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ABSTRACT


The purpose of this study is to examine how a select group of current business employees/managers view issues regarding pay equity and promotional opportunities for female business professionals.  Research participants were selected from the membership of two national professional associations comprised of members working within various segments of the healthcare industry.  At this writing, while the information collected from a small return cannot be statistically analyzed or extended, it is a “work in progress” that shows great potential regarding but not limited to the following dimensions: the importance of mentors, acquisition of knowledge of one’s chosen professional discipline as well as the law, and the need for work-life balance. 
INTRODUCTION

According to a 2004 report on women and diversity published by the Diversity Best Practices/Business Women’s Network in Washington, DC, women were paid an average of 79.7 cents for every dollar paid to men in 2000.  The average earnings for women (workers and non-workers) were $16,554, compared with $35,942 for men (workers and non-workers) (US General Accounting Office, 2003).  More disturbingly, three years later, the median wage comparison demonstrated persistent inequity, as the ratio of women’s median wage to men’s median wage reached 81.3% in 2003 (Economic Policy Institute, 2003). At the present time, most data sources suggest that these wages have not significantly changed.  In fact, the Institute for Women’s Policy Research stated, “Given the current rates of change, it will be 50 years before women achieve equal pay with men and nearly 100 years before they gain equal representation in Congress” (BusinessWeek online, 2004).


In more recent years, statistical data on women’s salaries vary according to their sources and foci; however, they do not show wide disparities in overall compensation results.  For example, according to Women in the Labor Force: A Databook, which is published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor and which presents data culled from a monthly survey of approximately 60,000 households, research findings the following:

· Women held half of all management, professional, and related occupations in 2004.
· Nearly 60 percent of women who worked at some time in calendar year 2003 worked full time and year round, compared with 41 percent in 1970.

· From 1979 to 2004, women’s earnings as a percent of men’s salaries increased by 18 percentage points, from 62 to 80 percent (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2005).

Similarly and as recently as the first quarter of 2005, another body of research indicated that on average, women holding the same position as men earn only 78 percent of what their male counterparts earn, regardless of the fact that, at that point in time, women held 56.3 percent of executive director positions within the United States (Jones, 2005).  An alarming and related trend from this same study revealed that the larger the organization, the more significant the gap between male and female executive directors.  

The Equal Pay Act was implemented over 30 years ago, and changes in civil rights legislation enacted in 1991 allowed for jury trials and substantial compensatory and punitive damages against companies that discriminate by gender.  Nonetheless, it appears clear that economic, market and demographic forces over the last decade alone have contributed to the increase in sex discrimination lawsuits and workplace distrust – among both employees and employers.
BACKGROUND

This research study was designed to examine current views of women’s bonus and promotion opportunities within the business and academic sector, and whether women are receiving bonuses and promotions that are comparable to men.  Interest in this project began in mid-2004 during the Morgan Stanley trial that , at that time, was the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission’s (EEOC’s) first sexual discrimination case against a Wall Street firm, and which resulted in the EEOC’s contention that the company systematically denied women promotions and raises.  The trial featured testimony from over 25 employees who represented the experiences of 340 women employed by Morgan Stanley since 1995.  Highlights from this trial included one plaintiff’s testimony that women had to work longer hours to prove themselves and that men with resumes similar to hers routinely were promoted over her, including some she had trained (Kelly and DeBaise, 2004).  

Wal-Mart Stores, the world’s largest retailer, is another employer under intense scrutiny for unfair policies including discrimination against women.  Although Wal-Mart has tried to revitalize its corporate image in the eyes of customers and investors through increased marketing efforts, a more proactive corporate affairs department, and a restructured investor relations group (Troy, 2006), a protest from department managers in a Florida-based facility prompted 200 employees to walk out in protest against unfair policies involving low salary, overtime work without compensation, and sex discrimination (Gogoi and Pallavi, 2006).  These legal actions are provocative in light of Wal-Mart’s changes to its compensation structure in 2005.  As explained by the company’s chief diversity officer, Charlyn Jerrells Porter, “…the sex and race of those promoted closely reflect the percentages of those who apply, and this is not a quota system.  Only the most qualified are to be promoted” (Morris, 2005, p. 68).  In addition to this policy change, Wal-Mart also requires that new hire with the same experience receive the same starting pay, regardless of what their pas was in the past.

At the present time, the Morgan Stanley case was settled out of court with a $54 million settlement.  On February 6, 2007, the Ninth Circuit court affirmed class certification in the Wal-Mart sex discrimination case, the largest civil rights class action (with over 1.5 million plaintiffs) ever certified against a private employer.  Other prominent cases within the last few years have included Boeing, which paid over $70 million to settle a class-action lawsuit based on pay equity and the timeliness of promotions (as compared with male employees’ promotion time) and Costco, which faces a promotional opportunity class action suit.  
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY


The research uncovered in this paper intended to determine how two select groups of business and academic professionals view issues associated with pay equity and promotional opportunities for professionally employed females.  Research participants were selected from two professional associations, one of which is comprised of various communications experts who work within the broad field of medical education (biomedical communications departments of college and university-based medical centers; medical librarians; medical education instructional designers; sole proprietors of independent telemedicine services; etc.).  The second association is a healthcare-related group whose membership is comprised of college and university-based healthcare professors and administrators.  Most members of this second group also actively work as consultants in management, marketing, public health administration, and clinical settings (as nurses, physicians, and therapists).  Primarily, both population samples were chosen because one of the researchers is a member of both groups and had ready and approved access to them.

