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Abstract
This article reports on an empirical study that investigated factors influencing women’s career success.
Statistics relating to the field of women in management indicate that, worldwide, women are underrepresented in executive and decision-making positions. Women face unique challenges in their career
pursuit that may prevent them from moving up to executive positions. A framework to investigate the factors
influencing career success indicates that factors such as demographics, personality, culture, barriers,
external and internal support impact on the career success of women. This study surveyed a sample of 301
professional and business women in South Africa. The results of the empirical survey showed that there are
statistical significant relationships between groups of women based on their demographics and their
perceptions of the factors that influence their career success.
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1
Introduction
The South African Employment Equity Act 55
of 1998 (South Africa, 1998) affirms women’s
right to equal employment opportunities; yet
the representation of South African women in
top management has declined from 3.9 per
cent in 2008 to 3.6 per cent in 2012 (BWA,
2012). Although studies (Eagly & Carli, 2003;
Paton, 2008; Yáñez & Moreno, 2008) show
that women’s leadership style ensure their
suitability for management positions, women
are still under-represented in these positions.
Traditionally, the discourse on women’s position
in society evolved out of feminist rhetoric and
can be traced back to the nineteenth century
(Murgolo-Poore, 2006). However, it was only
during the past two decades that the research
focus shifted to women in business and
management (Bilimoria & Piderit, 2007).
Research within the domain of women in
management attributes the under-representation
of women at the executive level to a multitude
of barriers inhibiting women’s progress
beyond the so-called glass ceiling (Simpson &

Altman, 2000; Bagues & Estev-Volart, 2010;
Daft, 2010). The disproportionate number of
males in leadership positions perpetuates
socialised patriarchal norms, thereby maintaining this invisible barrier (Falk & Grizard,
2003).
Census statistics, however, indicate that
some women do succeed in progressing to the
top (BWA, 2012). Investigating the characteristics
and enabling environments associated with
women who succeed in their professional
careers may be a critical step in understanding
why women are under-represented in top
management positions worldwide (Duffy et al.,
2006). However, the major contributing factors
to women’s career advancement to leadership
positions are not yet clear, nor do we know
which of the factors culminating in the glass
ceiling constitute the major barriers to their
career advancement. In order to contribute to
an understanding of the factors influencing
women’s career success, this article reports on
research conducted that investigated the
characteristics and the enabling environments
associated with women who have succeeded in
their professional careers.
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2
Literature review
In South Africa, substantial progress in
women’s advancement has been seen over the
past decade. The Grant Thornton International
Business Owners Survey of 2004 (Grant
Thornton, 2005) ranks South Africa third on
the list of countries with the highest
representation of women in senior positions
and eighth globally on the list of women in

senior management positions. However, males
continue to comprise the largest percentage of
incumbents at the senior executive level.
Since 2004, the Business Women’s Association of South Africa (BWASA) has been
conducting an annual census to analyse, on an
ongoing basis, women on boards and in
executive management of public companies
(BWA, 2012). Table 1 shows the percentage of
women in management positions.

Table 1
Year-to-year comparison of women in management positions in South Africa
Management position
CEOs/MDs
Chairpersons
Directors
Executive Managers
Source: BWA (2012)

2012
3.6%
5.5%
17.1%
21.4%

The year-to-year comparison of percentages
shown in Table 1 illustrates a positive trend in
the representivity of women in management
positions up to 2010, followed by a downward
swing in 2011 and 2012.

2.1 Factors influencing the career
success of women
Career success in this study was the dependent
variable. The purpose of the study was, therefore, not to measure success. Although there
are many definitions of success, for the purposes
of this study, career success is defined as
progression to the executive management or
leadership level in the course of one’s career.
The factors commonly reported in existing
literature to have an influence on success, are
demographics, career barriers, personality traits,
cultural factors, external support and internal
support.
2.1.1 Demographics
The influence of background demographics on
professional success is multi-facetted, ranging
from birth order to socio-economic status. Literature (Eckstein, 2000; Dattner, 2011) indicates
that first-born children are more confident,
assertive and concerned about position and rank.
Other attributes associated with first-born and
only children include high-achievement orientation, high level of motivation, and leadership.
The typical characteristics attached to birth
order may influence personality and, therefore,

