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Key Finding 
People self-select into careers where they expect their profiles to be rewarded and avoid 
careers where they expect their profiles will not be fully appreciated. 

 
Business Application 
Be aware of valuable potential hires who do not even apply to your company. Who are you 
missing out? 
 
There is an anticipatory aspect to people’s career decision-making process that is rarely talked about: 
not only do people think prospectively about what they will decide in the future, they also imagine the 
reactions of counterparts and pre-emptively adjust their choices to account for them. This insight can 
help us understand, for instance, why men and women make different career choices, or why people 
use different criteria for job choices depending on their age. Take the career decisions of women versus 
men. When looking at the application decisions of MBA participants from a major international school, 
I found that anticipation of poor fit with the job environment was the biggest explanatory factor in 
women’s decisions not to apply for finance jobs, outweighing concerns about work-life balance or 
expectations of success in getting the job. Or consider early versus late career decisions. In the context 
of US investment banking careers, anticipation of greater benefits in the future justify people’s decision 
to forego higher gains in the present by choosing to work for a higher status, but not necessarily a 
higher-paying, employer at the beginning of their career.  
The anticipatory decision-making process has major implications. First, for differential outcomes for 
individuals and by extension social inequality: women self-select out of some of the most highly paid 
jobs. Young workers give up immediate financial compensation in exchange for long-term reputational 
benefits, whereas employers gain higher-quality workers for no more pay. But there are also cascading 
implications for employers: in the short term, workforces are not renewed or diversified. In the long 
term, the firms’ very adaptability and survival may be compromised. Companies would do well to 
consider not just who they do attract but also who they do not attract – and at what cost.  
 
 
Read more: Barbulescu, R. and M. Bidwell, (2013), Do women choose different jobs from men? 
Mechanisms of application segregation in the market for managerial workers, Organization Science, 
24(3): 737–56. 
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