Abstract

This paper reviews the permanently expanding
literature on gender discrimination in management,
focusing on women in decision making positions
from both the public and private sphere. Different
psychological mechanisms (such as stereotyping,
attribution or equity), that are not necessarily
mutually exclusive but rather complementary,
determine individual manifestations in the form
of discrimination (ranging from formal to informal,
covert to overt and so on) against females. As
a result, women are either underrepresented in
top management (under normal conditions) or
overrepresented in risky managerial positions (in
periods of organizational crisis or downturn).

Furthermore, even in the limited number
of sectors where women represent more than
half of the labor force (such as nursing, primary
education or social services) men have better
odds of being promoted, due to formal or informal
assistance received from mentors of the same
gender. Albeit rather incremental shifts toward a
better representation of women in decision making
positions can be observed in the last decades,
both statistical and experimental data show that
there is still a long way until their representation in
managerial positions will reflect their involvement
in the workforce.
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1. Introduction

When we started writing this article, our motivation was based solely on academic
curiosity and on the desire to shed some light on the ugly duckling of management
known as gender discrimination, but as our research went on, the need to approach the
issue in a holistic way became evident. Irrespective of which management book, article,
or even theory we would focus our attention on, the issue of gender discrimination in
management is unfairly ignored. Some could argue, at this point, that the ignorance of
the issue is easily justifiable by the fact that gender discrimination in the labor force is
a 1960s or 1970s topic, which presents little importance for modern day researchers
and practitioners due to the low impact such behaviors could have on the efficiency
or efficacy of management. Others could argue that the gender equality movement
had (and has) such an importance and force at the international level and across of
levels of society that we do not need to offer special attention to it, or that the problems
connected to gender discrimination have already been solved. We beg to differ from
those who manifest the above mentioned opinions; although gender discrimination
as a research area is not exactly a spring chicken, its effects on management have
been clearly ignored and, in practice, the negative aspects of gender discrimination
still affect employees and managers around the globe.

Beyond the fact that gender discrimination in management can have negative
effects on both public and private organizations in “the real world”, the “Ivory
Tower of Academia” is not exactly immune to the phenomena or fully conscious or
knowledgeable about it. With this paper we intend to address the latter issue, namely
to reach a theoretical understanding of gender discrimination in management and to
probe, as much as possible, the extent of the aforementioned phenomena. What is
gender discrimination and how does it manifest? What are the mechanisms or causes
that lead to gender discrimination and under what forms gender discrimination is
presented? Who is discriminated and why? What is the extension of the phenomena
in the contemporary world and how did it develop through time? These are all
questions to which we will try to offer some answers through the literature review
presented in this paper, as our explicit aim is to present a holistic perspective on
gender discrimination in management.

2. Theoretical considerations on gender discrimination

Discrimination is traditionally considered to refer to those negative and unfair
actions meant to restrict or deny the equal treatment of individuals and groups (Allport,
1954, p. 51). In general, discrimination is perceived as (1) the process of differentiation
among persons in order to reach a decision, taking into account legitimate criteria
such as merit or potential, or (2) the process of differentiation among persons based
on characteristics that are not adequate or relevant for the activity for which the
differentiation is made (Dipboye and Colella, 2005, p. 2).

Gender discrimination is covered by the second meaning and presupposes a
discriminatory treatment, based on subjective criteria (gender), in the processes
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of selection, compensation, promotion, professional training and recognition of
professional merits. Furthermore, gender discrimination can take subtler and informal
forms, such as social exclusion, isolation and the avoidance of interpersonal contact
(Dipboye and Colella, 2005, p. 2). Discrimination is an unfair behavior that translates
into practice prejudices (negative attitudes towards the member of a certain group)
and stereotypes (cognitive state regarding outside groups, including the association of
certain traits to certain individuals based solely on their membership of that particular
group) (Dipboye and Colella, 2005, pp. 1-2).

Gender discrimination in the workplace can take the form of either “disparate
treatment”?!, when individuals are intentionally treated differently based on their
gender, or of “disparate impact”, when the members of a certain group are negatively
affected by the decision making procedures or the existing work practices (Cleveland,
Vescio and Barnes-Farrell, 2005, pp. 150-151). Depending on the degree of visibility,
another distinction can be made between formal/overt discrimination which is
legally punished (in most modern democracies) and informal/covert discrimination
whose manifestations are less explicit or masked as other types of behaviors (e.g.:
paternalistic behavior, humor and language used to conceal male domination over
women) (Cleveland, Vescio and Barnes-Farrell, 2005, pp. 150-155; Dovidio and Hebl,
2005, pp. 11-35; Collela and Stone, 2005, pp. 227-254).