Through the use of an electronically mailed cover letter and attached survey, the researchers sought to receive answers to the following questions:
· In your personal experience as a non-management employee, do you believe that women have had bonus and promotional opportunities that are comparable to those offered to men?  If so, why?  If not, why not?
· In your personal experience as a manager of others, do you believe that women have had bonus and promotional opportunities that are comparable to those offered to men?  If so, why?  If not, why not?
· What advice would you offer to an entry-level, female professional regarding her career strategies?
The electronic mail (cover letter) and survey were sent to approximately 250 participants in early and mid-June of 2007, and research findings reflect what has been received to date.  Unfortunately, only 15 people responded to two “waves” of requests (the first “call-out” followed by a second, extended due date request).  The researchers believe that the timing of data collection inhibited a larger return, and recommendations for broadening this number will be explained later in this paper.
RESEARCH FINDINGS
Demographics

14 of the 15 respondents also responded to a request for basic demographic data. Of these, all 14 were of white-European ancestry, with an average age of 53 years (only two were younger than 50 years), and an average maximum salary slightly over 100K US Dollars.  All but two listed their highest position as one that involved management, with one of the two exceptions an Associate Professor.  Although the sample return is small, one can characterize the population as White, mature, upper-middle class managers associated with the healthcare field. 
Qualitative Responses


The survey contained only three open-ended questions, and the following is a summary of the responses collected to date.


Question #1: In your personal experience as a non-management employee, do you believe that women have had bonus and promotional opportunities that are comparable to those offered to men?  If so, why?  If not, why not?


Eight of the 15 respondents answered “yes” to this question; however, two of these indicated that these opportunities applied only to promotions and not bonuses, due to their specific organizations in which bonuses are not given to non-management employees.  One of these female respondents remarked that “women have had promotional opportunities in our department, but few have succeeded in their promoted positions….not because of incompetence but the inflexibility and short-sightedness of these individuals.”  Another 51 year old female Director and Associate Dean claimed that while she received bonuses and recognition, she “never felt treated in a manner equitable to the recognition given to men” and “while I have heard complaints of female colleagues in this regard, I don’t know all of the facts to make a determination on the validity of their claims.”  A 64 year old female Associate Dean held a similar view with the following: “I was provided professional development opportunities that led to advancement, but the salary increases or bonuses didn’t come easily.”  One respondent, a 60 year old male physician who works for the federal government, stated that, in his environment, “if women do not get comparable treatment to men, they can and do complain with serious consequences to management if their claims are proved valid.”

Respondents who answered “no” to this item spoke about the lack of female role models: “the numbers of women in power positions who could mentor are smaller, and these ‘mentor women’ are also often trying to juggle families and the responsibilities of their power positions.  Time is the limiting factor.”  Another felt that the healthcare field in particular pays even lower than other industries and “no matter how much we may think the division is closer, males are still seen as the main provider, regardless of their performance or qualifications.”  Yet another respondent claimed that even with paternity leave, men have the option of staying at work or going home, and that most women bear the family responsibilities while men remain more stable, work-wise and for advancements.  Interestingly, three respondents spoke of the need for “standing firm” and negotiating for their opportunities.  One female 51 year old Assistant Administrator of Nursing Services told this self-described “story:” “In the mid-1970s, I took a position as an emergency room nurse that had been earlier filled by a man.  I found out that his hourly wage was higher than mine, despite the fact that he had no more experience than I did.  When I questioned our Human Resources folks about this, they responded that he was able to handle the stronger work requirements of the job.  I reminded them that I’d be doing the exact same things that he did and that I was equally capable.  They revised my salary to fit his immediately.”

Question #2:  In your personal experience as a manager of others, do you believe that women have had bonus and promotional opportunities that are comparable to those offered to men?  If so, why?  If not, why not?


From the managerial perspective (versus the employee perspective), responses to this item were more greatly dispersed, with six participants answering “yes,” four answering “no,” four for whom the item was not applicable, and one who was “unsure.”  

Among those who answered in the affirmative came these statements:  “At no time did a supervisor discourage me from giving recognition to a female, and recognition in terms of bonuses, promotions and salary increases were equitable across gender.”  “As the owner of my own business, I have had opportunities that are not available to men…certain state grants give preference to minorities and women.  I’m not sure if this is still the case, but I have been the recipient of a project that gave preference to women.”  “I know of no situation that involved unequal pay for equal performance.  If I had discovered such a situation, I would have rectified it at once.”


