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Women leaders contribute positively to organizations yet remain significantly underrepresented
in corporate leadership positions. While the challenges women face are well-documented, less
understood are the factors that shape the experience and success of women who, against signifi-
cant odds, rise above the glass ceiling. This paper advances scholarship onwomen and leadership
by analyzing the conditions underwhichwomenare promoted to top leadership positions and ex-
ploring the opportunities and challenges they face post-promotion.We draw on twodata sources:
comparison of the career trajectories of all women who have ever served as CEO in the Fortune
500 with a matched sample of men CEOs as well as in-depth interviews with women execu-
tives across a variety of sectors. Our analysis reveals that women are more likely than men to
be promoted to high risk leadership positions and often lack the support or authority to
accomplish their strategic goals. As a result, women leaders often experience shorter tenures
compared to male peers. We consider the implication of our findings for theory, research and
practice.
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Women leaders have enormous potential to contribute positively to organizations. Recent scholarship suggests that female leaders
are associated with greater innovation and profitability, broader consumer outreach and stronger records on corporate social respon-
sibility (Dezső & Ross, 2012; Glass, Cook, & Ingersoll, 2015; Herring, 2009;Webb, 2004). Women's representation in leadership ranks
also increases opportunities for women at lower ranks, thus reducing overall gender segregation within organizations (Ely, 1995;
Gorman, 2005; Stainback & Kwon, 2012). Despite this evidence, women remain significantly underrepresented in corporate leader-
ship positions.

A great deal of scholarship to date concerns the barriers that prevent women from attaining leadership positions. Sex categoriza-
tion and gender stereotypes lead decision makers to view women as less capable and competent leaders, while in-group favoritism
leads men to prefer other men for high level promotions and appointments, a phenomenon termed ‘homosocial reproduction’
(Kanter, 1977; Reskin, 2000; Ridgeway & England, 2007; Ridgeway, 1997). Aside from subtle and overt forms of bias and discrimina-
tion,women are less likely thanmen tohave access to strongprofessional networks, social ties to elites, workplace support and insider
information, all of which provide critical support to leaders' mobility (e.g., McGuire, 2002; Taylor, 2010).

While the challenges women face are well-documented, less understood are the factors that shape the experience and success of
women who, against significant odds, rise above the glass ceiling. Recent theoretical advances have identified a process termed the
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glass cliff whereby women are more likely to be promoted in firms that are struggling or in crisis (Ryan & Haslam, 2005, 2007).
Other researchers have applied insights from token theory and role incongruity theory to explore the challenges women face in
male-dominated leadership positions (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001). This scholarship suggests that women tend to be
promoted to high-risk leadership positions and face significant constraints post-promotion.

This paper advances scholarship on women and leadership by analyzing the conditions under which women are promoted to top
leadership positions and exploring the challenges they face post-promotion. Specifically, we seek to answer three related research
questions: First, do female leaders experience a glass cliff in job assignments and/or promotion opportunities? Second, after promo-
tion, do female leaders experience a lack of support and/or challenges to their leadership? Finally, do female leaders experience
heightened scrutiny and/or performance pressures that limit their leadership tenure?

To answer these questions we rely on two data sources. First, we collected data on the career trajectories of all women who have
served as CEO in the Fortune 500 as well as a matched sample of male CEOs. These data allow us to analyze the promotion and post-
promotion trajectory of female leaders. Second, we conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 20 female and/or minority
leaders across a variety of sectors, including 12 interviewswith female leaders who have successfully overcome barriers to promotion
and advancement. Interviews explored leaders' career trajectory and various challenges and opportunities they faced along the way.

This research builds upon and extends the literature on gender and leadership in severalways. First, our work extends experimen-
tal and quantitative analyses of the glass cliff phenomenon by analyzing the career trajectories and subjective experiences of success-
ful female executives. Very few studies to date have approached the question of promotion context by incorporating the subjective
experiences of corporate elites themselves (for exceptions see Davies-Netzley, 1998; Fitzsimmons, Callan, & Paulsen, 2014). Yet to
fully understand the mechanisms that drive glass cliff processes, we must understand the perspectives and strategies of women
who experience high risk promotions. While scholarship on the glass cliff has primarily focused on the firm-level characteristics of
women promoted to CEO (e.g., Adams, Gupta, & Leeth, 2009; Cook & Glass, 2014; Ryan & Haslam, 2005), we expand this approach
by analyzing the promotion of top women executives to positions that they considered high risk. We believe this provides more
nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities women experience as they achieve professional mobility.

Second, ourwork builds upon and extends research on gender and leadership by analyzing the career trajectories of an elite group
of female leaders: CEOs in the Fortune 500. By comparing the career trajectory of every woman who has ever served as CEO in the
Fortune 500 to the career trajectories of a matched sample of male CEOs, we can more precisely identify the pathways that allow
women to successfully ascend to top positions.

Finally, our work advances scholarship by identifying the challenges women face post-promotion. Understanding challenges that
may limit women's ability to lead successfully is critical to advancingwomen's representation in leadership positions because a lack of
success risks reinforcing stereotypes and bias regarding women's leadership capability. By identifying challenges that limit female
leaders' success we can inform policy and practice in ways that limit bias and support women's mobility and success.
Theory & research on women in leadership

Promoted off the glass cliff?

Whilemost research onwomen and leadership focuses on the barriers that limit women's upwardmobility inwork organizations,
a small but growing body of work seeks to identify the conditions under which these barriers might be overcome (e.g., Ely, 1995;
Gorman, 2005; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). Recent theoretical advancements have suggested that women's promotion to leadership posi-
tions is dependent on firm performance (Ashby, Ryan, & Haslam, 2007; Haslam& Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Haslam, 2005). Specifically, the
theory of the glass cliff predicts that women aremore likely thanmen to be promoted in firms that are struggling, in crisis or at risk to
fail (Ryan & Haslam, 2007). The current analysis extends this perspective to consider the subjective experiences of women executives
in the face of specific jobs or promotions that they deem high risk. We believe exploring the glass cliff in both contexts—CEO promo-
tions in struggling firms and promotion to leadership positions that are high-risk—allows us insight into the subjective experiences of
women leaders.

Ryan andHaslam (2005, 2007) identify severalmechanisms thatmay contribute to the phenomenon bywhichwomen leaders are
promoted to risky positions. First, womenmay face less competition frommen for these positions as highly qualifiedwhitemale can-
didatesmay view these positions as too risky or otherwise undesirable (Ryan & Haslam, 2007: 558). Women, on the other hand, may
be more amenable to accepting such positions out of fear that a comparable opportunity may not materialize in the future. Second,
there is evidence that the requisite competencies of leaders may be context specific and vary depending on the health of the firm
(Eagly & Karau, 2002). Specifically, stereotypically feminine qualities—including emotional sensitivity, strong interpersonal skills, mo-
rale building capabilities and a collaborative leadership style—may bemore valued during times of crisis (Bruckmuller & Branscombe,
2010; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). Such qualities may also make women candidates more attractive when decision-makers perceive a job
or assignment as particularly high risk or challenging. Finally, a crisis or high-risk situationmaymotivate decision-makers to promote
non-traditional leaders, including women, to signal to key stakeholders that the firm is headed in a bold new direction (Khurana,
2002).