On the other hand, Bell, McLaughlin and Sequeira (2002) make a distinction
between overt discrimination, sexual harassment and glass ceiling, treating all these
as forms of gender discrimination. Direct discrimination refers to those situations in
which gender is used as the main criterion in taking job-related decisions (hiring,
promotion, dismissal, salary differentiation, and so on) (2002, p. 66). Sexual harassment
can take two forms: (1) quid pro quo, when a person with decision making power uses
its position to obtain sexual favors by either promising certain benefits, or making
threats, and (2) the creation of a hostile environment by persons with decision-making
power or colleagues (2002, p. 67). The glass ceiling limits women’s access to positions
that provide power and status within the organization (see section 3) (2002, p. 68).

1 Examples: the refusal to hire a certain candidate because of his/hers gender, the reluctance
to appoint a woman in a position that provides opportunities for career promotion, lower
salary offered on gender criteria or interviewing a woman using questions that would not
be asked if she were a man. To elaborate on the disparate treatment that can occur in the
interview phase of a hiring procedure, female candidates often face a set of more personal
(private) questions than male candidates, pertaining to their relationship status (e.g.
“Are you involved in a long term relationship?”), marriage (e.g. “What is your opinion on
marriage?”; “Do you and your partner have any plans for the future?”) or childbearing (e.g.
“What is your opinion on childbearing?”, “Do you plan to have children in the foreseeable
future?”). Such questions can be used to screen out female candidates that plan to enter
family life or bear children; for an employer, any one of these situations presents a risk
as their future employee could either resign (in order to offer more attention the newly
established family) or enter maternity leave.
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Concerning gender discrimination in management?, the specific literature presents
three different theories that identify distinct mechanisms which could explain the
source of discrimination. In the following we will describe the three mechanisms
that, in our opinion, are not mutually exclusive, but rather complementary as they
all contribute to a better understanding and analysis of gender discrimination in
management and all of them combined (in different forms) might determine individuals
to discriminate against women.

According to the stereotyping theory, women’s advancement into managerial
positions is interrupted or limited by the discrepancies perceived between women'’s
characteristics and those characteristics — usually men’s characteristics — traditionally
correlated with managerial success (Terborg and Ilgen, 1975, pp. 352-376; Baroudi
and Truman, 1992, pp. 4-5). Women are generally perceived as empathic, intuitive,
devoid of aggression, emotional, dependent, oriented towards group, not competitive,
less ambitious, devoid of entrepreneurial spirit and as lacking the desire to be in a
leadership position. By associating feminine characteristics with women and masculine
characteristics with men (and successful leaders), women’s opportunities to climb
the organizational ladder are limited.

According to the attribution theory, workplace success or failure is due to stable,
objective factors (intelligence, professionalism, skill) or variable, subjective factors
(chance or luck) (Terborg and Ilgen, 1975, pp. 352-376; Baroudi and Truman, 1992,
p- 5). In general, when the performance of individuals meets the employer’s
expectations, it is attributed to stable factors; conversely, when the performances do
not meet or exceed the employer’s expectations, the unexpected result (positive or
negative) is attributed to variable factors. The discriminatory treatment arises when
the results obtained by female managers exceed the expectations and are explained
by variable factors (it is assumed that the favorable external context and not skills or
ambition allowed her to do more), whereas when their performance does not meet
the expectations, failure is explained by stable factors (it is assumed that the female
manager lacks professionalism or skills, and that is why she could not achieve the
goal — external factors, outside her area of influence are disregarded). On the contrary,
exceeding the expectations in the case of a male manager is explained by stable
factors (it is assumed that his abilities have been underestimated and that the better
results are due exclusively to his work and actions and not to chance or favorable
developments in the external environment), while his performances that do not meet
the expectations are attributed to either external factors (it is assumed that although
the male manager is very well trained and did his best, the goals were not reached

2 Itis premature to provide a definition of gender discrimination in management taking into
account that this article will treat various types of discriminatory behavior. Because the latter
presupposes different actions and have distinct and sometimes opposite characteristics,
we do not aim at offering a comprehensive definition, but rather at understanding the
phenomenon.
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due to external elements outside his area of influence, thus he is not to be blamed
or sanctioned). Because of this discriminatory interpretation of success and failure,
female managers are denied career promotions or downgraded more often than their
male counterparts that obtain similar results.

The equity theory proposes that individuals should evaluate their investments/inputs
(education, experience) and results, compare them to those of other persons in similar
conditions and, based on this comparison, they should assess the degree of satisfaction
with their work place (Terborg and Ilgen, 1975, pp. 352-376; Baroudi and Truman,
1992, p. 6). If they find the results of this evaluation to be fair, individuals should be
satisfied; on the contrary, if they perceive disproportionate differences, individuals
should act in order to eliminate the source of inequity. It is worth mentioning that
inequity can create a feeling of discontentment/dissatisfaction among individuals
that are not directly affected by the perceived inequity. Based on the aforementioned
theory, there is the possibility for women to be disproportionately rewarded compared
to men (better salaries, career advancement opportunities) even when they obtain
the same results, if those employers prejudiced against women consider that female
managers have made a greater effort in order to make up for the lack of qualifications
(investment/input). Unfortunately, the same negative preconceptions (female managers
are ill prepared) can result in limited rewards for women, if only the perceived inputs
and not the obtained results are taken into account (starting from the perception that
men are better prepared, it is deemed that their results should be more valuable and
therefore men should be rewarded accordingly).

