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THROUGH THE GLASS CEILING OR OVER THE RAINBOW?

Linda B. Shonesy, Athens State University Robert D. Gulbro, Athens State University
ABSTRACT

This study concentrates on three categories found in the literature that contribute to the success of small businesses.
In a preliminary study women were queried as ownners/founders of small businesses to determine specific
successful characteristics of those owners, successful characteristics of the business, and the strategies used to
achieve success. This study is to be used as a guide for further research.

INTRODUCTION

In striving to achieve in corporate America, women, in many cases, have unfortunately run into a glass ceiling.
Their promotional opportunities upward have reached a point on the career ladder, where they were passed over
because they were "female." One way around that for a woman was to start her own business. However, succeeding
and surviving in a small business can be difficult. Many fail during the first five years of operation (Hofer &
Sandberg, 1987). Yet many women are able to survive and prosper, thus getting around the glass ceiling barrier,
and finding their pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

In a recent review of the literature, regarding the reasons why small businesses have been successful, it was
determined that there were three categories that contribute toward insuring the success of a small business. These
were strategic issues, demographics of the business, and owner characteristics (Shonesy & Gulbro. 1998), While
there appears to be no one set of reliable variables to consistently promote success, because of individual
differences within firms, this article seeks to apply these three variables to five successful women
owner/entrepreneurs, in a pilot study, to determine to what extent these variables contributed to their success.
There have been several studies seeking to identify critical success factors for businesses. However, according to
Castragiovanni (1996), little research has looked at small business success specifically. Gaskill, Van Auken, &
Manning (1993) states that studies of this nature were important to conduct as information regarding business
success needs to be available, since small business success is important to our economy. Ponthieu and Insley (1996)
reported that "small business constitutes 97% of all business in the United States and employs more than 58% of
the labor force" (p.35). The importance of small businesses to the economy is evident.

Research specifically targeting the success of small businesses is reported by Bates (1995), and used data compiled
by the Census Bureau (Characteristics of Business Owners). It indicated that of 90,000 small businesses surveyed
(from 1984-1987), approximately 65% of franchise firms were still in operation in 1991. Seventy- two percent of
independent firms were also operational. Dun and Bradstreet reported that 51.8% of firms fail during the first five
years, with 9.5% failing per year (Dun & Bradstreet, 1989). The positive aspects of these figures would indicate
that a large portion of firms are still in business, which seems to imply that there are many successes in the small
business environment. It is important to study the reasons for the success of so many of these small businesses, as
future entrepreneurs will find this information beneficial in assuring their success.



REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Many studies have looked at small businesses and have tried to determine the reasons why these businesses have
been able to remain successful. Studies that involved owner characteristics found that experience of the owner was
very important to a firm's success (Beckman & Marks, 1996; Dyke, Fischer, & Reuben, 1992; Hand, Sineath &
Howle, 1987; and Keats & Bracker, 1988). Bird (1989) stated that firms where owners showed innovative abilities,
risk-taking propensity, and prior experience were most successful. In Dechesneau and Gartner (1990), it was noted
that in addition to prior experience, the willingness to work long hours, good communication skills, good customer
service skills, and the ability to plan and be flexible were also favorable owner/manager characteristics.
Castrogiovanni (1996) found that preexisting founder knowledge was positively related to survival of the business
also.

In a study by Lussier and Corman (1995), it was noted that a significant difference was found in those firms where
the owner's parents also owned a business. This would seem to indicate that experience might also be obtained from
association with other owners, as well. Cooper,. Dunkleberg and Woo (1989) looked at factors other than
experience such as age, gender, and race and found that older, nonminority, male entrepreneurs with four or more
years of college were usually associated with successful firms. Hand, Sineath, and Howle (1987) also indicated that
age and education were important.

