollment (Grunig, Toth, & Hon, 2001; Fuller, 2010).
Several scholars have also noted that the challenges of the gender imbalance may occur at
the college-level and recommend subsequent studies to understand this further (Pompper & Jung,
2013; Place & Vardeman-Winter, 2018; Waymer, Brown, Baker, & Fears, 2018). Recently, the
lack of gender diversity has shown to affect young professionals as they transitioned from
college to the workforce. Waymer et al. (2018) showed gendered social challenges to affect
entry-level professionals during college. They found that 12 out of 24 practitioners felt gender
affected their learning. Waymer et al. (2018) noted that a male practitioner stated, “I feel like we
are often alienated. I have witnessed female colleagues intentionally leave out top-tier male
students due to our gender. As a male, I felt as if I was discriminated against [in the classroom]”
as he reflected on his academic experiences (Waymer et al., 2018, p. 125). Brown, Waymer, and
Zhou (2019) added that junior and senior standing undergraduate male students perceived a lack
of inclusivity, opportunities for leadership, and overall lower positive outcomes in courses than
females. As recent studies suggested gendered social challenges exist, subsequent research is
needed to understand how public relations students interact with their peers. Previous studies
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support that social interactions are critical, as they can determine student success in completing
the program as well as influencing industry social dynamics.
Scholars have noted that male and female students’ social experiences determine their
decision to complete the program and pursue graduate programs (Astin & Sax, 1996; Gayles &
Ampaw, 2014). Eddy, Brownell, and Wenderoth (2015) noted that instructor and peer
interactions are critical, “factors external to a student, such as how they are treated by those
around them” that lead to their decision to change their career path or drop out of the program
(Morris, 2007; p. 3). Similarly, the rate of degree completion was related to students’ perception
of isolation (Stott, 2007; Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015). A student with a lower sense of belonging
in the community has shown detrimental effects on their “health, social adjustment, and wellbeing” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015, p. 122). Social interactions are
influential to students in that they can impact their success while completing their degrees.
These challenges are also shown to translate post-graduation, where it affects job
satisfaction and interactions with colleagues (Levett-Jones, Lathlean, Maguire, McMillian,
2007). College can also set the tone for professional environments. Garibay (2015) stated that
student interactions with faculty and students created a fixed social “culture and value” of the
program (Garibay, 2015, p. 445). The social culture can influence the gender minority students in
completing both undergraduate and pursing graduate degrees, as a status that excludes them may
deter their success (Blickenstaff, 2005; Gillen & Tanenbaum, 2014; Eddy & Brownell, 2016). As
other academic fields have found, social experiences impact the retention and success of students
and college programs also develop a social norm that can follow into the professional realm.
As professional and recent college studies suggest that gendered challenges present an
issue in the classroom social environment, this study aims to understand how public relations
students’ experiences are interacting with their peers. Focusing on the educational aspect is
essential as it can influence the status of the professional realm, “public relations education is a
step towards the necessary change in the profession, given that students are tomorrow’s
professionals” (Muturi & Zhu, 2019, p. 83-84). Understanding if and how public relations
students experience these adversities can provide insight into improving their quality of learning
and retention of gender minority groups.
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Exploration of Student Experiences in Gender Minority Programs
As public relations education focused on if gendered social challenges occur remains relatively
unexplored, findings from other alike fields may provide insight to both the academic and
professional consequences. This study seeks to determine how the gender imbalance impacts
upper-level public relations students, and what similarities or differences exist between other
single-gender dominant programs, such as nursing and STEM. A male- (STEM) and female(nurse) dominant programs will be used as they indicate the spectrum of gendered challenges for
both minority group members. It should be noted that in identifying challenges for male public
relations students, scholars identify this with nursing programs (Cline et al., 1986; Long, 2011;
Pompper & Jung, 2013). Additionally, the literature showed that female STEM students
experienced similar adversities in their academic environments.
Within nursing programs, male students undergo a myriad of social challenges in
interacting with their faculty and peers. Male nurses comprise 10%, which is lower than male
public relations professionals, with 36.4% within their respective fields (AACN, 2015; BLS,
2019). While females dominate in life sciences, males comprise the majority of members in other
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) programs (National Science
Foundation, 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2012; Wang & Degol, 2017). Except for the
social sciences, females in the STEM field constitute 1.3% of physical sciences, 10.3% of
mathematics/statistics, and 12.2% computer science of all earned bachelor’s degrees (NCSES,
2016). Accordingly, both nurse (AANC, 2015; Abshire et al., 2018; BLS, 2019) and STEM
scholars (Eddy, Brownell, Thummaphan, Lan & Wenderoth, 2015; Eddy & Brownell, 2016;
Carter, Dueñas & Mendoza, 2019) have explored the consequences of gender minority status
within both the educational and professional settings in an attempt to diversify the marginalized
status.
Nursing education literature has identified how both male and female students experience
social obstacles in class and clinical-space environments. Using primarily qualitative
methodologies (i.e., ethnographic, phenomenology, in-depth interviews), scholars have found
male students have experienced gender stereotypes (Bartfay, Bartfay, Clow, & Wu, 2010;
Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Rajacich, Kane, Williston, & Cameron, 2013), the feeling of isolation
or loneliness (IOM, 2010; Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Sayman, 2014), and gender discrimination
as a result of the female-dominated learning environment (Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Rajacich et
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al., 2013). Likewise, STEM education literature has also described how gendered experiences
have shaped students’ social interactions. While the majority of methodologies focused on
quantitative and mixed methods (i.e., surveys and in-depth interviews), studies showed that
female students also experienced gender stereotypes (Eddy & Brownell, 2016; Wang & Degol,
2017; Carter et al., 2019), loneliness (Dingel, 2006; Carter et al., 2019), and gender
discrimination (Wang & Degol, 2017; Carter et al., 2019). In both fields, it was also apparent
that gender minority students were more likely to drop out of their programs as a result (Dingel,
2006; Stott, 2007; Tosh-Kennedy, 2007; Eddy & Brownell, 2016; Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015).
This study will incorporate qualitative methods because (a) nursing programs have been
identified as a reference to public relations education (Fitch & Third, 2010; Pompper & Jung,
2013) and (b) research on gendered social challenges is relatively new and will require more
insight into how this occurs for public relations students.
The differences in both fields are minor, as the enrollment of males in nursing (10%) is
slightly lower than all females enrolled in STEM majors (AANC, 2015; NCSES, 2015). Also, as
the nursing program often requires hands-on clinical training, student experiences also occur in
the work environment, similar to a licensed practitioner (MacWilliams et al., 2013; Hodges et al.,
2017). Despite this, both programs can be used to determine the similarities and differences
between public relations students social learning outcomes.
Understanding the gendered social consequences students encounter is critical because it
has shown to be detrimental to their success. As Wang & Degol (2017) explained, the
disadvantages experienced such, as “sexism and gender bias” become second nature in the
classroom environment, and later become a permanent status (p. 127). Historically, public
relations has dealt with gender inequality for decades, and the consequences found from this may
be a prelude to classroom social outcomes. As Muturi & Zhu (2019) stated, this includes both
faculty and student interactions, which may occur the most in the classroom environment. Wang
and Degol (2017) also added, “these beliefs can influence the way in which individuals think,
behave, and feel about their own abilities, in addition to the way in which they view others”
which can reinforce gender discrimination which impacted minority students (p. 131). We must
implement ways to prevent gender social adversities that have shown to impact student success
and retention. Using reference to nursing and STEM students’ experiences to examine the social
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challenges of public relations students is a necessary step to building a more diverse and equal
future for incoming professionals and the industry.
As Long (2011) stated: “increasing our understanding of students’ perceptions of work,
life and gender issues in public relations is not only relevant but even critical to the survival of
our field” as their educational experiences inform it (Sha, 2005, p. 99; Waymer et al., 2018).
There are three types of social interactions that have unique themes that serve as a reference to
the challenges public relations students face, including role strain (individual interactions),
teamwork (student-to-student social interactions), and overall social environment (activities that
comprise of the instructor and student interactions). There are 10 total social challenges that
occur across all dimensions.
Role Strain
One of the recurring themes of single-gender dominant programs is how student interactions
with faculty and peers influence their ability to succeed. Namely, a students’ perceived higher
expectations that influence their coursework and classroom activity engagement, also known as
role strain. Role strain exists as part of daily functions within social environments, such as
college (Lupton, 2000). Within the setting, traditional roles such as masculine and feminine
behaviors can become modified and latter fixed as people adjust in social contexts (Eagly &
Steffen, 1984; 1986; Eagly, 1987; Jackson & Sullivan, 1990; Collinson and Hearn, 1994;
Lupton, 2000). As members of the program solidify these held concepts, they create a structure
that becomes representative of the program and the following field (Geis, 1993; Ridgeway &
Erikson, 2000; Eagly & Diekman, 2004). It can become consequential, as roles create an
invisible barrier that discourages inclusivity (Witz, 1992; Lupton, 2000), challenges to their
identity, tone down their behaviors, or lead to assimilation in an attempt to blend into the
environment (Glick, 1991; Judd & Oswald, 1997; Lupton, 2000; Diekman & Goodfriend, 2004;
Eagly & Diekman, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009). Role strain encompasses “individual worries about
meeting the numerous expectations associated with multiple roles or identities” (Goode, 1960;
Edwards, 2014; Posselt & Lipson, 2016, p. 976). The examination of student role strain aims to
understand if upper-level public relations students experience role strain, and what similarities or
differences exist between nursing and STEM students in this aspect. In this aspect, male nursing
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and female STEM students share three challenges that address gender stereotyping and identity,
masculinity, and academic performance.
First, male nursing students undergo several challenges that may influence their ability to
work efficiently. Men enrolled in nursing programs are often stereotyped as homosexual (Dyck
et al., 2009). While males in STEM did not face sexual stereotyping, female students felt the
degree to which they associate with their female identity impacted their alignment in their
programs (Cundiff et al., 2013; Eddy & Brownell, 2016). As a result, student identity may cause
role strain, as males may focus on maintaining their sexual identity or an identity dedicated to
their respected STEM field for females.
Second, male nursing students face social stigma as they are asked to tone down
masculine attributes such as “competitiveness or assertiveness,” as an example, to “avoid
sanction” from faculty and peers (Wilson, 2005; Dyck et al., 2009, p. 650). However, for female
STEM majors, their classroom environment is overridden with masculinity, which, in turn, may
cause turmoil in working with their peers (Cheryan et al., 2009; Cheryan et al., 2015; Master et
al., 2016; Lewis et al., 2017). Seymour (1995) found that female students faced verbal sexual
harassment, were less likely to be taken seriously, and scrutinized if they were more
academically successful by their male peers (Fencl & Scheel, 2006). As a result, they must learn
to adapt to an environment that challenges their success as female students (Seron et al., 2018;
Carter et al., 2019). For males in a female-dominant program, they may be more focused on
avoiding social stigma from instructors, while females in a male-dominant program may face
challenges in trying to maneuver unfair treatment from their peers.
Third, male students believe they must outperform within the classroom setting as they
are “scrutiniz[ed] more closely” by instructors (Kelly et al., 1996; Anthony, 2004; Dyck et al.,
2009, p. 650). Females in STEM also feel they must academically perform strongly to be
successful. For example, Dingel (2006) found that they may focus on their grades (i.e.,
assignments and homework) to exemplify their excellence in the course material (Kubanek &
Waller, 1996; Seymour & Hewitt, 1997). Female students also seek “affirmation” even as far as
dedicating additional time to their coursework, including attending more office hours (which was
not explicitly found for male nursing students) than their male peers (Kanter, 1977; Dingel,
2006, p. 163). The greater focus on excellence in these areas creates a challenge as it could
impact retention, “even minor failures may seem huge to these women and they may interpret
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grades that are by most standards good (such as a B) as not good enough and therefore a sign that
they should not be in science” (Orenstein, 1994; Dingel, 2006, p. 173). Both groups experience
similar pressures to be academically successful as a minority within their respected programs.
Teamwork
The public relations curriculum often involves student teamwork collaboration, which is
beneficial as students are engaged in strategy development by brainstorming and making critical
decisions in campaign design (Long, 2011). This classroom activity can be both positive and
negative, a Long (2011) participant described teamwork challenges as “men can be more direct,