Gender discrimination in management, as aresult of the abovementioned mechanisms,
is described in the relevant literature with the help of several concepts: (1) the glass
ceiling referring to the underrepresentation of women in management positions,
(2) the glass cliff referring to the overrepresentation of women in precarious management
positions, and (3) the glass escalator which refers to the greater opportunities for
promotion enjoyed by men in female dominated professions. In the next sections,
we analyze these types of discrimination, both from a conceptual point of view and
by tracing their evolution in time.

3. The glass ceiling (the underrepresentation of women in management)

Historically, the first identified form of gender discrimination in management has
been the glass ceiling. The concept of glass ceiling can refer to (a) the invisible, but
impenetrable barrier preventing women from reaching managerial positions irrespective
of their achievements or merits (The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995a, p. iii;
1995b, p. 4); (b) an analogy describing the subtle and transparent barrier that prevents
women from climbing the organizational ladder (Vinnicombe and Colwill, 1998,
p- 17); (c) the underrepresentation of women in the higher echelons of the organizational
hierarchy (Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 530); (d) the invisible barrier that blocks
women’s advancement in positions of higher management (Gelfand et al., 2005,
p- 93); (e) the situation where the vertical mobility of men in male dominated domains
is higher than women’s vertical mobility in the same domains (Hultin, 2003, p. 32).
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The definitions proposed by the literature are quite general and lack analytical
precision, thus, in order to avoid any misunderstandings we adopt and promote a set
of four criteria or characteristics that can be used in order to identify the glass ceiling
phenomenon. Firstly, the glass ceiling must lead to inequalities and differentiations
that cannot be explained by characteristics that are relevant to employees’ work (such
as education, professional experience, abilities or motivation), but solely by making
references to an employee’s gender (Cotter et al., 2001, pp. 656-658). Even though
some characteristics relevant for the work of employees can be easily identified
and measured (education, years of experience and abilities), some characteristics,
such as the existence of an informal mentor, family issues or career prioritization, a
death in the family (and so on), can influence the performance of the employee, but
cannot be as easily identified and measured (Cotter et al., 2001, p. 657). Secondly,
the inequalities caused by the glass ceiling grow exponentially with the hierarchical
structure as discrimination will have stronger consequences at higher hierarchical
levels — the higher the level, the harder will be for a female to penetrate the glass
ceiling (Cotter et al., 2001, pp. 658-659; Wright, Baxter and Birkelund, 1995, p. 428;
Kay and Hagan, 1995, p. 304). Thirdly, inequalities caused by the glass ceiling do
not refer only to the present ratio of women to men in higher management positions,
but also to the probability of reaching those positions (Cotter et al., 2001, p. 659).
The degree of representation of both genders in higher hierarchical levels depends on
the entry level (if men embark on a career ladder from a better position than women,
they will be dominant in higher management in the context of similar promotion
conditions) and the proportion of those leaving the institution (if women start their
career with the conception whereby their promotion possibilities are limited, there
is the chance that they will change the work place much more often than men and
consequently, the latter will find it much easier to get promotions even in the absence
of discriminatory practices). The fourth characteristic of the glass ceiling is that
the unequal practices it describes become more significant, in terms of impact and
extent, over time (Cotter et al., 2001, p. 661). From a personal perspective, the effects
of this type of discrimination become stronger as women advance in their careers. If
obtaining a medium management position can be relatively difficult because of various
discrimination practices, obtaining a higher management position can pose even
greater problems, and so on. Also, after a certain period of time, one can be reticent
to seek advancement if she considers that the effort made will not be fairly rewarded.

Even though there is no objective reason for women not to reach top management
positions in an organization, women are prevented to reach those positions because
of the discriminatory practices within organizations and societies. Depending on the
national or organizational culture, the glass ceiling can be closer or further from the
top within an organization, but irrespective of its location, the base (the positions
with limited prestige and low rewards) is formed mostly by women. More than often,
women'’s access to top-level positions is restricted from the moment they become
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members of an organization by their integration in non-strategic departments (human
resources, public relations) that are not considered a recruitment pool for top managers.
Also, women are excluded from the formal or informal networks that can provide the
necessary social capital for advancement into senior management positions (Wirth,
2001, p. 24). To conclude, while throughout the last decades women’s interest in
career has increased considerably (the percentage of women enrolled in forms of
tertiary education and average age for marriage have both risen), this transformation
in individual psychology has not been reflected in the number of women reaching
the higher echelons of organizations (Wirth, 2001, p. 26).

