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CAREER PROGRESS AND CAREER BARRIERS: WOMEN
MBA GRADUATES IN CANADA AND THE UK

Abstract

This article explores the career progress of female MBA graduates in Canada and the UK and
the nature of career barriers experienced in each context. Results suggest that while Canadian
women have similar career profiles to men, women in the UK lag behind their male
counterparts after graduation from the course. At the same time, UK women encounter more
intractable career barriers in the form of negative attitudes and prejudice. A model of the
‘MBA effect’ is proposed in terms of how the qualification may impact on career barriers.
This incorporates three different types of barriers which are seen to operate at the individual
level (person centred barriers) and at the intermediate/organizational level (organizational
culture and attitudes, corporate practices) as well as, at the macro level, the impact of
legislative frameworks. Results from the UK and Canadian surveys are discussed in relation
to this model and in the context of feminist theory and women in management literature.
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Introduction
Over the last 30 years the number of women pursuing managerial and professional careers has
greatly increased. Between 1971 and 1996 the proportion of women in management in
Canada doubled from 16% to 33% (Statistics Canada, 1997) with similar rises in the UK
(Institute of Management, 1998). However, in both countries women are still in the minority
at all management levels and the further up the hierarchy the greater the disparity. For
example, only 6% of board members in Canada and 3.6% in the UK are women (Catalyst,
2000a; Institute of Management, 1998). As Burke (1994) in Canada and Bickersaffe (1992) in
the UK suggest, many women prepare themselves for careers by undertaking an MBA - often
seen as a means for breaking through the glass ceiling into senior management positions.
Accordingly, women now account for approximately one third of MBA students in both
Canada and the UK, an increase from 16% in 1970 (Business Week, 1997; AMBA, 1996). In
fact, the MBA is often perceived as a passport to senior management (Baruch et al, 2004) and
as Finney (1996) suggests, increasingly a pre-requisite for both men and women who aspire to
senior positions. The proliferation of courses and rise in student numbers (see Stern, 2002) is
testimony to the perceived benefits from the qualification. However, despite its popularity,
little is known about the impact of the MBA on women’s careers or whether the MBA can
help overcome career barriers. Drawing on Canadian and UK data, this paper addresses the
above research gap by exploring the career progress of women MBA graduates (in terms of
salary, status, promotions, career change) and the nature of career barriers encountered. The
UK data is based on a 1995/6 survey of over 200 MBA graduates conducted by one of the
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authors (Simpson, 1995; 1996; 2000). Results from this survey suggest women MBAs do not
achieve ‘career success’ (as measured by pay and management status) to the same extent as
men and that despite the MBA they are subject to attitudinal barriers located within the
organization. The Canadian data is drawn from a similar study, conducted in 2000, of over
200 MBA graduates from one of the top business schools in Canada (Business Week, 2000).

Both countries have well established MBA programes with similar proportions (see above) of
women on MBA courses. However, there are differences between Canada and the UK in
terms of the emphasis placed on equity initiatives which may have an impact on career
opportunities. Canada has a more pro-active and interventionist approach, as evidenced by a
focus on affirmative action rather than equality of opportunity common in the UK
(Gunderson, 1994a, 1994b). The gender gap in pay, for example, tends to be lower in Canada,
where women earn on average 85% of men’s weekly pay (Statistics Canada, 2002), than in
the UK where the comparable figure is 75% (Labour Force Survey, 2002). The background of
this study consequently provided an opportunity to assess whether women’s career progress
and experience of career barriers, similar to those that emerged from the UK study, might also
exist for MBA graduates in a national culture where more official policies have been initiated
and supported to promote women at work. The results of this study are presented below.

The paper is organized as follows. After a review of the literature on gender differences in
benefits from the MBA and on career barriers, we discuss feminist orientations towards the
role of qualifications in career success. We then set out the aims of the research and the
methodological approach adopted. From the results presented, we identify three levels of
barriers which operate at the micro level (person centred barriers), the intermediate level
4

(organizational attitudes and practices) and the macro level (equal opportunities frameworks).
We argue that, because the MBA is unable to overcome barriers at all levels, the
qualification can reduce but not eliminate gender disadvantage in the workplace. In our
conclusion we present a model of the ‘MBA effect’ which incorporates the levels of barriers
above. We use this model to make interpretations concerning the differential career progress
of women in Canada and the UK.