less emotional in their actions and decision-making process. This is a great benefit in many
situations and/or can sometimes be seen as rigid, less thought through. Women can sometimes
read the room/situation and deploy diplomacy to navigate to a solution that satisfies many around
the table” said an female agency president (p. 70). The examination of student teamwork aims to
explore how gender imbalance impacts upper-level public relations students, and what
similarities or differences exist between male nursing and female STEM students. In this context,
student teamwork is “a distinguishable set of two or more individuals who interact independently
and adaptively to achieve specified, shared and valued objectives'' in classroom activities
(Morgan, Salas, & Glickman, 1993; Bravo, Lucia-Palacios, & Martin, 2016, p. 303). Similarly,
“teamwork may refer to the nature and quality of individual contributions to a team effort,
adopting a process-oriented focus” in achieving the overall activity goal (Hughes & Jones, 2011;
Britton, Simper, Leger, & Stephenson, 2017, p. 379).
This study will examine the responsibilities and interactions of group members in these
activities. There are notable challenges of single-gender dominance in comparison to genderbalanced programs. Gender balanced programs have proven beneficial to students, including
group strategy (Fenwick & Neal, 2001), perceived self-efficacy (Bear & Woolley, 2011; Lee &
Farh, 2004), and less stereotyping (Bear & Woolley, 2011). Nevertheless, in single-gender
dominant programs, having an unequal gender membership can present consequences, including
in the group strategy (Rogelberg & Rumery, 1996; Bear & Woolley, 2011). As shown in male
nurse and female STEM students, the literature addressed four challenges, including loneliness,
team leadership, friendship, and independent or dependent performance.
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Classroom activities involving teamwork or collaboration, present another challenge to
gender minority students. In examining STEM female and male interactions, Eddy et al. (2015)
noted that “socialization differences… could lead to differences in students’ perceptions of the
value of peer discussions” and may impact student team activities (Kim, 2002, 2008; p. 14:ar45,
3). For example, in a female-dominated classroom, female students may be more accustomed to
collaboration with other female peers, causing challenges for male input. MacWilliams et al.
(2013) found that male nursing students “experienced loneliness and isolation” in their program
outcomes, which may be apply to student group activities (Kelly et al., 1996; p. 41). Despite
more studies showing this as an externality for male nurses, it was also shared by female STEM
students (IOM, 2010; Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Sayman, 2014). For female STEM students,
their team projects involved a lack of enriching activities that were offered to males in the
classroom. Carter et al. (2019) stated that “men are routinely given more challenging activities
(e.g., integrating theory into practice, solving more technical problems), while women are often
assigned nontechnical, peripheral roles in a project of group setting” in their assigned work
(Seron et al., 2018, p. 72). In this case, female students may feel less integrated, given easier
responsibilities, and also felt expected to perform at a higher level, resulting in the perception of
“isolation” from their peers (Cheryan & Plaut, 2010; Wang & Degol, 2017; Carter et al., 2019, p.
72). As both male nursing and female STEM students constitute the minority, they may seek
relationships with other gender minority students if they encounter challenges forming
meaningful relations with their other peers.
Second, male nursing students feel succumbed to holding “assertive” and “leadership”
responsibilities by their female peers (Anthony, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009, p. 650). As a result,
their ability to perform their training in the real-world may be affected (Sedgwick & Kellett,
2015) as they are expected to not only be high achievers and hold leadership roles, but also
acclimate to a feminine learning environment without creating unwanted attention. Meanwhile,
male STEM students desire leadership roles compared to female students (Eddy et al., 2015).
Although males in nursing may not intend to attain a leadership role, this outcome is different
from male STEM students in that they actively pursue this goal. Meanwhile, Dingel (2006)
posits that females do not obtain assertive roles to engage in greater “cooperative and
collaborative approaches to learning” including their roles in group opportunities (p. 173). As
such, females in STEM are less likely to take on leadership roles as their male peers to maintain
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the status quo. Females may also perceive their leadership status as not intended to project “an
individual sense of authority” as reflected by their male peers (Dingel, 2006, p. 171).
Third, both male and female STEM students acknowledged “an equal value” in group
collaboration, females showed a higher value for teamwork when they had a friend (Eddy et al.,
2015, p. 14:ar45, 13). Interestingly, this was not apparent for males (Eddy et al., 2015). Their
minority status may negatively catapult them to be in the spotlight for projects that involve a
student leader, while female STEM students are projected as they attempt to show representation
in classroom leadership roles.
When male nursing students engaged in classroom discussions, several students
expressed feeling like “token voices,” or asked to participate by faculty to demonstrate diversity
in the classroom environment (Stott, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009; Hodges et al., 2017, p. 276).
Conversely, female STEM students also experience tokenism, and it influenced their strategy to
communicate specific goals. For example, Dingel (2006) found they will be less demanding and
have less “inner-strength” than their male peers in overcoming educational adversities (Kanter,
1977; Seymour & Hewitt, 1997, 162). This, in turn, hinders their ability to be fully integrated
into the team settings as they are asked to participate to demonstrate a point or attempt to gather
diverse thought. As Sedgwick and Kellett (2015) posited the causes of teamwork challenges,
“men’s efficacy as nurses may be undermined by the tension between adherence to hegemonic
constructions of masculinity that emphasize independence and autonomy and engagement in
collaborative social interaction” (Connell, 1995; Evans & Frank, 2003; p. 126).
Fourth, male nursing students may seek to be more independent, including a lack of
desire to collaborate with their peers (Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015). However, female STEM
students are more likely to desire help to achieve affirmation in their abilities (Dingel, 2006).
Dingel (2006) added females in STEM also experience similar challenges conforming to a maledominated environment, “by expecting women and men to conform to traditionally masculine or
feminine behaviors, such as recognizing men but not women as leaders, these students reinforce
the notion that science is a masculine pursuit” due to gender stereotypes (p. 173). In a group
work assignment, students who recognize their benefit in their learning outcomes and future
careers will show a greater desire to be involved (Oliver, 1974; Eddy et al., 2015). In programs
where male or female students do not feel integrated or appreciated for the efforts, their
involvement is also impacted, including in teamwork activities.
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In STEM, females are often given easy activities and feel pressure to work harder. They
are also less likely to be active participants in classroom activities, including discussions or hold
a leadership position in teamwork (Eddy & Brownell, 2016). While male nursing students have
greater pressure to be a leader in teamwork activities and also have more opportunities for
leadership roles in professional settings, despite this, male nursing students’ proactive
engagement in teamwork also translates to overall classroom discussions. Eddy and Brownell
(2016) stated “men felt more comfortable answering instructor questions in front of the whole
class and were more likely to prefer to take on the role of a leader in small group work compared
to women” in either activity (Eddy & Brownell, 2016, p. 020106-5). The next section focuses on
how student interactions in the classroom environment are unique in both respected programs.
Overall Social Environment
Long (2011) stated it would not be surprising that male public relations students would
experience loneliness in the classroom environment, as it occurs in the workplace. It is also
known to affect male retention, as they are less likely to pursue the program or drop out before
graduation due to their minority status (Long, 2011). The examination of the overall social
learning environment aims to explore if public relations students experience social challenges in
the classroom, including discussions and other activities that involve the entire class’s
involvement. The classroom social environment is defined as “a course, encompassing teacher
and student behaviors, interactions (teacher-student and student-student), and student
expectations of the environment” (Beer & Darkenwald, 1989; Darkenwald & Gavin, 1987; KingSpezzo, 2017, p. 9). In experiences related to the classroom social climate, male nursing and
female STEM students shared three similar themes addressing class discussion contributions,
male humor, and male dissent. Accordingly, this section will take into account interactions
working with both faculty and students in classroom discussions and other relevant experiences
that may influence public relations students’ educational outcomes.
First, the minority status of male nursing students influenced their contributions to
classroom discussions and other social exchanges with their instructors and female peers. They
are more motivated to contribute and lead classroom conversations by their instructor than their
female peers (Fister, 1999; LaRocco, 2007; MacWilliams et al., 2013). STEM males are also
more likely to participate in class discussions because their instructors also ask them to do so
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more than their female counterparts (Altermatt, Jovanovic, & Perry, 1998; Burns & Myhill,
2004; Eddy & Brownell, 2016). Nevertheless, in classrooms where females constitute the
majority, they continue to contribute less, which may be caused by a lack of “comfort” to be
involved (Eddy et al., 2015; Eddy & Brownell, 2016, p. 020106-3). Fencl & Scheel (2006) posit
that female students “cited reasons such as not having formulated their ideas well enough, not
knowing enough about the subject, and not wanting to appear unintelligent than did men, while
men were more likely to cite not having done the reading” as additional causes (Crawford &
MacLeod, 1990, p. 288).
As female students are assigned fewer challenging roles (i.e., group activities), they may
also be less receptive to class discussions (Seron et al., 2018). Considering these findings, male
nursing students may not voluntarily wish to contribute to class discussions as a minority. Yet,
even in cases where women constitute both a minority and majority of the class, they are still less
likely to participate. Female students face pressure to achieve high academic performance and
are less likely to state an answer or add to the discussion that may be incorrect. As such, their
“confiden[ce]” in contributing to course discussions is impacted (Rocca, 2010; Eddy &
Brownell, 2016, p. 020106-6).
Second, Dyck et al. (2009) study found that male nursing students engaged in classroom
discussions by asking questions and providing insight as well as actively made jokes or
entertained during lectures. Although this may be an attempt to diversify student input, this is
another obstacle for males as they represent a token voice in discussions. Male STEM students
also used humor in the classroom. However, it incorporated the sexist and stereotypical humor of
females (Kanack, 2011). These jokes would include stereotypes about females’ role as a
caregiver or the attractiveness of a female in the program (Kanack, 2011). Female STEM
students preferred female humor over male sexist humor (Moore, Griffiths, & Payne, 1987, p.
5230; Kanack, 2011). In these cases, female STEM students would either take part in the humor
to assimilate, also known as “social coping” (Kanack, 2011, p. 48). Although humor can help
unify groups, it can also result in “ridicule [for] group members who deviate from norms, and
thus reinforce desired behaviors” in the classroom (Lynch, 2002; Kanack, 2011, p.11).
Third, male nursing students were more likely to engage in dissent by questioning their
instructor’s authority on topics (Dyck et al., 2009). As males perceive their instructors to
assimilate them to a feminine environment and identity, they are likely to engage in “risky”
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behaviors to express these challenges (Meadus & Twomey, 2011; Dyck et al., 2009, p. 651). As
a result, Sedgwick & Kellett (2017) posit that “the learning environment seem[s] to favor
feminine student learning and communication styles, some accounts suggest that faculty and
female nursing students appear to have entrenched attitudes that may perpetuate gender bias and
discrimination toward male nursing students” as causation (Bartfay et al., 2010; Dyck et al.,
2009; p. 122).
The overall social environment dimension will be used to determine if the gender
imbalance impacts public relations students as well as if there are similarities or differences in
student contributions, humor, and instructional dissent between nursing and STEM literature.
These social experiences are important to explore, as they can lead to instructional dissent, and
the pressure to answer correctly or not to participate at all, and use humor as male nursing
students are token voices used to diversify the classroom.
Theoretical Perspective
This study employed role congruity theory and tokenism, which were informed by the literature
(addressed above) and emerging themes from the data. The uses of these theories are two-fold.
First, single-gender dominant programs, including nursing and STEM, have used tokenism in
addressing social issues for minority group members (Stott, 2004; Dingel, 2006; Dyck et al.,
2009; Hodges et al., 2017). Second, role congruity theory addresses leadership that occurs in
nurse and STEM teamwork activities. Currently, there are no direct uses of tokenism or role
congruity theory to explore the gendered challenges of the social integration of undergraduate
public relations students.
Tokenism posits that in a single-gender dominant field, minority group members may
feel less included or used in an attempt to showcase diversity. For example, males in nursing
programs are often asked by the instructor to participate in class, in order to vary the discussion,
yet also demonstrate their minority status in this action (Stott, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009; Hodges et
al., 2017). Female STEM students also experience tokenism, and it influenced their strategy to
communicate specific goals. Dingel (2006) found they will be less demanding and have less
“inner-strength” than their male peers in overcoming educational adversities (Kanter, 1977;
Seymour & Hewitt, 1997, 162). Accordingly, tokenism will be used to explore if the female-

