Reflections on individual and corporate factors for women success in management careers

Abstract

Barriers which hinder career advancement of women are indeed complex and varied. They have become top agenda items for most corporations and the governments. Although many women hold management positions, few have made the breakthrough to top-level positions. The purpose of this study is to explore theoretically what conditions are required for women to attain top executive positions and to example individual and corporate determinants for career success. The role of supervisors and the importance of organizations values are appointed in this study a pair with education/skills the most relevant issues to women career’s advancement in corporate levels.
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1. Introduction

In the last decades, researches have stated that the increasing number of working women has not been accompanied a proportional rising representation of women in top hierarchies. Despite management careers have been the ones that expanded the most in the last years, they still are too closed to contribute and rising of women (O’Leary and Ickovics, 1992; Fagenson, 1993; Powell and Butterfield, 1994; Solomon, 1998; Brett and Stroh, 1999; Cotter et al, 2001; Monroe, 2002). The ‘glass ceiling’ is a term that symbolizes a variety of barriers that prevent qualified individuals from advancing higher in their organization. This transparent barrier that affects women as a group has its roots in cultural and organizational factors which are difficult to fight against (Morrison and Von Glinow, 1990; Fagenson, 1993; Powell and Butterfield, 1994; Daily, Certo and Dalton, 1999; Powell, 1999; Albrecht, Bjorklund and Vroman, 2003).

The term ‘glass ceiling’ was coined in 1986 as a result of a three-year study, supported by the center for Creative Leadership, that looked at seventy-six female executives and their male associates at America’s top Company (Morrison, White, Van Velsor, and the Center for Creative Leadership, 1987). The study concluded that glass ceiling functioned as a significant barrier to women’s career advancement. One of the findings was that certain behaviors acceptable for men were view as unacceptable for women. For instance, political action was tolerated in men, but women were disparaged for employing similar tactics. This double standard was largely ignored in corporate contexts, and many women chose to leave corporations rather than stay and mitigate it. (Inman, 1998)

In facts, as the stereotypes and the social roles of each sex are strongly rooted in social relationships they reflect themselves in the practice and ideology of the most part of working organizations making difficult women’s integration in the culture and organizational models which are still strongly masculine (Northcraft and Gutek, 1993; Powell, 1999; Rosener, 2000). The sexual segregation, the reduced mobility in women career, the difficulties in accessing to the mentoring process and to informal relationship networks along with work-family conflict are examples of organizational barriers that deeply affect women in management careers (O´Leary and Ickovics, 1992; Burke and Mackeen, 1994; Wallace, 1995; Hardy, 1998; Athey, Avery and Zemsky, 2000; Williams, 2001).

Barriers which hinder career advancement of women are indeed complex and varied. They have become top agenda items for most corporations and the governments. Although many women hold management positions, few have made the breakthrough to top-level positions. The purpose of this paper is to explore theoretically what conditions are required for women to attain top executive positions and to example individual and corporate determinants for career success.

2. Concept and dimensions of management career success

Consistent with recent studies, career success may be defined in terms of objective and subjective dimensions (Wayne et al, 1999). Objective career success includes observable careers achievements which can be measure, such as pay and promotion rates. In contrast, subjective career success has been defined as an individual’s feelings of accomplishment and satisfaction with his or her career, which is partially based on objective indicators (Wayne et al, 1999). Based on this definition, one subjective indicator of career success may be the individual’s self-report of career satisfaction, with facets including career advancement, salary growth, and professional development. Research also suggested that relevant others may make judgments about an individual’s career success based on objective indicators. Because an individual’s supervisor typically makes the final recommendations for pay raise and promotion decisions the supervisor judgment of the subordinate’s career success in an important other person assessment. 


In sum, career success is defined in terms of “the employee’s objective salary progression, the employee’s career satisfaction, and the supervisor’s subjective assessment of the employee’s promotability” (Wayne et al, 1999, p. 580).
3. Determinants of management careers success

In this large context, factors such as education/skills, influences, support and corporate culture are appointed by some studies as determinants for women advancement careers (Wallace, 1995; Corsun and Costen, 2001; Day, 2002) In fact, findings revealed that education, credential building experiences, certain attitudes and being willing to take risks are also necessary for success. Having certain attitudes and philosophies are either crucial factor in their success. We will examine more extensile the importance of support and corporate culture for management career success.

3.1- Support and career mobility

Career mobility is view as an important factor to management career success (Loureiro, 2002). We can identify two different systems of career mobility (Wayne et al, 1999): one based on a contest-mobility norm and the other based on a sponsored-mobility norm. The first system assumes that employee’s attainments are largely a function of how hard they work and the ability, education, and training they possess’. In this terms, contest-mobility norm is represent by a hybrid of motivation and human capital theories whereby motivation may be represented by the employee’s effort on the job and human capital by the employee’s education level, work experience and participation in training programs.