Previous Research
Gender Differences in Career Benefits from the MBA
Research to date indicates important career benefits from the MBA in terms of salary and
managerial status (AMBA, 1996, Catalyst, 2000b; Business Week, 2002), increased
confidence and credibility (Simpson et al, 2004; Sturges et al, 2003) as well as organizational
benefits from improved managerial perfomance (Baruch and Peiperl, 2000). In a UK study of
MBA graduates, Schofield (1996) found that within eighteen months, a half of MBA
graduates were promoted and a half of those were promoted more than one step up. A similar
situation emerged in Canada: Business Week (1997) has estimated that graduates from the
top Canadian business schools can be expected to recoup their investment within two years
by moving into top jobs and higher salary brackets. However, research also suggests a
‘gender’ gap in post MBA careers with women MBA graduates failing to reach equivalent
positions to men in terms of both seniority and pay. In the US, for example, men advance
further than women in both line positions and reporting span (Catalyst, 2000b). At the same
time, they achieve more promotions (Cox and Harquil, 1991), have higher starting salaries
(ibid) and larger subsequent pay rises so that the salary gap between men and women often
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widens over time (Roman, 1990; Gitlow, 1992; Schneer and Reitman, 1990). Similar findings
on gender disparities in returns from the MBA also emerged from the UK study
(Simpson,1996; 2000). Fewer UK women reached general management positions after
graduating from the course and the gender difference in salary levels increased post MBA.

Career Barriers
While there has been little work on the extent to which the MBA may help to break down
career barriers for women, much evidence has been gathered over the years on the nature of
such barriers. These fall into two main categories (Powell, 2000): barriers that are 'personcentred', including personality traits, skills and behaviours that are contrary to the demands of
managerial roles, and 'situation-centred' i.e. barriers located within the work and sociocultural environment. Person centred explanations suggest, for example, that women may
lack certain key skills or have inappropriate education backgrounds. Alternatively, they may
prioritise work-life balance and job satisfaction over traditionally ‘male’ notions of career
success. Accordingly, women may be less willing than men to make the sacrifices in time and
energy that full commitment to pursuit of rapid advancements in salary, status and managerial
level demands. This was borne out by a Canadian based study of women managers (Burke,
1999) which found that having children had negative consequences for careers (judged by the
above criteria) as women made choices concerning work-life balance.

The broader ‘situation centred’ explanations are divided by Oakley (2000) into those barriers
that are located in corporate practices and barriers that have attitudinal and cultural causes.
Within the former category, corporate policies and practices in training and career
development, promotion and compensation are identified as major components of the glass
ceiling that prevent women from making it to the top. This can be seen in a reluctance to
6

promote women into line management positions (Lublin, 1996), a lack of diversity awareness
and diversity initiatives (Cassell, 2000) as well as a lack of leadership training (Morrison,
1992). These deficiencies contribute to compensation practices that disadvantage women.
Within the attitudinal and cultural explanations, negative stereotypes may see women as less
logical and consistent and therefore less able to make tough decisions (Heilman et al, 1989)
and less suited to top management positions (Powell, 1993). For example, differences in
perceived communication and leadership styles are often based on the view that women are
less assertive, that they lack self-confidence and have difficulty exercising authority (Tannen,
1994; Powell, 1993). Management is therefore seen as a masculine domain and normatively
male (Schein, 1973; Marshall, 1984; Hearn and Parkin, 1988). This has implications for
women who may experience resistance from men if they aspire to occupy senior roles
(Cockburn, 1991; Gutek, 1985) on the grounds that they are challenging traditional values
about sex roles and the (subordinate) ‘placing’ of women in organizations. Such resistance
can take the form of exclusive networking and a 'men's club' culture which marginalises
women and cuts them 'out of the loop' in terms of information sharing, sources of guidance
and the establishment of relationships (Coe, 1992; Rindfleish and Sheridan, 2003;
Zelechowski and Bilimora, 2003). The resultant exclusion from key aspects of organisational
life can be a severe disadvantage to women in terms of furthering their careers (Ibarra, 1992;
Burke et al, 1995).

Theoretical Background
The role of qualifications in career success has been part of the debate surrounding the career
progress of women. The need to enhance individual attributes in order to compete on an equal
footing with men is central to liberal feminism which focuses on individual attributes and
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how to increase the power and influence of women by working within existing (gender
neutral) organizational structures. The need to enhance personal attributes (education,
management skills) and to change discriminatory corporate practices, discussed above as
person centered and corporate practices approach, is based largely on the liberal feminist
assumption that reform within the existing structures and policies of the corporation will
eventually result in greater equity in gender representation at the top. Therefore, if, on the
supply side, women gained more expertise and adopted more male patterns of career planning
(person centred approach) and if, on the demand side, this was buttressed by a commitment to
equal opportunities in the workplace (corporate practices approach), then their career progress
would be enhanced. Still (1992) for example has referred to the need for women to gain the
right qualifications and skills and Burke and McKeen (1994) argue that many women, in tacit
acceptance of this approach, embark of higher level qualifications such as an MBA in order to
try to overcome some of the barriers they face in their careers.

Critiques of liberal feminism focus on its assumption of gender neutral bureaucratic structures
and its inability to explain the underlying causes of disadvantage. Accordingly, radical
feminists focus on patriarchal forms of power that are embedded in the bureaucratic
organization (e.g. Ferguson, 1984), in gender based power dynamics (e.g.Cockburn, 1991)
and in norms and values that prescribe women's subordination (e.g. Marshall, 1984). The
focus is therefore on women's oppression and exclusion within systems of male power and
advantage (Walby, 1990). This forms the basis of the cultural explanation of factors behind
the glass ceiling, discussed above. On this basis, organizational structures and barriers hidden
within the organisation, particularly within the informal context, may outweigh any individual
differences in attributes (Cassell and Walsh, 1994). Hence, the power of the MBA to affect
8

career progress and overcome career barriers can be neutralised by structural factors. 'Hidden'
organizational barriers may override individual characteristics such as qualifications and skill
so the MBA may not be effective in securing career success. These issues and debates are of
central importance to this study of the career progress of women MBAs.