16
dominant classroom causes challenges for male and female students in a public relations
program.
Tokenism posits that for group members of gender, race, religion, as examples that
represent “lower than 15% (tokens) provide organizations with the appearance of addressing
equality and equity issues but result in interactive dynamics that create barriers to the work and
advancement of tokens within the organization (Kanter, 1977a)” (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015;
Hu, 2019, p. 18). Consequently, those who are in this minority experience challenges, including
standing out as a minority, which makes status their become more prominent or adhere to
conventional messages of their identity (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015).
There are three challenges presented for minority groups experiencing tokenism. First,
“performance pressure” is when minority members stand out, causing them to attempt to tone
down their status, achievements, or their peers questioning their competence in the academic
setting (Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006, p. 163; Hirshfield, 2015, p. 2058; Hu, 2019). They may also
be more cautious about their achievements to deter recognition (Kanter, 1977; Hu, 2019). For
example, if a male public relations student performs higher on an exam, he may receive greater
acknowledgments than his female peers. Second, they may encounter “boundary heightening”
where minority groups may be excluded from activities by highlighting their distinct attributes
by their peers (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015, p. 2058). This may result in the internalized
judgment of their identity by recognizing it as adversity or rejecting it altogether(Kanter, 1977;
Hu, 2019). A female STEM student may feel less integrated with an activity involving a subject
that males may have more interest or knowledge in, as an example. Third, tokens may adhere to
conventional perceptions of their identity, also known as “role entrapment” (Kanter, 1977;
Hirshfield, 2015, p. 2058). This may cause them to engage in behaviors that are “stereotypical”
as they attempt to blend in to the community to achieve effective relationships (Kanter, 1977;
Hu, 2019, p. 19). A male nurse may focus on leading a team by deciding member’s roles to keep
his masculine qualities.
This theory is also notable for its benefits and disadvantages. Tokenism is intended to
explore professional challenges but is applies to other settings, including college (Sax, 1996). It
has also been endorsed by scholars, as it has been used in studies for decades, adding to its
conceptual validity (Yoder, 1991; Hirshfield, 2015). However, much of the research on
tokenistic voices focus on females, leaving research on males (including nurses) with a weaker
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foundation (Yoder, 1991; Hirshfield, 2015). Additionally, Hirshfield (2015) pointed out that
“theories of tokenism are not always transferable from one setting or group to another. More
importantly, the numeric proportion does not account for all of the issues that tokens experience”
(p. 2058). Thus, in situations where tokens identify with one or more identities, their challenges
may be less measurable. Hu (2019) also noted how males and females experience tokenism may
not be equal. Studies incorporating tokenism for specific genders may be difficult to measure. As
this study focuses on incoming public relations professionals, the study findings could yield
predictive measures of gender minority status in the field. As other studies before, this study
addresses if in a female-dominant environment, if male, female, or both experience tokenistic
social challenges in the classroom environment (Sax, 1996).
Role congruity theory will also be used, as it reflects leadership in teamwork activities.
Studies that employ this theory are concentrated in industry and address that female workers
encounter adversities in attaining leadership positions in the workplace. These challenges are
caused by hegemonic views of masculine and feminine behaviors as they apply to leadership
qualities and promotion:
“Men, more than women, are concentrated in roles that emphasize power, competition, or
authority. At the same time, women traditionally have easily entered roles that are
considered suitable to feminine stereotypes (e.g., in education), such as those that involve
caring or giving support, or that put emphasis on human interactions (Eagly, 1987; Eagly,
Wood, & Diekman, 2000; Garcia-Retamero, 2006; López-Sáez, 1994; López-Zafra,
1999). Hence, the characteristics associated with leadership roles have been attached
more to men than to women” (Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006, p. 51).
Role congruity theory been shown in male nursing students who often obtain
“leadership” roles as encouraged by their female peers (Anthony, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009, p.
650). Females in STEM programs are less likely to be a leader in male-dominated group work
activities (Dingel, 2006; Eddy et al., 2015).
Role congruity theory posits several social challenges for female leadership. Eagly and
Karau (2002) stated two possible disadvantages for females affected by role congruity, including
“possessing less leadership ability than men” or given a “less favorable evaluation of behavior
that fulfills the prescriptions of a leader role” from the assessment of a male (p. 588). Females
who transition to a leadership role, may their feminine traits to be perceived as misaligned with
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leadership resulting in a lack of female presence (“descriptive bias) or go against traditional
hegemonic roles by showing masculine traits (“prescriptive bias”) which lead her to being
judged poorly (Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008, p. 40).
In a female-dominated industry, role congruity theory showed that females were
perceived to be more likely to receive a promotion (Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006). In
male-dominated fields, this is not the case, as “incongruity would be greater in male-congenial
organizations” (Eagly & Karau 2002; Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006, p. 52).
There are several noted challenges in approaching role congruity. First, this study focuses
on students who are likely to enter the workforce following graduation, yet, the use of theory is
often applied to professional and workplace settings (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero &
Lopez-Safra, 2006). Additionally, it is almost exclusive to female challenges in the workplace
(Ely, 1994, 1995; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006). This theory is
most appropriate in addressing the professional challenges experienced in the public relations
industry. This lens can provide insight into challenges experienced with caution that
environments that are female-dominant can affect the fit of the theoretical lens. One common
challenge addressed by public relations professionals is the lack of female leadership (Long,
2011; Krugler, 2017; Place & Vardeman-Winter, 2018), this study addresses leadership in
teamwork activities, and this lens can understand the power dynamics within the classroom
environment.
Current Study
In summary, there are three decades worth of literature that has examined the social
challenges caused by the gender imbalance (Toth, Aldoory, & Sha, 2006; Geyer-Semple, 2012;
Vardeman-Winter & Place, 2017). As the gender composition within the public relations field
and programs are similar (Gotlieb et al., 2017; BLS, 2019), it may also be consequential to
students. Two recent studies inferred this, such as exclusion from activities and lowered positive
outcomes in the course for male students (Waymer et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019).
There are other programs are female-dominant (nursing) and male-dominant (STEM) that
encounter similar adversities experienced by public relations professionals. Namely, gender
discrimination (Long, 2011; Rajaich et al., 2013; Carter et al., 2019) and stereotypes (Peters &
Froelich, 2006; Rajaich et al., 2013; Carter et al., 2019). Studies have also informed that the
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gender imbalance within the field and class settings can be consequential for social environments
as they impact attrition rates and later set the tone for the professional environment (Levett-Jones
et al., 2007). Literature from nursing and STEM education has shown three dimensions in which
social challenges can occur. First, role strain which involves identity management and can affect
gender stereotyping and academic performance (Dingel, 2006; Dyck et al., 2009; Eddy &
Brownell, 2016). Second, teamwork involving student-to-student interactions, can impact
leadership, independent, and dependent behaviors (Dingel, 2006; Dyck et al., 2009; Sedgwick &
Kellett, 2015). Third, the overall social environment encompasses interactions involving student
participation in class discussions (King-Sprezzo, 2017) and can influence the use of humor and
instructional dissent (Dyck et al., 2009; Kanack, 2011).
The two theories posited are informed by the literature (addressed above) and the data
findings. Tokenism addresses how minority group representation can create the perception of
inclusivity, yet lead to externalities (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015; Hu, 2019). For example,
students becoming cautious about their successes, excluded from activities, and adhering to
conventional messages as a minority (Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006, p. 163; Hirshfield, 2015, Hu,
2019). Role congruity theory addresses how traditional roles of masculine and feminine
behaviors can exclude females from leadership opportunities (Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra,
2006). It can result in a lack of female representation in leadership or females engaging in
masculine behaviors, which can result in her being judged poorly (Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, &
Reichard, 2008).
As the exploration of what types of student social challenges that occur in the public
relations classroom is relatively new, this study will involve the emergence of theory derived
from the data findings.
Using the qualitative methodology, grounded theory, this study examined the following
research questions:
RQ 1: How does gender majority status impact females social learning outcomes in the
upper-level public relations classroom?
RQ 2: How does having gender minority status impacts male public relations students’ social
learning outcomes in the upper-level public relations classroom?
RQ 3: How is this similar to or different from other single-gender dominant programs?
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Use of Grounded Theory
This study seeks to answer how the gender imbalance impacts upper-level public relations
students, and what similarities or differences exist with other single-gender dominant programs
such as nursing and STEM. This study employed the qualitative method grounded theory
because, the subject is relatively new. Grounded theory “is the systematic generation of theory
from systematic research. It is a set of rigorous research procedures leading to the emergence of
conceptual categories” (Grounded Theory Institute, 2013; Cho & Lee, 2014, p. 2). This
framework used a systematic approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1994; Corbin & Strauss, 2007) and
followed the processes recommended under the Straussian school (Jones & Alony, 2011):
1. The researcher has a general idea of where to begin.
2. The researcher uses structured questions to force theory to emerge.
3. Identifying variables and relationships are derived from the methods.
4. The researcher interprets the data.
5. The theory is derived from the rigor of the method.
6. The researcher is an active part of the data process.
7. The data is structured to emerge the theory.
8. The coding process is defined (e.g., codes are carefully crafted) and rigorous.
9. The researcher uses open, axial, and selective coding in the data analysis process.
This study used semi-structured interviews. The questions asked were open-ended because it is a
part of the grounded theory procedures and ensured that participants were able to explain their
responses to the questions freely, to gather a well-rounded understanding of the phenomena
(Groat & Wang, 2002; Cho & Lee, 2014).
Researcher Bias
The disclosure of the researcher’s bias is necessary because “the researcher is the data collection
instrument and cannot separate themselves from the research” in the data collection and findings
processes (Jackson, 1990; Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1411). In order to ensure accuracy, the
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researcher will disclose any pertinent information that may impact the study findings in an
attempt to provide the most accurate description of the phenomena that occurred.
The researcher is a female who holds a bachelor’s degree in strategic communication
with an emphasis in public relations and identifies as both Caucasian and Hispanic. The
researcher shares characteristics as a female student with field interest in public relations. For
female participants, this may have affected their comfortability in answering the interview
prompts. The researcher was not currently enrolled in a 300- or 400- level strategic
communication or public relations course at the time of data collection and did not recruit
students as their peer in the classroom. All of the findings were derived from the participants’
direct responses to provide an accurate analysis (Hollaway, Brown, & Shipway, 2010).
Data Collection
Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol number: 1911782791, the
participants read and signed (or electronically signed) the study consent form (see APPENDIX
B) before to the interview process. The participants’ location preferences were a priority, as the
interview site may determine their level of comfortability in discussing their experiences
(McGrath, Palmgren, & Liljedahl, 2019). The majority of the participants (three males, six
females, and one gender non-conforming female-presenting) opted for a phone call interview.
The remaining in-person interviews took place where the researcher worked (which was located
inside of the college) in her office or an open room within the college building. After the
researcher read the study outline and purpose, the participants were asked for permission to
record their interviews. All participants agreed, and the interviews were recorded using a Zoom
H1 Handy Recorder device provided by the college.
The researcher’s procedures and questions were read from the qualitative prompt, and
participants were probed on their responses to explore their experiences and how it influenced
their learning outcomes. This study explored how gender imbalance can impact upper-level
public relations students, and what similarities or differences exist between nurse and STEM
programs. The interview protocol format was inspired by Krugler (2017) and aimed to cover
three dimensions (i.e., role strain, teamwork, and overall social environment). The first set of
questions addressed how the participants' social interactions influenced their work ethic and
academic determination. These prompts included their academic expectations in comparison to
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their male and female peers, instructor praise, and whom they would contact for help in their
class (i.e., a classmate or the instructor). The second set of questions asked about their
experiences working in teams, including interactions with their peers. The prompts included their
role in the group, similarities or differences in working with their male and female peers, benefits
and disadvantages working in the group, and group challenges. The third set of questions
discussed interactions involving the entire classes’ voluntary and involuntary participation, class
discussions, and any other overall class activities. These questions included easy or difficult
experiences, if they felt they were treated differently, and their perception of the environment
working with male and female peers (see APPENDIX A).
Following the in-depth interview process, the participants were asked to complete an
online Qualtrics survey, in which their demographic information was collected. There were no
further studies conducted following the initial data collection process. After all, in-depth
interviews were completed, the audio recordings were sent to Rev.com to be transcribed. The
researcher re-read and listened to the transcribed documents to ensure accuracy. Following this,
all recordings of the participant interviews were permanently destroyed (as outlined in the IRB
protocol). All transcriptions were securely located under a password locked computer that was
stored in a secure area.
Coding Process
After re-reading the transcripts for accuracy, the researcher created individual documents for
each interview prompt question. Each document was highlighted to indicate that the section had
not been categorized into its respected response document. The researcher denoted the response
had been categorized once the section was not highlighted. This process was completed once all
documents had no remaining highlighted areas.
The researcher began the grounded theory data analysis process which, included open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The researcher followed the analysis steps employed
by Cho and Lee (2014), which were also under the Straussian method (as described above). First,
the researcher began the open coding process that highlighted to denote a section that was not
coded and gave corresponding codes using sentence in-vivo coding, which is derived from the
participants’ actual words. Manning (2017) stated in-vivo coding would aid to “understand
stories or ideas through the actual words of participants, and it has also been noted for its ability
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to help offer a sense of nuanced meaning that other forms of coding” restrict from the findings
(p. 1-2). This process was complete once all of the participant responses were no longer
highlighted in each question response document. All codes for the corresponding questions were
highlighted and featured the participant number to track each statement. The statements that were
found to create an emerging theme where placed on the table, listed with the theme title, and
denoted as used under the participants’ codes by un-highlighting the response. This process was
completed until there were no remaining highlighted responses.
The researcher began the axial coding process by creating new documents featuring a
table for the coded responses. The researcher looked at frequent themes to determine patterns
between each dimension for the main themes to emerge. All themes that were considered under
this criterion were moved to a new document that featured all other significant findings from
each dimension (i.e., role strain, teamwork, and overall social), and denoted where the theme
emerged.
In the selective coding process, the researcher reviewed all of the significant findings and
looked for patterns in the themes (e.g., between teamwork and overall social environment) to
determine the main themes. The themes that were selected were determined if they were both
frequent and featured a minimum of four participant direct quotes mentioning the phenomena
and reached saturation from the data collected (Cho & Lee, 2014). After determining the main
themes, the corresponding participant number, and question were traced back to find the direct
quote in which the participant addressed the theme to validate its occurrence in the data findings.
Sample Characteristics
The sample consisted of 3 males, 9 females, and 1 participant identified as gender
nonconforming and female-presenting. The participants’ ages were between 20 and 22 years old,
undergraduate students with a junior- or senior- academic standing currently attending a large,
mid-Atlantic university. According to the Assistant Dean for Student and Enrollment Services,
the program major has a 16:61 male to female ratio. Acronyms supplement the participant direct
quotes for their gender and race identities (M= Male; F=Female; GNC=Gender NonConforming; C=Caucasian; A= Asian or Asian Indian; AA=African American) (see Table 1).
The study sought to have an equal amount of male and female participants (12 each), and the
male response rate was considerably low. Despite this, the data collected was significant enough
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to reach saturation (Creswell, 2013) to complete the collection process. Subsequent studies are
recommended to recruit more male participants to gather a well-rounded understanding of the
phenomena.
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Table 1. Participant Demographics
Participant
1