A growing body of scholarship finds empirical support for this theory. For instance, experimental studies that ask study partici-
pants to match candidates with various leadership positions finds that participants are more likely to appoint female candidates to
struggling organizations (Ashby et al., 2007; Haslam & Ryan, 2008). A longitudinal study of CEO transitions in the Fortune 500 over
a fifteen-year period concludes that female and minority CEOs are more likely than men to be appointed to struggling firms (Cook
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& Glass, 2014). Similarly, firms that experience scandal, turbulence or dramatic change aremore likely to have a greater proportion of
female executives compared to less volatile firms (Brady, Isaacs, Reeves, Burroway, & Reynolds, 2011; Furst & Reeves, 2008).

This evidence suggests that female leadersmay begin their leadership tenure at a deficit.Womenpromoted ‘off the glass cliff’ likely
begin their tenurewith the expectation that they rescue the organization, teamor branch and thismay intensify the scrutiny and per-
formance pressures thesewomen experience. However, themechanisms that lead to glass cliff outcomes are not yet well understood.
A recent analysis of the life course of corporate leaders in Australia found thatwomen aremore likely thanmen to view themselves as
turnaround specialists and thatwomen aremore likely to attribute their career advancement to a history of succeeding at risky assign-
ments (Fitzsimmons et al., 2014). These findings suggest that female leadersmay believe that theymust seek out risky appointments
in order to establish their credibility as leaders. While this potential does not deny that bias shapes women's career mobility, it does
attribute a greater degree of agency to women themselves in terms of selecting risky positions. Our analysis of the career trajectories
and experiences of female leaders will shed light on the mechanisms that drive glass cliff processes.

Scrutiny and performance pressures?

While glass cliff theory predicts the conditions under which women are appointed to leadership positions, token and role incon-
gruity theory identify the potential challenges female leadersmay experience post-promotion. According to Kanter (1977), numerical
minorities often experience heightened visibility and scrutiny, exaggerated stereotypes and exclusion and isolation. As a result, they
experience two types of pressure: pressure to perform as well as pressures to assimilate to the interactive style of their peers in the
numerical majority. To the extent that female corporate elites are numerical minorities, these pressuresmay shape their post-promo-
tion trajectory and tenure in several ways.

Role incongruity theory suggests that not only women's underrepresentation in corporate leadership positions but also the per-
ceived incongruity between women's social roles and the demands of the position will present challenges to successful leadership
(Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman, 2001). Corporate leadership positions are gendered occupations that privilege a masculine work
ethic—hence the phrase ‘think manager-think male’ (Britton, 2000; Schein, 2001). Cultural schemas that associate leadership with
masculinity motivate assumptions about the type of person who can successfully fulfill leadership roles (Gorman, 2005; Schein,
1973). These cultural schemas can distort evaluations of women's fitness for leadership positions, leading to negative evaluations
of women irrespective of their preparation, ability or performance (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Token theory and role incongruity theory suggest that female leaders will likely experience excessive scrutiny of their
performance. Importantly, this degree of scrutiny may weaken women's ability to lead effectively and may increase their turnover.
Female leaders often perceive themselves as “outsiders on the inside” and under constant scrutiny to outperform their male peers
(Davies-Netzley, 1998; Moore, 1988). Because of women's status as numerical minorities in corporate leadership positions, they
are highly visible and their performance constantly scrutinized (Kanter, 1977). They are also often evaluated negatively for engaging
in behaviors necessary to lead effectively. For instance, female executives who speakmore often than their peers tend to be evaluated
negatively, while male executives who speakmore often are evaluated positively (Brescoll, 2012). Unlikemen, women are also more
likely to be penalized for engaging in self-promotion or diversity-advancing behavior (Heckman, Foo, & Yang, 2014; Rudman, 1998).
Indeed, womenwho display any form of dominance or authority risk negative evaluations for failing to conform to traditional gender
norms, despite the typical association of these behaviors with effective leadership (Livingston, Rosette, & Washington, 2012).

As a result of this scrutiny, female leaders may experience lower job satisfaction, higher rates of depressive symptoms and higher
turnover rates (Jacobs, 1989; Pedrovska & Karraker, 2014; Taylor, 2010). Importantly, these pressures can lead women to
underperform relative to their training and capability (Inzlicht & Ben-Zeev, 2003). In fact, women are more likely than men to with-
draw from full engagement in organizational decision making (Edmonson, 2002; Ely, Padavic, & Thomas, 2012).

Lack of support and challenges to authority?

Token theory and role incongruity theory also suggest that women's underrepresentation in corporate leadership positions com-
bined with perceptions regarding their fitness for leadership positions will lead to a lack of support and challenges to the authority of
women's leadership. We consider two potential challenges to women's authority: (1) a lack of support and resources available to
them and (2) overt or subtle resistance to their authority from subordinates and peers. We expect these challenges to limit women's
ability to influence organizational outcomes and to place downward pressure on women's tenure as top leaders.

First, women's token status combined with biases concerning their ability to lead effectively may limit the resources available to
female corporate leaders and contribute to an overall lack of support for their leadership. A great deal of evidence suggests that
women in male-dominated jobs experience less peer and work-related support than their male peers (McGuire, 2002; Taylor,
2010). Even women who attain leadership positions are less likely to enjoy social and professional network ties to organizational
elites, a resource known to increase one's influence over the organization (Higgenbotham &Weber, 1999; Ibarra, 1993). Importantly,
when women perceive a lack of workplace support, their overall performance is weakened (Ely et al., 2012).

In corporate settings, a relative lack of resources maymean that female CEOs lack the requisite influence over their board of direc-
tors. Boards of directors are responsible for monitoring the CEO and overseeing corporate strategy initiatives (Shropshire, 2010). As
such, boards have a significant impact on a CEO's ability to effectively build momentum for strategic change and innovation. Social
similarity between the CEO and the members of the board increases trust and cooperation; thus CEOs who are socially similar to
board members will enjoy greater influence over board outcomes (Carli, 2001; Westphal, 1999). In the absence of gender diversity
on the board, therefore, female CEOs may have relatively low levels of influence over the board.
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Second, female leaders are alsomore likely thanmen to experience subtle and explicit resistance to their authority that can deval-
ue their contributions and weaken their ability to lead effectively. Female leaders are more likely than men to lack control over key
organizational resources and financial authority—both critical for leaders' success (Collins, 1997; Smith, 2005). As a result, female
leaders tend to be more frugal, constrained and reluctant to ‘rock the boat’ (Bradshaw & Wicks, 2000; Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt,
& van Engen, 2003; Hogg, 2001).

In corporate settings, this resistance may take the form of greater board monitoring. Poor firm performance tends to lower the
board's assessment of the CEO and increase board scrutiny (Hermalin &Weisbach, 1998;Wintoki, Linck, &Netter, 2012). To the extent
that female CEOs are more likely to begin their leadership in a poorly performing firm, theymay bemore likely than their male coun-
terparts to experience heightened monitoring and weaker bargaining power vis-a-vis the board.