Those who answered “no” did so with the following:  “As a manager, I have not had the mentorship that other female colleagues have had.  The women I have known who are willing to mentor are limited by time.  As a golfer, it has only been in the past 10-15 years that professional women have learned that business and mentoring take place during the 3-4 hours on the course.”
“Women have had promotional opportunities here, and the successful ones know who they are and what unique strengths they bring to the department.  While I recognize the strengths of these individuals, upper management does not.”  “I feel that there are multiple deciding factors depending on the profession.  Men’s abilities are given more weight in certain professions seen as ‘unsuitable’ for women.  We are still in a very gender biased society.”  While one respondent said that “all my staff except one are female, and I value the work ethics and dedication of female workers over males,” he added, “females have more responsibility at home and need flexibility of working hours” and “on the other hand, females have less opportunity of promotion, partly due to system bias, partly because they need to (or choose to) divide their time between work and family.”  The one respondent whose response was deemed “uncertain” answered as follows: “In my experience as a manager of others, the primary reason women did not have the same promotional opportunities as men was due to their greater priority on flex time often tied to family or caregiver responsibilities and commitments.”  

Question #3: What advice would you offer to an entry-level, female professional regarding her career strategies?


This question was intended to elicit the various activities, traits, and behaviors that women use or do not use to achieve parity with men in the workplace.  Not surprisingly, it produced a thoughtful and comprehensive array of replies that fell under the following topics.


Acquire knowledge of one’s chosen profession as well as the law.  “Learn about the EEO complaint process and use it if there is discrimination in hiring, advancement or other personnel action affecting one’s career.”  Do your homework and learn to delegate.”  “Use legal means to challenge business practices that appear to be discriminatory.”  Education, education, education – can I say get your education?  One will have more leverage for career strategies than a non-educated person.”  “Earn as many relevant qualifications as you can.”  “If she perceives inequities, she needs to speak up about them or seek employment elsewhere.”  Get a good education.  A female, if not better than a male, will not be seen as their peer in our school system.”

Seek out mentors/networking contacts.  “Networking is critical and does take time, so select your networking opportunities strategically.  Seek a mentor without being or appearing to be too needy or indecisive.”  “Belong to a professional women’s group.  Networking with other professionals is a great way to find out about new opportunities and advancement.”  “Attend relevant conferences and professional meetings to network.”  

Be aware of the need for work-life balance.  “Beware of falling into the pitfalls that men have fallen into historically, such as careerism at the cost of personal and family life.”  One respondent concentrated on this topic with these statements:  “Women need to prioritize and balance their family and career goals early on.  If career success is to be her priority she cannot always count on an employer’s having family friendly policies of flextime or telecommuting.  Successful men and women alike commonly work in excess of 60 hours per week…successful women, more so than men, are likely to delay having families and are more likely than their male counterpart to feel added stress as a consequence of less social and familial support on the home front.  Regardless of her priority she will need to understand that its pursuit will come at a cost and involve both sacrifice and compromise.”

Other forms of advice included the need to consider autonomy (“open your own business and be your own boss”); performing at one’s best (There is nothing better in terms of career advancement than giving the job all that you can.  Performance gets recognized eventually” and “Work hard and demonstrate your talent”); taking calculated risks; preparing to be an effective negotiator; and showing confidence/determination (“If she perceives inequities, she needs to speak up about them” and “Stand up for what you believe in, and don’t compromise your values and ethical principles”).
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND FUTURE RESEARCH

As mentioned earlier, this study is in its early stages of development; as of the end of June, only 15 respondents replied.  Perhaps the primary reason for this low number is the time of year during which the surveys were sent – in the beginning of the summer when many businesspeople and most academic administrators are traveling or vacationing.  Furthermore, the method by which the surveys were disseminated may need improvement.  These researchers intend to revisit the two population samples near the middle of September (when most of them are guaranteed to be at their workplaces) and ask them if they prefer a telephone-based survey interview that is conducted by one of the researchers.  While this is a laborious process, it is a more structured and personal one that may prove more effective than the electronic approach.  In addition, there are several other professional associations with which these two population samples are affiliated, and one of these researchers has their contact information in the event these methods fail to produce a statistically significant return from the two original groups.

To date, while the information collected from this small return cannot be statistically analyzed or extended, it is a “work in progress” that shows great potential.  For example, studies show that mentors and role models can have a significant effect on women’s advancement and high-profile visibility (Mattis, 2001), confidence levels (Torrisi-Mokwa, 2006), and psychosocial support (Roemer, 2002).  In addition, the work-life balance issues most likely will increase as more and more women continue to earn higher educational levels and contribute to their organizations’ intellectual capital (Florida and Goodnight, 2005; Gilbert, 2007).  


It is important to note that several of the participants in this study applied their advice to young, entry-level professionals to both males and females, which raises the question of whether the combined data, at a later date, will reveal that career advice is universal for both sexes.  In spite of the advancements that women have made over the last several decades, women and men still have different amounts of accumulated labor market experience, and some disparity may be due to different occupational and industry distributions (Anonymous, 2003).  Other dimensions that may or may not be revealed in data collection include the changes in attitudes (legally and socially) and culture across the country.  Regardless of whether these and other themes emerge in this research, they should be examined by others to determine how to maximize the productivity and potential of this large and growing segment of the workforce.
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