Gender
Female

Academic Standing
Senior

Age
21

Race
Caucasian, Asian
or Asian Indian,
and African
American

2

Female

Senior

21

Caucasian

3

Female

Junior

21

Caucasian

4

Female

Senior

21

African
American

5

Female

Senior

21

Caucasian

6

Female

Senior

22

Caucasian

7

Female

Junior

21

Caucasian

8

Female

Junior

20

Caucasian

9

Female

Senior

22

Caucasian

10

Gender

Senior

21

African

nonconforming

American

(femalepresenting)
11

Male

Junior

21

Caucasian

12

Male

Senior

22

Caucasian

13

Male

Senior

22

Caucasian
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This study examined whether the gender imbalance impacts upper-level public relations
students, and what similarities or differences exist between other single-gender dominant
programs such as nursing and STEM. The study yielded 20 initial themes, which were reduced to
six (6) main themes comprising of 59 open codes (see APPENDIX D). The study found
emerging themes including female-to-female reliance, female-to-female competitiveness, female
leadership, perceived low male work ethic, male humor, and siblings and comfort in opposite-sex
interactions (see Table 2).
Table 2. Themes
Theme
Female-to-Female Reliance

Description
Discusses how females form

Codes
1.1. F-F Understanding

relationships from a perceived 1.2. F-F Comfort
greater understanding,

1.3. F-F Communication

productive working

1.4. Organic gender

relationship, shared

segregation

communication styles, and a
general reliance from students
of the same gender
Female-to-Female

Discusses why females feel

2.1. Female-to-female

Competitiveness

the need to compete with

competition

other females in academic and 2.2. Females-to-female
career opportunities, and less

comparison

desire to compete with male

2.3. Desire to stand out from

peers

other females as a female
2.4. Do not compete with
male peers
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Female Leadership

