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Career orientations, career success and perceived self-efficacy of women employees in
relation to their gender identity were studied. It was hypothesized that gender identity
is related to career orientations such that women with a masculine gender identity
strive for more upward mobility as compared to women with a feminine gender iden-
tity, whereas the latter strive more for balancing work and private life. A masculine
gender identity was furthermore predicted to be positively related to career success in
terms of income and hierarchical position. Finally it was expected that women with a
feminine gender identity, in comparison to those with a masculine gender identity, ex-
press a lower self-efficacy with respect to stereotypical male and gender-neutral tasks
and equal self-efficacy with respect to stereotypical feminine tasks. To test the hy-
potheses, a questionnaire was distributed among women working for a large multina-
tional corporation. The results provided support for the first two hypotheses. Mixed
support was obtained for the third hypothesis.
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Introduction

Many women have entered the labor market and occupy management positions. Only
sporadically however do they reach top management and/or board positions. The
phenomenon called the ‘glass ceiling” (Mortison/White/Van Velsor 1987) still exists
in many western countries (Powell 1999), including The Netherlands (Sociaal Cultu-
reel Planbureau 2000). Several explanations for this phenomenon have been offered.
Human capital theory for instance, states that shortcomings on the part of women
(education, experience) make them less suitable for top positions. Other explanations
refer to stereotyping and prejudice, the existence of a dual labor market, and, the ca-
reer orientations of women themselves. This study focuses on women’s career
orientations. Its aim is to obtain a better understanding of women’s career orientations
by testing relationships between gender identity, career orientations and career suc-

cess.‘Career orientation’ can be described as an individual’s preferences, values and
ideas concerning his or her career; it refers to one’s career goals and ideals and the pri-
ority they have in one’s life as well as the rank ordering among different goals. Derr
(1988) distinguished five career types, namely, ‘getting ahead’, where reaching the top
is dominant, ‘getting secure’, where security and predictability are key in one’s career
choices, ‘getting free’, for those who value autonomy, ‘getting high’, representing striv-
ing for challenging work and self-realization, and finally, ‘getting balanced’, where the
balance between work and private life is central. Family concerns are likely to have a
stronger impact on women’s career choices than on those of men. Based on an exten-
sive literature study with which she tries to understand the implications of gender-
based differences rather than their causes, Gallos (1995) reasons that relationships, at-
tachment and caring are central to the lives of women. Therefore, their career choices
are more likely to make an integration between work and family possible, i.e. balancing
the demands posed by both. For men, independence, autonomy and centrality of
work in their lives are more characteristic. Upward mobility for men is a more impor-
tant career goal than for women. Several studies indeed show that women’s career
preferences are less aligned with ‘getting ahead’ than those of men (Manhardt 1972;
Taillieu 1994, Power/Butterfield 2003).

The current study addresses the career orientations of women, but, instead of
studying sex differences, we will focus on gender identity and its relationship to career
orientations and career success. Sex refers to the categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’,
whereas the term gender is used to express how individuals perceive or define them-
selves or are perceived by others (Deaux 1985). In other words, “‘sex’ is a biological
term and ‘gender’ a psychological and cultural one” (Oakley 1972: 158). Or, as phrased
by Unger and Crawford, ‘gender is what culture makes of the raw material of biologi-
cal sex’ (1992: 18). Gender identity is “that part of one’s self concept that is influenced
by cultural prescriptions concerning the appropriate attributes of women and men”
(Rojahn 1996). People differ with respect to the extent in which they individually have
internalized culturally defined roles, behaviors and attitudes, which are (stereotypically)
associated with either sex. These individual differences have been expressed in terms
of psychological masculinity and femininity (Bem 1974), instrumentality and expres-
siveness (Spence/Helmreich 1978), of, self-assertion and nurturance (Deaux 1985).
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Within social psychology a research tradition has been established working with
Bem’s conceptualization of gender identity. Bem conceives of masculinity and femi-
ninity as two independent dimensions; they are not opposites of one another. As a
consequence, men and women can have comparable gender identities: masculine (high
on masculinity, low on femininity), feminine (high on femininity, low on masculinity),
androgynous (high on masculinity and high on femininity), or undifferentiated (low on
masculinity and low on femininity). Research has shown that gender identity predicts
individuals’ personalities, attitudes and behavior better than sex (Cook 1985; Van En-
gen 2001). Kent and Moss (1994) demonstrated that group members with masculine
characteristics were more likely to emerge as leaders than group members with any of
the other three gender types (feminine, androgynous, undifferentiated). Further, there
is evidence that femininity is related to a people-oriented leadership style whereas
masculinity is related to a task oriented leadership style (Korabik 1982).