2011
4.4%
5.3%
15.8%
21.6%

2010
4.5%
6.0%
16.6%
19.3%

2009
3.6%
5.8%
14.6%
18.6%

2008
3.9%
3.9%
14.3%
25.3%

behaviour in the workplace. Other demographic
variables identified in literature as potentially
impacting on professional success are gender
of siblings, ethnicity, education level, parent’s
education level and profession, marital status
and number and age of children (Punnett et al.,
2006).
2.1.2 Career barriers
Women’s career progress appears to be
influenced by what has been termed a glass
ceiling, denoting a continued artificial barrier
to the advancement by women to executive
positions (Bagues & Estev-Volart, 2010). The
most prominent barriers identified in the
literature include gender and leadership stereotyping. Research into the stereotyping of gender
roles globally illustrates the common belief
that women are inferior to men and that they
lack the ability to deal with the challenges of
senior management. Gender stereotypes extend to
leadership stereotypes, with the tendency to
associate the profile of a competent manager or
leader with typical male characteristics (Fels,
2004; Fox & Lawless, 2004; Bolton & Muzio,
2005; De Vries, 2006; Singh, Vinnicombe &
James, 2006; Bilimoria & Piderit, 2007; Ryan
& Haslam, 2007; Sealy & Singh, 2009).
Further barriers to women’s career progress
reported in literature are an inhospitable
organisational culture (O’Connor, 1996; Bilimoria
& Piderit, 2007), a lack of female mentors and
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role models (Singh, et al., 2006; Sealy &
Singh, 2009), social exclusion from male
networks (Simpson & Altman 2000; Kephart
& Schumacher, 2005; Bilimoria & Piderit,
2007; Cross & Armstrong, 2008) and family
responsibility (Legault & Chasserio, 2003).
2.1.3 Personality traits
Hofstede (1997) argues that personality includes
traits that are modified by the cultural environment and personal experiences of an individual.
Personality characteristics identified in previous
research as the best predictors of success are
high self-efficacy (individuals’ perceptions of
their own effectiveness), an internal locus of
control (individuals’ confidence in their ability
to control the outcomes of their actions) and a
strong need to achieve (Duffy et al., 2006).
2.1.4 Cultural factors
The concept of collective mental characteristics or national cultural values dates back to
the origins of populations, with opinion
divided as to whether culture can be ascribed

to nature (environment) or nurture (genetics).
Hofstede’s (1980; 1997) widely researched
cross-cultural variables, regarded as influential
in the achievement of success, are individualism/
collectivism (the degree to which a society
values individual rather than group contributions);
power distance (the degree to which a society
regards inequality in power as appropriate);
uncertainty avoidance (the degree to which a
society values certainty more than ambiguity);
and masculinity (the degree to which gender
values are accepted by a society).
2.1.5 External support
External support in this article, briefly
summarised in Table 2, refers to support
initiatives external to the work environment
that impact on women’s ability to succeed.
2.3.6 Internal support
Internal support in this article is summarised in
Table 3, and refers to organisational support
for women for the purpose of enhancing their
potential to succeed.

Table 2
External support factors in women’s career advancement
External support factor

Nature of contribution

Source

Family support

Assist women not to be primarily responsible for their
households and families.

Lockwood (2009).

Professional
associations for
networking

Provide women with an alternative to internal
organisational networks from which they are excluded
owing to their homogenous nature.

Palermo (2004); Vinnicombe, Singh and
Kumra (2004).

Government initiatives

Enforce women’s appointment to leadership positions
through legislation. Examples include the Employment
Equity Act of 1998 in South Africa and quota legislation
introduced in a number of countries during the past
decade.

Lewis and Rake (2008); Kilday, et al.
(2009); Coffman, Gadiesh and Miller
(2010).

Pressure from women’s
groups and
organisations

Impel government to consider further legislation and
initiatives to remove exclusionary practices impacting
on women’s career advancement.