Although the literature that focuses on the existence of the glass ceiling is quite
extensive, we must warn that most researchers and researches originate in the USA
(and therefore a cultural bias could be suspected) and that most empirical evidence
comes from single case studies. According to Bell, McLaughlin and Sequeira, in the
US only 30% of manager positions are occupied by women, while over 95% of top
management belongs to men (2002, p. 68). In spite of women representing 47% of
the private workforce in the US, only 34% of manager positions are occupied by
women, with few prospects for change (Gelfand et al., 2005, pp. 93-94). In the case of
top companies in the USA, 95%-97% of the top managers of Fortune 1000 Industrial
and Fortune 500 companies are men (The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995b,
p- 9). The proportions remain the same even in the case of the most important 2000
companies in industry and services; women in high management positions do not
exceed the level of 5% (The Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995b, p. 9). Korabik
observes a similar stratification in China, mentioning that “the more important the
job, the fewer the women” (1992, p. 204).

Arulampalam, Booth and Bryan (2007) reach a similar conclusion in their study
analyzing the gender differences in salaries over 6 years (1995-2001) in 11 member
states of the EU: if one uses salary as an indicator or a proxy for the hierarchical
level occupied in the organization, the glass ceiling is present in Europe, both in the
public and private environment as female employees are constantly less paid than
male employees. At the global level, even though women represent 40% of the total
work force, they occupy only 20% of the management positions and somewhere
between 2% or 3% of the higher management of top companies (Wirth, 2001, p. 25)
According to the Gender and Sustainable Development Report issued by The
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2008), the low
level of representation of women in management positions, both in the public and
private sectors, represents an inefficient use of human capital; even though women
represent 40-50% of the workforce, less than 8% have top management positions
(Figure 1; OECD, 2008, p. 29) and this percent is dwindling. The highest proportion
of women in management positions can be found in the USA, UK and Ireland, while
at the other extreme there are the Southern European states, such as Italy, Spain,
Greece and Portugal (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: The ratio of female to male employees in management in OECD countries
(2004)

Source: OECD (2006, p. 23; 2008, p. 30).

Women'’s representation in the boardrooms of major companies in OECD countries
constitutes clear evidence for the existence of the glass ceiling: over 46% of companies
do not have women in their boards, 31% have one woman and only 23% have more
than one woman (OECD, 2008, p. 30). Almost a quarter of the board members in
Norway and Sweden are women, while in Japan, Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Spain
and Hong Kong women represent less than 5% of the members (Table 1). The low
representation of women on company boards, even in OECD countries, can only
support the conclusion that the glass ceiling remains an omnipresent phenomenon in
top management. Furthermore, an analysis of post-communist countries conducted
by Newell and Reilly, using data from late 1980s and mid 1990s, “suggests that, in
general, the gap in pay between men and women in the transitional countries remains
low by international standards” (2001, p. 14). Such a finding would suggest that
advanced economies are more inclined toward gender discrimination (if the pay gap
between men and women is used as a proxy for gender discrimination). However,
their finding must be further scrutinized, as even the authors admit that their paper
presents some limitations due to the conventional methodology used (they rely heavily
on the existence of well-determined and stable Mincerian earnings equations, but such
equations provide “good fits to data sets from established capitalist economies” while
they obtained poor fits in the estimated models reported in their paper) thus a degree
of caution should be exercised in interpreting their results (Newell and Reilly, 2001,
p. 14). Also, the authors argue that using age as a “proxy for labor force experience
may result in a higher adjusted gender wage effect” and that this “could be taken to
suggest that the actual adjusted pay gap estimates are, if anything, lower than those
reported” (Newell and Reilly, 2001, p. 14). However, they ignored a crucial aspect:
the latest data used in their analysis is from 1997, thus what they observed as lower
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pay gap between men and women could be a residual effect of communist policies®;
such residual effects would have faded once these countries made advances towards
the standards of market economies.

More recent data from a report regarding the situation of men and women in
decision making positions in the central public administration, issued in 2011 by the
Romanian Ministry of Labor, Family and Social Protection (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei
si Protectiei Sociale, p. 3) draws attention that: the middle level of decision making
at the central level is “feminized”, as the pyramid of power is dominated both at the
top and at the bottom by males. Furthermore, in the case of local authorities, more
than 809% of decision making positions are occupied by men. Such developments, in a
post-communist country, contradict the aforementioned findings of Newell and Reilly.

