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Executive Summary 
 

Purpose 
 
The purpose of the current research was to 
examine gender inequality that occurs even after 
men and women embark on the same career 
path—a path that begins with an undergraduate 
degree in business from the same university. 
Gender differences in four areas were examined: 
career and life interests over time, career 
outcomes, determinants of career outcomes, and 
perceptions of career helpers and hindrances. 

 
Data 
 
Data were collected from alumni of the college of business from a large southeastern university. 
Data include 430 quantitative responses to an online survey and 68 qualitative responses to 
online interviews. 
 
Findings 
 
Male and female business school graduates differ in their career and life interests. The 
differences are complex and vary depending on the perspective taken. In general, male graduates 
tend to be more family-focused than female graduates. 
 
Male and female business school graduates differ in salary, but not in other career outcomes. 
Nearly two-thirds of the salary difference can be explained by gender differences in family 
characteristics, years of experience, and work hours. 
 
Career enhancing job characteristics have consistent positive effects on career outcomes for both 
male and female graduates. Other variables, such as having a graduate degree or working more 
paid hours, have positive effects on some career outcomes but negative effects on others for 
female graduates. 
 
Male graduates view personal characteristics and support from their spouse as instrumental to 
their progress, whereas female graduates focus on support from their social network and 
extended family. Female graduates view their personal characteristics and family obligations as 
hindering their progress, whereas male graduates focus on poor educational fit and the economy 
as hindrances. 
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Introduction 
 
Gender inequality at work is often attributed to the fact that 
women tend to be concentrated in lower-paying, lower-status 
occupations than those dominated by men (Kmec, 2005). Yet, 
even when women do make it into male-dominated careers, they 
experience invisible barriers to reaching the high-paying, high-
status jobs (Maume, 1999). Thus, by understanding experiences of 
women within male-dominated career paths we can uncover 
underlying processes that lead to large-scale gender inequality at 
work.  
 
The purpose of the current research was to examine the differential experiences of men and 
women in a male-dominated, high-paying career path—namely, business. Data were collected 
from alumni of the college of business from a large southeastern university. Data include 430 
quantitative responses to an online survey and 68 qualitative responses to online interviews. This 
report details findings pertaining to the research questions stated below.  
 
Research Questions: 
 

1. How do the career and life interests of business school graduates change over time? How 
do such changes differ for men and women? 

 
2. What are the gender differences in career outcomes of business school graduates? What 

explains these differences? 
 

3. How are career outcomes differentially determined for male and female business school 
graduates? 
 

4. What do male and female business school graduates perceive as helpers and hindrances 
to their careers? 
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Research Question 1: How do career and life interests change over time? Do changes differ for 
men and women? 
 
Overview 
Gender differences in career and family interests are often thought to underlie gender differences 
in career outcomes. To test this hypothesis, we examined the career and life interests of male and 
female business school graduates. We hypothesized that both men and women would have 
primarily career-related interests—e.g. aspirations toward a high-status, high-paying career—at 
the start of their careers. We also hypothesized that, over time, women would show a decrease in 
career-related interests and an increase in family-related  interests.  We  expected  that  men’s  
career-related interests would remain stable over time. 
 
Survey Variables 

 Career Orientation 
 Family Orientation 
 Status-Based Career Satisfiers 
 Socio-Emotional Career Satisfiers 
 Life Aspirations 

 
Interview Questions 

 “How  did  you  originally  become  interested  in  
business or management when you studied at [this 
university]? What factors played a role in you 
choosing  your  college  major?” 

 “Please  think  about  you  and  your  life  in general. All 
things considered, what  does  the  word  ‘success’  mean  
to  you?” 

 
 
Summary of Findings 
There were negligible differences in career orientation, family orientation, status-based career 
satisfiers, and socio-emotional career satisfiers over time for men and women. 
 