A variety of studies have shown that masculinity is positively related to women’s
career development in terms of career achievement, performance self-esteem, and,
willingness to pursue nontraditional careers (Betz/Fitzgerald 1987; Powet/Butterfield
2003). It is likely that women who are strongly career-oriented are more similar to
strongly career-oriented men rather than other women. Manhardt (1972) for example
showed that male college graduates rated job characteristics pertaining to advance-
ment (e.g. opportunity to earn a high income, supervising others) higher than female
graduates who rated working conditions and leisure time off the job as more impoz-
tant. “When the female sample was restricted to only those who rated a career first
among their major life satisfactions, the sex differences, including those in job charac-
teristics not directly related to career orientation (e.g., working with people) were al-
most completely eliminated” (Manhardt 1972: 367).

We expect differences between women with a masculine identity on the one hand
and those with a feminine identity on the other such, that women with a feminine
identity will pursue ‘getting balanced’ more than those with a masculine identity yet
‘getting ahead’ less. Our first hypothesis therefore is:

1. Women’s career orientations are related to their gender identity, such that women
with a masculine identity strive more for upward mobility as compared to women
with a feminine identity, while women with a feminine identity pursue more bal-
ance than those with a masculine identity.

If indeed women with a masculine identity strive more to get ahead, we also expect

these women more likely to be a manager, to have higher salaries and to have reached

higher hierarchical positions than women with a feminine identity (Fagenson 1990;

Kent/Moss 1994):

2. Women with a masculine identity are more likely to occupy a managerial position
as compared to those with a feminine identity, and, are likely to be more success-
ful in their careers as measured by income and hierarchical position.

Another variable that is related to gender and career aspirations (and subsequent ca-

reer choice) is perceived self-efficacy. It has been found that career and occupational

choice is affected by the expectations one has with respect to being successful in a

patticular career or occupation (Betz/Hackett 1981). Self-efficacy in this context re-
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fers to the beliefs one has that one can perform successfully in a certain work domain
or in a certain career. Several studies relate perceived self-efficacy among men and
women to the gender-typed nature of the task or career option (Eccles, Adler/Meece
1984). Bridges (1988) for instance showed that women expressed lower self-efficacy
expectations for masculine and gender-neutral occupations than for feminine occupa-
tions; self-efficacy of the male respondents however did not differ for the three types
of occupations. Eccles (1994) links gender role beliefs to expectations of success. Ac-
tivities and aspirations that do not fit the gender role may be rejected because they
may be seen as unattainable or uninteresting. In line with the latter line of reasoning,
we expect that women with a masculine identity will express a higher self-efficacy for
stereotypical masculine and neutral work domains, whereas women with a feminine
identity will have similar self-efficacy expectations for stereotypical feminine work
domains as those with a masculine identity. Therefore, we hypothesize that
3. Perceived self-efficacy is related to gender identity and stereotypicality of task,
such, that women with a feminine identity have a lower self-efficacy with respect
to stereotypical masculine and gender-neutral tasks as compared to women with a
masculine identity, and, women with a feminine identity are equal in their self-
efficacy as women with a masculine identity on stereotypical feminine tasks.

