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Abstract

There is greater gender and racial/ethnic diversity in top corporate 

leadership in the new millennium than existed even three decades 

earlier. Nevertheless, visible leadership remains primarily white 

and male. The goal of this literature review is to examine critically 

the commonly debated explanations of why women’s progress to 

upper levels of corporate leadership has been slow. The literature 

review identifies external barriers – such as the workplace not being 

designed with women’s needs in mind, the burdens of tokenism, 

and covert discrimination, especially against women of color. The 

paper concludes with the observation that, more than anything else, 

the perception of leadership as a masculine activity and the belief 

that women lack the necessary qualifications to function effectively 

in executive positions explain why so few women have reached the 

top of the corporate hierarchy. The good news is that if decision 

makers are familiar with a woman and her record of accomplishment, 

she is more likely to be promoted. In other words, knowledge of 

a woman’s work can trump the negative impact of stereotypes. 
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Introduction

In the last four decades, women have made 
significant advances in educational attainment 
and paid labor force participation. Unfortunately, 
these developments have not yet ensured economic 
parity or significant upward mobility in corporate 
hierarchies. The continuing lack of equity position 
and pay has become a rallying point for advocacy 
and research. At least three inequities have been 
highlighted in this arena. First, women are paid 
substantially less than men doing the same jobs 
(pay equity). Second, women are concentrated in 
occupations with low pay and low opportunities 
for upward mobility; these occupations require 
the same level of preparation and responsibilities 
as the lines of work defined as those men’s jobs 
that paid higher wages (comparable worth). Third, 
there are barriers to women’s rise to positions of 
power and authority in occupational hierarchies, 
such as corporate management, even while those 
opportunities continue to exist for white men (the 
glass ceiling). This third inequity is the focus of the 
present review. 

Caveats are in order before I begin the review: the 
phenomenon of the exclusion of women and people 
of color from top executive positions is multifaceted 
and cannot be reduced to simple explanations. 
I highlight three sources of complexity. First, 
demographic factors (key among them are race/
ethnicity and social class) influence the relationship 
between gender and corporate upward mobility.2 
Corporate upward mobility is influenced by a 
myriad of other characteristics of individuals such 
as their education, sexual orientation, age, function 
in the corporation, tenure in the company and the 
like, as well as characteristics of corporations such as 
their size, sector, and whether they have a regional, 
national, or global presence. Other often-overlooked 
factors are historical time and individual women’s 
career trajectories. Because women’s and men’s 
gender roles that influence and are influenced by the 
world of work are continuously evolving, cohorts 

of women who entered the managerial tracks in the 
1980s, for example, will have different experiences 
than those who entered in earlier or later decades. 
Where a women is in her career trajectory not only 
influences how others see her but she, too, will have 
different personal needs that can affect her work and 
what she wants to get out it. 

Secondly, women and men share many personality 
and social characteristics. On any given 
characteristic presumed to be critical for corporate 
upward mobility – for example, being aggressive 
– men’s and women’s levels are best represented 
by overlapping distributions.3 Overlapping 
distributions suggest that generalizations made 
about women are also going to be true about some 
men and vice versa. The reader needs to keep in 
mind that there will be significant exceptions to 
generalizations, without necessarily invalidating the 
appropriateness of the generalizations for many but 
not all women. 

Finally, women are a heterogeneous group (as are 
men), with different backgrounds, characteristics, 
goals, and desires. Therefore, there is neither a 
single nor a simple answer to the question, “What 
do women want?” Different women want different 
outcomes and they differ in their convictions on how 
best to attain what they want in their corporate jobs 
over the course of their career trajectory. 

Background

When white women4 first entered the corporate 
work force, they were concentrated in clerical and 
other non-managerial functions. In the 1960s and 
early 1970s some were first line managers, a few 
were middle managers but women were nearly 
absent from upper management. There has been 
some improvement since then. Women have entered 
management positions in large numbers; however, 
the rate of corporate upward mobility has not 
reflected the growth of women’s employment in 
managerial careers.5 This phenomenon has been 
captured in the notion of a glass ceiling, a metaphor 
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for the barriers facing women stuck at middle 
management where they can see the top but cannot 
get through.6 In the same period, the metaphors 
for depicting the employment experiences of men 
and women of color have also included the “sticky 
floor,” and “glass walls.”7

In the new millennium, without a doubt, there is 
greater gender and racial and ethnic diversity in top 
leadership than existed even three decades earlier. 
There is also no disagreement about the fact that 
visible leadership remains primarily white and 
male. The goal of this literature review is to examine 
critically the commonly debated explanations of 
why women’s progress to upper levels of corporate 
leadership has been so slow. 

In this review, upper management (variously 
referred to as top management, executive positions, 
and leadership) indicates positions of considerable 
power in the corporate hierarchy that are within one 
or two levels of reporting to the CEO. Corporate 
mobility patterns of women of all racial and ethnic 
backgrounds are the focus. Men of color have shared 
similar exclusionary challenges facing corporate 
“newcomers” in their reach for the top of the 
hierarchy.8 When the studies reviewed pertain to 
both women and men of color, it will be so noted. 

Why so Few Women at the Top?

The vast majority of studies undertaken to explain 
why there are so few women at the top of the 
corporate hierarchy are based on self-reports 
(interviews, questionnaires) or on other people’s 
reports (e.g., team evaluations); therefore, they are 
studies of perceptions.9 Attribution theory, or the 
systematic examination of people’s explanations 
of causes of events, is a useful lens through which 
to analyze perceptions. Attribution theory is 
based on the assumptions that, because of a need 
to predict and control their environment, human 
beings seek and make causal explanations for their 
own and others’ behavior (Heider, 1958).10 Broadly 
speaking, the reasons offered as explanations for 

why there are too few women at the top of the 
corporate hierarchy are of two types, internal and 
external. Internal attributions locate the cause, 
hence the responsibility of the outcome, in the 
characteristics and qualities of a person. Examples 
of internal barriers are a person’s gender, height, or 
psychological characteristics. External barriers are 
phenomena outside the individual, an example of 
which is the structure of work that values long hours 
spent on the job. If the cause of an event is attributed 
to internal characteristics of a person, the person 
is to blame. For example, the statement, “the letter 
did not get out on time because Jane Smith does 
not manage her time well” is an internal attribution 
that blames Jane Smith for the problem. If the event 
were to be attributed to an external cause, such as 
the fact that the power went out for over 24 hours, 
because an external force is responsible, Jane Smith 
would be blameless. Perceptions of causes are a 
useful beginning point for an understanding of why 
there are too few women at the top of the corporate 
hierarchy. 