Women, across nearly all ages, are likely to have life aspirations that are simultaneously career- 
and family-focused.  The  focus  of  men’s  life  aspirations  is  variable  across  the  ages. 
 
Gender differences in current definitions of success differed somewhat from the reasons men and 
women listed for choosing business as their college major. While women were more likely than 
men to say they chose business as their college major because they wanted to achieve financial 
success, they were less likely to list financial success in their descriptions of what it currently 
means to be successful. More men than women were likely to list financial success as important 
to them currently. Men were also more likely than women to mention family as a main 
component of their current success. 
 
Additionally, women were more likely than men to list overall balance and making a 
contribution to society when explaining what success means to them now. 
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Survey Findings: Life and Career Satisfiers 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Career Orientation 
 Women are slightly less career oriented. 

There is no significant age difference. 

Family Orientation 
 There is no significant gender difference. 

Family orientation increases over time at 
the same rate for both men and women. 

Status-Based Career Satisfiers 
 Women are slightly less satisfied by status-

based career characteristics. Career satis-
faction via status-based characteristics de-
creases over time at the same rate for both 
men and women. 

Socio-Emotional Career Satisfiers 
 Women are slightly more satisfied by socio-

emotional career characteristics. There is no 
change over time for men or women. 
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Survey Findings: Life Aspirations 
 

 

Observations 

 Male and female business school graduates have similar life aspirations at the time of 
graduation. Most have aspirations that are career-and-family-focused. 

 The career-and-family-focused trend is stable for females, until mid to late forties. 

 Men, however, alternate between career-and-family-focused and primarily family-
focused from mid to late twenties until early to mid forties. 

 Women of all ages are less likely to have career-focused life aspirations than any other 
type of life aspiration. 

 Men of most ages are less likely to have career-focused life aspirations than other type of 
life aspiration. One notable exception is early to mid fifties when it appears that men 
choose between family or career, rather than focusing on both simultaneously. 
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Interview Findings: Reasons for Choosing Business as a Major in College 
 

Reason Description Male Female 
General Interest or Passion General interest in or passion for business 33% 30% 
Prior Exposure Prior exposure to or familiarity with the field 

of business 25% 19% 

Competence Feelings of competence in business classes 
and the field of business 14% 18% 

Financial Success Belief that a business degree leads to financial 
success 8% 11% 

Broad Interests Broad interests in general; feeling that 
business would enable them to study many 
different concepts 

8% 9% 

Industry Demand Belief  in an industry demand for college 
graduates in business 6% 9% 

Entrepreneurial Desire to own a business someday 6% 5% 
Total Reasons Mentioned  36 57 
  

Competence 
 

“I was in accounting in high school. I did 
very well in that area and thought that 
was  the  area  I  should  go  into.” 
  -Female, age unknown  
 

“I tried to think about what I liked and 
what I was good at.  I really enjoyed 
French in high school and college, and I 
felt that I was rather good at managing 
my finances.  So, I chose to switch to 
International Business as my major.  I 
did really well in Economics, Accounting 
and International Finance, so I felt that I 
made the right call in making the 
switch.” 
   -Male, 32 

Financial Success 
 

“I was driven by a high salary in choosing a 
career path.” 
    -Female, 27 
 

 

General Interest or Passion 
 

“That semester I fell in love with accounting 
and switched my major.” 
    -Female, 25 
 

“I have always been interested in economics 
so my major was a natural choice.” 
    -Male, 46 

Prior Exposure 
 

“I  took  business  courses  through  high  school  
and loved them.  I was also a member of 
Future Business Leader of America when I 
was  in  high  school” 
    -Female, 31 

Industry Demand 
 

 “What influenced my decision to major in 
business was what I perceived to be the 
career opportunities available to me in the 
future.”   -Male, age unknown 
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Interview Findings: Current Definitions of Success 
 

Definition Male Female 
Contribution to Society 17% 21% 
Family Success 20% 17% 
Career Success  15% 14% 
Happiness 12% 14% 
Security 13% 13% 
Financial Success 12% 7% 
Balance 5% 8% 
Prestige or Status 3% 4% 
Religion or Spirituality 2% 3% 
Total Definitions Offered 99 111 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

Financial Success 
 

 “I would need two million in equity to be 
considered successful.  Failure would be to 
never hit one million in equity.  I know a 
lot of people that consider a money 
number a bad thing but it is a way to 
grade  yourself.”  