Table 1: The representation of women in company boards in OECD countries (2004)

The percent of women in boardrooms The percent of women in boardrooms

Country (the number of women / Country (the number of women /

total number of members) total number of members)
Norway 26.2 Switzerland 6.0
Sweden 19.9 Singapore 6.0
Finland 14.3 The Netherlands 5.9
USA 12.7 Austria 5.8
Canada 11.1 Belgium 53
New Zeeland 9.9 Hong Kong 45
Denmark 9.3 Spain 41
Australia 9.3 Luxemburg 3.8
Germany 8.0 Ireland 3.8
UK 75 Italy 26
Greece 74 Portugal 0.7
France 6.4 Japan 0.6

Source: OECD (2008, p. 31)

Even when we take into consideration similar positions in public institutions,
women remain underrepresented against the background of their percent of the total
workforce (Table 2). In Europe, only 20-30% of the decision making positions are
occupied by women, while two thirds are occupied by men. In the Baltic States, the
UK, Ireland, Slovakia, Hungary, Poland and Sweden, women make up almost 50% of

3 To quote from the authors (2001, p. 0): “Under socialism women spent more time working,
on average, than their Western counterparts. The system of wage and price setting more or
less ensured that both adults in a nuclear family would have to work in order to maintain
a basic living standard. There was no unemployment in the sense of joblessness. This was
partly due to the social stigma that attached to unemployment but has also been attributed
to the way hard plan targets and soft budget constraints combined to produce continuous
excess demand for labour. Women were accorded a wide range of rights and privileges at
work, some of which were formal. In the Soviet system for instance, maternity leave was
fully paid and women were legally protected from overly physical and dangerous work.
Enterprise kindergartens, schools and health care facilities were fairly commonplace in
larger enterprises”.
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the labor force and occupy 30% of the above mentioned positions. A more equitable
representation of women can be generated by public policies aimed at supporting
those mothers choosing to return to work (Wirth, 2001, p. 33).

The greatest discrepancy between the percent of women in managerial, legislative
and official positions (23%) and women’s proportion of the work force (47%) is to be
found in Denmark, while in countries such as Italy, Greece or Switzerland women are
underrepresented in both categories. Even though these countries are known for the
high level of women’s involvement in politics and complex systems of social assistance,
women continue to be excluded and discriminated in the private sector, which is
why the number of those overcoming the glass ceiling remains low (Wirth, 2001, pp.
33, 35). In the absence of women'’s involvement in politics, it is estimated that their
representation in decision making positions would be even lower; in this context,
economic development does not automatically improve the situation for women.

Table 2: Women in decision making positions (Europe, 1998-1999)

The percent of women
Country occupying legislative, official Ve g2l 9f fiz i)
and managerial positions workforce occupied by women
Austria 25 45
Croatia 25 47
Czech Republic 24 44
Denmark 23 47
Estonia 35 49
Germany 26 43
Greece 25 38
Hungary 33 47
Ireland 33 40
Italy 19 37
Latvia 39 48
Lithuania 39 49
The Netherlands 23 43
Poland 34 46
Slovakia 32 46
Slovenia 18 32
Spain 31 37
Sweden 39 48
Switzerland 20 45
UK 33 46

Source: ILO (2000, pp. 187-240)

An analysis of the evolution of the women’s representation in managerial positions
(Table 3) over a decade reveals a slight improvement of their situation, but the progress
is slow as over 60% of decision-making positions remain occupied by men. In most
countries, the situation in 2002 is not different from that in 1993: in Hungary, Poland,
the UK, Spain, Belgium, the Czech Republic and Denmark the situation of women
has remained the same with a slight (positive or negative) change of 1%. Lithuania
stands out due to a significant increase of the percent of women in management
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positions (from 37% in 1996-1999 to 44%), as well as due to the high rate of women’s
representation in management. Other significant increases in the analyzed period
can be observed in Germany (9%), Ireland and Slovakia (9%), Romania and Austria
(5%), The Netherlands (6%) and Slovenia (3%). Regarding the cases for which limited
data is available, we notice average increases (3-6%) in Moldova, Sweden, Portugal,
Norway, Switzerland and Italy, but also decreases, such as Latvia (5%). Even though the
situation in Italy seems to have improved between 1996 and 2002, the representation
of women in managerial positions remains under average, with almost 80% of the
managerial, legislative and official positions being occupied by men.

Table 3: The percent of women of the total number of managerial,
legislative and official positions (1993-2002)

Country 1993-1995 1996-1999 2000-2002
Lithuania # 37 44
Moldova # 37 40
Ukraine # 37 37
Estonia # 35 37
Latvia # 42 37
Germany 26 28 35
Hungary 34 36 35
Poland 35 34 34
UK 33 33 32
Slovakia 23 30 32
Spain 32 33 32
Romania 27 28 32
Sweden # 28 31
Belgium 32 31 31
Portugal # 29 32
Austria 24 28 29
Slovenia 26 26 29
Norway # 24 28
Switzerland # 22 28
Ireland 19 33 28
Czech Republic 25 25 26
The Netherlands 20 23 26
Croatia # 24 26
Greece # 25 25
Denmark 23 24 23
Italy # 18 21

# Data unavailable
Source: ILO (1999, p. 187-240; 2003)

The lack of significant progress reflects both the complexity of the phenomenon
and the difficulties one encounters when dealing with this type of discrimination. The
social and cultural attitudes prejudicial to women, as well as the economic changes
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brought about by the economic crisis and transition can constitute possible explanations
for the underrepresentation of women in management (Wirth, 2002, p. 37).