Internal Barriers: “Women are not 
leadership material”

The relevance of attribution theory to the scarcity 
of women in top positions is that, to the extent that 
leadership is viewed as masculine, a woman, by her 
nature, would not possess the necessary internal 
qualities for leadership. Within the limits of the 
caveats mentioned in the Introduction section, the 
multitude of explanations for why there are not 
more women at the top of the corporate hierarchy 
rests on this widely shared belief that leadership is 
a masculine phenomenon. The reasoning that places 
women’s lack of necessary leadership qualities in 
the center of why there is a scarcity of women in top 
executive positions can be attributed in large part to 
the masculine bias contained in who makes a good 
leader. In 1984, Gary Powell and Anthony Butterfield 
captured the masculine bias in corporate leadership 
in the title of their article, “If good managers are 
masculine, what are bad managers?” 
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Implicit Leadership Theory: A Pervasive Masculine 
Bias

Researchers have referred to “implicit leadership 
theory” to describe the fact that we share an 
understanding of leadership as masculine.11 
This “we” encompasses employers, employees, 
researchers, theorists, and lay people who share 
assumptions about leadership that are embedded 
in mainstream U.S. culture. What are these shared 
assumptions? It appears that most people regard 
such characteristics as intelligence, honesty, 
sociability, understanding, competitiveness, 
independence, rationality, self-confidence, 
aggressiveness, good verbal skills, determination, 
and industriousness as important traits for 
leadership.12 For example, the work of Dov Eden 
and Uri Leviatan has demonstrated that people 
readily use their implicit theory of leadership 
to judge the leadership potential of strangers in 
the absence of actual performance information.13 
Roya Ayman’s 1993 review of the literature on the 
perception of leaders shows that the content of 
people’s implicit theory of leadership is heavily 
biased toward masculine traits.14 In addition, in a 
classic series of studies on the gender content of 
implicit leadership theory, Virginia Schein elicited 
descriptions of women, men and managers.15The 
results confirmed the masculine bias in most 
people’s implicit leadership theory. They showed 
that the descriptions of men and managers were 
more similar to each other than the description 
of either group was to the description of women. 
The set of masculine characteristics contained 
in most people’s implicit theory of leadership 
includes aggressiveness, rationality, self-confidence, 
competitiveness, and independence.16 Consequently, 
since women are by nature feminine, not masculine, 
according to this stereotyped view, women do not 
possess the leadership qualities required to rise to 
positions of power.

The critique of implicit leadership theory is not 
based on disputing the existence of a widely shared 

stereotype that supports the exclusion of women 
from rising to the top of the corporate hierarchy. 
Rather, the content of the stereotype, that women are 
not suited for leadership positions in corporations, 
has not been borne out by research. 

Notwithstanding the prevalence of implicit 
gendered assumptions about leaders, in actual 
organizational settings, the results of field studies 
have shown that there are few if any differences in 
how male and female managers are perceived.17 This 
and other findings on the positive evaluations of 
women managers by people who know them and 
their work, suggests that implicit leadership theory 
does not operate when there is concrete information 
about a woman’s managerial qualities.18 Presumably, 
greater familiarity with the actual characteristics 
and performance of managers one works with is 
sufficient to overcome the widespread masculine 
bias. Moreover, if the greater-familiarity can 
overcome stereotypes, there should be fewer gender 
differences in self-reports of leadership behavior or 
characteristics. Indeed, comparisons of male and 
female managers’ own ratings of their leadership 
styles do not show gender differences.19

The results of evaluations among peers lend 
further credence to the importance of familiarity 
in overcoming a masculine bias in leadership and 
support the conclusion that theories based on so-
called female deficiencies are not valid explanations 
of the slow pace of progress. Janet Irwin and 
Michael Perrault used what they call the Team 
View/360 approach with their sample of 645 men 
and 270 women team members who rated each 
other’s work-related behaviors.20 Team View/360 
methodology is a peer assessment system that asks 
members of a team to assess each others’ behaviors 
along 31 items which can be grouped under seven 
Performance Factors (problem solving, planning, 
controlling, managing self, managing relationships, 
leading, communicating). When team members 
assessed each other on these 31 items, the results 
showed that women received higher ratings than 
men on 28 out of the 31, including the items that 
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fell within the performance factor of “leading.” The 
authors point out that when peers on a team who 
know each other’s work intimately are the ones 
who perform the assessment, the masculine bias 
completely disappears.21

 
Another version of the internal barriers explanation 
of why so few women have reached top leadership 
emphasizes not a deficiency in leadership traits but 
leadership practice. This is the view that women are 
averse to risk, uncomfortable with power, and apt 
to shy away from confrontations. Hence, they are 
less effective managers because they lack requisite 
leadership behaviors. Joyce Fletcher agrees that there 
may be some truth in this observation, especially 
when the underlying causes of such behavior are 
linked not to gender but to power relationships 
and minority status. Fletcher goes on to argue that 
characterizing women’s behavior as risk-averse 
does an injustice to women by implying that there is 
something deficient in their socialization. Following 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s early work, Fletcher 
locates the causes of any differences in women’s 
organizational behavior not in their gender but their 
lack of power. She suggests that many so-called 
female practices may be natural strategies to employ 
when one is in a one-down or token position.22 

Irwin and Perrault’s research, described above, 
indicates that women are not deficient in skills that 
are commonly associated with leadership. Studies 
based on actual observations of women’s work shows 
no differences in how men and women’s leadership 
is perceived.23 However, the masculine bias is likely 
to be well and alive in such situations as hiring and 
selection where a candidate’s actual performance is 
not known. It can be present in review boards for 
promotion where presumably not every member of 
the committee is familiar with the female candidate’s 
work. It can exist when she is making a public 
presentation to audiences who are not familiar with 
her. It is also present when new colleagues join a 
team or when the woman joins a new team. 