Sweetman (2000); Kerr and Sweetman
(2003); Murgolo-Poore (2006).

Awards for successful
women and role models

Serve as motivation and an indicator that career
success is achievable.

BWASA (2010).

Table 3
Internal support factors in women’s career advancement
Internal support factor

Nature of contribution

Source

Educational programmes Has an impact on employability and career success.

De Vos and De Hauw (2010).

Transformation of
organisational culture

Has an impact on way in which gendered identity and
roles are viewed.

Kerr and Sweetman (2003); Palermo
(2004).

Management and
leadership style

A more transformational or participative style is more
likely to support diversity than an autocratic or
transactional style.

Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001);
Eagly and Carli (2003); Bilimoria and
Piderit (2007); DuBrin (2010).

Coaching and mentoring

Promote competency development; build confidence;
Bilimoria and Piderit (2007); Ibarra,
serve as gateway to senior staff; contribute to eradicating Carter and Silva (2010); Peltier (2010).
structural and social barriers.
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There are a number of career barriers, as
aforementioned, that influence the success of
women and which culminate in a glass ceiling.
Based on the literature review, it appears that
barriers to career success can be transcended
by means of internal and external support
interventions. To guide the empirical research
aimed at investigating factors influencing
career success, a research framework was

developed. Figure 1 outlines the research
framework used in this study.

3
Research framework of factors
that influence career success
The research framework for the empirical
research is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Research framework of factors influencing career success
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The research framework was used to
investigate the factors (independent variables)
hypothesised to influence career success.
Success, the dependent variable, was used as
an indicator to differentiate between women
who have progressed to the top of the
hierarchy in their organisation and those who
have not yet done so.

4
Research design and methodology
The research paradigm employed was positivistic and, therefore, quantitative. Convenience
sampling was employed and the empirical

component of the research was demarcated to
include a sample of 300 South African women
in higher education, the accounting professions
and the business sectors.
A measuring instrument was developed
using existing validated scales where possible.
Table 4 outlines the measuring instrument used
to collect the empirical data.
Cronbach’s alpha was calculated on each of
the five factors indicated in Table 4 to test for
internal consistency reliability of the measuring
instrument. Cronbach’s alpha was higher than
0.6 for all factors. It can thus be argued that
the measures contained internal reliability
(Berthoud, 2000; Hooper & Zhou, 2007).

Table 4
The measuring instrument used in the study
Questionnaire
section

Factors measured

Scale used

Section A: Demographic data

Type: Categorical
Authors’ own; Duffy et al. (2006)

Section B: Perceptions of personality traits and cultural
environment

Type: Five-point Likert

Number of
variables/
questions
23

Personality
•

Self-efficacy

Sherer et al. (1982); Chen et al. (2001)

17

•

Locus of control

Spector (1988)

16

•

Need for achievement

Jackson (1989)

16

Culture
•

Power distance

Dorfman and Howell (1998)

6

•

Uncertainty avoidance

Dorfman and Howell (1998)

5

•

Individualism/collectivism

Dorfman and Howell (1998)

5

•

Masculinity/femininity

Dorfman and Howell (1998); Wu (2006);
Yoo et al. (2011)

6

Section C: Perceptions of internal organisational and
external environment

Type: Five-point Likert
Barriers

•

Gender stereotyping

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

7

•

Leadership stereotyping

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

5

•

Lack of role models and mentors

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

•

Family responsibility

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

3

•

Inaccessible networks

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

1

•

Inhospitable organisational culture

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

1

Internal support
•

Organisational support

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

15

•

Mentoring and coaching

Tepper et al. (1996)

5

•

Leadership and management style

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

External support
•

Family support

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

•

Professional associations

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

•

Government initiatives

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

4
continued/
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Questionnaire
section

Factors measured

Scale used

Number of
variables/
questions

•

Pressure from feminist groups (degree
to which on-going interventions are
required)

