
f-eaking the glass 
Ceiling 

T he s u r e s t way for 
w o m e n to become 
bosses is to start their 
own companies. 

It has been a wonderful cen
tury for women. Whether it be 
reliable contraceptives and safe 
obstetrics or the dishwasher and 
the dr ip-dry shir t , technology 
has made their domestic lives 
easier, at any rate i n the r i ch 
world. Outside the home, lots 
of c losed doors have creaked 
open. Women now make u p 
between a third and half of the 
r ich world's workforce; and their 
pay has r isen sharply relative to 
men's. They sit i n legislatures 
and on court benches. A few run 
governments or opposition par
t i e s . B u t b i g c o m p a n i e s ? 
Un l ess , I ta l ian-sty le , you are 
daddy's heiress and inherit the 
job along with the family jewels, 
forget it. Everywhere, women 
bosses in large companies can 
be counted on a few manicured 
fingers. 

Th i s seems odd . F rom a 
male point of view, it is women 
who have the edge in today's 
labour market. "Women's" jobs 
have boomed , wh i l e "men ' s " 
have vanished. Unski l led young 
men now find it m u c h harder 
than their mothers to get jobs. 
Yet from the v iewpoint of an 
ambi t i ous young woman, the 
female job market stil l looks like 
a depress ing ly flat p y r a m i d . 
There may be plenty of jobs at 
the t i l l , the beds ide or the 
b l a c k b o a r d : b u t move i n t o 
m a n a g e m e n t , a n d they d i s 

appear. C l imb the management 
ladder, and women eventually 
bang their heads against the so-
called glass ceiling. 

Pre jud ice? F a m i l y pres
sures? Sel f -doubt? Choice? 
The answer is probably a bit of 
e a c h . C e r t a i n l y , w o m e n ' s 
p r o g r e s s u p the l a d d e r i s 
constrained by the assumption 
that they wil l be the main chi ld 
carers. American research has 
also found that some of the few 
w o m e n who do c r a c k the 
v i t r e o u s b a r r i e r feel so 
unsa t i s f i ed and unde r va lued 
that they leave ear l y—and in 
p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y g rea ter 
numbers than their male rivals. 

B ig organisations are surely 
unwise to draw so little of their 
top talent from the skirted half 
of the workforce. But women 
have an alternative: to set up 
businesses of their own. In the 
U S , w o m e n now o w n e ight 
mi l l ion American companies— 
one-third of a l l firms—and their 
number is growing at double the 
rate of f i rms owned by men . 
Women-owned firms also have 
more stay ing power than the 
average; three-quarters of those 
that existed in 1991 were sti l l 
aJive three years later, compared 
with two-thirds of a l l American 
c o m p a n i e s . The n u m b e r of 
people employed i n women-
owned companies that have 100 
or more workers is r is ing more 
than twice as fast as the average 
for a l l such American firms. 

Where America leads, other 
countries follow. In Br i ta in , for 

instance, women now start one 
new business in four. Going-it-
alone has been the recourse of 
previous social groups that have 
felt excluded: Britain 's Quakers 
b e q u e a t h e d s u c h b l u e - c h i p 
giants as Rowntree, Sainsbuiy 
and Cadbury ; America 's Jews 
f o u n d e d r e t a i l e r s s u c h as 
B l o o m i n g d a l e s a n d M a c y ' s ; 
F r e n c h P r o t e s t a n t s s t a r t ed 
Compagnie de Suez. This does 
not end d i sc r iminat ion , to be 
sure; bank managers may still 
ins ist i n ta lk ing to the boss's 
husband, rather than the boss. 
But it brings other advantages, 
notably the flexibility that fits 
with the conflicting demands on 
many women's time. As small-
bus iness owners l ike to say: 
"You work 24 hours a day, but 
at least you get to choose which 
24." 

Runn ing your own firm may 
sound l ike poor compensation 
for fa i l ing to become C E O of 
General Motors. But yesterday's 
g i a n t s are n o w a d a y s often 
insecure and unexcit ing. The 
fastest growth comes from the 
s m a l l a n d n i m b l e . So far, 
w o m e n have c r ea t ed few 
Netscapes or Novells. If that 
changes, and their energy turns 
t h e m in to t omor row ' s m a i n 
employers, men had better hope 
that their new bosses will be less 
d i s c r i m i n a t o r y t h a n today 's 
male-run firms. 
Source: The Economist , 10-16 
August 1996 
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