Method
Instrument

A questionnaire was developed which tapped career orientations, gender identity and
self-efficacy. 17 items were formulated intended to measure each of Dert’s career ori-
entations, namely ‘getting ahead’ (e.g. reaching the top), ‘getting secure’ (e.g. a predict-
able and secure career with one organization, ‘getting free’ (e.g. being one’s own boss),
‘getting high’ (e.g. high challenge in one’s work, and ‘getting balanced’ (e.g. creating
the right balance between work, family, friends and self-realization). Respondents
were asked to indicate to which extent they wanted to realize each of these 17 career
goals (1 = to a very small extent; 7 = to a very large extent). Factor analysis revealed
six factors (see Appendix), four of which directly could be related to Dert’s career
types and had sufficiently high alphas, namely:

e ‘getting balanced’ (having enough time for work and private life; creating the right
balance between work, family, friends and self-development; harmony between
leisure, career and family; o = .80);

e ‘getting high’ (having the biggest possible challenge from work; being able to at-
tain self-realization; being creative and innovative; o0 = .65);

e ‘getting free’ (complete autonomy over my own work; being my own boss; being
independent from others in my work; o0 = .73);

e  ‘getting ahead’ (reaching the top; acquiring a lot of power and influence; a = .89).

Gender identity was measured using a Dutch version of Bem’s Sex-Role Inventory
(Bem 1974)!. The BSRI consists of sixty adjectives of which twenty are masculine and

! Translated by Dr. M. Bekker, University of Amsterdam and University of Tilburg.
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twenty feminine. Respondents had to indicate the extent to which each of them ap-
plied to themselves. Based on a median-split the total group of respondents was cate-
gorized as having a masculine identity (above the median for masculine adjectives and
below the median for feminine adjectives), a feminine identity (below the median for
masculine adjectives and above the median for feminine adjectives), an androgynous
identity (above the median for masculine adjectives and above the median for femi-
nine adjectives) or being undifferentiated (below the median for masculine adjectives
and below the median for feminine adjectives). We will confine ourselves to the com-
parison between those with a masculine and feminine identity.

Respondents’ self-efficacy was assessed by asking them to what extent they found
themselves suitable for eleven work domains (1 = to a very small extent; 7 = to a very
large extent): personnel, marketing, development, production, top management, fi-
nance, sales, logistics, public relations, administration, consultancy. By also asking for
the extent to which men and women were found to be suitable for each work domain,
we could determine the gender-typing of each domain.

Finally, the respondents were asked for some background information, namely
their current salary (ranging from 40 to 80), their hierarchical position, measured by
asking for a subjective estimate expressed on a 7-point scale ranging from very low (1)
to very high (7)), age, work experience (in years), number of years working for the
company, number of subordinates, number of children, their matital status and level
of education.

Respondents

The questionnaire was sent to all female employees (n = 621) with an academic or
polytechnic education, within a certain geographical region of a large electronics firm
in The Netherlands. 167 women responded (27%). Forty-four of them occupied a
managerial position. The respondents’ mean age was 35.2 years, whereas the average
working experience amounted to twelve years (eleven years was the mean for working
with the firm). 124 respondents were either married or living with a partner. 115 had
no children; 48 had one or more children. Sixty possessed a university degree and sev-
enty-six completed a polytechnic education. The data was collected in 1994.

Results

For the four career types (‘getting ahead’, ‘getting high’, ‘getting free’ and ‘getting bal-
anced’) t-tests for independent samples were performed in order to compare the
means of respondents with a masculine identity and those with a feminine identity. T-
tests were also used for testing differences with respect to salary, hierarchical position,
number of years of working experience, of working experience at the company, and
finally, age. The results are shown in Table 1:

From Table 1 it can be read that women with a feminine identity found ‘getting
balanced” more important than women with a masculine identity, whereas the latter
found ‘getting ahead’ less unimportant than women with a feminine identity. Finally,
women with a masculine identity earned more, rated themselves higher in hierarchical
position, and, were older.
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Table 1: Career orientations, salary, hierarchical position, work experience,
experience with the company and age for the total group of respondents, for
women with a feminine identity and for women with a masculine identity?

identity identity
all feminine masculine df t
n=167 n=37 n=35
getting balanced 6.28 6.50° 5.91° 70 2.84"
getting high 5.78 5.68° 5.92° 70 -1.22
getting free 4.63 4.32° 4.88° 70 -1.79
getting ahead 3.06 2.34° 4.00° 70 492"
salary 55.10 52.70 59.00 70 -2.59
hierarchical position 3.99 3.89 4.50 69 241
years working 12.01 11.59 13.69 67 -1.04
years company 10.81 10.49 13.25 70 -1.55
age 35.21 33.89 37.80 70 229

<05 "p<.01 T p<.001

Chi-square analyses of gender identity on the one hand and parenthood, marital status,
being a manager or not (i.e. having subordinates), and, having a university or a poly-
technic education on the other hand, only revealed a significant association for gender

identity and being a manager (X2(1> =17.5; p <.001): sixteen women with a masculine
identity were not a manager whereas nineteen women with a masculine identity were.
Only three women with a feminine identity were a manager as opposed to thirty-three
not.