Research Aims and Research Method
Against this background, this research project on female MBA graduates has the following
aims:
•

to compare the profile of female MBAs in Canada and the UK

•

to explore the extent to which female MBAs in Canada and the UK gain career
benefits (e.g. pay, management status, promotions, career change)

•

to explore the nature of career barriers experienced by female MBAs in Canada and
the UK and to assess the extent to which the MBA has helped graduates to overcome
career barriers

•

to draw comparisons, where appropriate, with men in each national context

•

to develop a model to explain any differences found between women in Canada and
the UK in career progress and experience of career barriers

The UK study was conducted in 1995/6 and was based on a sample of MBA graduates from
eleven business schools which, out of the fifteen contacted, had agreed to take part in the
survey. Schools were chosen on the basis of having large and well established programmes. A
total of 553 questionnaires was sent to MBA graduates through their alumni associations.
Two hundred and twenty one were returned, making a response rate of 39.9%. The sample
comprised 130 male (59%) and 91 female (41%) MBA graduates. This female ratio is slightly
above the ratio for the UK MBA population. The Canadian study was conducted in 2000 and
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was drawn from a leading business school which had agreed to collaborate in the survey.
Unlike the UK study, the Canadian survey has therefore relied on one MBA provider.
Logistical problems associated with questionnaire distribution from UK based researchers,
together with difficulties gaining permission to use business schools’ alumni details, meant
that a broader based sample was not possible within the project’s time frame. This narrower
base may well limit the generalizability of the findings. However, the school in question is a
large provider of MBA programmes and draws its student population from a wide
geographical area.

Six hundred questionnaires were sent to MBA graduates in Canada through the alumni
association. Two hundred and twenty five were returned, making a response rate of 36.8%.
The sample size and the response rate were therefore very similar to those of the UK. The
sample comprised 140 male (63%) and 81 female (37%) MBA graduates. This ratio is
broadly in accordance with the Canadian MBA population (see above).

To control for the effects of time on career progress, only those graduates who had been in the
labour market for between one and two years with their qualification were included ie all
those who had qualified more than two years prior to the survey taking place were excluded
from the analysis. This does not fully eliminate the influence of time on career progress. On
the one hand, there are likely to be considerable time related variations in career progress
within that period. On the other hand, the 1-2 year gap between the survey and completion of
the MBA may be insufficient for major career changes to be charted. A longitudinal study of
MBAs would overcome these problems.
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The questionnaire in Canada was the same as the one used in the earlier UK study with the
exception of one question which explored ‘intrinsic’ outcomes of the MBA (confidence,
credibility, job satisfaction). This was not included in the UK survey. The importance of
intrinsic outcomes emerged from a small number of interviews conducted with UK graduates
after the survey. Such outcomes were subsequently included in the Canadian questionnaire.
The questionnaire covered three key areas. The first section, About You, aimed to gather
information on the profile of the MBA graduate in terms of age, qualifications, marital status,
children and the impact of children on careers. The second section, Your Employment and the
MBA, sought information concerning the career progress of MBA graduates as measured by
changes in pay, management status and promotions as well as (in the Canadian survey) an
assessment of intrinsic outcomes. The final section Your MBA and Career Barriers required
information on barriers experienced in the form of personal barriers (e.g. caring
responsibilities, lack of confidence, insufficient education), detrimental corporate practices
(e.g. inflexible working practices, lack of training provision, lack of career guidance) and
culture and attitudes (e.g. exclusive networks, prejudice from colleagues, negative attitudes to
women managers). These categorisations were drawn from Powell (2000) and Oakley (2000)
discussed above.

Data gathered was based on self reports and as such may have undermined the reliability of
findings through the introduction of personal bias and ‘post-rationalisation’ (Vinnicombe and
Singh, 2003). Both may lead respondents to overstate the benefits from the course. This may
be less problematic in eliciting objective data on career change (e.g. pay, position, number of
promotions, career change) though there may be some distortion through self justification and
‘personal bias’ (Baruch & Peiperl, 2000) in more subjective data e.g. on the extent to which
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the MBA was perceived to have benefited careers. Equally, identification of career barriers
may be influenced by levels of awareness rather than actual experience. For example,
differences in the way men and women talk about success (Tannen, 1994) may explain some
of the gender variation in perceptions of career barriers. The authors know of no research,
however, where this may be influence identification of barriers across cultures.