Many studies have cited strategic issues as being important to the success of small firms. Mintzberg (1994) stated
that small business owners must be able to define necessary strategies to succeed, as the firms continue to change.
Castrogiovanni (1996) found that capital reduced the incentives to plan, indicating that the owner felt more secure
and thus did not see the need for planning as long as the business was in a positive position. Other studies that
looked at appropriate management and financial planning were conducted by Ibrahim and Goodwin (1986),
Montagno I Kuratko, and Scarcella (1986), Hofer and Sandberg (1987), Lumpkin and Ireland (1988), and Susbauer
and Baker (1989). In particular, Hofer and Sandberg (1987) noted that quality service and production was directly
related to effective planning and good management decisions to achieve success. Filley and Pricer (1991) defined
several tools for small business success. These included appropriate operating strategies, good financial
management and pricing strategies, and motivational strategies. Another study by Costa (1994) found that while
strategic planning was important for success, marketing strategies were also necessary. Zetlin (1994) also noted that
success strategies involved innovative marketing strategies, strategies leading to a quality product, and customer
orientation.

Finally, demographics of small businesses have been noted as contributing to the success of small firms. These
would include the age of the business, the location, size of the firm, and type of ownership of the business. A study
by Bates and Nucci (1989) confirmed that the age and size of the firm had an impact upon survival. The older the
firm, the more likely it was to remain in business, and the larger the firm, the more likely it was to be successful.
Boyle and Desai (1991) also indicated that the longer a small firm has been in operation, the better the chance that
it would remain in business.



As this current paper seeks to address the owner characteristics, business demographics, and strategies used by
women owners in several small businesses, a review of the literature located several studies that deal with the
success of female entrepreneurs. The majority of research centers upon owner characteristics. In 1991, twenty-nine
percent of all businesses was owned by women, according to the Census Bureau. Approximately 7.7 million
women were considered entrepreneurs, which was more than double that of male firms. More than 15 million
workers are employed by women, according to the National Foundation for Women Business Owners (NFWBO,
1995). It has been estimated that by the year 2000, almost half of the businesses in America will be owned by
women (the Committee on Small Business, 1988). The Department of Labor (1994) reports that approximately
twenty-nine percent of all working women were either in executive, professional, or managerial positions. To say
that women contribute to the American economy is an understatement.

Several studies have looked at women and the many characteristics that they have brought into the small business
as owners/entrepreneurs. Many studies have compared gender differences in management styles and reasons as to
why women have not been able to rise above the so called "Glass Ceiling." Women have traditionally been seen in
roles that link them with problems in the workplace dealing with family issues, being paid lower wages, being poor
managers, lacking in the necessary skills to manage, and creating an uncomfortable atmosphere among male
coworkers. According to Loscocco and Leicht (1993), female owners of small businesses are more likely than men
to be single, spend more time on domestic duties, operate smaller, younger businesses and have less capital. Clark
and James (1992) found that few women have attained high earnings from ownership of businesses. In addition,
this study concluded that business ownership gave few significant benefits to women, as most businesses are small,
undercapitalized and set up barriers for women, due to their limited management experience and family constraints.
In a study by Davies-Netzley (1998), men mainly associated success with individual qualities, such as individual
talent, effort and hard work. Women agreed that an individual's inner drive, high self-esteem, and communication
skills were important for success, however, and emphasis on being able to navigate the social network was regarded
as necessary for the individual characteristics to prove viable. Strategies to compete in the social network
mentioned were attaining higher educational training, developing similarities with male peers, establishing
networks with other women, and reconciling work and home responsibilities.

Buttner and Moore (1997) examined reasons why female entrepreneurs left larger organizations and how they
measured success. It was noted that motivations to leave and become small business owners included a desire for
challenge, for self-determination, and to balance family and work responsibilities. Success is measured by
selffulfillment and achievement, which are owner characteristics. There are some studies in the literature that
support the findings that success is measured by business performance or growth (Box, White & Barr,

1993-. Chandler & Hanks, 1994). While some authors report that women and men's businesses have similar
survival rates (Kalleberg & Leicht, 1991), others suggest that men and women use different criteria to measure
success, Romano (1994) reported that based upon a survey from the National Foundation for Women Business
Owners, that success for women was having control over destinies, building ongoing relationships, and fulfillment.
Men described success in terms of goals. while both included monetary gains as a means to determine success.
Success means different things to different people. however, business survival is still the major criteria for a small
business.



Research regarding the demographics of small businesses owned by women is limited in the literature. Several past
studies do show that women business owners usually show lower earnings from their businesses than do men
(Aldrich & Weiss, 1981; Kalleberg 1986; Loscocco, ct al, 1991). Prior research reported that a major determinant
of small business success was the size of the business, and because the average size of women's businesses is
smaller that would account for the differences in sales (Aldrich & Weiss, 1981; and Loscocco et al., 1991).
Loscocco and Leicht (I 993) found that men's businesses were generally larger and older than women's firms and,
therefore, were more stable. It was concluded that this stability affected the business earnings of the businesses
owned by women, in that these earnings were lower.

