Ouch, I hit my head!
    The phrase or term “glass ceiling” was coined in 1986 by two Wall Street Journal reporters describing the invisible but impenetrable barrier that prevents women from reaching the top positions in business regardless of accomplishments or merits. The glass ceiling is a manifestation of the perpetual struggle for equal access and equal opportunity. More formally, the Department of Labor defined the glass ceiling as the artificial barriers based on attitudinal or organizational bias that prevent qualified individuals from advancing upward in their organization (Baron & Byrne, 2002, p. 245).
    Is the barrier real, and if so, why does it occur? In an attempt to answer this two-part question, different sources ranging from federal laws, supporting facts, business studies and theories will be cited in addition to subtle discriminating forces and logical assumptions about the corporate culture. We’ll also review techniques successful executive women have used to climb the corporate ladder and a possible solution that employers’ could/should adopt to help women in their struggle to advance.
    To begin, this barrier is not only real but also not new. It has been in place since women started redefining their roles beginning in World War II. Women became a part of the workforce while their husbands went off to war to support the family. Upon their return this “new culture” did not change; many women choose to stay in the workforce despite the fact this choice was not popular. That was just the beginning of 

the multiple barriers women would face in the years that followed.
    Up until 1963 there was nothing established to protect the female from any form of discrimination in the labor force. Two acts proved important to the progress and advancements of today’s women. The first, the Equal Pay Act of 1963 stated:
No employer … shall discriminate … on the basis of sex by paying wages … at a rate less that the rate at which he pays … the opposite sex … for equal work … equal skill, effort, and responsibility, and which are performed under similar working conditions (Byars & Rue, 2003, p. 43).

    The second, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 established laws against the intent to discriminate. It prohibited the employers from discriminating against individuals based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin (Byars, et al., 2003, p. 43). The acts forced employers to examine their hiring practices and can be perceived as the beginning of advancement for women because employers were now accountable to the government and liable to employees. 
    However, if the goal of both acts were meant to melt away the inequalities associated with gender and increase the opportunity for females to advance based on potential and ability, decades of government enforcement have not yet met the intended goals. As a result, in the early 90s, disparities and our non-existent gender blind society gained increasing attention and something needed to be done. 
    The answer came in 1991 with the establishment of the Federal Glass Ceiling

Commission under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. This 2l-member body appointed by the President and Congressional leaders and chaired by the Secretary of Labor worked to identify glass ceiling barriers and expand practices and policies that advance women into senior management and executive positions (Redwood, 1996, para. 6). The commission closed in 1995.
    Before the commission closed it identified the urgent need to “break the glass ceiling.” Corporate America needed to focus on programs, policies and the need for diversity to meet the main objective of any business – productivity, competition and competitiveness. It was a bottom line issue for not only business but also women and their families. 
    In addition, the commission recognized that women had the greatest opportunity for advancement in industry where change was occurring like telecommunications, and fast growing industries like business services, and those with female intensive workforces such as finance, real estate and human resources (Redwood, 1996, para. 2). And that’s exactly what started to happen.
    Women entering the job market steadily increased, in 1996 women comprised 35% of the labor force. By 2003 women comprised 59.5% of the working population (Woman in the Labor Force 1900-2003, 2005). This does not infer that women are employed in fields that will launch them to the top of Fortune 500 companies, in fact roughly 75% of employed women work in health, medicine, finance, real estate, wholesale, retail and human resources.
    It also

does not mean that the disparity in pay is disappearing. Forty years after the passage of the Equal Pay Act the basic goal has not yet been achieved—equal pay for equal work. In 2003 women earned an average of 75.5% of what men earned; that equates to less than ½ penny per year since enactment (Brunner, 2005, para. 4). In 1992 surveys showed women executives earned an average of $187K while their male counterparts earned an average of $289K – a difference of $102K or 65% (Redwood, 1996, para. 2). US Census data reported the female to male earnings ranged from as low as 50% in banking to as high as 85% in human resources (Redwood, 1996, para. 2).
    Why does this disparity continue? It’s not because women aren’t prepared academically, in fact the information supports the opposite. Women have become more educated and better equipped for senior management positions. According to the US Census Bureau (US Census Bureau, 2005, para. 2), since 1979 women constituted the higher percentage of college students and in 1984 women in graduate school exceeded the number of men. In 1997 the number of women full-time graduate students increased 68 percent in comparison to the 10% increase in male students. Women have gone far beyond closing the college gap - 33% of young women, ages 25 - 34, have completed college, exceeding their male counterparts by 4%. Currently, women earn more than 50% of all bachelors and masters degrees (57.3% and 58.5%, respectively) and nearly 50% of all doctorates and law degrees (44.9% and 47.3%, respectively) (Catalyst