Research has shown women who have achieved 

executive positions in the corporate world are aware 
of the importance of becoming known by powerful 
insiders to be able to achieve career success. In 
her interview study of corporate executives, Sally 
Ann Davies-Netzley (1998) found more women 
emphasized the benefits they received from 
networking with men in powerful positions than did 
men. Other research has shown that women who 
were known to the organizational decision makers 
by virtue of being employed in the department that 
had the vacancy24 or corporate headquarters25 were 
more likely to be promoted.

The Deficit Model

Another version of the internal barriers explanations 
is the flip side of the view that leadership is a 
masculine endeavor. It specifically focuses on 
women’s deficits. Given that people associate 
leadership with a set of masculine traits embedded 
in implicit leadership theory, it follows that an early 
set of explanations for the scarcity of women in 
leadership held that fewer women than men had 
reached the top because of differences in personal 
characteristics between men and women. According 
to this view, women did not have the qualities of 
leaders, wh8ich held them back from top leadership 
positions. Veronica Nieva and Barbara Gutek 
summarized this position as follows: “Traditionally, 
women are seen as not possessing the necessary 
attributes for leadership. They are believed to be 
compliant, submissive, emotional, and to have great 
difficulty in making choices.”26 Similarly, Alice Eagly 
has observed that gender bias is manifested when 
women are perceived as possessing less leadership 
ability than equivalent men possess or when 
leadership behavior is evaluated less favorably 
when it is displayed by a woman than by a man.27

Women’s perceived deficits include not having an 
MBA, lacking experience in profit and loss centers, 
not being sufficiently interested in or motivated 
to achieve upward mobility, and the like. When 
women have increased their presence in the ranks 
of business school graduates, worked their way into 
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middle management in profit and loss centers, and 
made public their desire for higher-level jobs, they 
have still not made sizable progress. Indeed, the 
metaphor of a “moving target” appears to be a valid 
characterization of the deficit model focused on the 
qualities or behaviors that women are perceived to 
lack -- as soon as one target is reached, another one 
is erected. 

Alice Eagly and her colleagues have examined 
whether it is women’s leadership style that has 
kept them out of the upper echelons of power in 
corporations.28 In a meta-analysis of the leadership 
styles of women and men, they found that women 
leaders were slightly more likely than male leaders 
to use a leadership style that is highly favored in 
the fast-paced global market place where large 
corporations are competing. However, they also 
found that this advantage did not translate into 
women being recognized for their leadership style 
and rewarded with top positions in the corporate 
hierarchy. 

Currently, chief among the deficits perceived to hold 
women back is that, even though they may aspire 
to top positions, women do not have the desire, or 
“fire in the belly,” to want to become CEOs. The 2004 
Catalyst report on their survey of female and male 
managers has shown that this is not the case. Among 
executives directly below the CEO, 55% of women 
and 57% of men reported they want to become a 
CEO. In fact, women who have children living with 
them were even more likely to want to become a 
CEO (55%) as women who did not have a child 
living with them (46%).

Pipeline Theory

The pipeline theory attributes the scarcity of women 
at the top to not having sufficient numbers of 
women in the pipeline to corporate power. On the 
face of it, the pipeline explanation suggests that it 
is an issue of numbers, which are expected to grow 
over time; however, this is merely a variant of the 
internal barriers argument. In this version, it refers 

to current cohort of women managers as not having 
the necessary experience to be considered a qualified 
candidate for top positions. Again, it is something 
women are viewed to be lacking. 

The pipeline theory is one of the first explanations 
offered by many men, those who publicly express 
a desire to promote women and minorities into 
upper levels of management. They contend that few 
women have reached upper echelons of leadership 
because there are few of them in lower levels of 
management. Therefore, the argument goes, as 
more women occupy lower and middle ranks, they 
will also move into positions at the top. Indeed, the 
1996 study of male and female corporate executives 
carried out by Catalyst showed that 64% of the 
men surveyed endorsed the idea that women have 
not advanced to corporate leadership because 
women have not been in the pipeline long enough. 
In contrast, only 29% of the female executives in 
the Catalyst study shared this view. Similarly, in a 
case study of diversity in a high technology sales 
force, male managers were more likely to give this 
explanation for the lack of diversity in the top ranks 
of management than were female managers.29

 
Women’s scarcity in the pipeline may have been a 
plausible explanation for low numbers of women 
in top leadership positions in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The slow pace of progress since 1980, when women 
already held 40.9% of the managerial professional 
specialty positions,30 has eroded the theory’s 
credibility. If the lack of gender diversity in top 
leadership were due only, or even primarily, to the 
small numbers in the pipeline, there would have 
been more progress by now. 

Virginia Valian in her book on the professional 
advancement of women entitled, Why So Slow,31 
refutes the time-will-heal-it argument associated 
with the pipeline theory. She attributes women’s 
slow progress to gender schemas that refer to a 
widespread undervaluing of women’s work and 
an overrating of men’s work.32 She argues that, 
“Whatever emphasizes a man’s gender gives him a 
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small advantage, a plus mark. Whatever emphasizes 
a woman’s gender results in a small loss for her, a 
minus mark.”33 Over time, even small differences 
in the value placed on men and women’s work 
accumulate to create an advantage for men and a 
disadvantage for women.34 Thus, she observes that 
the passage of time alone cannot solve the problem 
of professional women’s advancement; rather, it 
may exacerbate the problem. Today, the pipeline 
theory, which continues to be favored by more men 
than women, sounds more like an excuse for the 
status quo than a valid explanation of the continued 
scarcity of women in top leadership positions. 

External Barriers

Many scholars have argued that it is not the 
internal “deficiencies” of women that keep them 
from the top of the corporate hierarchy, but rather 
the overwhelming force of a system that was 
not designed with women in mind. Obstacles 
to women’s ascent range from androcentric and 
heterosexist assumptions in the organization of 
work, to subtle forms of discrimination that keep 
women at a distance from centers of power, to 
tokenism. 