Research involving strategies used by women in small businesses is almost non-existent. Gray (1999) reports that
to achieve business success in smaller companies, beyond the survival level, entrepreneurs are required to develop
specific strategies to enhance growth. No longer it is just adequate to survive a day at a time. This study indicates
that it is most important to use a combination of strategies. Carter, Williams, & Reynolds (1997) also suggest that
businesses using a combination of strategies outperform those with one single strategy. These studies did not
specifically target women.

METHODOLOGY

Because of the dearth of studies targeting female entrepreneurship, this pilot study was undertaken to help identify
success characteristics and strategic issues. Additional studies have been recommended. Five women were
interviewed, who were Owner/entrepreneurs in a one state area. Participants were selected from several different
industries: two in retailing, two in government contracting, and one in a service-based business. The sample for this
pilot was limited only to those who were founders or owners. We contacted two owners who were known
personally and we asked them to suggest other executives who might be willing to participate. This process of
snowball sampling can be useful when studying small populations that are difficult to contact, due to the nature of
their businesses. Contacts can be made through executives that might otherwise be impossible. It was decided to
focus on local sampling for women, as women seem to be making the greatest strides in breaking the "glass ceiling"
on a local level, rather than nationally (Davies-Netzley, 1998).

The interviews were conducted using a combination of face-to-face interviews or by telephone. Questions were
asked based upon a small business success survey that focused on the characteristics of owners, the demographics
of the business, and business strategy options. Many questions were open-ended and solicited views, as well as
factual data. The data is summarized in Table 1. All respondents were women. The snowball sampling produced a
sample that included three women who were white, one who was American Indian, and one who was Hispanic.
There is an obvious problem with this type of study in that the sample is small and did not allow for comparisons of
all races in this pilot study. Studies using snowball sampling and other non probability techniques have low external
validity and their findings cannot be generalized beyond this sample (Bernard, 1994). However this study's
preliminary findings are to be used to define future research questions relating to women in small businesses, a
group that is often hard to access.

DISCUSSION

After summarizing the data gathered through face-to-face interviews, the following information was obtained and is
displayed in Table 1. Preliminary findings are varied. One item in each of the three categories did stand out, but no
major consensus was found. The main characteristic of a successful female entrepreneur was confidence. The main
characteristic of a successful small business was longevity (the longer in business, the more likely to survive). The
main strategy chosen by the female entrepreneurs was the use of innovative marketing to rise above the
competition.



CONCLUSION

This study suggests that when using a larger sample, future studies should focus on the identification of specific
strategies that allow women to be successful, on owner characteristics that promote success, and on

demographics of successful small businesses. Future research might examine the differences in males and females
regarding the use of business strategies, demographics of the business, and owner characteristics. In addition,
research needs to concentrate on identifying specific business strategies that contribute to success in both males and
females.

As successful female businesses emerge, others will use these as role models and the ranks of businesses being
owned by women will grow. Successfal track records for women will keep others who follow from making the
same mistakes, will provide better access to more business capital, and will allow women owners to expand their
small businesses. Women are on the edge of the new millennium or a new era of female-dominated businesses, as
the year 2000 approaches. Research is needed to continue to examine the factors that contribute to successful
business ownership by women. There is a potential that is not yet tapped. Not only must we "crack the glass
ceiling" in this country, but also we must "raise the roof' of this ceiling by finding ways to encourage female
entrepreneurs to address strategy issues to insure business success.
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Table 1

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL ENTREPRENEURSHIPS

Characteristic Replies
Confidence 4
Good work ethic 3
Risk taker 2
Creative 2

Experience in field

1

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF A SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS

Characteristics Replies
Stability/longevity 3
Good customer service 2
Finding/filling a market need 2
Flexible employees 2
Profitability 2

Good management

1

KEY STRATEGIES FOR BUSINESS SUCCESS/SURVIVAL

Strategies Replies
Marketing innovation/creativity 4
Being flexible 2
Good planning 2
Finding a market niche 2

Employee empowerment

Staying ahead of the competition
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