   -Male, 37 
 

“I want to do well enough financially to 
retire before I turn 50 and live in the 
Caribbean (and of course provide the 
items such as medical & education for my 
entire family - not saying without a little 
extra work or frustration (or cost) but still 
provide  the  best).”  

   -Male, 34 
 

 

Contribution to Society 
 

 “Success is to make a difference and make an 
impact. ‘I may seem like a dreamer,’ but I feel 
that no matter how big or how small your 
role, if you make an impact every day, you 
have achieved success.  To fail is to be 
forgotten.” 
    -Female, 24 
 

 

Family Success 
 

 “Success  to  me  at  this  point  in  my  life  would  
mean having a family and being able to 
support them doing something I love. To me 
failure is not being able to be the figure that 
my family needs me to be. If I could not 
provide for them then I would consider 
myself  a  failure  to  my  family.” 
    -Male, 31 
 

“Failure  would  be  not  being  able  to  pay  my  
bills  and  feed  my  family.” 
    -Male, 42 
 

 

Balance 
 

 “Success  in  life  is  the  ability  to  maintain  
balance in the key components attributed 
to a happy fulfilled life - family, friends, 
work,  etc.” 
    -Female, 49 
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Research Question 2: What are the gender differences in career outcomes of business school 
graduates? What explains these differences? 
 
Overview 
Most research focuses on gender differences in salary across various occupations and career 
paths. The motivations for this research question were: 

1. To examine gender differences in salary when the sample is constrained to men and 
women who embark on the same career path  

2. To examine gender differences in other outcomes such as job satisfaction, career 
satisfaction, life satisfaction, family-to-work conflict, and work-to-family conflict 

3. To examine gender differences in career outcomes in relation to several hypothesized 
explanatory variables 

 
Survey Variables 

 Salary 
 Job Satisfaction 
 Career Satisfaction 
 Life Satisfaction 
 Family-to-Work Conflict 
 Work-to-Family Conflict 
 Nonworking spouse 
 Years since Graduation 
 Paid Work Hours 
 Career orientation 
 Communal Personality 

 
Summary of Findings 
Male business school graduates in the current sample earn on average $24,692 more per year 
than female business school graduates. This wage gap is reduced to $8,816 when the number of 
years since graduation, the number of paid work hours, spouse working status, career orientation, 
and communal personality are statistically controlled. There were no gender differences in job 
satisfaction, career satisfaction, life satisfaction, family-to-work conflict, or work-to-family 
conflict. 
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Survey Findings: Gender Differences in Career Outcomes 
  

Work-to-
Family Conflict 

Salary 

Job 
Satisfaction 

Career 
Satisfaction 

Life 
Satisfaction 

Family-to-
Work Conflict 

White men earn the most, 
followed by White women 
and non-White men. Non-
white women earn the least. 

There are no gender differ-
ences in career satisfaction. 
Non-White graduates are 
less satisfied with their 
careers than White 
graduates. 

There are no gender or race 
differences in job 
satisfaction. 

There are no gender differ-
ences in life satisfaction. 
Non-White graduates are 
less satisfied with their lives 
than White graduates. 

There are no gender or race 
differences in work-to-
family conflict. 