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

•

Awards and role models

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

2

•

Spouse support

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

1

•

Domestic help support

Authors’ own, based on existing literature

1

Data gathering was done through an online
survey. Ten participating universities, Higher
Education Resource Services South Africa
(HERS-SA), the Business Women’s Association
of South Africa (BWASA) and the South
African Institute of Chartered Accountants
(SAICA) helped disseminate the survey through
respectively their Human Resources departments
(universities), website (HERS-SA) and newsletter (BWASA and SAICA), containing a link
to the survey. Human Resources departments
were requested to disseminate the survey to an
inclusive group of academic and professional
support staff at the higher end of the hierarchy
in their respective institutions. With the target
sample set for 300, the survey was closed on
31 July 2011 when a total of 301 questionnaires were received.
Subsequent to obtaining descriptive statistics
for the whole group (n=301), the respondents
were categorised into success groups using
data from the descriptive statistics on three
items from the demographic scale. The three
items used to identify success groups were the
age of the respondent, the number of years that
the respondent was employed and the
hierarchical level of the respondent. It was
argued that:
If the respondent was at the top hierarchical
level, then successful
If the respondent was at the middle hierarchical
level, then:
If the respondent had been employed for fewer
than five years OR the age of the respondent
was less than 40, then successful
If respondent had been employed for more
than five years OR the age of the respondent
was more than 40, then not-successful
If the respondent was at the lower hierarchical
level, then:
If the respondent had been employed for more
than five years OR the age of the respondent
was more than 40, then not-successful

Women were thus regarded, for the purposes
of the analysis as successful or not- successful
according to the criteria outlined above.

5
Findings
For the findings, the profile of the respondents
will first be outlined. Thereafter the results of
more advanced statistics will be provided and
discussed.

5.1 Profile of respondents
The results indicated that the respondents were
predominantly in possession of post-graduate
qualifications (85 per cent). A substantial
percentage (52 per cent) had been employed
for a relatively short period (1-9 years), yet the
majority were between 35 and 49 years of age.
A total of 41 per cent were eldest children,
with a slightly higher percentage indicated in
the successful category, supporting earlier
research (Eckstein, 2000; Dattner, 2011) relating
to the achievement-orientation of first-born
children. Of the respondents who had siblings,
the majority had only one (39 per cent) or two
(20 per cent). The findings indicated that the
number of siblings only discriminated between
success groups when there were more than five
siblings. Most of the respondents were married
or in a permanent relationship. Of the respondents, 35 per cent had no children. Of those
who had children, the majority (20 per cent)
had children in the age group 18+. The most
notable variation between success groups in
terms of the number of children was whether
or not they had children. It appears that even
having one child has the potential to effect
women’s careers, as indicated by a 26 per cent
variation in success groups’ achievement of
success.
The respondents were generally ambitious,
with 71 per cent aspiring to a higher

SAJEMS NS 17 (2014) No 5:531-543

537

hierarchical level in their organisation.
Although the percentage was higher (82 per
cent) for respondents in the not-successful
category, more than 60 per cent of the
respondents who were already categorised as
successful aspired to higher levels.

5.2 Results of advanced statistics
Manova was employed to investigate differences
between groups of women based on their

demographics and selected variables. Manova
was conducted with 17 demographic variables
as independent variables with the factors
influencing career success such as personality,
culture, career barriers, internal support and
external support as dependent variables. The
findings are presented in Table 5 with
significant p-values indicated by an asterisk
(*).