Results from Canada were then compared with the UK study under various categories so that
key differences and similarities could be highlighted. Categories followed the main themes of
the questionnaires namely personal and work profiles, career progress and experiences of
career barriers. Where there were difficulties drawing international comparisons on career
progress (e.g. lack of comparability of salary scales, differences in management hierarchies),
the relative position of women with men in each national context was examined. Similarly,
gender differences in career barriers were examined in each country in order to establish the
type of barriers that relate specifically to women. Comparisons of female MBAs in Canada
and the UK were made test. for personal profile, some measures of career progress, as
appropriate, and for experience of career barriers. As the data was predominantly nominal the
chi square test was used as an appropriate non parametric statistical technique. This has been
recommended in cross national research where tests are to be conducted on relationships
between two nominal variables (see Ember and Ember, 2001).

In any cross national study, issues arise concerning the comparability of data (ibid). For
example, the time lag between the collection of data in the UK and Canada (and the different
macro-economic conditions prevalent at the time) may well have influenced some of the
findings. Data in the UK was collected during a period of low growth while the survey in
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Canada was conducted under more robust economic conditions. This may have created some
bias in responses pertaining to assessments of future prospects and of the role of the MBA in
facilitating career progress

Results
General Profile
Women MBA graduates in Canada tended to be younger than counterparts in the UK and
were less likely to be married or to have children. For example, nearly two thirds of women in
Canada were aged between 25 and 34, compared with just over one third of women in the
UK. At the same time, 63% of women were married in Canada and 25.9% had children
compared with 70.3% and 36.3% respectively in the UK. Similar demographic trends
occurred for men.
Insert table 1 here
The majority (76%) were working in the private sector at the time of the survey while in the
UK over a half (58%) of women were in the public or voluntary sectors. In both contexts,
nearly all women were working full time and, in terms of academic background, the vast
majority had a first degree as their highest pre-MBA qualification. However, women in the
UK had a more ‘traditional’ academic background in arts and humanities so that, given the
concentration of men in science and engineering, there was a significant gender difference in
this respect. No such difference emerged in Canada where both men and women came from a
broad range of first-degree disciplines.

In Canada and the UK, the main motive for taking the MBA, for both men and women, was
to improve job opportunities. The desire for a career change, for a business/academic
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qualification and for intellectual stimulation were also popular choices. In Canada women
were significantly more likely than men to be motivated by a desire for a career change
(P<0.01, Chi square: 5.218). They were also more likely than women in the UK to be
motivated in this way (P<0.01, Chi square: 3.22). At the same time, UK women were more
likely than Canadian counterparts to be motivated by intellectual stimulation (P<0.01, Chi
square: 8.41) and by a desire to obtain general skills (P < 0.01; Chi square: 16.97). Results are
summarised in Table 2.
Insert table 2 here

Career Progress
Canada
In Canada, both men and women moved out of functions such as marketing and IT into
finance and, to a lesser extent, into consultancy so that post MBA one half of graduates were
involved in these two activities. Women were particularly dynamic in this respect. For
example, the proportion of women in finance doubled after the MBA indicative of substantial
career change.

Both men and women moved out of professional/technical roles and junior management into
more senior positions. There were no significant gender differences in proportions in general
management before or after the MBA or in seniority of role. However, women experienced a
much larger move into senior management (from 9% to 24%) compared with men (from 18%
to 23%). Three quarters of both men and women felt their prospects were good and between
33% and 40% had achieved one promotion since graduation from the course. Twenty per cent
of men and women changed career. No gender difference emerged in terms of the nature of
that progression (e.g. same organization, different organization). Some gender differences did
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occur in terms of pay. While there was some evidence of a gender gap in pay before the
MBA, this gap widened after the course. For example, one half of men and nearly two thirds
of women earned under $60,000 before the MBA. At the other end of the scale, 15.2 % of
men and 10.3 % of women earned over $100,000. After the MBA, however, the pay
difference widened at the lowest pay scale with 3.6% of men and 17.1% of women in this
bracket (P<0.001, Chi square: 11.440). A significant difference also emerged at the higher
pay scales. Over a half of men (53%) and one third of women earned over $100,000 (P<0.01,
Chi square: 7.149).

In terms of other, more personal benefits, women were more likely than men to value
‘intrinsic’ outcomes from the course where the value placed on such outcomes was measured
on a 5 point Likert scale. Accordingly, women were more likely to choose points 1 and 2
(highly valued) for enhanced credibility (72.3% of women and 61.3% of men), higher levels
of job satisfaction (40% of women and 29% of men), greater interpersonal skills (39% of
women and 28% of men) and greater assertiveness (56% of women and 35% of men). The
latter was significant though only at the 10% level (P = 0.1, F = 3.335). Results are
summarised in Table 3.

Insert table 3 here

Overall, men and women were equally enthusiastic about the impact of the MBA on their
careers. Over a half of graduates felt the MBA had helped their careers to a large extent. Only
4% felt it had not helped
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UK
Women’s career path in the UK was in many ways less dynamic than in Canada and followed
more traditional lines. As we have seen, women were concentrated in the public and
voluntary sectors. They were also concentrated in gender typical support functions such as
administration, education/training and personnel. After the MBA, while there was a trend for
women to move out of such functions into general management, they were still concentrated
in these areas and were much less likely than men to move into general management positions
(generally associated with seniority). Only 24% of women and 31% of men were in general
management post MBA.