Taken together, these insights suggest that female leaders will experience significant challenges post-promotion that may impact
their ability to lead effectively andmay limit their leadership tenure. However, less is known about how impactful thesemechanisms
are in shaping the career trajectory of women who survive above the glass ceiling. Also less well known are the strategies successful
female leaders use to navigate these challenges. Our analysis will seek to uncover whether and how the challenges associated with
token status and role incongruity affect successful female leaders as well as the strategies women use to overcome these challenges.

Methods

Sample and procedure

To examine our research questions, we drawon two data sources. The first data source, hereafter termed ‘trajectory data’, was con-
structed by the authors and includes biographical sketches and career trajectories of all women that currently serve or have ever
served as CEO of a Fortune 500 company. To compile the list of female CEOs, the authors used both the Catalyst website (catalyst.
org) which provides detailed lists of female CEOs and the appendix from Zweigenhaft and Domhoff's (2011) book The New CEOs
which details all female and minority CEOs in the Fortune 500 companies through 2010. Several reference websites such as Business
Week, Forbes, Fortune, Bloomberg, company websites, and others were used to provide a comprehensive view of the respective CEO.
Information gathered focused on aspects of CEOs' personal and professional life as well as information on the organization and the
industry in which it operates.

For this study, we focus on the state of the firm at the time of the leader's appointment to CEO, the power and influence of the
appointed CEO as indicated by CEO/Chair of the Board duality, and the tenure of the CEO. To determine the state of the firm at the
time of the appointment, we relied on news articles covering the event. Previous research has established that news articles as an ap-
propriate and important source for secondary data (see Arthur, 2003; Arthur & Cook, 2004). Although there are many advantages to
using news articles to describe an event, they do not provide complete information. As such, that is a potential limitation of thismeth-
od. We have put forth the most accurate findings with the public information available. Sources used for the news articles were the
Wall Street Journal, New York Times, Bloomberg Business, USA Today, and Forbes.

Thoughmore detailed information was recorded regarding the situation of the firm at the time of the appointment, the basic cod-
ing fell into three categories: struggling/crisis, major restructuring, or solid/fine performance.Within the coding of “struggling/crisis”
at the time of appointment, several themes emerged:firms going through a scandal such as a data breach or firing of the previous CEO,
firms experiencing a period of declining sales, firms hit hard with the recession or a downturn in the economy, a struggling industry
overall, firms experiencing slow growth and strategic missteps, and recent awareness of major problems or losses at the time of the
appointment. News articles were coded by two individuals (including one of the paper's authors) to ensure accuracy as to the state of
the firm at the time of the leader's appointment. Inter-rater agreement was 96%. For the disagreements, an objective third party pro-
vided an assessment of the articles. Example statements from news articles are as follows:
Morrison will be running a company with an uncertain future. Americans seem to have maxed out on their appetite for soup,
with consumption dropping steadily in recent years. Evenworse, in the ready-to-serve category, Campbell has lost share to ri-
vals. Hard times typically boost consumption of canned soup, but the financial crisis didn't produce a bump.
Spherion fell short of its earnings estimates for the first time, leading to internal and external scrutiny that sparked dramatic
changes. An economic downturn exacerbated the financial burdens wrought by the company's near decade-long acquisition
campaign. The search for a solution to Spherion's problems led to divestitures, substantial layoffs, and newmanagement [Cinda
Hallman].
Avon Products Inc. picked Sherilyn S.McCoy as its new chief executive, betting a seasoned Johnson & Johnson executive will be
able to sort out its sprawling international operations while fending off a $10 billion takeover offer lodged by Coty Inc. Her
immediate tasks will be to develop a strategic plan, promised after a string of disappointing results; deal with costly and
prolonged investigations into possible overseas bribery; contend with Coty's unwanted advances, and sort out the aftermath
of a botched computer-system upgrade that has hurt sales and morale in Brazil, Avon's most important market.
Although previous research has shown mixed results for firm performance as a function of CEO duality (Krause, Semadeni, &
Canella, 2014), several scholars have identified benefits of this leadership structure (Alexander, Fennell, & Halpern, 1993; Anderson
& Anthony, 1986). Specifically, in the absence of duality, the CEO's ability to provide effective leadership may be hampered in

http://catalyst.org
http://catalyst.org
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situations where the board and top management are at odds. By contrast, when firms are characterized by duality, there is a greater
potential for alignment and consensuswith regard to afirm's strategic vision (Alexander et al., 1993; Anderson&Anthony, 1986). This
benefit of duality not only lends itself to greater power and influence for the CEO, but it also facilitates greater alignment with and,
hence, support from the board. The CEO/Chair duality measure was coded in one of three ways. One, if the leader was appointed
both CEO and Chair of the Board at the onset of her/his CEO tenure; two, if the leader was appointed CEO and then later became
Chair of the Board during her/his tenure; and three, if the leader was appointed CEO only and another individual serves as the
Chair of the Board.

And tenure was coded in months for the total duration the leader served as CEO of the firm and not as the duration the leader
served as CEO of a Fortune 500 firm. In other words, firms go on and off the Fortune 500 list. We looked at tenure as total time
with the organization. As an example, MegWhitmanwas CEO of eBay starting inMarch, 1998 yet eBay did not appear on the Fortune
500 list until 2006. Her tenure is calculated fromher entire time at eBay fromMarch 1998 until November 2007.We alsomake note of
post-CEO activity and career experience. For example, we noted all boards served on after stepping down as CEO, other executive po-
sitions, philanthropic work, among others.

In total, including two interim CEOs, the collection is comprised of 52 female CEOs. This number represents the population, not a
sample, of women that have served as CEO in a Fortune 500 company through 2014. By studying a population rather than a sample of
women, the internal validity of our findings is strengthened (Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010). Prior to the year 2000, only sevenwomen had
been CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Twenty-four women became CEO between 2001 and 2010, and from 2011 to 2014, 22 women
were appointed CEO. For comparison purposes, a 1:1 matched set was also collected of male CEOs. The CEOs were matched based on
firm size and industry of operation. The industry was matched using the four-digit SIC Code (Standard Industrial Classification) for
each firm. Although the matching dataset was structured around industry and firm size, other aspects are also comparable across
both male and female CEOs. Specifically, 52% of men attended ivy or top-rated universities compared to 50% of women; sixty percent
of men attended graduate school compared to 58% of women; forty percent of men worked for their organization for 15 years or
longer compared to 46% of women; and 64% of men were internal appointments compared to 65% of women.

The second data source, hereafter termed ‘interview data’, includes transcripts of semi-structured in-depth interviews of twelve
womenwho currently serve in top executive positions. We selected a semi-structuredmodel in order to be flexible with our respon-
dents, and allow them to drive the research (Lee, 1999). Additionally, to ensure the objectivity of the interview process, we carefully
wrote and rewrote all the questions (with assistance from an outside third party) both to improve our construct validity and to ensure
that we did not lead our respondents in their answers (Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010; Lee, 1999). Our questionswere structured to identify
both positive and negative experiences that have occurred over the course of the respondents' career. For example, we asked inter-
viewees if they experienced heightened visibility being one of a few women in the upper echelons of management. If they did, we
proceeded to ask about the challenges and/or opportunities that resulted from that heightened visibility. Consistent with suggested
best practices (Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010; Lee, 1999), we took care in writing objective, non-leading questions.