Discusses why female

3.1. Females were leaders in

students held more leadership

teamwork

roles than males, a lack of

3.2. Males were not interested

male interest in leadership,

in leadership roles

and same-sex gender

3.3. Gendered communication

receptiveness in group work

receptiveness

activities
Perceived Low Male Work

Discusses how males

4.1. Contribute less in group

Ethic

experience academic

discussions

challenges including

4.2. Reminded to complete

a lack of effort, contributions

coursework

to activities, and a lack of

4.3. Put in less effort than

male presence in the

females

classroom environment

4.4. Lack of experience
working with males

Male Humor

Discusses how males use

5.1. Males try to entertain the

humor in the classroom

classroom

including class contexts,

5.2. Males use classroom

purposes, and reactions to

contexts for humor

male humor

5.3. Male jokes are received
negatively by females

Siblings & Comfort with the

Discusses how male and

6.1. Sibling of opposite sex

Opposite Sex

female public relations

6.2. Level of comfort with

students with opposite-sex

opposite sex

siblings have greater comfort
and relatability to their
opposite-sex peers
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Female-to-Female Reliance
All-female participants stated that when they needed to ask a peer for help, they would rely on
another female in the classroom. The overall theme found that female participants rely on each
other because they felt other females understand them, are more comfortable, and felt
communication was easier. This same-gender reliance may be to develop relationships with their
classmates, to ask questions about assignments, or to collaborate in team activities.
Participants described how they felt more understood by other females, including their
mindset, emotional nature, and shared interests as described in their own words:
Participant 1 (F, C, A, AA): “I feel like the things I’m saying, they [females] probably
relate to me more and understanding what I’m saying instead of like having a differently
mindset listen to something that I’m saying. They’re probably not going to agree or
understand what I’m even trying to say.”
One participant felt her female peers understood her emotional nature:
Participant 3 (F, C): “Just because they [females] understand how emotional I can be with
assignments. All my friends. And I feel like they understand better and since they are in
the same class as me, they can help me better than someone that’s not in the class.”
Two participants addressed that they held shared interests with their female peers:
Participant 5 (F, C): “I felt like I could relate to them [females] more. I just made more
sense to them.”
Participant 6 (F, C): “I feel like girls definitely fall into more conversations about mutual
things that they have in common already and build off that and build their relationships off
that too. We could be strangers but I could say like, “Oh I love your sweater.” And we end
up having a 15-minute conversation about clothes and then the next day we’re working
better together because we had that bonding. Not even just like it’s about materialistic
things, but anything, whether it’s about TV shows we like or stuff like that, I feel like girls
just gravitate towards each other, to be that more open and friendly conversation.”
Participant 9 (F, C): “I’m closer with my female peers, and I feel like they might have a
better understanding of what I’m going through than my male peers.”
Participants discussed that they felt more comfortable around classmates of the same sex because
it is easier to develop friendships and work with one another.
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Participant 4 (F, AA) stated: “That’s just because at this point they’re the ones I’ve built a
friendship with rather than the men. I just haven’t really tried, especially because girls are
just easier to talk to.” Participant 7 (F, C) added: “I don’t dislike working with males. I just
feel like it’s easier to talk to females and just ... I don’t know, it’s just more comfortable I
guess working with another girl rather than working with a guy.”
The female dominant environment may also play a role in female comfortability.
Participant 5 (F, C) stated: “I feel, for me, it was comforting just because I saw so many
females and being a female just made me feel just more comfortable being there.”
Similarly, Participant 9 (F, C) said: ”I think I would be more comfortable reaching out to
a female peer only because I think that I’m closer with my female peers.” Participant 10
(GNC, AA) added: “So I found out she was going to be doing that [letting students chose
their teams] and I decided to be in her group because I felt comfortable with her. So, I feel
like that’s a good dynamic.”
Participants discussed how being in a female-dominant environment makes it easier to have
conversations with females, including to ask questions because of the comfortability and female
bond.
Participant 6 (F, C) said: “Female[s], definitely to ask questions, just because again, I think
it’s like, not that I don’t feel like I could ask the males, but I feel like girls have that
unspoken bond of just the approach of asking the question. I definitely just feel more
comfortable asking a girlfriend, being like, “Hey, could you help me with this?” Participant
7 (F, C) stated: “I think girls are just easier to talk to. I don’t really want to use the word
intimidating, but I just feel like girls are just easier to talk to I guess is what I would say.”
Two participants also discussed their level of comfortability working with other females.
Participant 4 (F, AA) stated: “with class discussions, it’s just easier talking to the women.
But if we’re doing a chapter where a guy’s leading, then I feel comfortable asking him
about the assignment since he’s in charge.” Participant 5 (F, C) stated: “I’m a quiet and shy
person and since I am a female, I feel like it’s easier for me to ask the females questions or
be like, “Hey, can you help me with this?”, whereas if it’s a male I’m not really close with,
I feel like I’m going to be a little more intimidated to be, “Hey, do you want to help me
figuring out how to do this?” So, I feel like I tend to go more towards the females.”
Participants also discussed an organic gender segregation in that females rely on other females
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and males rely on other males for their opinions and help in the classroom:
Participant 3 (F, C) said: “I feel like females stay with females and males stay with males,
unless you have best friends in the class and then maybe you’ll split off a little bit. But
other than that, yeah, I feel like we all stick to our genders.”
Participant 4 (F, AA): “I feel like women are more comfortable in classes that are filled
with more women.”
Participant 6 (F, C): “I definitely feel like females tend to ask more females their opinions
and questions and males tend to stick with males.”
Participant 7 (F, C) explained: “Just for the same reason, I’m sure that they probably think
it’s easier to talk to another guy than it is to reach out to a girl. Just based on how people
are in classrooms, usually guys sit with other guys, girls with other girls. So, it’s just kind
of instinctual. I guess for females to reach out to just to ask another female or male for
male.”
Female-to-Female Competitiveness
Another theme is female-to-female competitiveness in which participants discussed that they felt
they had to compete with other females in the classroom, compared themselves to other females,
desired to stand out among their female peers, and did not feel they competed with their male
peers. Participants stated they felt competitiveness in that they share the same amount of skills
and knowledge. As their statements reflected:
Participant 3 (F, C): “I just feel like there’s so many females in my classes, other than
males, and they’re all really smart and nice, and I feel like they’ll go to big places someday
and I just feel like sometimes I lack some things that they do.”
Participant 6 (F, C): “I mean obviously it is mostly females, so I definitely, when you see
someone sitting next to you, like your friend that you were just joking around with and
they’re answering these questions and have all their stuff done and sometimes I get
nervous, maybe I’m not on the same page as them. Why do they seem like they know
more?”
Participant 9 (F, C): “I think that with the females that I’ve been in class with and that I’m
going to be graduating with, I feel as though we’re more similar on those fronts [strong
writing and leadership skills] than I am with a male.”
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Participant 10 (GNC, AA): “I just feel like there is a lot of understanding and things like
that, but the females also pushed me to work harder as someone that’s also female.”
As the participants are in a female-dominant environment, they described that they compare
themselves to female students through academic successes or internship opportunities, and the
negative consequences associated with this.
Participant 2 (F, C): “With females it’s always like who can do better? That’s kind of just
how I feel.”
Participant 4 (F, AA): “I’d say comparing yourself to the other women might be a
difficulty. If someone is getting lots of internships or attention on social media because that
could really boost you in this field. So I would say envy or something like that might be a
difficulty.”
Participant 5 (F, C): “I think the most difficult things are trying to make yourself stand out
from the rest of the females, and also what they expect. Do I reach those expectations?
Because I feel now, since there’s so many, you should be a certain way, and then when
you’re not I feel like it might make it a little bit harder because, just because I’m not
submitting work this, or doing things this way, or acting a certain way.”
Participant 6 (F, C) noted this comparison may not be beneficial, “Females are really
comparing themselves to each other in maybe a negative light more mentally than
outspoken, which I think could probably have negative effects in the long run if just female
with the, I don’t want to say jealousy, but females definitely do have their own competitive
factor whether they realize it or not, I feel.”
Similarly, in competing with female peers, participants described that they desired to stand out.
Specifically, by seeking to do better their female peers academically, obtaining an internship
opportunity, or a job related to the program. The participants addressed this finding:
Participant 2 (F, C): “When I’m interacting with females in my group, I feel like there is a
kind of... And I try not to have this mindset, but I feel like it’s there in a way. Because
we’re females, it’s like, “Oh, you know I can do better than you,’ and kind of one-up you.”
Participant 3 (F, C): “I have friends that are so motivated and do better than me at some
projects and then I’m a very competitive person by nature, so I honestly just want to
succeed and be better than everyone in my class, which sounds bad, but I just want to do
the best that I can do and rise above everyone so I can get that job someday.”
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Participant 5 (F, C): “I feel like I do have to work way harder, because when I see other
people I’m, ‘Okay, they have all this experience, they’ve worked with this nonprofit,
they’ve done this.’ So, I feel like you have to work harder to make yourself stand out. But
in the classroom I feel like not as much.”
Participant 6 (F, C): “I don’t think females necessarily want to be the best, it’s just like, ‘I
want to be better than her. I don’t want to be the best as a whole, but now I feel like I have
this competitiveness with her so I want to beat her out.”
Participant 10 (GNC, AA): “Because there’s so many females so you don’t want to be a
part of the mix, you want to stand out.”
Participants addressed that they do not feel as much competition with their male peers as they do
their female peers. This is because the environment is female-dominant, females experience envy
from females, males encounter academic difficulties, and males compete with other males.
Several participants addressed a lack of desire to compete with males because of the
female-dominant environment:
Participant 8 (F, C) stated: “Honestly, just that there are more of us than there are of them.
And if we need to team up on them then we definitely could but I’ve just not really felt
threatened by them.” Participant 2 (F, C) said: “Males are more supportive just because
they realize that they are kind of the only male, or one of the few males, in this major. So
it’s kind of hard for them to try to be as competitive as kind of the females in a male
vocation.”
Several participants addressed their competitive nature is specific to females.
Participant 4 (F, AA): said “I think women are generally more envious of each other. Just
one of my friends was because some girl was saying how she had a social media internship
and my friend was just saying how she wished she could get more job offers.”
Participant 9 (F, C) stated: “Whereas, the females that I’ve had class with are, so that’s why
I feel like I would be competing for a job more with them than the males. Whereas, the
females that I’ve had class with are, so that’s why I feel like I would be competing for a
job more with them than the males.”
Participant 10 (GNC, AA) stated: “I feel like since they don’t really assert themselves very
much in the class, that I don’t feel that need to compete with them.”
One participant addressed female envy.
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Participant 6 (F, C) said: “I’m sure males have the same competitive [nature], probably feel
it more compared to other guys. But again, I’m not as jealous of a male student as I am of
a female student’s mentality and work ethic. Whereas I’m sure guys aren’t as jealous of
females’ work ethic versus the other guy in their class who they feel that they’re neck and
neck with.”
Female Leadership
This study found that 8 of the thirteen participants mentioned that their team group leader was a
female. The overall theme found that males did not desire to hold a leadership position in group
work activities and that males’ suggestions in discussions were less reciprocated than female
suggestions. In addressing female leadership, participants stated that females were more likely to
pursue leadership roles:
Participant 1 (F, C, A, AA): “Women are more seen as organized and the motherly type,
so a lot of it is group work. So, they’re kind of ... we’re always appointed as the leaders of
the group because they’ll know that we’ll be able to handle the tasks that are surrounding
us and we’ll be able to maneuver around our group members and get everyone to work
together.”
Participant 2 (F, C): “So I will say that I am the leader in the group, based off of my own...
Like I said, my personality has very leadership qualities.”
Participant 5 (F, C): “I feel like the females tend to take on more of the leader of the group
and, ‘Okay, you do this part, I'll do this section, we’ll meet on these days, we’ll do
whatever.’
Participant 6 (F, C): “It’s the females are more of the leaders. But again, even with a small
group, even though there is a leader, I will say that despite gender, everyone works very
well together and has respect, overlying respect as a whole.”
Participant 10 (GNC, AA): “I was actually the leader. I started to take the leader position
because I’m really good at finding people’s strengths and weaknesses.”
The participants also discussed that males did not desire to have a leadership role in teamwork
activities. Two participants discussed that males might not seek a leadership role.
Participant 9 (F, C) said: “Like the male students that I’ve been around aren’t necessarily
want to put themselves out there and want to be leaders and stuff. I mean the males
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basically said like, do whatever you want and we’ll just do what you tell us to do.”
Participant 12 (M, C) stated: “Honestly, no, but I don’t think I wanted to lead. I think
probably because I didn’t know everything.”
Participant 5 (F, C) said: “In any of the groups I worked with, honestly, no.”
One participant addressed that he did not want to be viewed negatively if he had a leadership
position.
Participant 11 (M, C) stated: “I sometimes don’t really want to take the leadership role
just cause I don’t really want to seem like a bossy kind of guy, or like, a dick.”
Participants also described that males’ contributions in group discussions were less accepted by
their female peers. Two participants described a lack of dependence on males. In working under
both a male and female leader, Participant 7 (F, C) said: “I think we definitely respond better to
the female just because when we have met it just seems like she takes more the reins with things.
So far, we’ve really only heard from the male through GroupMe. And I think communicating in
person is much more efficient and effective than through GroupMe because if we’re face-to-face
it’s easier to reiterate what needs to get done, what we need to do.” Similarly, Participant 4 (F,
AA) stated: “The guy, although he was the lead, I feel like everyone, they didn’t really rely on
him as much as we did when the girl was the leader, because he just didn’t really seem to know
exactly what he was doing.”
Participants also discussed how females agreed with each other and male input was more
disagreed upon within the team.
Participant 6 (F, C) said, “I’ve definitely seen, working in the library in a group on a latenight project, mostly girls, a guy be like, ‘What if we add this?’ And all the girls being like,
‘No, we already have our creative flow going, you’re off track. That’s not it.’ Kind of shot
down type of thing, ‘You’re thinking too differently than our opinion. What we just agreed
to work on, now you’re adding in these other ideas that we just don’t agree with.”
Participant 8 (F, C) added: “If I went against something, I won’t say their name. If they
said something and I went against it, usually everybody else would agree with me.”
Perceived Low Male Work Ethic
Participants discussed how males contribute to the classroom environment, especially in
teamwork activities. Notably, the participants addressed that males contributed less, were
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reminded to complete coursework, put in less effort, or a general lack of experience working
with males.
In contributions to group work, participants addressed males lack of attention, females
contribute the most work, and males are expected to contribute less:
Participant 2 (F, C): “Honestly, I have been in groups in PR classes with guys and they
just... you just realize like, ‘Hmm, they’re not really all there.’ Or they weren’t paying
attention, it’s clear like us two girls in this group have to take over, they don’t really know
what they’re talking about it just makes me perceive like they weren’t paying attention.
They’re not into it as much as they should be and it kind of shows that they don’t really