As in Canada, there were no significant gender differences in terms of movement into senior
roles post MBA. One third of men and women achieved one promotion after the course,
which women tended to achieve by moving organization. However, only one fifth of women
saw their prospects as good - compared to three quarters in Canada (P<0.001; Chi square:
51.902). Only 5% of women changed career compared with 20% in Canada (P<0.01; Chi
square: 8.909). While there was some gender difference in pay before the MBA, particularly
at the lowest and highest pay scales, after the MBA gender differences in pay widened so that
one fifth of men and only 4.4% of women were in the top pay bracket (P <0.01, Chi square:
10.08272).

A significant difference between women in Canada and the UK emerged in terms of the
extent to which the MBA was thought to have helped in their careers. In the UK, only one
fifth of women felt the MBA had helped their careers and 16% felt it had not helped. In
Canada the corresponding figures were 50% and 4% respectively (P < 0.001; Chi square:
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27.478).

Career Barriers
The top two barriers identified by women in Canada were lack of career guidance and
exclusive/closed networks followed by inflexible working practices and lack of training
provision. Some significant gender difference (P<0.1; Chi square: 3.088) occurred with
respect to inflexible working practices (32% of women and 21.4% of men). There were no
other significant differences between men and women in Canada in terms of perceptions of
career barriers. Nearly one fifth of women claimed to have experienced no barriers.

In the UK survey, high proportions of women claimed to have experienced exclusive/closed
networks (56.1%) and prejudice of colleagues (39.6%). These were chosen over other barriers
such as lack of career guidance, lack of training or insufficient education. Lack of confidence
was also a problem for 36% of women. Highly significant gender differences emerged with
respect to exclusive networks (P < 0.001, Chi square: 55.924) and prejudice of colleagues
(P<0.01, Chi square: 9.487). Only 8% of women claimed no barriers.
Insert table 4 here
Overall, comparing gender difference in career barriers, significant differences in the UK
emerged for mainly attitudinal barriers while the one significant gender difference in Canada
related to corporate practices (inflexible work practices). Comparing women in Canada with
women in the UK reveals a similar pattern. Women in the UK were more likely than women
in Canada to identify attitudinal barriers (prejudice, exclusive networks) while Canadian
women were more likely to identify barriers relating to corporate practices (inflexible work
practices, lack of career guidance). Significant differences between UK and Canadian women
emerged in terms of inflexible work practices (32% in Canada and18.7% in UK) and lack of
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career guidance (44.4% in Canada and 29.7% in UK) experienced by higher proportions of
Canadian women, as well as lack of confidence (19.7% in Canada and 36.3% in UK),
prejudice from colleagues (19.7% in Canada and 39.6% in UK) and exclusive networks
(39.5% in Canada and 56.1% in UK), experienced by higher proportions of women in the
UK. Interestingly, men in Canada were more likely than men in the UK to identity lack of
career guidance and exclusive/closed networks while men in the UK were more likely to
choose prejudice of colleagues.

Respondents were asked to assess the attitude within their organization to women managers.
Here, a further significant difference emerged between women in Canada and the UK.
Canadian women were generally more optimistic in this respect. Two thirds of women in
Canada and 48% in the UK felt that attitudes to women managers in their organization were
positive. At the other end of the scale, only 9% of Canadian women and 28% of UK women
felt that attitudes were negative (see Table 5).

Insert Table 5 here
While lack of childcare facilities did not emerge in either context as a major career barrier,
women in Canada were more positive than in the UK about the impact of caring
responsibilities on careers: only one quarter of women with children in Canada felt that these
responsibilities been detrimental compared to one half of women with children in the UK (P<
0.01; Chi square: 7.552).

Two thirds of women in Canada and the UK felt the MBA had helped them to overcome
career barriers (either to some extent or to a large extent). One third felt the MBA had not
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helped in this way. In the UK, women making this claim were largely those who had chosen
exclusive networks and prejudice as career barriers. In Canada, the one third of women
making this claim was largely made up of those who claimed no barriers. There were no
significant gender differences in either context.

Discussion
This project set out to explore how women in Canada and the UK benefit from the MBA and
the nature of career barriers encountered in each context. Some similarities and differences
emerged.

Career Progress
In terms of career progress, women in Canada had a more dynamic career path (as measured
by career change and movement into senior roles) and were involved in less traditionally
female activities and functions, with clusterings in high growth areas such as finance and
consultancy. While women in the UK progressed in their careers and some moved out of
traditional functions such as education/training and HR, concentrations in these areas
remained. Research suggests that many women managers become confined to and progress up
‘functional chimneys’ and that this can be a severe disadvantage both in terms of acquiring
general management skills necessary for more senior positions (Woodall et al., 1997) and in
terms of reducing their visibility and power (Sheridan et al, 1990). Together with the low
proportion of women in general management compared with men, this may indicate career
progress of this nature in the UK.