4. The illusion of breaking the glass ceiling: the glass cliff

Despite the progress made in the representation of women in top management,
especially the appointment of Fiorina Carleton as the CEO of Hewlett Packard (Meyer,
1999), it would be premature to assume the disappearance of the glass ceiling. In our
opinion, it is not only the percentage of women appointed to superior positions that
is important, but also the characteristics of those positions, and the context in which
women overcome the glass ceiling. Statistical analyses can provide only a general
perspective on gender discrimination in management, ignoring details of utmost
importance, details that can be revealed using more qualitative or experimental methods.

Ryan and Haslan (2005, pp. 81-90) analyzed the performance of 100 companies,
before and after the appointment of women or men in management positions, and
reached the conclusion that appointments differ according to gender and context. The
companies that have appointed men in their boards or other top management positions
enjoyed stability or growth, before and after the appointment. In the majority of cases,
the companies appointing women were less successful and experienced financial
hardships before women’s promotion to higher hierarchical levels. The glass cliff is
a concept used to describe the phenomenon whereby most women overcoming the
glass ceiling are appointed in risky positions (Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 531). These
positions do not improve the status of women or eliminate the preconceptions about
women in management, but on the contrary, they contribute to the perpetuation of
negative stereotypes and discrimination. The two phenomena, the appointment of
women in top management positions and the weak performance of the respective
companies, are rarely treated separately and the perception of a causal link between
the two elements strengthens discrimination and gender preconceptions, as individual
view the appointment of females in top management as the cause of hardships at
company level, and not the other way around. Furthermore, companies in difficult
economic conditions as well as the appointment of a female at the top levels of a
company tend to attract public attention; if the company situation is maintained
at precarious levels or worsens there is a high possibility that the newly appointed
female manager will be used as an escape goat, thus perpetuating negative stereotypes
(Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 531).

The literature identifies certain domains or positions specific to female managers
that are characterized by restrictions (limited opportunities for promotion), lack of
authority (Wright, Baxter and Birkerlund, 1995), and low salaries and other forms
of rewards (Kulich, Ryan and Haslam, 2007, pp. 582-601). Frankforter (1996, pp.
121-132) and Powel (1980) expose another important hypothesis: even when women
attain high management positions, the latter are within human resources departments
(where stress and interpersonal conflicts are encountered more often), and not in
production and other departments valued in the organization and which serve as a
recruitment base for upper managerial positions.
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Trying to confirm the existence of the glass cliff, Haslam and Ryan (2008) have
conducted several experiments. In the first experiment, 95 master level students of
a British university have been asked to choose a financial director for companies
operating in various fields and which were experiencing either growth or decline.
The candidates had similar qualifications, professional experience, age, but different
gender. Even though the participants in the experiment have generally preferred
appointing women for management positions (70.5% of the students endorsed this
option, Table 4, study 1), this trend was stronger in the case of the companies in
decline. If the company was in a negative situation, 86.4% of students endorsed a
female candidate, but when the company was growing, only 56.9% have considered
the feminine candidate more suitable®.

The purpose of the second experiment was to test the existence of the glass cliff
outside the context of corporations. In this study 85 high school students were asked
to make a hiring decision regarding the organizer of a music festival that either
enjoyed popularity, or was in decline. Like in the previous study, the candidates of
opposite gender had a similar background. The results of this experiment were in the
same lines with those of the earlier experiment: if the festival was a success in the
previous year and enjoyed favorable publicity, 62.2% of participants opted for the
male candidate, while 37.8% chose the female candidate. The situation was opposite
when the festival did not enjoy the same level of success: 75% of participants endorsed
the female candidate and only 20% preferred the male candidate (Table 4, study 2).

Table 4: The likelihood of appointing women in management positions against
the background of the previous performance of the organization

Study | Gender of candidate Company performance
Growth Decline Total
1 Male 29.4% 11.4% 21.1%
Female 56.9% 86.4% 70.5%
2 Male 62.2% 20.0% 42.4%
Female 37.8% 75.0% 55.3%

Note:The total percent does not sum up to 100 because, in its initial phase, the
study included a third (male) candidate. Because his professional training and
experience was inferior to the other two candidates, the number of participants
that opted for him was low and consequently, the author excluded him from the
subsequent studies.

