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Glass Ceiling Effect: Choice, Not Discrimination

     Nancy Fahey is a mother.  She has a 10-year-old son, Trace. She takes him to soccer practice, never misses a school meeting, and prepares dinner every night.  Nancy Fahey is also a lawyer but her career will never be the focal point of her life.  Fahey says that being female has never hampered her ability to achieve.  She says, “I set my own glass ceiling because I emphasize family and making my son a productive member of society” (qtd. in Lamothe).    Fahey places priority on what she values most in life.  “She believes the choice of how high and fast she moves in her profession is a personal choice” (Lamothe 1).  Fahey is an example of the large amount of women who are not seeking to climb the corporate ladder to the very top.  No longer can the glass ceiling effect be attributed to outright discrimination against women.  Rather, it now occurs because fewer women are making the choice to be part of upper level corporate positions. [Clear and strong thesis.]
     The term ‘glass ceiling’ was first used in a 1985 Wall Street Journal article discussing the lack of women in high-level corporate positions (Baker and Lightle 18).  It means “an invisible, but virtually impenetrable, barrier between women and the executive suite, preventing them from reaching the highest levels of the corporate world regardless of their accomplishments and merits (“A New Look . . .” 5).  Statistics consistently show a significantly lower number of women than men in executive positions.  The US General Accounting Office reported in 2002 that “while women make up 46.5 percent of the workforce, they represent only 12 percent of all corporate officers” (“A New Look . . .” 4).   

     In 1991, a 21-member body called the Glass Ceiling Commission was appointed by former President Bush and Congressional leaders to examine and correct what they saw as discrimination against women.  The Civil Rights Act of 1991 provided for the commission to identify the barriers faced by women in corporations “and expand practices and policies which promote employment opportunities for the advancement of minorities and women in positions of responsibility” (“A New Look . . .” 5).    Secretary of Labor and Chairperson of the Glass Ceiling Commission, Robert Reich, reported, “The glass ceiling is not only an egregious denial of social justice that effects two-thirds of the population, but a serious economic problem that takes a huge financial toll on American business” (qtd. in “Glass Ceiling…” 1).  Reich’s statement seems to be made merely by looking at the numbers and not by looking at the specifics of female career choices.
      It is true that some employers discriminate against women.  However, as Morgan O. Reynolds, Senior Fellow at the National Center for Policy Analysis (a non-partisan institute that studies economic issues), states, “…discrimination by employers usually is its own punishment.  The ignorant discriminator cuts himself off from opportunities and smites his own bottom line” (Reynolds 3).  Employers that discriminate weed themselves out of successful business eventually and can not be used to account for the disparity between the numbers of female vs. male executives.
       While it is proven that women are not equally represented as corporate executives, it is because those types of positions are not well suited to the lifestyles of many women.   Families are usually the number one priority for women with husbands and children.  Women need flexibility an executive position can not provide.  Other women leave the corporate environment before they reach the top of the ladder because they want to fulfill a dream, pursue a calling, or start their own business.  Many times, it is the strain of company politics that drive women out of the corporate work force.  The reasons are varied but the result is the same.  The glass ceiling effect is not caused by discrimination against women.  It can be attributed to women making the choice not to be part of upper level corporate positions. [Nice reiteration of the thesis.]
     The main reason women are not choosing to pursue high-powered corporate positions is the responsibility they feel they have toward their children and spouse.  Women are traditionally the main caregivers in a family.  The mothers of the last generation (Baby Boomers) pioneered access to the workplace but often at the cost of spending time with their family.  Their daughters (Generation X) are not as driven to break the glass ceiling.  Instead they are driven to preserve their family life (Peterson 2).   “Census statistics show that the percentage of mothers in the workforce with children under age 1 fell for the first time in 25 years, from 59% in 1998 to 55% in 2000” (Peterson 2).    Generation X is not willing to forgo family time to advance to the top of an executive career.      