Differences in the personal profile of women in Canada and the UK may help to explain the
greater gender convergence in Canada. Women in the Canadian sample were, unlike in the
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UK, concentrated in the private sector where prospects more closely reflect macro-economic
conditions and which may offer more opportunities for advancement. They were also younger
than women in the UK and were less likely to be married or to have children. Previous
research has emphasised the detrimental impact of family responsibilities on careers (e.g.
Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Laufer, 1998; Coe, 1992) supporting Beechey’s (1977) view that
a major factor behind women’s disadvantage in the labour market lies in their domestic
responsibilities.

At the same time, the interventionist approach in Canada towards employment equity, where
the emphasis is more pro-actively on equality of outcomes rather than equality of opportunity
as is the case in the UK (Gunderson, 1994a, 1994b), may well have reaped rewards in terms
of facilitating women’s career progress. Canada has strong legislative and regulatory
requirements which place emphasis on positive discrimination and where the onus of
responsibility for monitoring success lies with employers. For example, employers must
include in their annual reports to Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) the
measures they have taken to implement employment and pay equity as well as results
achieved. The UK, by contrast, has focussed on creating a ‘level playing field’ where unequal
outcomes in terms of jobs and resources are seen as the result of unequal merit (Webb, 1997)
and where the ‘onus of proof’ of discrimination or disadvantage lies with the individual.
However, as Liff (1989) and Collinson et al (1990) point out, formalisation of procedures
does not assure their implementation. Such procedures can be evaded by neglect or design
and are therefore no guarantee of substantive change. Unlike in Canada where HR
departments have a central strategic role in the organization particularly in relation to
employment and pay equity (Jain, 1997), such departments in the UK can be institutionally
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weak (Webb, 1997) and may contribute to a culture of non-compliance and evasion (ibid).
Overall, looking at Canadian and UK data on career prospects and the role of the MBA in
helping careers, the positive attitude of Canadian women may be symptomatic of the more
favourable conditions for women in that context. Therefore the history and prioritization of
such programs in Canada may explain some of the gender convergence in careers found
among male and female Canadian MBAs.

However, in accordance with work by Roman (1990), Gitlow (1992) and Cox and Harquil
(1991), women in both contexts are still disadvantaged in terms of pay. Evidence suggests
this pay gap widens post MBA – a situation that conforms with Schneer and Reitmen’s
(1994) study of MBAs which found a wider gender gap in pay by mid career compared with
an earlier career stage. It also conforms with more general UK data indicating a widening
gender gap at higher pay levels (National Managememt Salary Survey, 1996). Reasons for the
continuing gender gap in pay remain unclear. One explanation concerns differences in social
networks (Petersen et al, 2000; Seidel, 2000) which mean that women, lacking ties with
influential personnel, face disadvantages through lack of information and influence in pay
negotiation processes. Gender differences in career aspirations may be a further factor. Some
research (e.g. Eagly et al, 2000; Wigfield et al, 2000) suggests that women have different
aspirations from men and may be less likely to have senior management as a goal – though
this has been contested by other work (e.g. Powell and Butterfield, 2003) suggesting few
gender differences in this respect. Either way, men and women may have different
perceptions of career success, as outlined by Sturges (1999) and Russo et al (1991), which
may feed into pay differentials. According to this view, men tend to place priority on extrinsic
benefits of pay and status while women emphasise intrinsic factors such as job satisfaction
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and challenging work. The greater value placed by women in Canada on intrinsic benefits
from the MBA, compared with Canadian men, may go some way to support this view.

While we have no matching UK data on intrinsic benefits from the MBA, the greater value
placed on these benefits by women in Canada is interesting in its own right. This may reflect
not only different definitions and prioritisations of career success as outlined by Sturges and
Russo et al above, but also the advantages of credibility and personal status already conferred
on men by their gender. As Melamed (1996) points out, qualification levels are objective
merits which are likely to enhance credibility and which may be more beneficial to women
(who are already disadvantaged in this respect) than to men who have less difficulty assuming
a managerial role. A similar situation may exist with levels of assertiveness: if men have less
difficulty behaving assertively than women, they are less likely to identify this as an outcome
of the MBA.

Career Barriers
Previous research in both Canada (e.g. Catalyst, 2000a; Burke, 1994) and the UK (e.g. Coe,
1992; Cockburn, 1991; Maddock and Parkin, 1994; Vinnicombe and Singh, 2003) has
highlighted the detrimental effects of attitudinal and cultural barriers such as negative
stereotypes and ‘old boys networking’ for women’s careers. This conforms with results from
the UK survey which suggests women identify cultural barriers associated with exclusive
networks as well as prejudicial and negative attitudes. In fact, women in the UK survey stand
out in comparison to men and in comparison to women in Canada in their emphasis on
attitudinal/cultural barriers.

Women in the Canadian survey, however, have a different and possibly lesser experience of
22

career barriers. In this respect, barriers associated with corporate practices stand out as a
particular problem. For example, Canadian women are more likely than women in the UK to
identify lack of training provision and lack of career guidance and they differ from Canadian
men and from UK women in their experience of inflexible working practices. Therefore,
while training provision and career guidance are identified by men and women alike,
inflexible working practices emerge as a ‘gendered’ barrier. At the same time, while
exclusive networks and prejudice within the organization were specifically associated with
the female experience in the UK, there was little or no gender difference in Canada.