Source: Haslam and Ryan (2008, pp. 534, 537)

In a third study, 83 business men and women that were participating at a conference
hosted by a British university have been asked to evaluate a male and a female candidate
for a management position in an international company (Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 539;

4 The participants’ gender did not show statistically significant influence on their options
(candidate evaluations) in any of the experiments reported by Haslam and Ryan (2008).
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Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2007, p. 5). Yet again, the candidates
had different genders, but similar qualifications and experience and two hypothetical
situations were presented, with a company expanding and declining. The participants
were asked to grade the candidates with a mark between 1 (the candidate was considered
inadequate) and 7 (the candidate was considered capable and adequate). The results
of the experiment corroborate the results of the previous experiments. When the
company was growing, the male candidate got a higher grade (4.14 compared to 4.02),
but when the company was in decline the female candidate was preferred (4.82) to
the male candidate (3.89) (Figure 2). Even though in the first case the difference is
relatively small, in the second case the difference is of almost one percent, statistically
significant (Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 539).

Figure 2: The perception of candidates of opposite
gender applying for a management position

The average 51 482
grade obtained :
by candidates
454
4.15
A 4.02
3.89
3.54
Gender 3
Male Growth Decline
Female Company performance

Source: Adapted after Haslam and Ryan (2008, p. 539);
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (2007, p. 5).

Based on these studies, Haslam and Ryan (2008, pp. 537-538) concluded that the
selection of candidates in management positions is influenced both by the gender of
the candidates and the performance of the organization. The probability for a woman
to be appointed in a management position increases if the organization experiences a
period of economic decline, while men tend to be appointed in management positions
if the company is economically stable or is experiencing growth. Moreover, the
studies prove that the glass cliff is not a phenomenon typical to company boards (as
previous evidence suggested), and that it can be reproduced in the laboratory where
key variables (experience, education, the nature of the position) can be taken into
account (Haslam and Ryan, 2008, p. 542). Also, this phenomenon refutes previous
theories whereby (1) women choose and prefer risky management positions, and
(2) women’s presence in top management can lead to crises within the respective
organizations (Ryan, Haslam and Postmes, 2007, pp. 182-197).
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Even though the risks exposed by the glass cliff phenomenon should not be
ignored and underestimated, there are certain benefits deriving from it. Positions
considered precarious in certain contexts by men can be seen as opportunities by
women because they remove other barriers (the existence of male candidates) that
limit their access to the respective positions. Moreover, accepting risky management
positions should not necessarily lead to negative repercussions: the manager who
takes over the organization in the context of a crisis and successfully deals with the
related challenges gains a privileged status in the organizational culture. The myths
and anecdotes created around female leaders who rose to prominence due to their
professionalism and remarkable aptitudes in moments of crisis can change conceptions
regarding the role of women in management. Even though unlikely, one should not
dismiss the possibility that the example of a few women taking over the leadership of
an organization in crisis and reversing its downward trend might generate a cascade
effect that might change prejudices and stereotypes not only within the organization,
but also at the societal level.

5. When men are the minority: the glass elevator

Most studies about gender discrimination in management have focused on the
experiences of women in male dominated environments. Both researchers and
advocates of social changes have directed their efforts towards exposing the hardships
women encounter when they integrate in male dominated fields and try climbing
the organizational ladder (Williams, 1992, p. 253). However, there is another side
of the coin and researchers should also pay attention to the case of men trying
to integrate and adapt to environments dominated by women (Williams, 1992,
p- 253). Statistically, this phenomenon is less widespread, but this should not prevent
researchers from analyzing it. Reskin and Roos (1990, pp. 20-21) have identified
no less than 33 professions where the representation of women has increased by
10% in the period 1970-1980 and only 3 professions where men’s representation
has increased as sharply.

Williams (1992) is one of the few researchers that have focused on men working in
fields that are dominated by women. Between 1985 and 1991, Williams interviewed
100 persons from four different professions (medical assistance, elementary school
teachers, librarians, social workers) usually associated with a larger presence of
women. The objective of the study was to analyze (1) the barriers men have to deal
with when they go through the hiring procedures, (2) the support given to men by
supervisors, colleagues and clients, and (3) the reaction coming from the external
environment. While previous studies suggested that men in female dominated
professions are confronted with the same problems as women in male dominated
fields (Jacobs, 1989, p. 167), William’s study refutes this theory and advances a
new hypothesis.