Given the sensitive nature of the topics covered in our interviews, we began each interview with an explanation of our IRB (Insti-
tutional Review Board) process, a reiteration of our assurance of confidentiality and an opportunity to allow respondents to ask any
questions before we began. Although this process only took a fewminutes, it aided in enhancing the level of comfort, trust, and open-
ness of our respondents. By increasing their trust in us, we likely received a more accurate and complete picture of their experiences
(Gibbert & Ruigrok, 2010).

Industries represented by interview respondents included automotive, hospitality, insurance, outdoor, airline, non-profit and gov-
ernment. The average size of the interviewees' firms as measured by the number of employees is 90,000. Corporate headquarters
range across the United States. Specifically, headquarters of the respective firms are in the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Southwest,
andWestern regions. Thewomen range in age from early tomid-40s to 60s. Seventy-three percent arewhite, 20% are Black, and seven
percent are Latina. For this sample, we relied on knowledgeable informants across the country, including personal contacts in targeted
companies, scholarly contacts who have conducted research with targeted companies, and professional contacts with connections to
targeted companies and individuals. Both authors conducted each interview together to ensure the accuracy of the interview record,
and interviews were contemporaneously transcribed by both authors.

While some interviewswere conducted in person in respondents' offices, most were conducted by telephone at a time selected by
the respondent. Telephone interviews have been shown to produce as reliable information as face-to-face interviews and, in some
cases, may even increase respondents' ability to discuss sensitive information such as experiences of discrimination (Cachia &
Millward, 2011; Sturges &Hanrahan, 2004). Telephone interviews are particularly appropriate in research that requires access to geo-
graphically dispersed research subjects, such as corporate executives (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).

Interview questions focused on four primary areas: the career trajectory and promotion history of the respondent, including key
factors that shaped their mobility over time; the primary obstacles and challenges, if any, faced by the respondent throughout their
career; the organizational and institutional factors that shaped their career mobility, specifically, we asked if they have been offered
promotions in firms that were in crisis or otherwise presented significant risk; and last, we asked about the role of boards, leadership
programs, or diversity programs that hindered or facilitated their career success. We emailed the general themes, but not the specific
questions of the interview ahead of time to the respondents so they would have time to reflect on their experiences prior to our dis-
cussion with them. To identify key themes from the transcripts, both authors independently reviewed the transcripts and then
discussed general themes (with inter-rater reliability over 90%), and then both authors independently re-reviewed the transcripts
to identify specific themes related to promotion and post-promotion experiences of female leaders (with inter-rater reliability of
85%). For disagreements, further discussion took place. If a disagreement was still present, the passage was not included in our
analysis. Given our assurances of confidentiality to our respondents, we did not involve a third party in coding our interviews.
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As suggested by Cook and Campbell (1979), our construct validity is strengthened by structuring an objective interview. The ob-
jective interviewwas achieved by first writing and rewriting our questions to ensure an accurate and complete response from the in-
terviewee, second by conducting it as a semi-structured interview in order to have the interviewee rather than the interviewers drive
the research, and third by establishing a level of trust with the respondents. This process also lends itself to the credibility and con-
firmability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Specifically, by establishing a climate of trust, the respondents feel safe in sharing
their true experiences. Thus, their experiences, rather than the authors' perspectives, drove the research. For example, we did not in-
clude any questions that pertained to image issues such as body weight, dress, or the like. Yet, through our discussions, those topics
became a running theme in our interviewees' responses. As passages in this article illustrate, those are important topics for the
interviewed women that potentially would have been missed had we been more rigid in our interview format.

Using interview and career trajectory data, logical causal relationships and internal validity are affirmed (Cook & Campbell, 1979).
Reliability and dependability have also been illustratedwith consistent results from inter-rater agreement on both the interview data
and the trajectory data (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). External validity, the generalizability of the findings, is a po-
tential limitation. Interviews and biographical sketches are generalizable in that many industries are represented; however, the bio-
graphical sketches are of CEOs in very large organizations and the majority of the interviewees are also employees in very large
organizations. As such, these results may or may not translate to female leaders in smaller firms. The applicability of these findings
may be transferable to other contexts, but further examination is needed to attain confidence in their transferability (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). As noted by Cook and Campbell (1979), no single piece of research can satisfy all criteria. And in their view, construct
validity, internal validity, and reliability are all paramount over external validity. Lee (1999) echoes their conclusion in his argument
that qualitative research is best suited to describe and explain, rather than be generalizable to other contexts.

Data analysis

Standard calculations were conducted on the ‘trajectory’ data and compared to the matched set of male CEOs. Basic percentages
were computed for the state of the firm at the time of the appointment and for the duality of the CEO/Chair of the Board role. For in-
formation on CEO tenure, both the mean and the median were computed. This was largely necessary given the outliers of Katherine
Graham andMarion Sandler. Katherine Graham of theWashington Post is noted as the first woman to be CEO of a Fortune 500 com-
pany having over a twenty-year tenure, and Marion Sandler of GoldenWest Financial is noted as the first and longest serving female
CEO having a 43-year tenure. In contrast, Claire Babrowski of Radio Shack and Cathie Lesjak of Hewlett Packard (HP) both served as
interim CEOs for only a few months. We also examined activity and experiences of the CEO post that position.

Givenmany of our CEOs still serve in the CEO role, our calculations for post-CEO activity and experiences are based on 22 women
and 38men that no longer serve as CEO. As a clarification, our data are accurate through 2014. For example, Patricia Woertz stepped
down as CEO of Archer Daniels Midland (ADM) effective January, 2015 yet still serves as Chair of the Board. Given our analysis focuses
on events through 2014 (when she was still CEO), she is not counted as one of the 22 that are no longer CEO and her board activity
post CEO is not counted in our tabulations. She is considered, in this reporting, as still being CEO of ADM. For the ‘interview’ data,
the authors separately coded all interviewee responses within the corresponding areas of examination. The authors then compared
their individual assessments. The reliability of the coding between the authors resulted in over 90% agreement.

Findings

Glass cliff promotions

In our examination of all women to serve as Fortune 500 CEOs and the correspondingmatched sample of male Fortune 500 CEOs,
results indicate that women are far more likely than men to be appointed CEO in a firm that is struggling—the standard conceptual-
ization of the glass cliff phenomenon. Within our dataset of 52 women, 42% of the women were appointed CEO when the firm was
struggling or in crisis as indicated in news articles at the time of appointment compared to 22% of themen. Furthermore, ten percent
of the appointedwomen started as CEOduring amajor transition for thefirm.Noneof themen in thematched samplefit this criterion.
In contrast, 44%of thewomenwere appointed CEOwhen thefirmwas doingwell compared to 70% of themenbeing appointed during
solid firm performance.

Several examples of female CEOs illustrate the glass cliff phenomenon. Mary Barra was appointed CEO of General Motors (GM) in
January 2014. Immediately following her promotion, Ms. Barra was faced with evidence of product defects, a recall that included
millions of GM cars, and congressional hearings to account for these defects. Importantly, evidence suggests that GM decisionmakers
knew about the oncoming recall crisis prior to Barra's appointment. Thus, the timing of her appointment—immediately before news of
the defects became pubic—provides important support that her appointment represents an example of the glass cliff.