The left hand side of Table 2 reflects the means for the perceived suitability of
men and of women for working in the eleven domains. For this analysis only women
with either a feminine or masculine identity were selected (using analyses of variance,
no main effects of gender identity were found. Only one interaction effect between
target and identity was obtained, namely, for sales). As can be seen, stereotypical male
domains (i.e. a statistically significant difference between the perceived suitability of
men and women was established using t-tests for paired samples) were development
and production; stereotypical female domains wetre personnel, public relations and
administration. The right hand side of the table provides the differences in the per-
ceived suitability of self between women with a masculine identity and those with a
feminine identity. Women with a masculine identity assessed their suitability for mar-
keting, top management, finance, sales and consultancy higher than the feminine
women did. Women with a masculine identity had a higher average self-efficacy score
(a newly constructed variable, resulting from the average perceived suitability for
eleven domains) than the women with a feminine identity.

2 The differences between women with a feminine identity and those with a masculine
identity have been tested (t-test for independent samples). The strength of each career
orientation has been compared among the two identity groups separately (t-test for paired
samples; column means that do not share a superscript differ significantly from each
other).
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Table 2: Perceived suitability of men and women for various work domains, and, the
perceived suitability of self as assessed by women with a feminine identity
and by women with a masculine identity (means)

target target identity identity

women men df t feminine masculine df t
personnel 6.27 5.56 63 443" 4.64 4.34 69 0.74
marketing 6.23 5.98 63 1.98 4.11 4.97 69 214
development 5.97 6.36 63 | -334" 4.58 3.94 68 1.34
production 5.86 6.30 63 -3.15" 3.97 4.06 68 -0.19
top 6.19 6.17 63 0.24 2.97 474 68 | -4.53"
management
finance 6.14 6.20 63 -0.78 3.50 4.71 69 -2.86"
sales 6.08 6.20 63 -1.27 3.03 4.31 69 3317
logistics 6.16 6.17 63 -0.18 4.81 4.43 69 0.91
public 6.41 5.89 63 | 438" 4.25 457 69 | -077
relations
administration 6.20 6.02 63 2.35 4.36 451 69 -0.35
consultancy 6.23 6.06 63 1.96 4.11 5.50 68 -4.14”
average 6.16 608 | 63 | 212 4.03 4.56 66 | -273"
self-efficacy

<05 “p<.01 T p<.001

Subsequently regression analyses were performed, using two identity measures namely,
the average score on the masculine items combined, and, the average score on the
femininity items combined. Thus we could address the hypotheses among the total
sample of 167 women and simultaneously assess the importance of background vari-
ables like education, marital status, years of working experience and age. The depend-
ent variables were the four career orientations, salary, hierarchical position, and, aver-
age self-efficacy. Predictors were masculinity, femininity, managerial status (0 = no
manager; 1 = manager), years of working experience, years with the company, age,
patenthood (0 = no parent, 1 = parent), marital status (0 = unmarried /cohabiting/
divorced/ widowed; 1 = married)?, education (0 = education below university level; 1
= university degree). The results are presented in Table 3:

Controlling for various background variables, femininity had a positive contribu-
tion to ‘getting balanced’, whereas masculinity contributed positively to ‘getting ahead’,
as expected. Masculinity was positively related to ‘getting high’. Both masculinity and
femininity were positively associated with ‘getting free’. Salary was strongly accounted
for by education (and less so by age). Still, femininity had a unique negative contribu-
tion. Masculinity was positively related to hierarchical position and self-efficacy.