While the gendered nature of inflexible working practices in Canada may reflect women’s
greater experience of work-home conflict (Beatty, 1996) as well as their growing
dissatisfaction with, and many men’s continued acceptance of, long and inflexible hours
(Goffee and Nicholson, 1994; Powell, 2003), it is unlikely that these are less of an issue for
women in the UK. One possible explanation is that in the UK negative attitides and prejudice
are pressing problems which overshadow other issues such as work inflexibility or lack of
career guidance. Alternatively, women in Canada may be more critical and less accepting of
work practices which they feel act against them. Either way, corporate practices may emerge
as particular problems once other more deepseated and intractable barriers have been reduced.

Can the MBA Overcome Career Barriers?
According to Simpson (2000) and Leeming and Baruch (1998), the MBA can be a vehicle for
helping women break through the glass ceiling – and the progress women make in their
careers since graduation from the course may be some testimony to this effect. However, the
‘effectiveness’ of the MBA must partly depend on the nature of barriers experienced. As an
individual attribute, the MBA may be expected to overcome ‘person-centred’ barriers more
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than any other – for example by enhancing confidence, credibility and management skills as
well as changing career aspirations. For women in Canada, enhanced credibility and
assertiveness are important MBA outcomes – and this may influence women’s ability to act
as change agents by exploiting opportunities (e.g. by seeking out and achieving career
change) and/or by challenging the status quo (e.g. by moving into gender a-typical activities
and functions). However, while there is no matching UK data on the above, lack of
confidence remains a particular problem for women in the UK – possibly as a direct result of
the difficulties they face in the workplace. Qualifications alone are unlikely to change
detrimental attitudes. Perhaps for both these reasons (intractable career barriers, lack of
confidence) women do not achieve the same career outcomes as men and the gender gap in
career progress is consequently larger in the UK.

This means the ‘effectiveness’ of the MBA in helping women break through the glass ceiling
is likely to depend on diverse factors and that these factors interact to influence the relative
strength or weakness of such an ‘MBA effect’. At the macro level, legislative frameworks on
equal opportunities and employment equity are likely to impact on career barriers. At a more
intermediate/organizational level are barriers associated with corporate practices and with
organizational culture and attitudes while at the micro level are person centred barriers (e.g.
lack of confidence, low levels of assertiveness, caring responsibilities).

The following model summarises the interdependence of these three levels of factors:
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Figure 1: The MBA Effect
MBA

Micro

PC

CA

Intermediate

CP

Legal

Macro

Framework

As the above model indicates, the MBA will have a stronger impact at the micro level on
person centred barriers (PC), identitifed by Powell (2000) as a key explanation for women’s
career progress. On the other hand, at the ‘macro’ level, the underlying legal framework on
equal opportunities will have a direct influence on organizational culture and attitudes (CA)
and corporate practices (CP), both located within the intermediate organizational level.
Attitudes and practices have been identified by Oakley (2000) as broader ‘situation-centred’
barriers. Some interdependence between the three types of barriers is likely (as illustrated by
the triangle of arrows). For example, organizational culture and attitudes can feed into
corporate practices (and vice versa) and have an impact on person centred barriers.
Accordingly, negative attitudes to women can create a hostile working environment and
undermine women’s self confidence and aspirations. Consequently, while the MBA will
undoubtedly enhance confidence, credentials and credibility as well as introduce its graduates
to new ways of working, negative attitudes at work can undermine self-confidence and
consequently the ability of women to fully exploit their capabilities. Alternatively, where
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attitudes are more sympathetic to women, the MBA may enhance confidence and
assertiveness sufficiently to encourage women to act as change agents and challenge the
status quo.

This allows the following interpretations of the ‘MBA effect’ in Canada and the UK to be
made. In the UK context, a weaker and less pro-active legislative framework may not have
had as great an impact on attitudes to women in the workplace as in Canada. This may
weakening women’s ability to initiate and follow through change in their careers so that,
despite the advantages of the MBA, they lag behind men. In other words, while the impact of
the MBA on person centred barriers may be profound, this is undermined by weak pressure
from equal opportunities frameworks on attitudes and practices. By contrast, a stronger and
more proactive legislative framework in Canada may have helped to create a more ‘prowoman’ environment. In this context, the impact of the MBA is less likely to be undermined
by negative attitudes. Women are therefore more able to fully exploit the advantages of the
MBA and this is reflected in career progress which is similar to that of men.

Conclusion
This research set out to explore the career progress of women MBAs in Canada and the UK
and to investigate the nature of career barriers encountered in each national context. From
this, an assessment can be made as to the the extent to which the MBA can help women
overcome career barriers. Results suggest that the MBA can reduce but not eliminate gender
disadvantage in the workplace. Its main impact will be on person centred barriers at the micro
level but the effects can be undermined or strengthened at the ‘macro’ level by legislative
frameworks and at the intermediate level by corporate attitudes and practices. The strength of
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the ‘MBA effect’ in terms of reducing career barriers and facilitating career progress will
therefore vary across countries and will partly depend on national differences in social
institutions and structures that influence the shaping of gender relations at work.