PhebeNovakovic, appointed CEO of General Dynamics in January 2013, entered her positionwith anover two billion dollar loss the
prior quarter. Anne Mulcahy, serving as CEO of Xerox from August 2001 until July 2009, was appointed at a time the firm was near
bankruptcy and going through one of the largest accounting scandals of that period. And Margaret (Meg) Whitman became CEO of
HP in September 2011 during a time of slow growth, serious strategic missteps such as the acquisition of the company Autonomy,
and the firing of the previous CEO. Brenda Barnes stepped in during a time of major restructuring at Sara Lee, Denise Morrison took
over as demand for Campbell's Soup products was experiencing a sharp decline, and Ross Stores had experienced declining sales
for the first time in a decade right before Barbara Rentler was appointed CEO. Examples of women being appointed CEO during pre-
carious times for their organizations are plentiful within the Fortune 500. Importantly, in nearly every instance, decision makers
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appointed a female CEO—still a rare event in the Fortune 500—knowing the firm was experiencing performance declines, scandals or
crises.

Interviews with female leaders confirm that women receive promotions during times of crisis, restructuring or performance
declines—a fact that represents an important extension of glass cliff theory that considers individual appointments of women execu-
tives to high-risk appointments irrespective of overall firm health. In fact, every respondent indicated that she had, at some point in
her career, received a high-risk promotion and/or taken on an extremely risky assignment. The following response to questions about
risky promotion offers was typical among our sample. The respondent, a high ranking executive in a global corporation, noted, “I was
always picked when there was a problem…one time we were trying to avoid a union takeover, three times I replaced people who
were fired for significant reasons.” Another respondent, an executive of a major corporation, described an important promotion
where she was moved to a position that required her to curb a company-wide union effort. She described the job as a “hideous envi-
ronment.” Another executive reflected, “Both major moves for me have come from taking on roles where there were some difficult
times.”

Our respondentswere also very aware of the long-term career risks these positions presented. They recognized that to fail in these
high-risk assignmentswas to risk derailing their career. One executive described a promotion that put her as a direct report to theman
expected to be the next CEO of the company and who was known as very difficult and demanding to work for. She was told, “if you
can't make it with him, you become a pariah.” She goes on to say:
I knew itwas riskyworkingwith him. This jobwas risky… I had to rebuild an organization from scratch. Therewasn't anybody
I could go to to see if this was right…. I did worry about the fact that they placed me over here and what would happen if it
didn't go well … I wanted to be successful.
When asked why they took such risky assignments, a few respondents noted that they were offered these assignments by impor-
tant leaders in their company and a greater risk would have been to turn the promotion down. For example, an executive at a large
global company described a risky promotion like this:
[My boss said] ‘I am handing you an opportunity but it isn't necessarily the easy way. You have to take the risk.’My first stand-
out opportunitywas in disarray…. My peers said, ‘You are crazy, it will take you down’. I thought of it as a challenge. I took the
path that others weren't willing to take. If you didn't handle it well, it could take you down.
Despite confirming that glass cliff promotions are often the result of encouragement by key decision makers, respondents also
challenged key assumptions of glass cliff theory in important ways. While glass cliff theory posits that women are placed in these
risky positions due to bias on behalf of decision makers, our respondents indicate that they exercised a great deal of agency in
terms of seeking out such assignments. According to all of our respondents, proving themselves as leaders was difficult. In mostly
male-dominated executive ranks, our respondents were highly visible as women but not as leaders. To establish their credibility as
effective leaders they actively sought out challenging and very risky “promotion-making” assignments. In thewords of one executive,
“You knew the risk was high but you knew the rewards were high too. You could go up in flames or you could get rewarded and do a
great job.” Another respondent attributed her career mobility to this willingness to take on risky assignments. When asked what she
viewed as the most important factor in her success she stated:
I produced results. I worked on high profile and risky assignments that had a lot of spotlight and attention. I viewed risky
projects as an opportunity. I think the higher the risk, the higher the reward. If you want to move ahead at [COMPANY],
work on the toughest, most difficult project or position even if it's lateral. If you knock it out of the ballpark, you will get
noticed.
Importantly, this strategy led to the development of a strong skill set that was recognized and highly valued by their companies
and contributed to their long-term careermobility.While glass cliff assignmentswere risky and failuremayhave derailed their career,
their effective leadership through times of crisis led to the cultivation of a reputation as effective leaders for crises, change and trans-
formation. One top executive stated, “Everything I've worked on that I've gotten credit for have been big change efforts …My repu-
tation is for leading big change efforts.” Another top executive, who hadmoved a great deal across her career, described her trajectory
in the following way:
Myniche tends to be, not crisis per se, but I found thatwhat I do,which involves a lot of change inside companies, tends to be an
inflection point. I look not for full on crisis but the openness of doing stuff. It's become my formula. I've identified my niche
around change, transformation, etc. because of what I like to do in terms of innovation—multiple different industries, seismic
change—I look for the right components to be ready to make that happen.
Overall while we find substantial empirical evidence of the glass cliff in the career trajectories of female CEOs and top executives,
we also find that this phenomenon is not merely attributable to bias on behalf of decisionmakers. In response to their minority status
and to the negative visibility that being a woman entails, women develop strategies to become visible for the ‘right’ reasons. These
strategies include a willing acceptance of risky appointments, the development of a skill set based on successful crisis management
and the cultivation of a reputation as a transformation expert. Importantly, these strategies are not without risk. Interviews only in-
cluded those who have successfully navigated the glass cliff pattern; those who failed at highly visible and highly risky positions may
not have achieved the level of career success that our respondents have achieved.
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Lack of support & challenges to authority

We now consider how women experience leadership following promotions. Given that women are more likely to be promoted
during times of crisis or struggle, we expect their post-promotion experience to be challenging. In this section we consider whether
female leaders experience a lack of support and/or challenges to their authority.

To analyze our trajectory data, we assessed CEO/Chair of the Board duality as a proxy for CEO influence and support. Leaders
appointed both CEO and the Chair of the Board likely enjoy greater power and support than leaders who are only appointed CEO
(Alexander et al., 1993; Anderson & Anthony, 1986). Thus, dual appointments likely reflect a greater degree of power and influence
than non-dual appointments. Our analysis reveals stark differences betweenmale and female CEOs.Within our trajectory data of all For-
tune 500 female CEOs and thematched sample of male CEOs, only 13% of women started as CEO and Chair of the Board, whereas 50% of
the appointedmen started as both CEO andChair of the Board. Forty-eight percent of female CEOs serve as the CEO only and are notChair
of the Board. This is true for 34% of the male CEOs. We also find evidence of what might be considered a “trial” period for female CEOs.
Thirty-eight percent of the women started as the CEO only and later were appointed Chair of the Board. In contrast, this trial period only
happened formen 16% of the time. Thesefindings, though, should be takenwith caution. The timing of the appointment is another factor
thatmay influence the results. As Krause et al. (2014) suggest, there is a growing trend for non-duality appointments in order to establish
greater oversight. When assessing the numbers as a function of time, percentages of non-duality appointments (CEO only) are much
more comparable between women and men. However, both duality appointments (CEO and Chair) and “trial” period appointments
(CEO first, Chair at a later date) follow the trend noted above regardless of the timing of the appointment.