There are no gender or race 
differences in family-to-
work conflict. 
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Survey Findings: Explaining the Gender Wage Gap 
 
In the current sample, male business school graduates earn on average $24,692 more per year 
than female graduates. The pie graph below represents the total gender wage gap in the current 
sample of graduates. Each slice of the pie represents an estimated amount of the gender wage 
gap that is attributable to the corresponding explanatory variable. Of the total gender wage gap, 
$15,876 is attributable to the explanatory variables outlined below. Thus, if the male and female 
business school graduates in the current sample were equal with regard to each of the 
explanatory variables, the gender wage gap would be reduced to $8,816. 
 
 
  $5,465 – Nonworking Spouse 

 

Men are more likely to have a nonworking 
spouse. Having a nonworking spouse is 

positively related to earnings. 

$4,901 – Years since Graduation 
 

The earliest cohorts of business school 
graduates were primarily male. The 
number of years since a person has 
graduated can also be thought of as 

human capital or experience, which is 
positively related to earnings. 

$3,602 – Number of Paid Work Hours 
 

Men on average work more hours per 
week than women. Working more hours 

is positively related to earnings. 

$1,197 – Career Orientation 
 

Men are slightly more likely to be career 
focused overall. Career orientation is 

positively related to earnings. 

$711 – Communal Personality 
 

Women are more likely to have a 
communal personality characterized by 
kindness, helpfulness, and sympathy. 
Communal personality is negatively 

related to earnings. 

$8,816 – Remaining Unexplained Wage Gap 
 

After statistically controlling for all of the 
explanatory variables mentioned, there is still a 

gender wage gap of $8,816. 

Gender Wage Gap 



13 
 

Research Question 3: How are career outcomes differentially determined for male and female 
business school graduates? 
 
Overview 
The purpose of this research question was to examine variables that are expected to be related to 
career outcomes. The graphs below display relative effects of various determinants of career 
outcomes. All graphs are on the same scale—the standard deviation of the outcome variables—
for comparison purposes. The analysis was conducted with three goals in mind: 

1. To see how each determinant is related to career outcomes relative to other determinants 
2. To see how each determinant is related to each career outcome relative to other career 

outcomes and life satisfaction 
3. To see how strongly each determinant is related to each career outcome for women 

relative to men 
 
Survey Variables 

 Years since Graduation 
 Graduate Degree 
 Career Enhancing Job Characteristics 
 Career Orientation 
 Family Orientation 
 Status-Based Career Satisfiers 
 Gender Egalitarian Beliefs 
 Paid work hours 
 Unpaid work hours 
 Marital Status 
 Nonworking spouse 

 
Summary of Findings 
Career enhancing job characteristics has the most 
consistent positive relationship with career outcomes 
for both men and women. The number of years since 
graduation and having a nonworking spouse are 
positively related to salary for women, yet the latter is 
also related to decreased job satisfaction. The other 
determinants have varied relationships across career 
outcomes for men and women.   
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Graduate Degree:  
Relative Effect on Career Outcomes 

Career enhancing job char-
acteristics, such as de-
velopmental opportunities 
and job challenge, have 
strong positive relation-
ships with career out-
comes, in addition to life 
satisfaction. 

Survey Findings: Relative Effects of Determinants of Career Outcomes 
 

  

The number of years since 
graduation, which can also 
be thought of as human 
capital or experience, is 
more strongly related to 
salary for men than for 
women. 

Having a graduate degree 
is positively related to 
salary and career satis-
faction for women; how-
ever, it is also associated 
with greater work-to-
family conflict for 
women. 
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Relative Effect on Career Outcomes 

 
 
  
 
  

When women gauge their 
career satisfaction by 
status or prestige, they tend 
to earn a higher salary, but 
are less satisfied with their 
job and their life in 
general.  

Family orientation is 
positively related to life 
satisfaction for both men 
and women. It is mo-
derately related to job and 
career satisfaction, but 
only for women.  

Career orientation has 
moderate positive relation-
ships with job, career, and 
life satisfaction; however, 
it is also associated with 
greater work-to-family 
conflict.  
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Working more paid hours 
per week is positively 
related to salary for both 
men and women, yet it is 
also associated with 
greater work-to-family 
conflict. 