like they’re major a lot.”
Participant 7 (F, C): “From what I’ve experienced, it seems like there are always a few
guys that will still voice their opinion or give their thoughts. Then there’s always a couple
that are just sitting and listening more so than talking, contributing to the conversation.
Being in a female dominant class, I think people aren’t expecting guys to say as much.
They [males] just don’t speak out as much in group discussions or offer their opinion as
much”
Participant 12 (M, C): “I honestly don’t really have a say. I feel like the females were
talking more. And I would just listen. I didn’t know what to say. It sounds like they had
the things in the back, but there were some things I would say no to.”
Several participants addressed that males do not try hard in their coursework.
Participant 9 (F, C) stated: “So, I feel as though if you’re, especially if it’s a group of mostly
females, they’re probably going to get all of the work done, and then the male’s just going
to coast along and go along with what the females are doing, and probably get a good grade
because without having to put in half the effort or work that the females did.” Participant
10 (GNC, AA) said: “I feel like they don’t really have to try very hard. They just are relaxed
and they do whatever they need to do to pass the class. Not necessarily saying that they
don’t try hard to do their work, but they don’t seem like they’re competitive with anyone
else in the class. I don’t know that they feel the drive to do better. That’s just from my
opinion, I don’t know for sure.”
Participants also discussed the struggles of males involved in primarily group work activities. In
particular, they discussed that female students reminded or were left to finish their male team
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members assignments, males desired to pass the class, less willing to complete coursework, and
slacked academically. The participants discussed this:
Participant 3 (F, C): “We always had to pick up his slack. He wouldn’t do anything and
we’d have to be like, hey, this is the deadline. You have to get it by then. We just had to
kept hounding him to do stuff. When we could have gotten an A, we got a B, because we
had to rush to do his part to turn it in.”
Participant 5 (F, C): “I feel like it was always when I was with more males in a group, I
had to push them to do more of their work or be more thorough in it. The females I’ve
worked with always tend to be on top of it and give 110% effort. Based on mainly just the
people I have worked with, the girls team just in general care more and wanted a good
grade, wanted a good grade in the class, where a lot of the guys were, ‘Okay, I have a C,
I’m passing, that’s good enough for me.’, when the rest of the group is, ‘Okay, but we want
the A so you have to help us get there.’, if it was a group effort, so it took everybody.”
Participant 7 (F, C): “Not to say guys don’t do their work, but I just feel like girls are more
willing to just do it. Whereas guys you maybe you have to remind them or get them to
provide more detail or go back over their work.”
One participant in particular, addressed how his work ethic impacted his team. Participant
12 (M, C) said: “I have occasion to slack off to do things to the last minute, which is a bad
habit. What I learned from that is that, it’s worse if you’re holding up other from people
doing it.”
The participants also discussed how they felt males put in less effort than females in their
coursework. This was applicable in contributing the bare minimum in coursework, a lack of
effort and motivation. The participants described their experiences:
Participant 7 (F, C) said: “I just feel like guys don’t have as much motivation as girls when
it comes to classwork I guess.” Participant 2 (F, C) stated: “I do feel like some of them are
a little bit lazier. So based off of my group, I do notice that... I mean, some of the girls do
it as well... It’s like there’s a consistent procrastination with boys, it’s a last-minute thing.
So I feel they’re not good at time management and they’re kind of unorganized.”
Participant 5 (F, C) said: “They [males] just did what they had to and didn’t do much else.
Whatever they picked to do or the leader assigned them to do, they would do it, be done
with it and not really try to go above and do anything else.”
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One participant discussed how she felt female students cared more about their work. Participant
9 (F, C) said: “I feel like the female students in the group care more about what’s going on. Not
that the male students don’t care about their degree and care about their classes, but I feel like
female students become more invested in a project. And like I said earlier, they want it to be the
best, so they put all their efforts into. Whereas, the males get it done and they do a good job, but
it’s not something that consumes a lot of their time.” Participant 11 (M, C) stated: “I am in a
group with only female students. I must take the backseat like I said and just do my part and help
them.”
Participants discussed that in the female-dominant environment, they had a lack of
experience working with male students. They noted a lack of male presence. Participant 3 (F, C)
said: “I haven’t had a predominantly male class, there’s been a lot more females than males in all
my classes.” Participant 13 (M, C) stated: “I’ve worked with more females.”
In a female-dominant environment, participants addressed how this impacted their or
their male peer’s experiences.
Participant 1 (F, C, A, AA) stated: “I think in my one PR class there was one or two guys.
So I feel if anything they’ probably feel more out of a place than I do.” Participant 11 (M,
C) said: “I just think there aren’t that many males in the PR classrooms I have and then in
out of the males I interact with, that I just don’t think there are any I personally identify
with as friends.”
Participant 7 (F, C) stated: “I haven’t had a ton of experience working with guys, but it’s
mostly girls and there are a few guys and it seems like the girls are more of the ones that
are taking lead and getting things going and the guys are just not in the background, but
they keep to themselves more.”
Male Humor
Participants discussed how males use humor in the classroom environment. The findings showed
that the use of male humor might occur in an attempt to entertain the class, use in-class contexts
for humor, and was not found to be received positively by female participants.
In entertaining their peers, participants discussed how males would make jokes, including
commentary which, were intended to entertain the classroom or warrant attention. The
participants explained this occurrence:
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Participant 6 (F, C) said: “I wouldn’t even say jokes, as in full blown ha, ha, knock, knock
jokes, but just commentary to lighten the mood. Little comments that are just like, ‘Okay,
well sure. But you didn’t really have to make that comment.’ More or less.”
Several participants posited why males use humor in the classroom.
Participant 7 (F, C) stated: “I think males just want to present themselves as funny and
charismatic. I feel like that’s just the thing men pride themselves in is being funny and
being able to make other people laugh, especially females. So to see a male and a female
dominant class, getting a bunch of females to laugh.” Participant 4 said: “Making jokes
and laughing really loudly. I think they just egg each other on, like men do. Maybe [to
seek] attention.”
Participant 12 (M, C) stated: “I am somebody that has a sense of humor who is not afraid
to speak my mind. And I could actually be kind of funny at times. You could ask classmates
I’ve had that sometimes they’d enjoyed to be in a classroom with because I actually could
entertain the class with my sense humor.”
Participants discussed when the use of male humor occurs in the classroom environment. To
which depends on the classroom activity, context, or use of spontaneous humor. The participants
illustrated this experience:
Participant 12 (M, C) said: “Telling jokes that either fit the spot or jokes that just came out
of nowhere.”
Participant 6 (F, C) stated: “Little shout outs here and there if we’re watching a video,
‘What is that girl doing in the video?’
In using humor, several participants discussed the importance of the context or discussion which
humor was used.
Participant 7 (F, C) said: “As long as it fits the context of what we’re talking about and it’s
not something random or way out of left field, then usually it gets a good reaction and
people will laugh.”
Participant 13 (M, C) stated: “I usually just like to keep on the discussion of what we’re
talking about. If it’s something that makes people laugh and that’s in the realm of what
we’re talking about, I guess you could consider that a joke, but I don’t go out of my way
to make a joke.”
Participants also discussed their reaction or the class’s reaction. One participant felt his
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commentary was received positively.
Participant 12 (M, C) stated “They would laugh. Maybe there might have been some
student reactions from time the professor left the class, but for the most part, I feel like
there wasn’t any negative reactions.”
In contrast, female participants stated male humor can be viewed as impassive, annoying, or to
show a desire to be heard.
Participant 4 (F, AA) said: “They [females] either just won't care or they might just give
them a dirty look. I think sometimes they might join, but most of the time they’d just be
annoyed by it.”
Participant 6 (F, C) stated: “I think it comes back to maturity. I don’t know if I’ve ever
thought about it deep enough to wonder what their intentions are. Just stupidity comments
more or less. Not stupid that they’re bad comments, just you’re just talking to talk, to hear
a little laugh and lighten the mood more or less. You obviously just wanted your voice to
be heard.”
Participant 7 (F, C) said: “I feel like females don’t care as much about that.”
Siblings & Comfortability with the Opposite Sex
Participants discussed their level of comfortability with peers of the opposite sex, specifically
noting that their upbringing with opposite-sex siblings impacted their level of comfortability.
Half of the participants who mentioned this, had older siblings of the opposite sex.
Participant 8 (F, C) said: “Yes, I have and older brother and a younger sister.” Participant 11 (M,
C) stated: “I grew up with a just a mom and a sister and I don’t want to seem like an overly
aggressive almost, saying like “you do this, you do this.” Participant 13 (M, C) said: “I probably
feel that way just because of the way that I’ve grown up. I’ve grown up with two older sisters.”
Participants who did have an opposite-sex sibling also stated they felt more exceptional
to relate to and have comfortability with their opposite-sex peers because of their upbringing.
Participant 2 (F, C): stated “Based off of my origin and my background, I grew up with all
brothers. So I’m more comfortable associating with males than I am females.”
Participant 8 (F, C) said: “Probably, just because growing up my brother had other boys in
the house, as well. And they were always older than me, so, I think that contributed to my
comfort level, in that sense.”
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Participant 13 (M, C) stated: “When I was younger growing up with my two sisters, they’d
always have their friends over who were female. So just being around them and being in
that environment growing up made me much more comfortable.”
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This study aimed to explore how gender imbalance can impact upper-level public relations
students, and what similarities or differences exist with other single-gender dominant programs,
such as nursing and STEM. This study found six emerging themes, including female-to-female
reliance, female-to-female competitiveness, female leadership, perceived low male work ethic,
male humor, and siblings and comfortability with the opposite sex. The findings showed that
upper-level public relations students do encounter social challenges because five of the 10
challenges are related to those experienced by male nurse and female STEM students. The study
showed that male nursing and public relations students shared more similarities, and thus
encountering more challenges while male STEM and female public relations students shared
leadership and behavior qualities, which were considered less detrimental.
There were three research questions presented in this study. The first research question
asked how the gender majority status impact female public relations student's social learning
outcomes. The results suggest that females rely on their gender, are competitive in academic and
professional opportunities, and are likely to hold leadership positions in group work.
The second research question asked how the gender minority status of males impacted
their social learning outcomes, and the emerging themes suggest a perceived low male work
ethic and use of humor in the classroom.
The third research question asked how the gender imbalance in the public relations
classroom is similar or different to nursing and STEM education literature. The study found that
male public relations students share similar three challenges with male nursing students in
academic excellence, loneliness, humor, and independence in group work. As it exemplified
adversities for minority group members, these findings aligned with tokenism (Kanter, 1977;
Hirshfield, 2015). As the study suggests, male public relations students shared more similar
challenges with male nurses and may encounter greater adversities.
Besides, it was inferred that female public relations students shared two findings with male
STEM students in addressing their likelihood of leadership and engaging in masculine behaviors.
These findings coincide with role congruity theory, which examines traditional roles and female
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leadership in single-gender dominant environments (Eagly & Karau 2002; Garcia-Retamero &
Lopez-Safra, 2006).
Similarities and Differences to Nurse and STEM Programs
This study showed that five of the 10 challenges in nursing and STEM education literature were
shown to be experienced by upper-level public relations students.
The role strain dimension had two notable findings. First, male nursing students face
social stigma, such as toning down masculine attributes (i.e., “competitiveness or assertiveness”
to prevent scrutiny from their instructor or peers (Wilson, 2005; Dyck et al., 2009, p. 650). This
finding was not similar to male public relations students but was shown to be the opposite in
female students. The emerging theme female-to-female competitiveness shows that females PR
students competitive in attaining academic or professional success and desired to stand out from
their female peers. This finding is different from male nursing students in that being scrutinized
for this behavior was not explicitly found with this phenomenon. As male nursing students are
expected to tone down their masculine behaviors, there is an interesting dichotomy in that female
public relations students expresses these attributes without negative consequences. This finding
aligns with role congruity theory in that female public relations students are engaging in
masculine traits, which are shown to be more successful in attaining leadership roles (Eagly &
Karau, 2002; Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006). Although this behavior may be perceived
poorly in a professional setting (Johnson, Murphey, Zewdie, Reichard, 2008), this study also did
not explicitly find consequences for females taking on masculine traits, which may be caused by
the female-dominant environment.
Second, female STEM students often focused on their grades, including additional time
spent on assignments or attended their instructor’s office hours for “affirmation” in their abilities
(Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006, p. 163). Except for attending office hours (which was not explicitly
mentioned), female public relations students focused on their grades by dedicating additional
time spent on coursework in group work activities (see Perceived Low Male Work Ethic). This
finding supports that in both male- and female-dominant programs, female students prioritize
their grades or desire to achieve academic excellence. This finding displayed tokenism because
females in STEM experienced “performance pressure” where they had to work harder as an
externality (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015, p. 2058).
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The next dimension focuses on teamwork activities, which showed three similar and
dissimilar findings. First, male nursing students “experienced loneliness or isolation,” which may
apply to group activities (Kelly et al., 1996; p. 41; MacWilliams et al., 2013). This study found
that male public relations students also experience this, specifically in team discussions.
Participants discussed that females were more receptive to other female’s input than they were
with male peers (see Female Leadership). It can be inferred that in female-dominant programs,
males may experience loneliness as their contributions are less reciprocated in group activities.
Female STEM students were also found to experience loneliness, especially as they perceive to
be offered less intensive work in group activities (Seron et al., 2018; Carter, 2019). This
experience is shared by male students, as female public relations students perceived themselves
as the most involved and cited males' academic struggles (see Perceived Low Male Work Ethic).
Male assignments may be considered less intensive as they are perceived to have a low work
ethic, including project involvement. The experiences of loneliness found in female STEM, male
nurse, and public relations students are consistent with “boundary heightening” where minority
groups may be excluded from activities from their peers (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield, 2015, p.
2058). It can be noted that in a female-dominant environment, males are more likely to encounter
this challenge, as it appeared in both nursing and public relations programs.
Second, male nursing students are succumbed to holding “leadership” positions by their
female peers (Anthony, 2004; Dyck et al., 2009, p. 650). This study found the opposite, as
participants stated, males did not show interest in (i.e., lack of knowledge or to avoid negative
perception by peers) nor were explicitly compelled to attain a leadership role. However,
participants stated that females held more leadership roles because of their interest or perceived
leadership qualities (see Female-to-Female Leadership). Additionally, females may not be
succumbed to holding this role because they experienced competitiveness with other females in
academic and professional opportunities (see Female-to-Female Competitiveness). Males in
STEM are also more likely to both desire and have leadership roles (Eddy et al., 2015). This