Table 5
Manova tests of significance – profile of all dependent variables
F

DF

Hierarchical level

7

1.2919

44; 452

.106

p

Hierarchal level aspiring to

1.8749

22; 226

.012*

Salary range

1.2124

110; 1112.0

.075

Years of service

0.9177

66; 675.8

.661

Age

1.1954

44; 452

.190

Birth order

1.7876

66; 675.8

.000*

Profession

1.7922

66; 675.8

.000*

Marital status

3.0669

44; 452

.000*

Number of children

1.2546

66; 675.8

.092

Age groups of children: <3

1.2737

22; 226

.191

Age groups of children: 3–6

1.0025

22; 226

.462

Age groups of children: 7–12

1.8422

22; 226

.015*

Age groups of children: 13–17

1.0162

22; 226

.445

Age groups of children: 18+

2.5356

22; 226

.000*

Father’s education level

1.1379

88; 896.1

.191

Mother’s education level

1.0102

88; 896.1

.457

*Significant at p<0.05

Manova results in Table 5 show the
relationships between the hierarchical level of
the respondents and their perceived extent of
career success. Significant relationships were
found between the hierarchical level to which
respondents aspire (p=.012), their birth order
(p=.000), their profession (p=.000), marital
status (p=.000), children aged 7-12 (p=.015)
and children older than 18 (p=.000). These
results indicated that there were statistically
significant differences in how respondents
aspiring to different hierarchical levels
perceived the factors that influenced their
career success. Statistically significant
relationships also existed in the extent to which
the respondents perceived they had achieved
career success for respondents from different
birth orders, respondents from different
professions, respondents with different marital

status and respondents with children aged 7-12
and older than 18, and the factors that
influenced their career success.
Manova was utilised to determine which
dependent variables had a significant relationship with each of the selected independent
variables. Step-wise discriminant analysis was
subsequently employed to identify the factors
which best differentiated between the success
groups. Significant success factors were
identified through a forward-stepping process
using Wilks’ Lambda as multivariate test of
significance. Summary results of the forward
stepping process are presented in Table 6.
Factors identified as best discriminating
between the groups as indicated in Table 6,
were power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
masculinity/femininity, gender stereotyping and
lack of role models and mentors. F-tests were
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performed to test for statistical significance
and a statistically significant F-value (p-value
<0.05) indicated a difference between the
groups of women with reference to the
independent variables. Statistically significant

p-values were observed for power distance
(.012), uncertainty avoidance (.014), masculinity/
femininity (.025), gender stereotyping (.019)
and lack of role models and mentors (.020).

Table 6
Discriminant analysis – summary results of forward-stepping process
Wilks’ Lambda

F-remove (1,288)

p-value

Locus of control

Factor

0.925

1.558

.213

Power distance

0.941

6.431

.012*

Uncertainty avoidance

0.940

6.094

.014*

Masculinity/femininity

0.936

5.091

.025*

Gender stereotyping

0.938

5.555

.019*

Lack of role models and mentors

0.937

5.442

.020*

Family responsibility

0.925

1.382

.241

*Significant at p<0.05

T-tests were conducted to make inferences
about how the two success groups compared
with regard to the factors influencing their

career success. Table 7 provides the p-values
obtained from the t-tests, with significant pvalues indicated by an asterisk (*).

Table 7
T-test results of women success groups and factors influencing career success
Factor

P-value

Self-efficacy

.372

Locus of control

.088

Need for achievement

.363

Power distance

.467

Individualism/collectivism

.735

Uncertainty avoidance

.017*

Masculinity/femininity

.039*

Stereotyping

.103

Lack of role models and mentors

.211

Family responsibility

.912

Inaccessible networks

.797

Inhospitable organisational culture

.420

Organisational support

.168

Mentoring and coaching

.977

Leadership and management style

.275

Family support

.384

Professional associations

.803

Government initiatives

.656

Pressure from feminist groups

.118

Awards and role models

.473

Spouse support

.409

Domestic support

.719

*Significant at p<0.05
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As illustrated by the p-values presented in
Table 7, no significant differences were found,
with the exception of two of the cultural
factors, uncertainty avoidance and masculinity/
femininity where statistically significant differrences were found between the success groups
of women. The not-successful group appeared
to value certainty, rather than a high degree of
risk-taking, to a greater extent than the

successful group. In terms of masculinity/
femininity, the successful group had a greater
orientation towards femininity than the notsuccessful group, indicating that they believed
more strongly in equal employment opportunities. Figure 2 provides a framework that
incorporates the empirical results and is
adjusted from the proposed framework in
Figure 1.