Report, 2004, p. 2). 
      Even though women are attaining more degrees especially in the field of business management and law, considered a prerequisite for senior management positions, the gap between middle/upper management and senior management is not decreasing. According to The Lewis Group (Lewis, 2005, para. 2), a Glass Ceiling website, in 1995, there were 7.3 million women or 43% employed in middle or upper management, an increase of 31% in 7 years. Although the increase seems significant the numbers can be misleading since the 43% in middle and upper management actually account for less than 3 – 5% in senior management positions, meaning the remaining 95 – 97% were men. Furthermore, women managers are in companies where proportionately more women are employed below the managerial level; roughly 80% in health and medicine, 60% in personnel, training, postmasters, mail superintendents and underwriters and 50% in finance, personnel and labor relations. (Lewis, 2005, para. 3). 
    The figures indicate women are in management positions but the barrier that keeps them from moving to the top rung of the corporate ladder is still firmly in place – why? Are women not effective managers?
    In a study conducted by Hagberg Consulting Group, a management-consulting firm in California, found women might actually be more effective managers than men. The research involved 396 women and 1,600 men and included 360-degree feedback from supervisors and subordinates as well as self-assessments. The results consistently rated 

women higher than their male counterparts on 37 of 47 critical management qualities such as leadership, social skills, problem solving and decision-making (Patterson, 1998, para. 2).
    Dr. Hagberg (Patterson, 1998, para. 5), a consulting psychologist and president of the consulting group, noted:
In today’s flattened organization, when you get things done through people you have no formal authority, you need a different kind of management skill, and women have it … team building and consensus building … women have those skills. Women get things done through people … uncanny ability to get things done and still care for people … they represent the people they lead.

    In addition to Dr. Hagberg’s personal findings, women were also praised for coaching the 

people they lead, communicating better, keeping employees informed, caring about people, making sound decisions and getting results.
    To further substantiate Hagberg’s findings a review of 82 studies measuring leadership effectiveness showed that female and male leaders do not differ overall in effectiveness. Some studies showed that women were more effective in 28 out of 31 leadership areas examined (Rubenstein, 2003, para. 2).
    At the present time, most people would probably agree with the findings, that women can and do make effective leaders and managers. While maybe some of the overt barriers to female advancement are slowly disappearing, other more subtle forces continue to operate against them in many contexts. We’ll examine a few beginning with stereotypes.

    Persistent stereotypes, associating managers as being male remains a key obstacle of gender equality in promotion. In 2000 two psychologists, Rudman and Kilianski found that both men and women prefer having men in the position of authority (Baron et al., 2002, p. 246). Men and women have implicit attitudes linking men to high-authority roles and women to low-authority roles. Bottom line, women, as well as men, want a man in charge. Why?
    A study conducted in the United Kingdom shed some light the subject. Research indicated that the most valued characteristics in any organization were competitiveness, cooperation, and decisiveness, while the least valued was being emotional, manipulative and forceful (Wirth, 2001, p. 101). However, there’s a Catch 22, when women build on the “masculine” characteristics regarded as the traits necessary for management rather than the “feminine” characteristics negative results can occur. In other words, if you’re trying to be like a man you’re too hard, but if you exhibit the qualities of a female leader (relationship-building skills) you’re too soft. Outgoing Hewlett-Packard CEO, Carly Fiorina, was accused of the first. 
    In an article published by USA Today (McLean, 2005, p. A10), other women were toughest on Carly Fiorina. Judy Rosener, professor in the University of California-Irvine’s graduate school of management noted:
I have always felt that Fiorina thought and acted too male-like … she did less listening and was more eager to look tough … had Meg Whitman (ebay CEO),

Ann Fudge (Young & Rubicam CEO), or Anne Mulcahy (Xerox CEO) been CEO, I bet things would have been different.