3 Cohabiting women were categorized with the unmarried and other single women, as is

commonly done. Creating a vatiable in which cohabiting respondents were put in the sa-
me category as the married women did not change the results.
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Table 3: Regtession coefficients (B) of femininity, masculinity and background
variables in predicting career orientations, salary, hierarchical position and

self-efficacy
indep dep. ahead free high balance salary hierarchy self-efficacy
femininity A7 24" -24"
masculinity 417 317 427 27 40"
age 27" 227
years working -18 -7
education 707
Adj. R? .16 .16 .21 .09 .62 .07 .15

p<.05 “p<.01 T p<.001

Discussion

Overall, the most important career orientation of the participating 167 women was
‘getting balanced’, whereas the least attractive career goal was ‘getting ahead” (M =
6.28 and M = 3.006 respectively). The little importance of ‘getting ahead’ for women is
in line with a study by White, Cox and Cooper (1994), who tapped Dert’s career ori-
entations among 48 women whom they classified as highly successful. They found
that, strangely enough, none of them strove for ‘getting ahead’ (which they explain by
the fact that most were already at the top), 31% wanted to ‘get secure’, 15% strove for
‘getting free’, while 48% expressed a career orientation in line with ‘getting high’. Con-
trary to our findings, these successful women did not find ‘getting balanced’ very im-
portant; work played a central role in their lives. Was that so because these highly suc-
cessful women perhaps tended not to have a family (even among our sample of 167
women, 36 were single (with an average age of 34.4 years of age, while 89 were mar-
ried (average age of 35.7) with only 40 of them having children)? In line with hypothe-
sis 1 women with a masculine identity strove more for ‘getting ahead’ as compared to
women with a feminine identity (M = 4.00 and M = 2.34 respectively), while women
with a feminine identity strove more for ‘getting balanced’ than women with a mascu-
line identity (M = 6.50 and M = 5.91 respectively).

The dimension of masculinity was positively related to ‘getting ahead’ while the
dimension of femininity was unrelated to this career orientation; a finding consistent
with Powell and Butterfield (2003). Masculinity further proved to be positively related
to ‘getting high’. Both masculinity and femininity contributed positively to ‘getting
free’; this career orientation therefore may be especially important for women with an
androgynous identity. A final difference between women with a feminine identity and
those with a masculine identity was, that the former seemed to be more focused in
what they want to achieve and what they do not want to achieve: they strongly wanted
to have balance and strongly not wanted to get ahead. The scale for the women with a
masculine identity was more compressed: all four career orientations were on the posi-
tive end of the scale but never so positive as ‘getting balanced’ was for the women
with a feminine identity.
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Hypothesis 2 was confirmed as women with a masculine identity had a higher sal-
ary and assessed themselves as having a higher position as compared to those with a
feminine identity. Interestingly, it was femininity and not masculinity that was related
to salary. We realize that career success for feminine women is not likely to be re-
flected in the same measures as that of masculine women. Position and salary quite of-
ten have been used as the operationalizations of career success in career studies (e.g.
Melamed 1996). We acknowledge the male-bias of these particular operationalizations,
but exactly for this reason did we expect differences between masculine and feminine
women. The higher one goes up the hierarchy the more likely one has the position of
a manager. It indeed appeared that those with a masculine identity were more likely to
be a manager as compared to those with a feminine identity (cf. Wong/Kettle-
well/Sproule 1985). The causality however remains unclear: are women socialized in
(male-dominated) organizations into becoming more male-oriented, ie. do they
change their gender identity in the process? Are women with a masculine identity
selected by the organization over those with a feminine identity? Do they select them-
selves when and if applying for higher positions? The current data cannot provide any
conclusive answer to these questions.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that women with a feminine identity have a lower self-
efficacy with respect to stereotypical masculine and gender-neutral while having an
equal assessment of their self-efficacy on stereotypical feminine tasks, as compared to
women with a masculine identity. Of the eleven work domains two were perceived as
more suitable for women and two as more suitable for men. Interestingly, no differ-
ences between the self-efficacy of women with a feminine identity on the one hand
and a masculine identity on the other were obtained for these domains. However, for
the other domains in which no differential suitability for men and women was per-
ceived, women with a masculine identity did express a higher suitability of self as
compared to those with a feminine identity.