Organization of Work is Androcentric and 
Heterosexist

An empirical study of the predictors of career 
success has shown that the profile of a successful 
executive is a middle-aged white male, with 
prestigious educational credentials, a high 
commitment to his work, and married to a wife who 
is not employed outside the home.35 Corporate work 
was organized with this prototypical man in mind. 
Joan Acker has pointed out that formal practices 
and policies that govern work, which appear to 
be gender-neutral, are nonetheless gendered in 
that they can have a different impact on men and 
women.36 In a gendered organization, there is an 
unequal distribution of power that flows along 
gender lines. The rules and regulations that apply to 
all, and on the face of it seem to be gender-neutral, 

turn out to have a more negative impact on women’s 
work because these rules and regulations have been 
promulgated by and for men. Thus, work norms, 
policies, and practices that are taken for granted 
as “normal,” or even “natural” privilege men 
while disenfranchising women to the extent that 
women’s lives are different from that of the average 
man’s life. A frequently given example of the 
gendered nature of organizations is the high value 
placed on long hours of work among managers, 
who view this practice as evidence of corporate 
commitment. On the face of it, this value appears 
gender-neutral because anyone who works long 
hours will be rewarded. However, this norm works 
against women who are often the ones carrying 
a disproportionate share of childcare and family 
work.37

Another example of the gendering of work can be 
found in career trajectories. Often, women who aim 
for top positions of leadership must follow either 
“orderly” or “high-geared” career paths,38 or be 
shunted off to the sidelines of their organizations. 
This model of work is built on the premise that 
the upwardly mobile employee has a spouse who 
manages concerns outside the job. Indeed, Hanna 
Papanek’s work on two-person careers indicates that 
some top positions require that a second person is 
available to manage the parts of a man’s career that 
spill over into after-work hours, and to compensate 
for his absences from the family and home by 
taking care of the children, the extended family, and 
friendship networks.39 These jobs are designed for 
men married to full-time homemaker wives. The 
two-person career reflects one of the deep cultural 
assumptions about women that they will do unpaid 
work on the home front to support their husband’s 
bread-winning efforts. While these assumptions 
are being relaxed in today’s two-earner families, 
there is still no comparable cultural expectation that 
husbands will fulfill the supportive spouse role in 
two-person careers for female top executives. Men 
are not generally expected to take over domestic 
work or to make “sacrifices” to support their wives’ 
careers. Men who do their fair share of housework 
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and childrearing are still in the minority.40 As such, it 
is more frequently women than men who experience 
the work-family conflict.41 Moreover, corporate 
executives have reported that women are not 
offered overseas assignments nor moved frequently 
within the country42 because it is assumed that their 
husbands will not stand for it. 

Work-family conflicts can be particularly hard for 
women because the period in the life course during 
which parents raise children can overlap with the 
period when a rising corporate employee needs 
to invest in developing a career. While the work-
family conflict can raise problems for both male 
and female managers who want to be involved 
with childrearing, in practical terms, it is often the 
woman who is expected to shoulder the day-to-day 
responsibilities associated with the home and family, 
what Arlie Hochschild has dubbed the “second 
shift.”43 Moreover, women who want to become 
parents need to be cognizant of the upper limits of 
their childbearing years, whereas men have a longer 
time frame for becoming a father. 

The fact that work-family issues disproportionately 
affect women can be gleaned from any number of 
studies that compare the family status of male and 
female leaders. It is always the case that women 
who rise to top leadership positions will be more 
likely than their male counterparts to be divorced, 
widowed or never married, and less likely to have 
children.44 

Sexual orientation 

Women (and men) in same-sex partnerships, 
especially those whose relationships are not 
acknowledged at work, often deal with the 
added stress of having to carry out their family 
responsibilities without the sanction, or even 
knowledge, of their work communities. Even for 
women who are “out” at work, having to explain 
one’s difference can be a burden. While the May 17, 
2004 ruling made it possible for same-sex couples 
to become legally married in Massachusetts, 

many lesbian and gay couples living in other 
states continue to lack the sanction of marriage in 
supporting their work roles. Indeed, women (and 
men) in non-marital partnerships do not usually 
receive the same comprehensive health coverage 
for their families that family units characterized by 
marriage take for granted. Even in Massachusetts, 
the dollar value of healthcare benefits for a same-sex 
spouse is taxed by the Internal Revenue Service as 
income, because the federal government does not 
recognize same-sex marriage.

The “mommy track” 

The recognition of the unequal demands society 
places on women and men has given rise to such 
ideas as a separate track (commonly referred to 
as the “mommy track”) to make it possible for 
women to take a slower pace at work.45 Such 
proposals have created considerable controversy 
(and as Barbara Reskin has noted, the assumed 
lack of commitment of working mothers to their 
employers is not supported by empirical research).46 
People critical of the “mommy track” for strategic 
reasons have suggested that a better solution to 
the work-family dilemma is creating more family-
friendly work environments and policies rather than 
relegating women to a separate track that would 
inevitably have lower career-mobility potential.47 
As Stoner and Hartman (1990) have noted women 
on a “mommy track” are often excluded from 
functions or assignments that would advance their 
careers. Margaret Karsten points out that a plan 
that consigns women to a low-career-mobility track 
further privileges the standard male career path 
of constant and steady work by de-legitimizing 
alternative paths, regardless of the commitment, 
ability, or changing circumstances of workers on 
these paths.48 

Regardless of her actual career plans, a woman who 
returns to work after giving birth is “often perceived 
and treated as a ‘mommy tracker.’”49 Companies 
assume that mothers will have less time and energy 
to give to their jobs after giving birth than they 
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did before; thus, women often find themselves in 
the situation of having to prove their abilities and 
loyalties again and again.

 Thus, juggling conflicting obligations is not the 
only challenge working women face. Many face 
the challenge of being perceived by their superiors 
and colleagues as being less committed and/or less 
able to do the hard work required of top executives. 
A woman may be perceived to be less committed 
first, because it is assumed that she will have a 
family, and second, because it is assumed that it is 
difficult to juggle a full career and a family. While it 
is difficult for many women to do so, organizations 
often assume that women’s careers as less likely to 
return the company’s investment.50 The possibility 
that a woman might get pregnant and either 
leave or cut back at work renders all women less 
trustworthy. Even women with no intention of 
slowing down at work because of family can find 
themselves involuntarily channeled into a low-
career-mobility track. The perception that all women 
are suspect because they might have children and 
drop out or lower their work commitment ignores 
the heterogeneity of women as a group. It is also 
discriminatory, a topic to which I now turn.