Ronna Lichtenberg, author of Pitch Like a Girl added:
Fiorina is gone, not because she’s a woman but because she may have been too much like a man. There are two leadership styles. Pink emphasizes relationships, and blue is task-focused … “getting the job done and I may talk to you later.” Fiorina was blue, and she may have run out of time … she had not developed strong relationships with the board or other HP leaders.

    Other qualities that may be damaging to women are the same qualities that were rated as good qualities in Dr. Hagberg’s study. Senior management is not going to hire caring, sensitive, and consensus builders to senior level positions; those traits are better left in middle management. Another undesirable trait, while women make sound decisions, they wait too long for all the information before acting. Senior management requires risk-takers that can act quickly and decisively and manage the fallout as it happens. 
    Another area that hurts women is self-confidence. Studies have shown that self-promoting strategies that often succeed for men generate negative effects for women on the “likeability scale” (Baron, et al., p. 245). Unfortunately women that lack self-confidence lose style points when dealing with senior executives. This proves especially important in nonverbal communication an important part of impression management. Women that nod politely, smile often and tilt their head to the

side when they don’t understand are not viewed as the confident type. Research on body language showed men made 12 major movements when entering a conference room. Women make 27, which indicate nervousness and lack of self-confidence (Patterson, 1998, para. 5). There’s power in less movement. Someone’s who’s too frenetic makes people uncomfortable.
    Another factor that impedes the progress of women is their own expectations. Women have lower expectations when it comes their careers and their salaries. A study found several factors on why women have lower expectations (Baron, et al., p. 245). First, women expect to take more time out of work for what men consider “women’s work,” caring for and nurturing the family. So this lowers not only their expectations for career goals but also the companies’ expectations of advancing women. This isn’t some hair-brained idea that women have dreamt up; women give up more of their personal and family lives during the corporate climb. Second, some women view lower salaries as somewhat fair because “men should make more money.” Is that not the reality of today’s world? Third, women accept pay for what they feel they’re worth; men feel they’re worth more. Women also don’t know how to negotiate pay contracts whereas most men do, a part of mentoring which will be discussed later. Finally, women compare themselves to other women and if they’re making more money then things must be right with the world. 
    Let’s digress to the first point of the proceeding paragraph; the higher women climb 

the more they give up. Women are more likely to give up important life decisions to manage careers and their personal lives. However, women need to find that balance. One example, Brenda Barnes the new CEO for Sara Lee, took a 2-year hiatus in 1997 to be a stay home mom for her children who were 7, 8, and 10 (Jones, 2005, p. B4). She is now forging new ground as a former stay at home mom who has reached the top - a perfect role model for women to emulate.
    Another example and noted by Catalyst research (Catalyst, 2002, pp. 3 – 4):
… child rearing duties … a barrier women must overcome! Tricky, since women are, by nature, more nurturing and more committed to caring for the family. Men view this as “women’s work” but, perhaps unconsciously, turn this against women in the workplace. Women are distracted by motherhood … not committed to work, unable to work overtime, and unable to travel. … Most men don’t share even 50% of the workload.

    Besides stereotypes, women’s low expectations and lack of self-confidence there are other factors that contributes to blocked career progression like the corporate culture. For instance, in one carefully conducted study by Lyness and Thompson in 2000 (Baron, et al., p. 247), they compared the outcomes and experiences of men and women in a large company. Two factors, mentoring and leadership development, strongly contributed to career progression amongst women.
    We’ll start with mentoring and the basic question, who’s going to do the mentoring? Other women? Not likely, there simply aren’t

enough women in top management and those that have reached that level seem to be preoccupied with proving they can do the job. In fact, 59% of executive women feel they have to work harder than a man who has similar qualifications and background (Galt, 2002). Unfortunately, women are probably the only ones that would enter into a safe, nurturing work relationship of showing another woman the “business.” So by default men need to become the mentor and here in lies the problem.
    According to Gene Epstein (Epstein, 2003, para. 10), people that are in the position of power (men) want to promote their own image. Men want to promote men. And most men simply don’t want to mentor women. Why? Because most men don’t feel comfortable mentoring women, they have nothing in common. They can’t drink with them, play golf with them, joke with them, or feel comfortable with them. Probably one of the biggest problems is they have to explain them to their wives. And men that do mentor women are viewed as suspect for sharing important business information with “a woman.” Probably the only women that will be mentored are the bosses’ daughters (“Advancing Women,” no date).
    This lack of mentoring causes many problems to career progression. Mentoring is an essential ingredient to management. Many studies have been conducted that confirm women that have high-level positions were mentored. Mentoring starts the dialogue between upper level management and employees. It teaches different levels of the organization and identifies the strategies