study did not support this in males; rather, female public relations students were more likely to
show interest or have a leadership role. It can be inferred that in the desire for leadership in
female public relations students most closely aligns with the motivations presented by male
STEM students. This finding is observed in role congruity theory, were not adhering to
traditional gender roles can result in being perceived poorly as a female, also known as
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prescriptive bias (Johnson et al., 2008). However, as the theory posits, in an environment
dominated with female presence, this was not explicitly shown to be consequential to female
public relations students.
Third, male nursing students are independent and less likely to collaborate in group
activities (Sedgwick & Kellett, 2015). This study showed that males are perceived to struggle
because they may be less motivated or willing to spend additional time on their assignments (see
Perceived Low Male Work Ethic). In these instances, males may be more independent because
their female peers are less receptive to their input (see Female Leadership) therebye impacting
their willingness to collaborate. This represents “boundary heightening” in tokenism because
females have shown to be less receptive to males’ ideas in brainstorming activities (see Female
Leadership) (Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006, p. 163). This causes challenges for males, as they will
either manage their identity or attempt to blend into their community (Zimmer, 1988). It can be
inferred that in a female-dominant environment, male nursing and public relations students may
struggle academically by being less engaged in group activities.
The final dimension, overall social environment, showed one similar finding. Male
nursing students engaged in discussions by making jokes or entertaining the classroom (Dyck et
al., 2009) was also prevalent in male public relations students’ behavior. They also made jokes
using classroom contexts (see Male Humor). As they are minority group members, this behavior
is closely associated with “performance pressure,” to which not only do these members stand
out, they do so by entertaining the classroom (Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006, p. 163; Hirshfield,
2015, p. 2058). It should be noted that this form of tokenism is also associated with “boundary
heightening,” to which not only do male students struggle academically, their performance is
also affected (Ehrlich-Martin, 1980; Zimmer, 1988; Hirshfield, 2015, p. 2058). For example, the
study found male humor in the public relations classroom was received poorly by females.
Accordingly, males may use humor as an attempt to recoup these negative consequences. This
finding advances what we know of male humor in male nurses in that we understand how it is
used (in-class contexts) as well as the reactions of female peers (received negatively). With the
exception of finding male humor occurred for both male nurses (Dyck et al., 2009) and male
public relations students, the overall social environment dimension showed the least matches to
nursing and STEM education literature.
This study showed that male and female public relations students experienced social
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challenges, however, it was apparent that male students had greater disadvantages. Three of the
five findings were directly related to male nurses which addressed loneliness, independence, and
use of humor. A recent study supported this, as junior and senior standing male students
perceived a lack of inclusivity (Brown et al., 2019). This can have negative consequences, as
they may perceive less value in the learning outcomes or an overall positive experience in the
classroom (Garbay, 2015; Brown et al., 2019). The two remaining findings addressed female
challenges, which were more consistent with male STEM student behaviors. This study found
that female public relations students often obtained leadership roles and engaged in masculine
behaviors. Brown et al. (2019) also supported this, as female public relations students had greater
opportunities for leadership. This study did not explicitly find consequences for females
engaging in masculine behaviors which was shown in male nurses. As the study supported
females compete with other females, the female-dominant environment may encourage female
students to engage in these behaviors to become successful in academic and career opportunities.
This study found one theme, Siblings and Comfort with the Opposite Sex (see Findings)
that did not match the theories posited (i.e., tokenism or role congruity theory). As it centers
around student’s social development before college, it does not align with group minority or
leadership challenges. This suggests that students’ social development with family and siblings
may affect their level of comfort interacting with the opposite sex. Research addressing public
relations students’ experiences before college, and their home life is also a relatively unexplored
area and may provide a better understanding of this unique phenomena.
Study Limitations
Following the data findings, there are noted limitations beyond the researcher’s bias (see
Methodology). First, the discussions made are considered a limitation because the research was
conducted and presented by a new scholar (Research Methodology, n.d.). Second, the research
on undergraduate public relations student social challenges related to gender is a relatively new
area and is considered exploratory research (USC Libraries, n.d.). In order to become
explanatory, subsequent studies should investigate further (USC Libraries, n.d.).
In developing a new aim of the research, there are two ways to improve the accuracy of
the results and understand the phenomena further. First, the findings may also be considered
unreliable. For example, female public relations students shared similarities with male STEM
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students in leadership, which was dissimilar to male nurses with leadership roles (USC Libraries,
n.d.). Accordingly, future research should align these findings, which can potentially yield more
accurate results. Second, this study examined what types of consequences may occur for public
relations students and not precisely how they can cause adverse effects during their college
experiences. In developing the interview protocol, future research should focus on how students
believe these social experiences have impacted their academic careers (Research Methodology,
n.d.).
Several limitations that may improve the methodology. First, this data was collected,
analyzed, and interpreted by the researcher, leading a potential self-reported bias (USC Libraries,
n.d.). Second, this study initially anticipated each interview session to last approximately 20
minutes. However, the sessions lasted between 20 and 55 minutes. Future studies should extend
the session time to provide a more accurate description of the data collection processes. Third,
this study originally intended to have a maximum of 24 male and female (12 each) participants
(see Methodology and APPENDIX B). Nevertheless, the sample featured three males, nine
females, and one gender-nonconforming female-presenting student. In order to get a rounded
understanding of this phenomenon, it is encouraged that future studies will recruit more males
(Research Methodology, n.d.). Fourth, this study did not recruit or collect data from public
relations instructors. The data is only representative of the students’ point of view and
subsequent studies incorporating instructors can provide a critical angle to the study findings.
Future Directions
There are several future directions for potential replicative and original research studies. In
replicative approaches, it is recommended to incorporate more male participants to develop a
more rounded understanding of their perspectives. Scholars can also use the recommended
theoretical lens to build upon the literature presented to confirm or disprove its applicability to
upper-level public relations students.
There are several ways scholars can build or upon the phenomena found. First, the
participants were exclusively junior and senior standing public relations students. Previous
literature from nursing and STEM programs have data samples from all academic ranks (Eddy &
Brownell, 2016). Future research should also include freshmen, sophomore, or graduate students
to see if there are any similarities or differences. Second, research can focus on how the study
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findings can be consequential to students in the classroom as well as when they transition to the
professional world. Third, the study found that female public relations students subscribed to
male STEM students in masculine behaviors yet did not explicitly find a penalty for this—which
would be an area to investigate further. Fourth, it is recommended that future qualitative studies
incorporate public relations instructors to round our understanding of the issues presented in this
study.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION
Despite three decades of literature have explored the gender imbalance of public relations at a
professional level (Toth, Aldoory, & Sha, 2006; Geyer-Semple, 2012; Vardeman-Winter &
Place, 2017), there is a dearth of information addressing if or how these experiences are
informed at the collegiate level. Previous studies have inferred that public relations students’
social challenges exist (Waymer et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019). This study aimed to determine
how the gender imbalance impacts upper-level public relations students, and what similarities or
differences are associated with other single-gender dominant programs, such as nursing and
STEM. Using three dimensions (i.e., role strain, teamwork, and overall social environment)
found in both programs, this study emerged six themes including female-to-female reliance,
female-to-female competitiveness, female leadership, perceived low male work ethic, male
humor, and siblings and comfort with the opposite sex. Of these themes, five were found to be
related to those experienced by nursing and STEM students.
This study presented three research questions. In response to the first research question
which asked how the gender majority status impacts female public relations students, the results
of the study suggest females rely on their gender, are competitive in academic and professional
opportunities, and are likely to hold leadership positions in group work.
In response to the second question which asked how the gender minority of status
impacted their social learning outcomes, the results of the study suggest a perceived low male
work ethic (i.e., less contributions and effort) and use of humor in the classroom (i.e., classroom
contexts and peer reactions).
In response to the third research question which asked about the similarities and
differences between nursing and STEM programs, this study showed that male public relations
students share similar three challenges with male nursing students in academic excellence,
loneliness, humor, and independence in group work. These findings aligned with tokenism
because they exemplified adversities for minority group members (Kanter, 1977; Hirshfield,
2015). Furthermore, female public relations students shared two findings with male STEM
students in addressing their likelihood of leadership and engaging in masculine behaviors. Role
congruity theory coincided with this, as it examines traditional roles and leadership in singlegender dominant fields (Eagly & Karau 2002; Garcia-Retamero & Lopez-Safra, 2006).
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Both theories presented detrimental effects to groups that encounter them. Students
experiencing tokenism can encounter “performance pressure” that can lead to caution about
achievements in an attempt to deter recognition, “boundary heightening” which can result in
internalized judgement or rejection of their identity, and “role entrapment” when they engage in
“stereotypical” behaviors to blend into the community (Kanter, 1977; Dingel, 2006; Hirschfield,
2015, p. 2058; Hu, 2019, p. 19). Role congruity theory addressed females are less capable to
become leader, or under this role are viewed as “less favorable” than a male leader (Eagly &
Karau, 2002, p. 588). It can result in a lack of female presence in leadership or engaging in
masculine traits (which defies traditional roles) leading to her to be judged poorly (Johnson et al.,
2008).
Future studies should continue to focus on student social experiences because they have
shown to affect attrition rates and pursuing graduate degrees in single-gender dominant programs
(Astin & Sax, 1996; Morris, 2007; Gayles & Ampaw, 2014). The interactions in college can also
set the tone for professional environments, including social structures and relationships. By
addressing the current status, fields can retain gender minority students and build toward a
gender-balanced program and field in the future (Blickenstaff, 2005; Gillen & Tanenbaum, 2014;
Eddy & Brownell, 2016).
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Overall Research Aims:
1. How does being a gender minority status impact male public relations students social
learning outcomes in the upper-level public relations classroom?
2. How does the gender majority status impact females social learning outcomes in the
upper-level public relations classroom?
3. How is this similar or different from other single-gender dominant programs?
Quantitative Script and Questions
[Beginning in-depth interview introduction]
Thank you for taking time to schedule this meeting. This research is a part of my Master of
Science in Journalism degree requirement. This study will take approximately 20-30 minutes of
your time and will explore your social experiences interacting with your instructor and peers
within the upper-level public relations classroom.
It will consist of a conversation that I will record and transcribe, being sure to omit any
personally identifiable information such as your name or any other specifics that might allow a
reader to identify you if you so desire. The responses will be kept completely confidential to the
extent allowed by law, and the audio recordings will be destroyed after I transcribe them.
Remember, your participation is voluntary. If you do not feel comfortable answering a question,
we will skip it and precede to the next question. You can stop the interview at any time.
Before we begin, do I have permission to record this interview?
[Wait until participant states if they choose to begin the interview recording]
Thank you for reading, signing the consent form, and allowing me to record this interview. This
interview will explore your experiences interacting with your instructor and peers within an
upper-level public relations classroom.
[End of in-depth interview introduction]
[Beginning of in-depth interview questions]
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Central Questions:
Role Strain Dimension
1. Do you feel like you have to work harder because your a male in a predominately female
in a upper-level public relations classroom? Why?
Male Follow Up Questions:
-In completing course assignments, do you feel like you are held to the same
academic expectations as your female peers? Why?
-How does your instructor address your praise you for your hard work? Your
peers?
-Within the upper-level public relations classroom, who do you reach out to if you are
struggling in completing course assignments?
2. Do you feel like you have to work harder because your a female in a predominately
female in a upper-level public relations classroom? Why?
Female Follow Up questions:
-In completing course assignments, do you feel like you are held to the
same academic expectations as your male peers?
-How does your instructor address your praise you for your hard work? Your
peers?
-Within the upper-level public relations classroom, who do you reach out to if you
are struggling in completing course assignments?
Teamwork Dimension
3. What role does a male play in group assignments in a predominantly female upper-level
classroom?
Male Follow Up Questions:
-What was your role participating in a predominantly female group?
-How does interacting with female students differ from male students in the group?
-Were there any benefits or disadvantages as a male in the group? How?
-What kind of challenges do you have to overcome as a male in a female-dominant
upper-level public relations class?
4. How do female students compare male team members versus an all-female group in an
upper-level public relations classroom?
Female Follow Up Questions:
-What was your role participating in a predominantly female group?
-How does interacting with female students differ from male students in the
group?
-Were there any benefits or disadvantages as a female in the group?
-What kind of challenges do you have to overcome as a female in a female-dominant
upper-level public relations class?
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Overall Social Environment Dimension
5. How do males interacting with females in a female dominant public relations upper-level
classroom influence the perception of the classroom environment?
Male Follow Up Questions:
-What is difficult or easy about being a male in a female-dominant upper level public
relations classroom?
-Have you ever experienced a time in the classroom where you felt like you were treated
differently because you were a male?
-How have your social experiences with your female peers in a female-dominant
classroom shaped your perception of the classroom environment? How does this compare
to other male students?
6. How do females interacting with females in a female dominant public relations upperlevel classroom influence the perceptions of the classroom environment?
Female Follow Up Questions:
-What is difficult or easy about being a female in a female-dominant upper level public
relations classroom?
-Have you ever experienced a time in the classroom where you felt like you were treated
differently because you were a female?
-How have your social experiences with your male peers in a female-dominant classroom
shaped your perception of the classroom environment? How does this compare to other
female students?
[End of in-depth interview questions]
[Beginning of in-depth interview outro]
Thank you for taking time to participate in this interview. Your input was very insightful as we
move forward with our research study. In your copy of your consent form, my contact
information as well as Principal Investigator Dr. Jasper Fessmann is available. Please refer to the
consent form if you have any further questions.
[End of in-depth interview outro]
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INFORMED CONSENT
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APPENDIX C
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL
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APPENDIX D
OPEN CODES AND THEIR PROPERTIES
Open Code