Figure 2
Framework of results of the factors influencing career success

CULTURE
Individualism/
Collectivism
Power distance
Uncertainty
avoidance
Masculinity/Femininity

SUCCESS
GROUPS

CAREER

DEMOGRAPHICS

BARRIERS

Age
Birth Order
Gender of siblings
Ethnicity
Profession
Hierarchical level
Educational level
Parents’ education
level
Marital status
Number and age of
children

Entry barriers
Glass ceiling
Gender stereotyping
Leadership
stereotyping
Inhospitable male
organisational culture
Lack of role models
and mentors
Inaccessible networks
Family responsibility

Successful
Not-successful

CAREER
SUCCESS

	
  

Discriminate between

	
  

Significant relationship

Source: Authors’ own construct

6
Conclusion
This article explores factors perceived to
influence women’s career success. It provides
a research framework of these factors,
including demographics, career barriers, personality traits, culture, external support and
internal support.
It can be concluded from the Manova
results (Table 5) that statistically significant
relationships were found in how respondents at
different hierarchical levels perceived the

factors that influenced their career success.
Statistically significant relationships were
found for respondents from different birth
orders, respondents from different professions,
respondents with different marital status and
respondents with children aged 7-12 and older
than 18, and how they perceived the factors
that influenced their career success. Statistically
significant differences also existed for the
extent to which the respondents perceived they
had achieved career success. Although a higher
percentage of respondents in the not-successful
group aspired to a higher career level, more
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than half of the successful group of
respondents also aspired to higher career
levels. It can therefore be concluded that a
substantial percentage of women are ambitious
and that career progress is important to them.
The finding relating to birth order supports
existing literature that first born children are
generally achievement oriented and motivated,
confident, assertive, and likely to exhibit
leadership characteristics. A higher percentage
of successful women were oldest children and
a higher percentage of not-successful women
were the youngest.
A notable variation between success groups
were found for respondents from different
professions. A meaningful variation between
success groups in the business and professional
sectors could indicate a higher degree of career
challenges for women in these sectors when
compared to the education sector, both
academic and non-academic.
The largest relationship in terms of marital
status was for women who were widowed, and
to a lesser extent for women who were single,
where there were more successful respondents
in this category. In the divorced and married/
permanent relationship category there were a
higher percentage of not-successful respondents.
Findings related to child care responsibilities associated with school-going children
did not support literature indicating that this is
a barrier to women’s career success, where
there were a higher percentage of respondents
in the success group with children aged 7-12,
and a higher percentage of respondents in the
not-successful group who had children older
than 18.
Results from step-wise discriminant analysis
(Table 6) further showed that the factors
identified as best discriminating between
successful women and not-successful women
were power distance (the successful group to a
greater extent advocated equality), uncertainty
avoidance (the successful group were more
willing to take risks), masculinity/femininity
(the successful group had a greater orientation
towards femininity and, therefore, a stronger
belief in equal employment opportunities, also
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at the higher end of the hierarchy), gender
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experience gender stereotyping to a lesser
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(the successful group experienced this to a
higher extend). This is an area where
organisations may need to intervene, as it may
be assumed that women at the higher end of
the hierarchy no longer require mentoring.
T-tests conducted (Table 7) showed only
two statistically significant differences between
the two success groups of women, uncertainty
avoidance and masculinity/femininity.
The findings of this study supported earlier
research that successful professional women
are likely to demonstrate identified relationships and discriminating factors, but contradicted some of the earlier research with regards
the nature of the relationships and discriminating factors. Culture is shown as the one
factor that is important to career success of
women. The revised framework indicated that
only two of the factors, namely culture and
career barriers, have significant relationships
on career success of women. This is an
important finding for focussing future research
on the topic as it appears from the findings that
societal changes with regard the sharing of
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may have removed related barriers to women’s
career progression. The finding that personality
factors identified in literature as contributing to
the achievement of career success for women
did not significantly discriminate between the
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that it can be excluded from research directed
at the career advancement of women.
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literature by indicating which factors discriminate between successful and not-successful
women. The development of a research
framework for investigating the factors
influencing the career success of professional
and business women has set the scene for
future enquiry on this topic.
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