Discrimination

Another external facet of the lack of women in 
top leadership positions is discrimination.51 Overt 
discrimination is no longer what keeps women and 
minorities out of upper echelons of management; 
rather it is a more subtle bias against those who 
are perceived to be different.52 In a similar vein, the 
1987 study of 76 female executives carried out by 
the Center for Creative Leadership concluded that 
women are perceived as different by men who hold 
power, which makes them outsiders who cannot 
necessarily be trusted.53 

When a woman remains an outsider in the minds 
of her co-workers, her career trajectory is likely 
to suffer. She may not be privy to the casual 
conversations that occur in typically male domains 

among men who are comfortable with each other 
(e.g., on the golf course). She may never learn of 
important meetings or key decisions. She may 
remain ignorant of some vital pieces of information 
that would otherwise facilitate her upward mobility; 
she may be passed over for promotion, if rewarding 
assignments are given to insiders to corporate 
culture.54 In fact, the outsider status can hinder 
women learning about the nuances of the corporate 
culture, thus adopting it. On the other hand, Helen 
Peters argues that it is women’s perception of, 
and subsequent adjustment to, their own outsider 
status in a male-dominated workplace that serves 
as an obstacle to women’s advancement into upper 
leadership positions.55 Whether it is the effect of 
exclusion or women’s adaptation to it, Karen Lyness 
and Donna Thompson have found, in their study 
comparing the career trajectories of a matched 
sample of 69 male and 69 female executives, that 
women were more aware than men were of the 
lack of a culture fit and the lack of opportunities for 
mobility as barriers to advancement.

Another take on work-place discrimination can be 
found in the commonly heard view of corporate 
America that “women and minorities have to be 
twice as good as white men to be viewed as good 
enough.” For example, in Lyness and Thompson’s 
study of a matched sample of male and female 
executives, more women reported that having a 
solid career track built on hard work and results 
is important for career advancement than did 
men. This finding suggests that at least some men 
thought it was possible to advance one’s career 
without working hard. Kathleen Cannings and 
Claude Montmarquette carried out an in-depth 
study of male and female managers’ career progress 
in one Canadian corporation. They found that men 
used informal networks for gaining promotions 
whereas women were more likely to make a 
formal bid that required making a solid case for 
promotion. The authors concluded that men’s use 
of informal networks, rather than demonstration of 
qualifications that is part of formal bids, bypassed 
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or offset their performance evaluations that were, 
on average, lower than those of women. The 
results of a meta-analysis56 of articles on measures 
of career success (salary, number of promotions, 
and career satisfaction) published in 2003 or earlier 
also support this view.57 The researchers found that 
for women, the relationship between education 
and salary as well as between hours worked and 
salary were stronger than those for men. In other 
words, such indicators of merit as education and 
how many hours a day one works did not matter so 
much for men’s salaries. But for women they made 
a difference; women had to be meritorious to earn 
a higher salary. Even then, the same researchers 
found that women and minority employees’ salaries 
lagged behind those of white men. 

Women of Color

Because of the historical exclusion of people of color 
from work for which they were qualified, barriers 
facing women of color need to be examined under 
the topic of discrimination. The scarcity of women 
of color in top leadership continues to be the single 
most challenging aspect of diversifying leadership.58 
Women of color face the discrimination of being 
different both on account of their gender and their 
race or ethnicity.59 In addition to being newcomers 
to top leadership, women of color face the difficulty 
in judging whether one is being confronted by 
racism and sexism or just idiosyncratic behavior 
and living and working through the pain of overt 
discrimination.60 Role models for women of color 
are often lacking and the women who have broken 
into new fields are viewed by others as representing 
their whole race. The stakes are high; if they do not 
perform, no one else who looks like them may be 
given a chance. Ella Bell and Stella Nkomo (2001) 
point out that the combined effects of race and 
gender create different organizational identities, 
career experiences, and also separate paths to 
the doors of corporations for African American 
and white women in corporations. Chief among 
these differences is the challenge of adjusting to 
the corporate culture that, for some, may be very 

different from their home culture and barriers, both 
subtle and overt, that African American women face, 
which marks them as true outsiders. 

The home community that women of color come 
from can be supportive but this may not always the 
case. Bell has articulated the notion of a bicultural 
life experience to capture the interplay of career 
and community pressures experienced by high 
achieving African American professionals.61 What 
she has noted about the dual (and often opposing) 
pressures to conform to professional standards and 
dominant-culture values operating at work and the 
expectations and roles in their communities that 
confront African American professional women 
is also relevant to professional women from other 
minority communities. 

Tokenism: The Visibility/Invisibility Paradox 

Rosabeth Moss Kanter, in her classic research on 
men and women in the corporation, attributes 
part of women’s lack of opportunity and power to 
structural barriers, one of which is the unfavorable 
sex ratio in the upper levels of organizations. 
The few women who have reached top levels 
are viewed and treated as “tokens” 62 because 
they are different from the men who occupy top 
positions. Kanter argues that the token women are 
highly visible – highly scrutinized even as their 
accomplishments remain invisible.63 Moreover, 
they are viewed by men as representing all women. 
Token women’s performance can be hindered 
because of the pressure their visibility places on 
them and because members of the dominant group 
exaggerate what they perceive to be differences 
according to stereotypes they believe about women. 
Daniel Ilgen and Margaret Youtz (1986) suggest that 
people of color are also highly visible as tokens in 
corporate hierarchies; hence face the same dynamic 
of hyperscrutiny, even while their accomplishments 
remain invisible. 

The “different” person is both highly visible and 
invisible. The token woman is stared at during 
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meetings or watched while walking down the hall, 
as if she were under a spotlight that follows her all 
the time. This is the type of visibility that makes 
a person feel self-conscious and under pressure 
for being different. It is about being monitored 
and scrutinized to see if she will make a mistake. 
The paradoxical aspect of the “different” person’s 
visibility is that one’s accomplishments often fall 
below the radar screen. Women’s and minorities’ 
ideas can be unacknowledged and even credited to 
white men. Many women have complained about 
the challenge of receiving credit for their creativity.64

Gaps in the Literature

This review has made evident several gaps in the 
state of knowledge on why so few women have 
reached the upper levels of corporate management 
while they make up almost half of entry-level 
managers. First, there are no large-scale studies of 
a random sample of representative corporations 
stratified by sector and size, within which samples 
of male and female employees stratified by position 
and function are surveyed. These studies would 
allow for a comparison of gender dynamics within 
corporations to be examined across similar and 
different types of corporations. In the absence of 
such very large studies we have examinations 
of male and female employees within a single 
corporation, or within a given sector such as legal 
services, or across Fortune 500 or 1000 corporations. 
Often the terminology is loose and what constitutes 
upper management is not comparable across studies.