     William Frey, a demographer at the Brookings Institution in Washington D.C., contends that “Boomer moms, now generally in their 40’s and 50’s, blazed a trail, but sometimes they could not live up to their expectations of having it all. Generation X moms are more realistic” (qtd. in Peterson 2).   These mothers, generally said to be in their 20’s and 30’s, expect employers to conform to their need for flexibility.  Flextime, part-time hours, telecommuting, job sharing, and shorter work hours are benefits that are now demanded.   Often, corporate employers are not willing to offer these types of benefits. Del Jones, a writer for USA Today, points out that of the Fortune 500 executives in 2003, only 65% of females have children while 90% of male executives are parents (Jones 1).  Again, it can be deducted that women, as the main caregivers, need the flexibility that can’t be found as executives.  If a job fails to meet their needs, women often choose to go elsewhere.
     Another reason [note the transition] women have chosen to leave the corporate work place is to start their own businesses.  Finding little flexibility in the corporate world, women are making their own place in the business world by becoming entrepreneurs.  Marsha Firestone, founder/CEO of the Women Presidents’ Organization, notes: “Thirty years after women first entered the work force in droves, they have since gained the experience, skills and confidence to ‘do their own thing’” (qtd. in Davia 1).   Joy Davia, staff writer for Democrat and Chronicle.com, says “The number of businesses that are at least half owned by women has grown from 5 percent in 1977 to 48 percent today” (1).  More and more women in the middle of their career are deciding to pursue their passions. (Taylor 1).  They are choosing to pursue the dreams they tucked away in favor of a safe corporate job.  The National Association for the Self-Employed published a recent survey showing “85 percent of new women business owners surveyed between the ages of 45 and 54 said they left corporate jobs” (Taylor 2).  Of those women “only 3 percent said they would go back if they had the chance” (Taylor 2).   As business owners, women can be more influential to society economically, politically, and socially than if they remain as employees in the corporate world. 

      Female business owners are a powerful group in today’s economy. The SBA website states “Women business owners are critically important to the American economy.  America's 9.1 million women-owned businesses employ 27.5 million people and contribute $3.6 trillion to the economy” (“Women” 1). The impact on the economy in terms of dollars is tremendous.  

      Politically and socially women can make a much more significant impression as business owners than as corporate players. They are pouring more money into political campaigns and joining men in trying to shape health care regulation, government contracting and other political concerns.  (Hopkins 1)  As Jim Hopkins, writer for USA Today notes: “The records show that female entrepreneurs have joined the ranks of the most generous donors at the national level, setting off a battle to nail down their support” (1).  Women business owners are speaking to politicians on terms they respond to – dollars and cents.  Their influence will result in more legislation being passed to benefit the issues important to women – education, health care, and helping other women succeed (Hopkins 3).  They are also inspiring other women to have the courage to follow in their footsteps.  Successful female entrepreneurs have earned the respect of females trying to “make it” in today’s world.  They are powerful examples that women can become financially successful and influential without compromising their principles and values.  The power of owning a business is the second most common reason women leave Corporate America.   
       Thirdly, [note the transition] personal satisfaction is one of the most important factors in a career choice for women.  A study by the Graduate Management Admission Council found that “women were more likely to cite ‘achieving something they personally value’ and ‘high ethical standards’ as most important in their career choices, while men gave more weight to salaries and opportunity for advancement” (Alsop 3).  [Needs a follow up: i.e. In other words,….]
     Jean Gatewood always wanted to be a minister.  However, the Church of God in Christ she attended did not allow female ministers.  So Gatewood worked for General Motors until 1986 when her church began allowing women to become part of the ministry.  “Now an associate pastor at St. Paul AME Church in St. Louis, she is pursuing a bachelor’s degree in theology” (Taylor 2).  Gatewood is just one example of the growing number of women who are leaving corporate America to pursue a career that provides them with personal satisfaction.
     Another popular [note the transition] reason many women do not choose the career path of corporate executives concerns the politics involved with such a position.  Often influence and power overshadow merit at this level.  Adrian Savage, co-founder and president of PNA (which offers succession planning and employment retention advice to corporations),  points out that in order to advance to the executive level in the corporate world “you must become part of the power culture.  People who resist become marginalized in the race for influence” (2).  Many women find that the power culture does not align with their core values.  They are not happy or comfortable playing the game that is required of individuals in these kinds of positions.    Savage remarks that because women learn as children to be “nice” they don’t know how to demonstrate “executive presence”.  “Executive presence” means self-promotion, confidence, decisive speech, and always making an opinion heard (3).  As Marci Armstrong, the associate dean of graduate programs at Southern Methodist University’s Cox School of Business, observes, “Too often . . . women aren’t as hard-charging as men, yet that’s the management style companies still tend to reward most” (qtd. in Alsop 3).  Many women find this management style conflicts with their personality.
       Elites.com is a company that offers programs to help individuals within corporations develop their leadership personality style.  Their research suggests three basic female personality traits that prevent women from being comfortable in a typically male management style.   The first is a female reluctance to take a risk.   The reluctance often hinders women from having the opportunity to be in high-risk assignments that offer visibility to the company.  Secondly, women have a highly developed sense of responsibility as well as care and loyalty to their team.  This leads to taking on too much responsibility, moving them into “mothering mode”.  The third trait is righteousness.  Women pay more attention to detail than men and have a high sense of being “right” when challenged by co-workers who are less informed.  This trait leads to a tendency “to move from presenting a case for action to defending a cause they believe in” (“Barriers…1).   These personality traits and tendencies often prevent women from being comfortable managing like a man. 

