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 The Goby Fish Syndrome: Do Women “Starve” Themselves to Avoid Conflict? 
ABSTRACT

A recent study reported that in order to avoid conflict, goby fish starve themselves to remain small and unobtrusive. This is how they survive in the group. Not eating in the fish world can be the key to longevity and success; but for women in the business world, failing to deal with conflict can hinder their chances for workplace equality with men. If the conflict is part of a negotiation over salary or other terms and conditions of their work, avoiding the conflict like the goby fish can result in career disaster for women. For years, researchers have attempted to explain the persistence of a wage differential between men and women. Despite the passage of anti-discrimination laws, the increase of women in the workforce, the increasing education level of women, and the increase of women in management positions in organizations, the differential continues to hover between twenty and thirty percent. In an attempt to further shed light on the issue, we have investigated the role of negotiation in wage differentials. We have shown that women are less likely to negotiate and ask for more money when presented with an initial salary offer, and are less likely to ask for a raise. Men are more willing to ask for the compensation they want and threaten to leave if they do not get what they want. Women, on the other hand, equate assertiveness in salary matters with being difficult. Failure to negotiate salary is a serious issue for women. For example, one study showed that women could lose $500,000 over their career if they did not negotiate their first starting salary. The question thus becomes why are women reluctant to negotiate? The answer may lie with their reluctance to deal with conflict. A typical negotiation situation can be wrought with conflict. If women avoid the negotiation because they dislike conflict, they are losing the chance to improve their economic standing in the organization and will continue to lag behind men in wages.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss findings of a recent survey of 200 men and women conducted by the authors. In the survey, participants were asked questions about how they deal with potential conflict situations in the organization. Their responses were used to classify their conflict management style into one of five categories. The relationship between gender and conflict management style was tested in order to determine whether or not gender influences the way that people handle conflict situations in the organization. We also asked questions related to whether respondents had negotiated salary when offered a job or asked for a raise at work. We then analyzed the relationship between gender, conflict management style and the likelihood to negotiate. 
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