Womenwho serve only as CEO and not Chair of the Boardmay experience greater challenges to their leadership, less support from
the board overall, and less power and influence over corporate strategy. The lack of dual status may impact their ability to execute
their strategic vision for the firm, and in turn, may result in a shorter tenure in that role. Though many female CEOs in our dataset
fit this pattern, it is difficult to determine the true level of support or challenges incurred by the board with the public information
available. There are two significant examples, though, that clearly suggest power struggles and differences of opinions that can
arise between the CEO and the board of directors when the CEO does not enjoy dual status. The first example is Carol Bartz of
Yahoo. Shewas appointed CEO in January 2009with the charge of turning around Yahoo and regaining its stature as a leading internet
corporation. As CEO, Ms. Bartz set forth a strategic plan for Yahoo's turnaround. Her plan had a 2012 date to come to fruition. In early
September 2011, though, Ms. Bartz was abruptly fired via a phone call by the Chair of the Board. This was only 32 months into her
tenure as CEO and well short of the realization of her strategic plan. The board obviously had different views and was not supportive
of Ms. Bartz as CEO or her strategic plan.

Eileen Scott of Pathmark Stores is another example of a CEO lacking full board support. Ms. Scott served as CEO fromOctober 2002
until August 2005. Shewas a “lifer” at Pathmark, startingher careerwith the company in 1969 as a part-time cashier.Workingherway
through the ranks, she served inmany leadership posts. After the current CEO left for a position at Starbucks, Ms. Scott was promoted
to CEO but not Chair of the Board. During her tenure, which lasted only 35 months, she secured an investment of over 150 million
dollars from a private equity firm. Despite her success in securing the investment, there is evidence that the board believed another
CEOwas needed to take Pathmark to the next level. Thus, after truly spending her entire career at Pathmark, the board supported her
as CEO for only 35 months.

Interviews revealed a routine lack of support for the leadership of women executives. One of the keyways inwhich female leaders
were denied support was in terms of exclusion from professional and social networks on the job. Several respondents mentioned the
importance of golf for solidifying and sustaining these networks; as women, respondents were often excluded from golf-related
events. According to one top executive this fact not only denied her access to important sources ofworkplace support but also custom-
er interaction. “Customer events are a big piece—they involve golf—I was excluded from those networks because I did not play.” Even
when they did play golf, women executives experienced subtle and not-so-subtle messages the golf course was men's space. One
women executive described the bias she experienced during a golf tournament in the followingway: “The first [tournament] I played
in, they putmewith this Australian customer. Hewas appalled that hewas playingwithme.Wewere both in the sand trap, he toldme
to rake it up because that's women's work.”

Aside from golf, several respondents stated that as the only woman—or one of the only women—at their rank, they were often ig-
nored or dismissed in top-level discussions of strategy. Perhaps the most notable example from our interviews came from a top
executive at a global manufacturing company. This respondent's responsibilities routinely included meetings with the company's
board. Yet, despite her rank, the board—comprised entirely of men—failed to recognize her role and support her contributions.
According to the respondent:
There are times with our board I feel like a woman. Because they treat me like the admin. They are nice, half of them can't re-
membermynameor they call me [WOMAN'SNAME], the name of the admin that supports them. So I usually… I'm not invited
in to some things there. I feel very much on the outside of that. It's an inner sanctum.
Thus, not only did the board fail to support her leadership in the companybut her authoritywas challenged in that the boardmem-
bers did not know her name and continued to assume she was attending the meeting in an administrative support capacity. She
recalled an important discussion with the top leadership team regarding the company's maternity leave policy. Not once in the dis-
cussion was she asked to weigh in despite her being the only woman in the room.

Our respondents also revealed that their leadership is often subtly or explicitly undermined by others in the firm. One respondent
described an instance when she was in charge of a very large regional segment of the company. The executive who reported to her
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refused to acknowledge her authority and sought to exclude her from important work-related discussions. She states, “He would ig-
nore me at meetings. He had a social event, I don't play golf. He would invite the men to golf and then dinner at his house. I was not
invited.”Many respondents described promotions that placed them over oldermenwho had beenwith the company longer andwho
expressed resistance or aggression to having a female boss. One top executive stated, “When I was young—30s, 40s—older men had
resentment. [Their attitude is] you don't belong here—this job should be going to a male.”

In some instances resistance towomen's authority resulted in outright confrontation. One executive for a global firmdescribed the
resistance she experienced when she was placed over a large segment of the company. She stated:
A lot of the good old boys wouldn't listen to me, it was bad. I had to go in and have a heart to heart with a couple of them. ‘You
may not be happy that I'm your boss but we're going to have to figure it out’ … They didn't handle it well. They subsequently
ended up quitting.
While in this instance the resistance to her authority was aggressive and explicit, other forms of resistance were subtler. She de-
scribes a subtle form of resistance to her authority in the following way: “Our CFO always calls me kiddo. I'm like 45 years old, don't
call me kiddo. In meetings, ‘good job, kiddo!’ What do I say to this guy? … Things can be very subtle.”

Overall we find that female CEOs experience substantially less authority than male CEOs due to the lack of a dual appointment as
Chair of the Board. As our trajectory examples attest, this lack of dual appointment can limitwomen's ability to lead effectively and can
shorten their tenure. Interviews with top executives also reveal that female leaders experience a relative lack of access to important
social and professional networks, a lack of acknowledgement of their role and responsibilities, and subtle and explicit challenges to
their authority.

Heightened scrutiny & performance pressures

We now turn to an analysis of whether female leaders experience scrutiny and performance pressures. Our analysis reveals that
our research questionsmay be highly connected. If women start in a position at a time of crisis and they lack the support or authority
to accomplishwhat they need to, then theymay be increasingly vulnerable to scrutiny and performance pressures. As a result, female
leaders may experience shorter tenures compared to their male peers.

In our trajectory dataset, we calculated both the mean and median tenure lengths for male and female CEOs. Our results
suggest a mean tenure length for women of 66 months compared to a mean tenure length for men of 69 months. Though the
average length is similar for the men and women in our dataset, the median length varies substantially. For women, the median
length is only 42 months compared to the median length for men of 60 months. There are some unique aspects in our dataset,
however, that may impact the interpretability of the tenure results. Specifically, as noted in the data analysis section, there are
some outliers in the women's dataset both of extremely long tenures and extremely short tenures. Katherine Graham of the
Washington Post and Marion Sandler of Golden West Financial enjoyed extremely long tenures as CEO. In contrast, Claire
Babrowski of Radio Shack and Cathie Lesjak of HP both served as Interim CEOs and had tenures of five and three months, respec-
tively. Also, a large proportion of the women were appointed post-2010 with their tenure tabulated through 2014. Thus,
although the tenure data are important and may be suggestive of important trends, we advise interpreting the results with
caution.

As suggested above, our research questions connectwith one another. Both examples of Eileen Scott and Carol Bartz are illustrative
in that bothwomen lacked support and authority and this led to shorter tenures resulting from performance pressures. Ms. Bartzwas
CEO for only 32 months and Ms. Scott for only 35 months. Another example is Jill Barad of Mattel. She served as CEO from January
1997 until early February 2000. After facing intense scrutiny and performance pressures, Ms. Barad resigned after only 37 months
as CEO. At the time of her appointment, she was also appointed Chair of the Board. Mattel had just experienced a flat quarter but
had had several years of growth prior to that time. Ms. Barad was appointed CEO with the expectation that she would revive their
winning streak. Her failure to do so in a short period of time led to her resignation.