     Pamela M. McBride, a writer for Black Collegian, makes the point that “every company has its own culture and your number one priority should be to understand it and blend into it” (1).    Often blending in is not easy for women.   Linda Haas, a sociology professor at IUPUI, remarks: “Research suggests that the most important reason women are not in middle or upper management is ‘homosociality,’ the tendency for men to interact socially and feel more comfortable around other men . . . so when positions come up men nominate other people more like themselves (e.g., other men.)”  Women can learn to play golf but they can not learn to “be men.”   For the most part, they do not want to.  They want a whole and healthy life where they can take pride in being themselves and are not pretending to be something they are not.     

          Joan Borysenko, former director and co-founder of the mind-body clinical program at Harvard Medical School, decided to leave while in her early 40’s.  She was tired of dealing with the hospital politics and the constraints of a high-pressure job.  “A hiking enthusiast, Borysenko bought a house on a mountaintop 20 miles outside Boulder, CO, and keeps her summers free of work. . . [She now conducts] workshops around the county on wellness and women’s spiritual issues” (Taylor 1).   She, like many other women in her position, decided to take the risk and do what her heart called her to do.  She made the choice to follow her dreams.
     Obviously many women make it to the top.  Larry Elder, controversial radio talk-show host from Los Angeles, points out some of today’s headlines:

     “Survey Finds Women Holding More ‘Corporate Clout’ Titles.”   The article from the Los Angeles Times states in the first paragraph:  “Despite all the recent shocks to corporate America and the faltering economy, women continued to make inroads into the upper ranks at Fortune 500 companies, a survey being released said” (Elder 2).

     From the Dallas Morning News: “Women Make Gains in Corporate World, Hold 16 Percent of ‘Clout’ Jobs.”  The article points out: “Women have nearly doubled their ‘clout titles’ in corporate America over less than a decade, according to a study to be released Monday by the New York research firm Catalyst” (Elder 2).

     A headline from USA Today:  “Women Gain Corporate Slots.”  The first paragraph of the article notes: “Women continued to scale their way to the top jobs at the biggest companies, even in a sluggish economy that offered fewer chances at promotion” (Elder 2).  

     These articles point out what proponents of glass ceiling discrimination do not address:  If women are prevented from achieving positions of influence and power because of their gender, how can the female executives who make it to the top be explained?   Why were women such as Ann S. Moore, CEO of Time Inc., Dawn G. Lepore, CIO of Charles Schwab, and Patricia Russo, CEO of Lucent, able to climb the corporate ladder?  Carly S Fiorina, CEO of Hewlett-Packard, is probably one of the most high-profile female CEOs today.  She has been quoted as saying there is no glass ceiling (Jones 1).    Four years after that quote she clarified her comments by saying, “I said it because I believe that a woman or a minority can do anything they chose to do.  People who focus on possibilities achieve more over time than people who focus on limitations” (“Fiorina: . . .” 1).  As one of America’s most influential and highest-paid executives, her voice can not be denied. 

      Since, according to Linda Haas, over half the people in MBA programs now are female, it is obvious there are still women in society interested in making a corporate management career.  It is true that certain steps must be made for such a career to materialize.  Adrian Savage of PNA advises women to find a mentor in the top ranks.  The mentor should be able to offer advice concerning how to succeed in the corporation.   A mentor also can provide guidance on the company’s politics as well as the policies.  It is also necessary to speak decisively, self-promote, socialize with senior executives when possible, be involved in meetings by making opinions heard, and take risks necessary for progress in the work place (Savage 3).  As America’s first self-made female millionaire, C.J. Walker, said “Don’t sit and wait for opportunities to come, you have to get up and make them… I got my start by giving myself a start” (“Women in . . .” 1).  If women truly want to be CEOs, opportunities are clearly available.   

          In conclusion, the statistics show that fewer women than men have successful careers in executive positions in Corporate America.  However, if one takes the time to understand all of the considerations that affect an individual’s participation at the higher levels of corporate life, it is clear to see that although corporate management positions are available for women it is usually at a price that exceeds what women are willing to pay.  Nancy Fahey chose to spend more time with her family (Lamothe 1).   Jean Gatewood found the courage to pursue her calling to become a minister (Taylor 2).  Joan Borysenko became tired of corporate politics and chose the personal satisfaction of conducting workshops on wellness and women’s spiritual issues in the mountains of Colorado (Taylor 1).  These women, like so many of their peers, made a conscious choice that led them away from the corporate ladder.   Women are no longer suppressed by the glass ceiling.  Instead, females now have the freedom to quit trying to be “like men” and to choose a life path that provides a better fit for the values and flexibility today’s women demand from their work environment. [Concludes by reiterating thesis.]   
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