In terms of the debate over the role of qualifications in career success, this model indicates
that it is not appropriate to think of any one theoretical approach in isolation and that a
pluralist approach, which works with different explanatory frameworks, is more fruitful.
Accordingly, the model incorporates the liberal feminist emphasis on individual attributes and
equal opportunities frameworks as well as a more radical feminist focus on underlying
attitudes and organizational culture. At the same time, it recognises the importance of agency
and the capacity of women to challenge and ultimately change the status quo.

Important insights have been gained from this study on women’s career progress with the
MBA as well as the barriers they face and the role of the MBA in overcoming these barriers.
As Adler and Izraeli (1994) note, inter and intra-country studies are important in order to
better understand cultural influences limiting career advancement - particularly for women.
Only by examining the commonality and the differential dynamics of career progression can
we fully understand the factors that prevent many women, even those with an MBA, from
reaching the top of the hierarchy and the factors that lie behind the paucity of women
managers world wide.
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Table 1: Demographic Information

Male

Female

Canada

UK

Canada

UK

Age: 25-34

50.4

23.4

63.3

34.1

35-44

41.7

55.5

32.9

46.2

45-54

7.9

21.1

3.8

19.8

Married

75.0

90.8

63.0

70.3

With children

44.3

66.7

25.9

36.3

N

Table 2: Motives for taking the MBA
Canada male

Canada female

UK male

UK female

Improve job opportunities
Change career direction

40
18.6

35.8
32.1

22.7
14.8

26.0
13.4

Significance
(P<0.01)
3
1,2

Obtain business qualification
Increase salary
Intellectual stimulation

14.3
2.1
19.3

19.8
2.5
8.6

14.8
2.3
20.5

15.7
3.9
18.9

2

Increase self confidence
Obtain general skills
Improve performance in current job
N

2.1
1.4
2.1

1.2
0
0

3.4
14.8
6.8

3.4
15.0
3.9

1: significant gender difference (Canada)
2: significant difference between Canadian and UK women
3: significant difference between Canadian and UK men
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Table 3: Benefits from the MBA (Canada)

Canada
Greater marketability/mobility
Enhance job prospects
Enhance salary and status
Enhanced credibility
I am more confident in my job
Enhance confidence
I can handle and analyze complex data
I am more effective at meetings
I have improved my negotiation skills
I can manage individuals/teams more effectively
I am able to work more effectively with others
I have become more assertive in my dealings with others
Higher levels of job satisfaction
Greater interpersonal skills
I am more sensitive to difference and diversity
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SEX
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female
male
female

N
139
80
139
80
139
80
140
80
140
79
139
80
140
80
140
78
140
80
140
80
140
80
140
80
140
80
139
80
140
80

Mean
1.9209
1.9375
2.0000
1.9250
2.1871
2.0625
2.3500
2.1250
2.3000
2.4430
2.3885
2.3750
2.3857
2.6375
2.5500
2.4487
2.5143
2.6375
2.5643
2.5625
2.6143
2.6625
2.7214
2.4750
2.9786
2.7250
3.0360
2.8375
3.1500
3.1250

Overall
mean
1.9269

t
-.105

Sig (2 tailed)
.917

1.9726

.502

.616

2.1416

.851

.396

2.2682

1.468

.143

2.3516

-.169

.334

2.3836

.084

.933

2.4773

-1.615

.108

2.5138

.741

.459

2.5591

-.938

.349

2.5636

.013

.990

2.6318

-.366

.715

2.6318

1.826

.069

2.8864

1.700

.091

2.9635

1.387

.167

3.1409

.172

.864

Table 4: MBA Graduates and Experience of Career Barriers (%)

Women
UK

Women
Canada

Significance

Men
UK

Men
Canada

Inflexible working practices

18.7

32.0 *

0.032

19.3

21.4

Lack of training provision

24.1

30.8

25.4

26.4

Insufficient Education

7.7

8.6

11.5

12.9

Family commitments/childcare
problems

14.3 *

16.1

2.3

12.1

Lack of personal confidence

36.3

19.7

0.013

26.9

21.4

Lack of career guidance

29.7

44.4

0.046

25.4

43.6

<0.01

Prejudice

39.6 *

19.7

0.004

21.6

10.7

< 0.025

Exclusive/closed networks

56.1 *

39.5

0.014

8.4

33.6

< 0.001

No barriers

7.7 *

18.5

0.029

24.6

22.9

* significant differences with male counterparts

Table 5: Attitudes to women managers in the employing organization (%)

Positive attitude
Neutral attitude
Negative attitude
N

Women in Canada

Women in UK

63.3
27.8
8.9
79

47.7
23.9
28.4
88

P = 0.006, Chi square: 10.389
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Significance