In contrast, under the sponsored-mobility norm, selected individuals receive high levels of support and guidance from superiors (Wayne et al, 1999). This system recognizes the salient role of immediate supervisors in career success. Based on these two systems a comprehensive model of the determinants of career success was examined by Wayne and their colleagues. The results based on data from 245 supervisor-subordinate dyads indicated limited support for the contest-mobility system and strong for the sponsored-mobility system. Specifically, the results demonstrate the importance of sponsorship provided by the immediate superior on both subjective and objective dimensions of career success. Future research exploring this theme and other specific aspects of the supervisor-subordinate relationship that are most salient to career success is needed. Further, in light of flatter organizational structures and fewer available promotions, research is needed to explore other dimensions of career success such as lateral movements.

Based on those conclusions we can clearly point to the critical role that leaders play in the career success of their subordinates. The resource and emotional support that leaders provide appears to be instrumental to salary and career advancement. Thus, it behooves individuals to cultivate strong relationships with their immediate supervisors (Wayne et al, 1999).

3.2- Corporate culture

As we have seen, mentors, a pair with the network involvement and relationships with the peers do affect mobility and consequently helps women to attain top level positions. On the other hand, corporate culture is also an important factor for women managers’. It’s necessary that organizational structure provides opportunities to develop careers and the women understand, accept and have learned to adapt to the culture of the society in which they live and work. 

Organizational culture is based on the assumptions, values, and norms shared by organizational members. A company can create a culture that values all employees including women, and can implement management practices that result in positive work experiences for women employees which enable them to become top managers. Learning organization, motivation, leadership, goals, reward, group development, and mentoring are in these context important organizational practices to women success (Wallace, 1994; Dickens, 1998; Davies-Netzley, 1998; Eyring and Stead, 1998; Athey, Avery & Zemsky, 2000; van Vianen and Fisher, 2002). In fact, recent studies have created new knowledge about the value and legitimacy of mentoring as a management development strategy and it produces knowledge directly relevant to managing a diverse work force.

In this chapter, some author argues that the real question or the real answer to the problem of organizational culture is not how women can adjust to a male culture but how to change the prevailing corporate culture so that glass ceilings are shattered for all groups, including women. Female leadership roles will evolve trough the creative evolution of an organic corporate culture that allows talent and resulting varied leadership styles to emerge (Inman, 1998).
Because organizational culture is deep-seated, often going back to the values of the founder, it cannot be changed overnight (Powell and Graves, 2003). If an organization sets goals of promoting nondiscrimination, diversity, and inclusion and its culture does not fully support achievement of these, some form of cultural change is needed.


There are some evidences that organizations benefit from promoting non-discrimination, diversity, and inclusion. When organizations take such actions and achieve the goal being inclusive workplace, they are likely to attract the best talent available, stimulate employee involvement and commitment, and “enhance the bottom line” (Powell and Graves, 2003, p. 239).
3.3- Other key factors

Other main topics appeared in the literature to be related to women who have successfully shattered the glass ceiling: individualized concept of womanhood, personnel experience attributing to self concept, definition of success, strategies for success, and ways of leadership (Maddy, 1993; Finn, 1997, Odum, 2002). Time, energy, and passion are also identified as necessary for shattering the glass ceiling (Maddy, 1993).

These studies suggested that there is a strong and regular pattern to the family stories and that these women sustained a courage-building experience in her developmental years, gaining faith in her own power. They shared common capabilities and strengths for leading complex, diverse organizations .Some themes emerged from data supporting common values, motivations and actions: work environment, leadership style, conflict management, communication, and decision making. On the other hand, academic training and work histories varied greatly among the participants. However, without the required credentials and competencies, the aspiring leaders could not take advantage of the opportunities along the way. A network of contacts helped in identifying those opportunities, and mentors assisted in gaining knowledge and skills of upward mobility (Maddy, 1993; Finn, 1997; Burke and Nelson, 2002; Odum, 2002).

4- Final considerations

Rather than focusing solely on individual characteristics such as education and experience, the role of supervisors should be recognized and in that sense women should be proactive in developing strong relationships with immediate supervisors. Similarly, organizations should realize the importance of their values on the development of high potential human resources. Finally, organizations may benefit by training leaders (mentors) to support and guidance in order for subordinates (including women) to thrive in the organization. Although leaders will inevitably develop closer relationships with some subordinates than others, it may be possible to increase the extent to which leaders facilitate the growth and development of all subordinates.

Despite all the contributions made to the literature in the last decades, further research is required to fully understand the women’s career advancement and to help organizations get the best practices.
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