For three of the domains in which a difference between women with a masculine
and a feminine identity was found (top management, finance, sales), it seems that the
women with a feminine identity assessed themselves as not suitable (a mean below the
midpoint of the scale), whereas for one domain (consultancy) the women with a mas-
culine identity seemed to inflate their suitability. In trying to disentangle the separate
relations of self-efficacy with the femininity dimension and with the masculinity di-
mension, correlation coefficients were computed between the femininity and mascu-
linity scores on the one hand and self-efficacy for the eleven domains on the other. A
positive correlation was obtained between masculinity and seven work domains, whe-
reas no cotrrelation was found between femininity and self-efficacy. Thus, it is the
masculinity dimension that was related to self-efficacy. This finding is in line with the
study of Long (1989), who showed that women high on masculinity were higher in
self-efficacy than those low on masculinity regardless of the occupational role they oc-
cupied (traditional vs. nontraditional).*

4 Long raises the issue whether masculinity and self-efficacy are overlapping concepts. We

inserted self-efficacy as a separate predictor, along with masculinity and femininity and
the background variables, in a regression analysis with the career orientations as criteria. It
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Hypothesis 3 was not confirmed when considering stereotypical male domains. It
was surprising that domains like top management and finance were not stereotyped as
masculine domains. Overall, the differences between the perceived suitability of men
and women for the various domains were quite small (and overall even in favor of
women as the (slight) difference in average self-efficacy showsl). This may be due to
the fact that our sample consisted of highly educated women with good positions.
They may have been very aware of their minority position in a strongly male-
populated organization, especially where higher positions are concerned. By denying
or minimizing a difference in suitability between men and women in different work
domains, they perhaps expressed their conviction that there is no legitimate basis for
women being in a minority position at the levels they were working at or at higher lev-
els they were aspiring to.

When looking back at the current study some strengths and weaknesses can be
noted. A strength is the sample that was employed. Not consisting of students or y-
oung graduates as so often is the case in psychological research, also when gender and
organizational behavior is concerned. It has been shown for example that leadership
styles of male and female managers differ from those of male and female students
(Eagly/Johnson 1990; Korabik/Baril/Watson 1993). However, this sample was not
likely to be representative for ‘women at work’ either. It concerned a sample with
highly educated women, who worked on average almost eleven years for the same or-
ganization. One may suspect that these women have somehow adapted themselves to
the culture of that organization. Nevertheless, the fact that they have associated them-
selves into an informal network within the organization may indicate their need for
mutual support. Being expected to adapt to a male-dominated environment (Loden
1985), while also being expected to be feminine (Eagly/Wood/Diekman 2000) is
stressful and has consequences for career advancement (Gardiner/Tiggemann 1999).
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Appendix 1: Means, standard deviations and factor loadings of the 17 items
tapping career orientations on a 7-point scale

factor loadings

Means sd balance high free ahead no.5 no.6
reaching the top 3.27 1.92 .92
acquiring a lot of 2.86 1.57 .93
power and influence
receiving appreciation 6.29 0.79 .82
and respect
being a loyal and 6.00 1.10 .73
reliable employee
having enough time for 6.18 1.07 .80
work and private life
contributing to a bet- 4.98 1.37 .54
ter world
complete autonomy 5.07 1.43 .86
over my own work
being my own boss 4.39 1.76 .82
having the biggest 5.52 1.36 .69
possible challenge
from work
feeling at home in an 6.23 0.84
organization
being able to attain 6.30 0.92 .78
self-realization
creating the right bal- 6.44 0.95 .78

ance between work,
family, friends and
self-development

having a predictable 3.44 1.69 .84
and secure career
with one organization

being creative and in- 5.54 1.21 71
novative

being independent 4.45 1.48 .67
from others in my
work

harmony between lei- 6.21 1.09 .90
sure, career and family

contributing to organ- 5.48 1.23 A7
izational goals

% of variance ex- 20.3 16.3 12.3 7.2 6.9 5.4
plained

o .80 .65 .73 .89 .51 40

Factor loadings < .40 have been omitted. Variables which have a loading of > .40 on more than one
factor have been excluded.
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