Our findings also suggest that the reasons for stepping down and post-CEO career vary by gender. Specifically, 32% of the women
were forced to step down or fired compared with only 13% of themen. Twenty-three percent of the women retired compared to 53%
of the men. With regard to their career post-CEO, women are more likely to move to non-profit or charity work (18%) compared to
men (none in the sample). Men are also much more likely than women to continue in a corporate position: 27% of former female
CEOs continue to serve on corporate boards compared to 67% of former male CEOs.

Interviews with top executives reveal that women experience significant levels of scrutiny and performance pressure. The follow-
ing statement by a top executive was typical: “people look at everything I do and consider every word I say.” In many instances, this
scrutiny extended not only to their job performance but to their physical appearance as well. Several respondents mentioned that
their physical appearance—including their weight, their hair and their fashion choices—were fodder for critique and examination
by their subordinates, peers and superiors alike. One top executive at a global hospitality company mentioned that being a woman
was hard but being an overweight womanwas even harder: “I amoverweight—I don't always look like the typical package.” Concerns
related to female leaders' body weight was echoed by an executive who described the intense scrutiny another top woman executive
at her company experienced:
[Women] are dealing a lot more with this, this whole image thing…. We just brought in a female to head our marketing. Very
bright but almost everyone will say to me how she looks. She is kind of heavy. We have many heavy men around here and no
one says anything. I am not sure if she has been as successful because she doesn't care [about her weight].
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scrutiny her female boss received after giving a global company-wide presentation:
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She presented at the [NAME OF CONFERENCE]. My HR leader said that someone had come up to talk about her hair. It was not
professional. Another commented that the length, color did not look professional. I made themistake of having to carry on that
message. She said, ‘You have got to be kidding me? I was talking about strategy and they want to talk about my hair?’
Another executive described this scrutiny in the following way: “I have to look great, dress great, some of these guys, my God, I
have to look fabulous. That's part of looking a certain way. That's a pressure on women, not onmen. I'm held to a very high standard.”

Many respondents reported feeling pressured to be flawless in the execution of their job with no room for misstep. This sense of
walking a fine line between risk and reward meant that women also shouldered a great deal of angst and anxiety about their perfor-
mance. One executive remarked, “I think I have to be as close to perfect as possible… [there is] no room for error.” A female executive
described the performance pressure similarly: “[Women] have to be better. I can tell you the women at [MY COMPANY] do—women
agonize more over their work…we have to be better.” A top executive echoed this perception:.
Senior women still question things. [MY COLLEAGUE] will call me and say, ‘Should I say this? Should I say that?’ Men don't
worry about that and I can't imagine them saying that. With women, I hear moreworry—howwill I be perceived?… I feel like
I have to work twice as hard…. We always feel like we could lose our jobs.
Many respondents described hyper-attentiveness to impression management, from their hair, dress to their mannerisms and
manner of speaking. The following example from an executive was typical. She described the skills she had developed working
with a male-dominated executive team in the following way: “Tempering your presentation not only in words but body language
to make sure you come across more smooth and more even keel. Not reacting right away to criticism or provoking questions in
board meetings so you are not being perceived in a negative way.” Many women explained the source of this angst as a perception
that their male peers were waiting for them to make a mistake to “prove” their incompetence for the job. One executive speculated
that hermale colleagues were wondering “if I'm going to slip off a pedestal”. And, perhaps not surprisingly, scrutiny and performance
pressures can lead to declining levels of career satisfaction over time for female leaders. The most compelling example of this came
from a top executive who had reached the pinnacle of her career by overcoming significant obstacles, including gender bias and dis-
crimination at every step. She described her attitude toward her career in the following way:
I think there are many women in their 50s that are just done with corporate America. When I look across the board at [MY
COMPANY]—Vice Presidents and above—300 people—I am hard pressed to find incompetent women. And there are many in-
competent men. Women, to attain these top positions have really fine-tuned their skill sets. Men show up to meetings saying,
‘what is this about?’ Women come with electronics, come with notes, do follow up.
This respondent expressed during the interview that she is actively looking for an exit strategy from her career. After decades of
constantly proving herself and achieving remarkable success, she stated that she is exhausted and unsatisfied. This suggests that
women's exit from top positions and their greater likelihood of pursuing post-career activities outside of the corporate sector may in-
dicate agency rather than bias on the part of late-career women.While bias shapes their career in a host of ways, their exit decisions
may be shaped by a growing unwillingness to continue to confront bias and ‘prove’ their abilities later in life.

Discussion

This study advances scholarship on women and leadership by analyzing the conditions under which women are promoted to
leadership positions and the challenges they face post-promotion. Moving beyond the barriers that prevent women from obtaining
leadership positions, we focus on the conditions under which women experience mobility above the glass cliff.

Our first research question asks whether women experience a glass cliff in job assignments or promotion opportunities. We con-
ceptualized glass cliff promotions in two ways: the standard conceptualization from extant literature that suggests women CEOs are
more likely than men to be appointed in firms that are struggling and an extension of this concept to the individual experiences of
women executives who are given high risk assignments or appointed to high risk positions. We find strong evidence of the glass
cliff in both our trajectory analysis and interviews. Consistent with glass cliff theory, we find that women are often promoted to po-
sitions that are extremely risky. Women CEOs were much more likely to be appointed during times of struggle, and every woman
executive interviewed acknowledged being asked to take on a high-risk assignment or a position in crisis.

Contrary to glass cliff theory, however, our findings reveal that women exercise a great deal of agency in seeking out high-risk
assignments. Women in our interview sample recognized that they were highly visible as women but not necessarily as leaders. To
prove their abilities as leaders, they believed it necessary to establish reputations as transformational leaders and/or crisis managers.
While reflective of a higher performance standard for women than for men, this strategy leads to the accumulation over time of ex-
traordinary skill sets. In our trajectory analysis, we also saw evidence of this. For example, Susan [Ivey] Cameron served as CEO of
Reynolds American from 2004 until 2011 and then chose to retire to spend time with her husband and participate in philanthropic
endeavors. Though enjoying retirement, Reynolds needed her back with her unique skill set. In May, 2014 she once again became
CEO of Reynolds American in order to lead them through an incredibly large and complex acquisition. Speculation also ran through
the media once Ms. Cameron returned as CEO as to what big event may have brought her back.
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There are important theoretical implications of these findings. Interviews with women executives suggest that women's under-
standing of the challenges they face in male-dominated environments leads them to seek out higher risk positions in order to
prove their mettle as leaders. Their greater likelihood of managing crisis and change may, over time, lead to a reputation as capable
change agents, crisis managers and/or turnaround specialists. This may imply that women's greater likelihood of being appointed
CEO to struggling firms reflects the reputation they have built through their cumulative experience of successfully managing crisis.
This is not to suggest that gender bias does not contribute to the glass cliff phenomenon; as we note, women's certainty that they
must take on high risk roles in order to achieve positive visibility is a result of women's underrepresentation and resultant bias.
And women's need to prove themselves by taking on high-risk assignments creates much greater performance pressures for
women executives compared to their male peers. However, our findings suggest that theories of the glass cliff must account for
women's strategic agency in building careers within male-dominated corporate environments rather than simply assume bias
alone shapes women's promotion opportunities (or lack thereof).