Additionally, we need studies that explicitly 
examine historical time periods. It is not appropriate 
to assume that women who entered the labor force 
in the 1970s fresh out of college and those who 
entered after their child rearing years were over 
will have similar career trajectories and experiences 
in their mobility patterns. Nor is it appropriate to 
assume that the experiences of women who are 
in the middle of their career trajectory are similar 
to those closer to retirement even if both groups 
entered the labor force at the same time. 

Finally, research has identified a number of 
strategies that have been associated with career 
success, which can be seen as a list of what to do and 
what not to do to get ahead. Even though the lists 
are similar, there is evidence to suggest that women 
and men emphasize the relevance of different 
strategies from the same list over others. What 
is lacking in the literature, however, is how those 
strategies are implemented. For example, we know 
that more women than men rely on proving their 
worth as opposed to cultivating informal alliances 
and successful women report the need for support 
from powerful insiders.65 But what are the steps they 
take to implement their success strategies? If women 
and men create and use networks differently, how 
do they do it?

Conclusion

What can be said about women’s representation in 
executive positions of the corporate hierarchy is that 
it has improved since the 1960’s but it is still far from 
proportional on the basis of the gender ratio in lower 
levels of management. The pipeline theory, given as 
an explanation of why so few women by many male 
executives, argues that just as soon as there are more 
women into the executive pipeline, the situation 
will change. However, the research reviewed in this 
report strongly suggests that the gender imbalance 
at the top cannot be attributed to there being too 
few women in the pipeline. Indeed, the glass ceiling 
is a better metaphor for the barriers women face 
in moving up beyond middle management. If the 
pipeline metaphor has any value, it is to suggest that 
there is a bottleneck in the pipeline as it approaches 
positions beyond middle management. The situation 
for managers of color is perhaps better captured by 
the metaphor sticky floors keeping them from rising 
along the pipeline.

 
Why is this so? Many apologists for the status quo 
have pointed to qualifications and qualities of 
leadership, which they view women as lacking. This 
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view is consistent with the widely shared notion 
of the implicit leadership theory that leadership is 
a masculine endeavor. Thus, women start out in a 
one-down position and need to prove their worth. 
Powerful corporate insiders who are in a position 
to make judgments about a woman’s qualifications 
without being familiar with her work are likely 
to underrate her. This is because in the absence 
of actual behavior observations, people resort to 
implicit leadership theory that portrays leadership 
as a masculine endeavor, thereby shortchanging 
women’s potential. 

 
As the saying goes, women and minorities need 
to be twice as good to be seen as good enough. 
Research also shows that it may not be enough to be 
twice as good for a female candidate for an executive 
position. If people making decisions on hiring and 
promotions are not familiar with her work, she is not 
likely to be judged on the basis of her merits. It is not 
surprising that many successful female executives 
report developing a solid track record and making 
concerted efforts to become known to powerful 
decision makers in their corporation. 

In spite of decades of improvement in women’s 
working conditions and the relatively larger 
number of women who hold top corporate positions 
currently, that women can be and are effective 
corporate leaders has not yet been incorporated 
into the collective psyche that feeds the masculine 
stereotype of leadership. The attribution that women 
lack certain internal qualities to be effective leaders 
is a major external barrier to recognizing women’s 
merit and rewarding it with promotions.

Other external barriers that block women’s mobility 
from middle to upper management include the 

masculine bias in the definition of leadership and its 
formal and informal codification in the organization 
of work marked by long hours at the office, frequent 
out of town travel, overseas assignments, and 
opportunities to prove one’s worth in high-risk, 
high-reward ventures. Research indicates that many 
corporate decision makers assume that women 
will not be able to balance their work and family 
responsibilities and that their work will suffer. 
Some women may want to cut back at work to 
accommodate their family responsibilities and may 
have the financial means to be able to do that. Others 
may want to continue to work full-time but not want 
to travel extensively or accept overseas assignments. 
Yet, in spite of periodic media coverage of anecdotal 
studies that women in high-powered careers 
(implying a majority of such women) are choosing to 
stay home to raise a family, this stereotype remains 
unsupported by empirically valid research. Even if 
there were a trend of a number of women choosing 
to interrupt their careers for family responsibilities, 
the fact is that many women do want to be able 
to pursue a fast-track career trajectory. Assuming 
that all women will want to cut back on their work 
involvement to meet family responsibilities is 
discriminatory. After all, the women’s movement 
is about having a choice. Indeed, both women 
and men ought to be able to cut back on work 
commitments to raise children or to care for other 
family dependents, without undue career setbacks. 

In conclusion, in spite of the reality of multiple 
external barriers impeding women’s rise to the top, 
if decision makers are familiar with a womans’ track 
record at work, she is more likely to be promoted 
than when she is not personally known.  In other 
words, familiarity with a woman’s work can 
overcome the negative impact of the stereotype that 
leadership is masculine.
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Endnotes

1This review was commissioned by The Boston Club whose financial support is gratefully acknowledged.

2 While certain social forces such as men’s greater access to power affect almost all women, in some cases social 
class as well as race/ethnicity may trump gender, thereby privileging upper class white women over working 
class and/or minority men.

3 Barnett & Rivers, 2004.

4 The arrival of women of color into white-collar corporate jobs came after white women’s entry into these 
positions. On the other hand, women of color, especially Black women, predate white women’s entry into the 
paid workforce.

5 In 1980 women already held 40.9% of the managerial professional specialty positions (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1995, p. 17). Catalyst (2003) reports that in 1995, women comprised 8.7% of the corporate officers in Fortune 500 
companies; in 2000 this grew to 12.5%, and to 15.7% in 2002. At that time there were six female CEOs in Fortune 
500 companies. Since then their numbers have diminished. 

