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Leading at the top: Understanding women’s challenges above the glass ceiling 

 

Researchers Glass and Cook developed theories surrounding the lack of women in 

leadership roles for the purpose of determining why this persists throughout the corporate 

workforce. Theories exist for why in our society leadership is male dominated, but further 

analysis would help to suggest what changes could be made to improve the balance in leadership, 

specified exclusively to gender. While some studies relate to gender through better 

understanding of the generational divide, individual compensation, education, and even socio-

economic status, this research was conducted specific to women in leadership roles without the 

knowledge of any factor except their present position.  

The research looked at three critical areas to better understand why there exists a gender 

divide among business leaders. The theories looked at included the glass cliff theory, which is 

the theory that women are more likely to be promoted in a struggling firm, the role incongruity 

theory which suggests that socially women cannot meet the demands of a leadership position, 

and finally that a lack of peer support is a hindrance to a woman’s ability to achieve. Female 

leaders from Fortune 500 companies were chosen as the sample group based on their role as 

heads of their respective organizations. Research was conducted through interview and analysis 

of career trajectory data as compared to a matched set of male leaders in other similar roles. 

In the findings from the research, the glass cliff theory was proven accurate as women 

were more likely to be promoted to leadership roles than men during a time of firm or economic 

crisis. Further, because of this, there is more natural scrutiny for performance to the female 

leader than there would otherwise be. It was found that often increased pressure for performance 

would lead to the development of a more diverse skillset for the female leader, but there was 
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naturally more opportunity to fail within the role. While it was found that performance pressures 

existed more for woman than for men, evidence suggested that this is not as polarized as some 

would assume. However, it also appears that women are more likely to step down from roles 

where they underperform in leadership. Finally, a lack of peer support does impact the desired 

outcome from female leaders. While evidence suggests that this impact is more emotional and 

psychological, its outcome can be seen when female leaders are the minority among their 

immediate peers or their board of directors.  

While the study is limited to female leaders within Fortune 500 companies, it points out 

that existing theories of limitations hold truth within the workforce. A conclusion could be drawn 

from the observation of this study that no matter the level of leadership, the skillset, education, 

socio economic, or other factors, female leaders have obvious present barriers to leadership. 

However, as suggested in the research conclusion, being that the younger generation has been 

viewed as more tolerant, a balance of leadership may exist more in the near future.  
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