Our second research question asked whether female leaders, post-promotion, experience a lack of support and/or challenges to
their leadership. Analysis of the trajectory data reveals that female CEOs are significantly less likely than male CEOs to enjoy dual
appointments as CEO and Chair of the Board. In several instances, this resulted in reduced power and authority to implement the
CEO's strategic vision and a reduced tenure for female CEOs. As noted in our analysis, the lack of dual appointment presents greater
challenges to female CEOs, provides them less board support and less influence over board outcomes. Our interviews confirmed
these findings. Female executives reported exclusion from key decision making networks and instances where they were ignored
or dismissed by peers, superiors and even subordinates.

Importantly, our respondents reported that the board of directors and/or a powerful sponsor can make a significant difference in
terms of the support female leaders receive. In one instance, a respondent reported that her promotion was met with significant re-
sistance from superiors and peers alike. Yet her boss—a long-time senior executive at the company—threatened to leave the company
if she were not granted full support in her new position. Several respondents reported that boards of directors can make a big
difference in terms of establishing support for women's leadership and authority. According to respondents, there is greater respect
and support for female leaders when boards are diverse, establish diversity benchmarks for top management and/or when boards
establish formal committees devoted to diversity. According to one senior executive, “[Boards] make a difference. When [diversity]
is important to the board, it becomes important for the company. If it's a good board and they are holding senior leaders accountable,
that's when change happens.”

Our final research question asked whether female leaders experience heightened scrutiny and performance pressures that poten-
tially limit their leadership tenure. Analysis of trajectory data reveals that female CEOs enjoy significantly shorter median tenures
compared to male CEOs. Female CEOs are also more likely than men to be forced to step down from their position or fired. Finally,
female CEOs aremore likely to retire ormove out of the corporate arena following their tenure, whilemen aremore likely to continue
in corporate leadership positions.

Interviews with female executives affirmed the presence of significant performance pressures. Female respondents reported
pressure to be flawless in the execution of their job along with high levels of anxiety about impression management that extended
beyond job performance to body size, hair and dress. A few of our respondents reported declining levels of career satisfaction over
time despite significant success and mobility. These findings shed light on a recent study that found that women with authority in
the workplace exhibit significantly more symptoms of depression than men with authority or women without authority
(Pedrovska & Karraker, 2014). The authors conclude that “job authority exposes women to interpersonal stressors that undermine
health” (424). In light of the degree of performance pressure and impression management anxiety articulated by our respondents,
it is perhaps not surprising that female leaders experience many negative job-related stressors, including those that impact their
health. And it may follow that women are more likely than men to exit these jobs early and leave corporate settings after their
leadership tenure is over.

Overall our analysis reveals that our research findings are likely highly correlated. If women are promoted to high risk positions
and lack the support or authority to accomplish their leadership goals, then they are likely increasingly vulnerable to scrutiny and per-
formance pressures. As a result, female leaders may experience shorter tenures compared to their male peers either due to a greater
risk of being fired or replaced or due to self-selection out of leadership positions.

Thesefindings have several implications for practice. First, promotion decisions for senior leadership positions tend to be non-rou-
tine, non-standardized, informal, and in the case of senior executive, CEO or board member selection, highly secretive. As a result,
these decisions are susceptible to evaluation bias and stereotypes (Reskin, 2000). The lack of formality and standardization for
these decisions may increase female leaders' susceptibility to glass cliff promotions. While these promotions may reflect, in part,
women's desire to establish their leadership credentials, they also place much greater performance standards on women compared
tomen. Applying the same degree of formalization and standardization to senior level positions as are routinely applied to lower level
positionsmay reduce the extent towhichwomen are at greater risk for being appointed to leadership positions during times of crisis.

Second, to the extent that female leaders face greater challenges to their authority and receive less support, it is reflective in part of
the lack of women's integration into senior leadership positions. It is precisely because women stand out and are highly visible as
women that their capabilities are viewed with greater skepticism. Aggressive efforts to integrate senior levels would go a long way
in reducing the salience of gender at higher echelons. As noted by our respondents, board diversity—or a board's commitment to
genuine leadership diversity—can be a powerful tool in enforcing change at the top.

Finally, the scrutiny and performance pressures female leaders experience puts them at greater risk for higher turnover and
shorter tenures. Yet, as our research suggests, women who reach the top are exceptional in terms of their skill development and
leadership capabilities. This means that shorter tenures and higher turnover for women is bad for companies because it represents
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a significant loss of valuable leadership capital. To address these challenges, integration of upper leadership ranks is again critical. In-
creasing the number of women in leadership positions will lessen the scrutiny women experience in terms of job performance and
physical appearance. In gender-integrated workgroups, the salience of gender stereotypes and gender differences is reduced (e.g.,
Kanter, 1977). By making women less visible as women, integration would reduce the pressure on female leaders and expand the
range of acceptable leadership styles.

Conclusion

The current study is limited in ways that can be fruitfully addressed by future research. First, because our trajectory analysis is
based on the population of women who have ever served as CEO in the Fortune 500, we are unable to disaggregate the career trajec-
tories ofwomen by race/ethnicity or age/generation. Previous scholarship suggests that themobility pathways and post-appointment
experiences vary between white women and women of color (Bell & Nkomo, 2001; Chung-Herrera & Lankau, 2005; Collins, 1997;
Livingston et al., 2012). There have also been several accounts in the popular media that suggest the younger generation of workers
(i.e., Millennials) is less biased and more tolerant of differences (e.g., Burstein, 2014; Gregory, 2010), and some empirical evidence
supports the notion that younger workers are more tolerant overall than older workers (Pew Research Center, 2010). If true,
generational turnover may erase—or at least ease—many of the challenges women face in the workplace. Researchers can build
upon the current study by identifying contexts that would allow for disaggregation and separate analysis of various demographic
groups, including racial/ethnic minorities and age/generation.

Also, our focus on the Fortune 500 limits our study to a relatively small set of highly visible American firms. As the most highly
visible and influential work organizations in the U.S., the Fortune 500 provides important insights into the dynamics of leadership
in work organizations. However, the Fortune 500 is not necessarily representative of all work organizations. Thus, future research
can build upon our study by testing similar mechanisms in a group of smaller, less visible firms that may not face the same pressures
to pursue diversity initiatives, including diversity among top leaders and decision-makers.

Finally, interviewswith senior executives and analyses of the careers of female CEOs are limited by our focus onwomenwho have
successfully overcome successive rounds of bias and discrimination from career entry to the present. Our sample does not include
women who were not promoted, were passed over for various opportunities and/or who self-selected out of the corporate pipeline
due to blocked mobility. Our sample also does not include white men executives who may or may not also perceive that they too
were required to accept high-risk positions in order to prove their leadership capabilities. It is likely that a sample of less successful
women and/or white men may reveal important processes and mechanisms that are not revealed by the “success” stories of the fe-
male leaders included in the current study.
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