6 See for example, Morrison, White, Van Velsor and the Center for Creative Leadership 1987; Federal Glass Ceiling 
Commission 1995.
7 Sticky floor refers to the phenomenon of many women and minorities becoming stuck in the lower rungs of 
employment with few opportunities to upgrade their skills. Glass wall jobs are those secondary professional 
career paths (mostly in staff positions and outside of profit and loss centers) that do not possess the potential for 
advancement into upper management (Guy, 1994; Newman, 1994).
8 Morison & Glinow, 1990; Erkut and Fields 1990.

9 Joyce Fletcher’s (1999) structured observational study of six female design engineers is a notable exception to 
this trend.

10 Attribution theory points to the role played not only by internal versus external attributions but also those that 
are enduring versus subject to change. For example, a middle manager’s team’s exceeding quarterly sales quotas 
can be attributed to her ability to manage her sales managers well (an internal and unchanging attribution) in 
which case she will be seen as someone who will continue to produce results. Attributing the same results to her 
having tried hard this last quarter, however, will not get her much credit because maybe she won’t try as hard 
next time. If her success is attributed to good luck she will get no credit for her work, as luck is external to the 
individual and is subject to change (see for example, Jones & Harris, 1967; Hewstone, 1983.)

11 Hollander and Julian, 1969. 

12 Implicit leadership theory, first proposed by Hollander and Julian (1969) can be viewed as the lay version of the 
trait theory of leadership, which describes leaders in terms of the traits they possess. See Hogan et al. (1994) for a 
review of literature related to leadership traits.

13 Eden and Leviatan 1975. See also, Rush, Thomas, and Lord 1977.
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14 Ayman 1993; see also Lord, DeVader, and Alliger 1986. 

15 Schein 1973, 1975; Schein, Mueller, and Jacobson 1989. 

16 There are a few studies that show variations in the content of implicit theory characteristics. For example, 
Ayman (1993) cites unpublished data from Ayman and Bronnenberg (1992), which shows that the gender role 
identity of the person rating the leadership qualities makes a difference. Women who scored high on femininity 
and men who scored low on femininity expected ideal leaders to have more masculine characteristics such as 
controlling and directive.

17 See for example, Eagly and Johnson 1990. Their meta-analysis of gender and leadership style authors showed 
that in assessment studies carried out at work settings, in contrast to laboratory experiments, no gender 
differences in leadership style were found with respect to the tendency to lead in an interpersonal- versus a task-
oriented style. However, women were found to lead in a more democratic style than men.
 
18 An alternative explanation of the findings that perceptions of male and female managers are not very different 
is the possibility that female managers have been selected to fit the masculine managerial stereotype. If women 
have been preselected to fit and survive in a masculine environment, it would not be surprising that they are 
viewed to be similar to male managers. This alternative view may be more valid for the few women who broke 
into managerial ranks early—in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Kabacoff’s (2000) research carried out in the late 
1990s suggests that the alternative view is not currently valid. Using a 360-degree evaluation strategy, Kabacoff 
obtained assessments of leadership behavior from male and female leaders, their bosses, peers, and also their 
direct reports to examine gender differences in the relationship between perceived leadership behaviors and 
leadership effectiveness. He found few differences in leadership behaviors, leadership effectiveness ratings, and 
the correlations of leadership behaviors and effectiveness of male and female leaders on data obtained form all 
four sources. Similar to Irwin and Perrault’s results, the gender differences that did emerge mostly tended to 
favor women. However, even though they did not rate male and female CEOs and Vice Presidents differently 
on leadership effectiveness, bosses were more likely to perceive that leadership effectiveness was related to 
stereotypically male gender-related behaviors. That is, out of 22 leadership behaviors, bosses perceived male 
CEOs and Vice Presidents to have more effective leadership due to three behaviors -- being tactical, having a 
management focus, and being dominant. In contrast, female CEOs and Vice Presidents were perceived to have 
more effective leadership due to cooperation and empathy.

19 For example, Thomas and Littig 1985, who studied leader self-reports, found no gender differences using the 
Leader Opinion Questionnaire. 

20 Irwin and Perrault 1996.

21 Whether the masculine bias is replaced by a pro-female bias or whether the results reflect the superiority of 
women’s leadership performance on teams awaits further research. Irwin and Perrault point out that their results 
may not represent all managers in all companies. These data were gathered in organizations that have a team 
structure and where top management is eager to do research on which to base professional development.

22 Fletcher 1999.
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23 See, for example, Eagly and Johnson 1990.

24 Powell & Butterfield 1994.

25 Hurley & Sonnenfeld 1998.

26 Nieva and Gutek 1981, p. 83.
 
27 Eagly & Karau 2002.

28 Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt & van Engen 2003.

29 Erkut and Fields 1990.

30 U.S. Bureau of the Census 1995, p. 17.

31 Valian 1998.

32 Valian talks about gender schemas that are a set of implicit assumptions about how we value men and women’s 
work that affect our expectations and evaluation of the quality of their work. Work that is associated with a man 
is overrated, that which is associated with a woman is underrated.
 
33 Valian 1998, p.2.

34 Valian describes a computer simulation study carried out by Martell, Lane, and Emrich (1996) to illustrate her 
point that even small biases have negative cumulative effects for women. “The simulation created an organization 
with an eight-level hierarchy staffed at the bottom level by equal numbers of men and women. The model 
assumed that over time a certain percentage of incumbents would be promoted from one level to the next. It 
also assumed a tiny bias in favor of promoting men, a bias accounting for only 1 percent of the variability in 
promotion. The researchers ran the simulation through a series of promotions. After many series, the highest level 
in the hierarchy was 65 percent male” (1998, p. 3).

35 Judge, Cable, Boudreau, & Bredtz (1995) obtained this profile in their mailed questionnaire study that surveyed 
1,388 executives selected from the database of a very large executive search firm. 