Even though some form of discrimination exists, this is different from the type of
discrimination women generally encounter. Men in female dominated professions are
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usually guided towards administration and management departments and, even when
they begin their career at the lower hierarchical echelons within the organization, they
encounter a glass elevator (pressure and opportunities to advance towards the upper
levels of an organization). While women are supervised by the opposite gender, men
in the fields analyzed by Williams were supervised by persons of the same gender as
the managerial and administrative positions were mostly occupied by men. Contrary
to women in male dominated professions (which are usually informally excluded or
isolated), men in Williams’s study enjoyed the support of a network of male mentors
in management positions. These informal networks constituted by men in fields
usually considered feminine promote their members to top positions where they enjoy
higher prestige and financial rewards. The only type of negative discrimination men
in female dominated professions face originates in the external environment under
the guise of stereotypes and prejudices. However, this discrimination does not have
any impact on their professional track. Therefore, the conclusion of Williams’s study
is that men in professions considered typically feminine do not encounter a glass
ceiling, but rather a glass elevator that facilitates their promotion and professional
advancement (Hultin, 2003, p. 32).

Hultin (2003) tests the hypothesis of the glass elevator by using information from
the Swedish Level of Living Survey. The author carried out a longitudinal analysis,
following the evolution of 3119 individuals (1535 men and 1584 women) between
1965-1991 in three distinct types of professions: male dominated professions (where
less than 30% of positions are occupied by women), mixed professions (where women
represent between 30 and 70% of the work force) and female dominated professions®
(where less than 30% of the positions are occupied by men). The results of the study
confirm the glass elevator phenomenon. Over that period, in the female dominated
professions, 12.7% of men and only 5.6% of women were promoted. In the mixed
domains, the difference is even larger: only 2.5% of women were promoted in contrast
to 7.9% of men (Hultin, 2003, p. 46). In the male dominated professions, there is a
difference between the rates of promotion, but it is small and statistically insignificant:
7.5% of men and 7.1% of women obtained a promotion.

5 Going beyond “female dominated professions”, a very recent article offers data which may
allow us to stipulate the existence or emergence of female dominated sectors, as they
represent almost two thirds of the total workforce employed in a sector. According to Hintea
(2011, p. 189), in Romania, in 2010, from the total number of public sector employees,
36.14% were men and 63.86% were females. Furthermore, when referring to the middle
management of central public authorities, their overwhelming presence in the public
sector is not proportionately represented. In 2010, out of 18 ministries (or assimilated
bodies), in only 5 ministries women represented close to 60% of decision makers (while
in the same number of ministries, men occupied around the same percentage of decision
making positions); overall, at this level of analysis, 4850 positions (50.83%) that involve
some level of decision making are occupied by women, while 4691 positions (49.17%) are
occupied by men (Ministerul Muncii, Familiei si Protectiei Sociale, 2011 pp. 6, 19).
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6. Conclusions

The evidence we gathered presents a rather gloomy picture, as gender discrimination
seems to be still present in management, mostly affecting women that aspire to
climb to the upper levels of the organizational hierarchy. Psychological mechanisms
such as those suggested by the stereotyping, attribution or equity theory determine
discriminatory attitudes and behaviors against females. Generally speaking, women
are either underrepresented in top management (the glass ceiling) or overrepresented
in risky managerial positions (the glass cliff). Common sense would imply that women
are better represented in the upper hierarchy in the limited number of sectors where
they represent more than half of the labor force, but even there men have better odds
of being promoted, mostly due to informal mechanisms (the glass elevator).

Without downplaying the importance of the steps taken in the last decades toward
a better representation of women in decision making positions, both statistical and
experimental data show that there is still a long way until their representation in
managerial positions will reflect their involvement in the workforce. Why were these
steps less successful than expected? First of all, we must take into consideration
the fact that most discriminatory behaviors/attitudes are informal, thus changes in
the legal framework had a rather limited impact both on individuals and society.
Better measures/instruments would be those which try to influence individuals,
organizations and even societies at a psychological level, referring to culture, values
and other informal aspects of everyday life. Laws, rules and regulations against gender
discrimination (or which encourage affirmative actions) are nonetheless necessary,
as they represent the basis for a better representation of women in management and
actively discourage explicit actions against them. However, on that basis, we need to
build another level. In order to encourage present or future male managers to promote
and accept amongst them equally well trained females, we cannot (and should not)
intervene only with “the hammer of the law” because finer tuning is necessary and
more appropriate (awareness campaigns, training seminars, good practice examples,
and so on).

The need for further interdisciplinary research in this field is obvious, but both
the research methodology and data collection instruments can be improved. Focus
groups, in which female managers can share their experiences among them and with
a trained researcher, extensive interviews and direct observations have been mostly
ignored by academics interested in this field. Crucial qualitative (and also quantitative)
data could be gathered using these research instruments, in an attempt to understand
how women managers see themselves, how were they treated while climbing the
organizational ladder, which difficulties they encountered, what are their aims/goals
and what is their specific approach on management.

Last but not least, we encourage women managers to step up, strengthen their
ambition and continue to strive for better and equitable representation in management.
Furthermore, if they encounter discriminatory behaviors, women should stop flying
under the radar in order to avoid further repercussions, and become the much needed
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whistleblowers (with the condition that someone should be at the other end of the
table to hear them and take appropriate actions).
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