Properties

Examples

Female-to-Female
Understanding

Emotional understanding,
Mutual understanding, Relate

P3: “they understand how
emotional I can be with
assignments”
P5: “I could relate to them
more”
P6: “girls definitely fall into
more conversations about
mutual things that they have
in common”
P9: “they might have a better
understanding of what I’m
going through”

Female-to-Female Comfort

Friendship, Female-dominant, P4: “I’ve built a friendship
Easy
with rather than the men”
P5: “I saw so many females”
P7: “it’s easier to talk to
females”

Female-to-Female
Communication

Communication, Comfort,
Bond

P4: “it’s just easier talking to
the women”
P5: “I’m going to be a little
more intimidated”
P6: “girls have that unspoken
bond”

Organic Gender Segregation

Same-gender reliance, Samegender value, Same-gender
instinct

P3: “females stay with
females and males stay with
males”
P6: “females tend to ask more
females their opinions and
questions”
P7: “it’s just kind of
instinctual. I guess for
females to reach out to just to
ask another female”

Female-to-Female
Competition

Same page, Equal
opportunity, Group
competition

P6: “I get nervous, maybe I’m
not on the same page as
them”
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P9: “I feel as though we’re
more similar on those fronts”
P10: “I would probably feel a
little bit of competition with
them to lead”
Female-to-Female
Comparison

Internship opportunities,
Academic expectations,
Negative comparison

P4: “lots of internships or
attention on social media”
P5: “Do I reach those
expectations?”
P6: “comparing themselves to
each other in maybe a
negative light”

Stand Out as a Female

Outdo, Succeed

P2: “Oh, you know I can do
better than you," and kind of
one-up you”
P3: “rise above everyone so I
can get that job someday”
P6: “I want to be better than
her”

Do not Compete with Males

Male difficulty, Females
envy, Male-to-male
competition, Femaledominant, Less assertive male

P2: “it’s kind of hard for them
to try to be as competitive as
kind of the females”
P4: “women are generally
more envious of each other”
P6: “Whereas I’m sure guys
aren’t as jealous of females
work ethic versus the other
guy in their class”
P8: “there are more of us than
there are of them”
P10: “they don’t really assert
themselves”

Females were Leaders in
Teamwork

Females more likely to lead,
Female leader

P1: “we’re always appointed
as the leaders”
P2: “I am the leader in the
group”
P5: “I feel like the females
tend to take on more of the
leader”
P6: “the females are more of
the leaders”
P8: “I was the team leader”
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Males were not Interested in
Leadership Roles

No male leader, Lack of male
interest

P5: “honestly, no.”
P11: “don’t really want to
take the leadership role”
P12: “I don’t think I wanted
to lead”

Gendered Communication
Receptiveness

Female-to-female agreement,
Lack of male dependence

P4: “they didn’t really rely on
him as much”
P6: “Shot down type of thing”
P7: “we definitely respond
better to the female”
P8: “everybody else would
agree with me”

Contribute less in Groupwork

Lack of attention, Females
P2: “Hmm, they’re not really
work harder, Males contribute all there."
less
P7: “just sitting and listening
more so than talking. I think
people aren’t expecting guys
to say as much”
P9: “Male’s just going to
coast along and go along with
what the females are doing”
P10: “They don’t really have
to try very hard.”
P12: “I would just listen. I
didn’t know what to say”

Reminded to Complete
Coursework

Did not complete
assignments, Wanted to pass,
Less willing, Academic slack

P3: “We just had to kept
hounding him to do stuff.”
P5: “Okay, I have a C, I'm
passing, that’s good enough
for me”
P7: “I just feel like girls are
more willing to just do it”
P12: “I have occasion to slack
off to do things to the last
minute”

Less effort than Females

Last minute, Bare-minimum,
Less motivated

P2: “there’s a consistent
procrastination with boys”
P5: “they would do it, be
done with it and not really try
to go above and do anything
else”
P7:”guys don’t have as much
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motivation as girls”
P11: “take the backseat like I
said and just do my part and
help them”
Lack of Experience with Male Female-dominant classroom,
Peers
lack of males presence

P1: “one PR class there was
one or two guys”
P3: “more females than males
“
P7: “mostly girls and there
are a few guys”
P11: “there aren’t that many
males in the PR classrooms”
P13: “I’ve worked with more
females”

Males Entertainment

Jokes, Commentary,
Entertainment

P4: “Making jokes and
laughing really loudly”
P6: “just commentary to
lighten the mood”
P12: “I actually could
entertain the class with my
sense humor”

Classroom Context for
Humor

In-class videos, Context,
Improvise, Discussions

P6: “if we’re watching a
video, ‘What is that girl doing
in the video?”
P8: “As long as it fits the
context of what we’re talking
about”
P12: “fit the spot or jokes that
just came out of nowhere”
P13: “people laugh and that's
in the realm of what we're
talking about”

Male Jokes Received
Negatively

Annoyed, To be heard,
Impassive, No negative
reactions

P4: “most of the time they’d
just be annoyed by it”
P6: “You obviously just
wanted your voice to be
heard”
P7: “females don’t care”
P12: “I feel like there wasn’t
any negative reactions.”

Sibling of Opposite Sex

Upbringing, Older Siblings

P8: “growing up my brother
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had other boys in the house”
P13: “because of the way that
I've grown up”
P13: “my two sisters, they’d
always have their friends over
who were female”
OPEN CODES AND THEIR PROPERTIES (CONT.)
Open Code

Properties

Examples

Level of Comfort with
Opposite Sex

Relate, Comfort

P2: “I can relate to him a little
bit better”
P8: “I think that contributed
to my comfort level”
P13: “made me much more
comfortable”