employed by the mentor that led them to high management positions. Women that are mentored are more visible throughout the organization, viewed as legitimate candidates for upper level jobs and allow access and dialogue with key male executives. This ultimately leads to inclusion in the informal networks aka the “boys club.”
    The second factor of the Lyness and Thompson study identified the lack of leadership development. To further substantiate these findings a study was conducted by Tracey Manning of the College of Notre Dame in Maryland, titled Gender, Managerial Level, Transformational Leadership and Work Satisfaction. Manning found (Rubenstein, 2003): 
… clear prejudice by men against women leaders, especially in sectors where men currently or historically make up a large majority of the leaders and employees. Women lack line experience (budget authority in an organization) a serious barrier to securing top leadership position. Women receive less training, given fewer resources to manage, given less challenging, less risky assignments and less encouragement. 

    Since leadership development is comprised of challenge, recognition, and support women are at a disadvantage when compared to men because they don’t have equal opportunity to the three developmental musts. In order to secure the higher leadership positions women must be given the challenging assignments. 
    Other forms of leadership development include timely information, regular feedback, flexibility, and acceptance. Once women are given the equal opportunity

to grow and develop they will be viewed as an essential part of the organization and be allowed to operate in the “boys club.” 
    Up to this point we’ve examined some of more subtle discriminating forces that hinder advancement but now let’s focus on the solutions. First we’ll explore what women can do to help in their advancement, then what business can do support their efforts.
    Women can change their techniques and style; take charge of their destiny. A study of 55 women executives concluded the following (in no set order) (Rubenstein, 2003):
1. Career plan. Be clear on goals. Identify opportunities for promotion.
2. Become direct, yet sensitive to corporate culture. Be aggressive aka as a “Bitch” to men.
3. Build credibility. 
4. Build teams. Be tough. Set high goals for yourself and your team. Hold them accountable. Build rapport. Require others to play by your rules.
5. Create and build self-confidence. Be conscious of nonverbal communication.
6. Find a mentor.
7. Become comfortable being the sole woman. 
8. Manage work and home balance. Realize this is long, hard haul. So be ready!
9. Take risks.
10. Establish multi-faceted relationships within and beyond organizational walls. Network. Build alliances. Build rapport.
11. Demand pay equal to our worth.
12. Be demanding of self and others.
13. Build within and against stereotypes.
14. Find and overcome obstacles.
15. Define your own style.

    Besides women, business could shoulder some of the responsibility for change. Business needs to

understand that mentoring is the primary vehicle for movement into senior management. They need to evaluate the mentoring processes in place or if none exists adopt a Mentoring Program, one that includes women. Mentoring must be taken out of the hands of individuals with high potential and made part of a planned program that accomplishes a long-term goal. Some objectives may include the following (Heery, 2005, para. 2):
1. The program must be credible; endorsed/directed by the highest management level. 
2. Senior management will select individuals and manage the itinerary. 
3. Be viewed as not an affirmative action program where the standards are lowered to accommodate numbers. Individuals are selected based on potential and ability.
4. Be monitored and evaluated with participants and changed when necessary.
5. Be viewed as a long-term effort that pays huge dividends over time. 

    In summary, we asked if the glass ceiling was real, and if so, why does it occur? To answer this two-part question, different sources ranging from federal laws, supporting facts, business studies, and theories were used in addition to subtle discriminating forces and logical assumptions about the corporate culture. We also reviewed techniques successful executive women have used to climb the corporate ladder and supplied a possible solution that employers’ could/should adopt to help women in their struggle to advance.
    In conclusion, although a 2002 Catalyst study indicates that gradual increases have occurred in female senior management

positions much work remains in order to break the glass ceiling. The Catalyst study of Fortune 500 companies (Abdalkhani, 2004, para. 3) found that women held 12.5% all corporate executive positions in 2000 compared to 15.7% in 2004. And although the numbers are growing it’s estimated that women will hold only 27.5% of all positions by 2020. Furthermore, in 1962 there were no female CEOs and today there are eight, or 1.6% (Houston Chronicle, 2005, p.1). Consequently, women equally representing top positions anytime soon are highly unlikely.
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