36 Acker 1990.

37 See, for example, Hochschild 1989.

38 Han and Moen (1999 a, b, 2001) have identified five types of career paths. The “orderly” path is characterized by 
stability, continuity, and upward mobility. The “high-geared” path is characterized by a high-status beginning and 
“ladder hopping” across firms as a mechanism of career advancement. Men typically follow these two pathways; 
women have a smaller, but significant presence on both. Women’s typical career paths are “delayed entry,” 
defined by an extended period of absence from the labor force early in the career, “intermittent,” characterized by 
“frequent exits and re-entries,” and “part-time.” 
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39 Papanek 1973.

40 See Francine Blau 1998. Women continue to do the bulk of the housework. From the 1970s to the late 1980s, the 
time spent by women doing housework declined from being four times the amount of time spent by men to three 
times that spent by men. Jean Yeung and her colleagues’ (2001) analysis of the latest data from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics shows that overall mothers still shoulder the lion’s share of parenting in two-parent families, 
although there is a trend of greater father involvement with children on weekends. 

41 See Moen and Wethington 1992.

42 Lyness & Thompson (2000) found that more female than male executives reported difficulty in getting 
geographic mobility opportunities that often lead to career advancement.

43 Hochschild 1989.

44 “In the 1980s, 48% to 59% of the nation’s top executive women were married (Hellwig, 1985; Karsten & Kleisath, 
1986). Two-thirds of those who were married had children. In contrast, 95% of 1,700 male Vice Presidents of 
Fortune 500 firms were married, and 92% had children (Larkin, 1984).” As cited in Karsten (1994, p. 20). 

45 Felice Schwartz’ article (1989), which appeared in the Harvard Business Review advocated a separate track for 
women who wanted to combine a career with raising children.
 
46 As Reskin (1993) notes in her review of the sociological literature on sex-segregation in the workplace, women 
with children are not less committed to work than men (or even women without children). Indeed, women are 
more committed to their employer than men who are similar to them with respect to family ties, job attributes, 
and career variables. 

47 Felice Schwartz (1989) acknowledged that a “mommy track” (not her terminology) would limit future prospects 
of women who opted for them.
 
48 Karsten (1994, p. 92) points out that work takes place over time, and some women who have previously chosen 
the “mommy track” might choose to re-enter the fast track. She notes, however, that once women have left the fast 
track -- however temporarily -- it is difficult for them to be perceived as anything other than “mommy-trackers.”

49 Hall 1990.
 
50 Schwartz 1989.

51 In their 1990 review of research on women and minorities in management Ann Morrison and Mary Ann Von 
Glinow argued that, “Discrimination occurs in part because of the belief by White men that women and people 
of color are less suited for management than White men,” (p. 202) which presumably justifies their not being 
selected or promoted to top positions or listened to as visionaries. The authors blame this discrimination in large 
part on historical gender role stereotypes that are so strong that contrary data are sometimes ignored in selection 
and other managerial decisions. 
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52 Mary P. Rowe (1990) refers to subtle discrimination as micro inequities that are not necessarily actionable (that 
is, as single incidents they do not have potential for a successful discrimination lawsuit). Micro inequities can, 
nonetheless, block opportunities for advancement, in addition to eroding the confidence of the person who is 
treated as different. 

53 Morrison, White, & Van Velsor 1987.

54 McCall, Lombardo, and Morrison (1988) point out that successfully completed risky assignments are often 
considered to be an important vehicle for corporate mobility but such high-risk, high-visibility experiences as 
heading a start-up venture, international assignments and trouble-shooting are not readily available to women 
(Morrison, White, & Van Velsor, 1987) or to minorities (Davis & Watson, 1982). See also Jennifer Allyn and 
Meredith Moore’s (2001) finding that few female managers are being offered international assignments.

55 Peters has said, “Some [women] learned early on that anything less than perfect work could be used as a reason 
to take them out of the running. Women’s approach to problem solving has therefore been cautious, thoughtful 
and detail-oriented. Women look for subtlety and complexity in the environment, a trait shared with minority 
groups in general.… This decision-making style…is also a response to a male-dominated culture that has shaped 
and influenced the style women have needed to be credible. It has exacerbated women’s lack of action orientation, 
making them reluctant to take risks without having covered all the bases.” 1995, p. 5. Peters and her colleagues 
at Hagberg Associates in San Mateo, California analyzed information obtained from 300 senior managers and 
executives in their client base to compare gender differences in leadership styles.

56 A meta-analysis involves analyzing the results of many studies on a given topic and combining their findings to 
produce more robust results.

57 Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman. (2005). 

58 Indeed, even the scarcity of women of color in top leadership positions has been obscured. This is in part 
because, as Nancy Hamlin, Sumru Erkut, and Jacqueline Fields have noted, women of color were rendered 
invisible in the way corporations kept track of their human resources. Hamlin et al. (1996) carried out a 
longitudinal examination of the impact of corporate restructuring and downsizing on the careers of women and 
minorities in top leadership positions in nine exemplary corporations for the Department of Labor’s Glass Ceiling 
Commission. They observed that many corporations report their top leadership separately by gender and then 
by race, which makes it impossible to identify if there are any women of color in the gender classification or in 
the race classification. When the researchers obtained raw data from the corporations in their sample, women of 
color were indeed absent from top positions in any sizable numbers. The traditional record keeping had merely 
obscured their scarcity. On the other hand, record keeping that obscured women of color by no means caused this 
invisibility; it simply kept it from view. As Bonita Betters-Reed and Lynda Moore (1992) have noted, attempts at 
increasing women’s representation at the top that are carried out from an Anglocentric perspective almost always 
fail to recruit and retain women of color.

59 In addition, as Bernardo Ferdman (1995) points out, within group variation and multiple group membership 
creates further diversity among members of different racial and ethnic groups. The lesson for researchers and 
practitioners is to be mindful that individuals have unique ways of personalizing group membership. Not being 
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cognizant that each individual embodies both group-based differences due to their membership in different racial 
or ethic groups and individual uniqueness can amount to stereotyping that can result discrimination.

60 Erkut & Winds of Change Foundation, 2001.

61 Bell 1900.

62 Kanter 1977.

63 Kanter’s assertion about the hypervisibility of token women or minorities is supported by Susan Fiske and 
Shelley Taylor’s (1984) research on social cognition, which has shown that, too often, people who look or behave 
differently are highly scrutinized.

64 Erkut & Winds of Change Foundation, 2001.

65 See for example, Cannings & Montmarquette 1991.
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