The belief that men and 
women should be equal is 
associated with greater 
salary for men and women. 
It is also related to greater 
career satisfaction for men 
and less family-to-work 
conflict for women. 

Working more unpaid 
hours per week is 
negatively related to salary 
for women only. It is also 
associated with greater job 
satisfaction for both men 
and women. 
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Relative Effect on Career Outcomes 

Having a nonworking 
spouse is strongly related 
to salary for both men and 
women. It is negatively 
associated with job 
satisfaction for women and 
positively associated with 
career satisfaction for men. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  

Having a spouse or partner 
is positively related to 
salary for men only. It is 
associated with greater 
work-to-family conflict for 
women. 
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Research Question 4: What do male and female business school graduates perceive as helpers 
and hindrances to career and life outcomes? 
 
Overview 
The purpose of this research question was to examine the determinants of career and life 
outcomes from the perspective of business school graduates. In particular, gender differences in 
perceived helpers and hindrances were examined. 
 
Interview Questions 

 “Looking  back,  think  about  the  circumstances,  
opportunities, people, etc. at work that have 
helped or hindered your life or career progress 
thus far. Please list the two most important 
things that have helped your progress and the 
two most important things that have hindered 
your  progress.”  

 “What  other  circumstances,  opportunities,  
people, etc. outside of work have helped or 
hindered  your  life  or  career  progress?” 

 
Summary of Findings 
Men were more likely to say aspects of their personality helped their career success, as well as 
support from their spouse, and their educational and work experiences. Women were more likely 
to say their religion or faith helped their career success, as well as their social networks, and 
having a supportive extended family. 
 
Women were more likely than men to report that office politics or some form of discrimination 
has hurt their career success. They were also more likely than men to say that aspects of their 
personality hindered  their  career  success  (i.e.  being  unwilling  to  take  risks,  not  being  ‘brave’  
enough to network, etc.), or that that spouse or family obligations hurt their careers more than 
men.  
 
Men were more likely than women to say that not having the right kind or enough education hurt 
their careers, as well as the poor economy. 
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Interview Findings: Career Helpers 
 
  Male Female 
Social Network 15% 23% 
Support from Family 15% 22% 
Support from Supervisor or Mentor 15% 17% 
Personal Characteristics 21% 9% 
Work Experience 13% 10% 
Support from Spouse 22% 8% 
Education 9% 6% 
Religion or Faith 2% 7% 
Total Helpers Mentioned 82 102 
 
  

Personal Characteristics 
 

 “I would have to say that my work ethic is 
probably the number one thing that has 
helped my progress.  Apparently, my 
employer has always found my willingness to 
do whatever it took to be successful, coupled 
with a tremendous sense of urgency and 
innate ability to prioritize my activities to be a 
true strength which quickly shows in my 
performance.”   
    -Male, 48 
 
 “Relationship building is the other thing that 
has helped me. I really like meeting new 
people and work hard to maintain my 
professional relationships.  This has been a 
major help during my  career.”   
    -Female, 33 

 
 

 
Social Network 

 “Two  important  things  that  I  have  helped  my  
progress are my networks at my previous job 
and my exposure on a global level.” 

    -Female, 25 

 
 

 
 

 

Support from Family 
 

 “My  parents  have  helped  me  over  
the course of my career. They have 
encouraged me to do what is best 
and at times have helped 
financially.”   
   -Female, 35 
 
 

 
 

 

Support from Spouse 

 “Without  a  doubt,  my  wife has been the 
number one influence on my later adult life.  
She was unbelievably supportive of my 
decision to return to school to finish my 
degree, despite the additional hardship it 
placed on her to maintain the household 
and raise young children, very much on her 
own.  She is always there for our family and 
I, consistently taking on more and more 
responsibility to ensure her family’s 
happiness.” 

    -Male, 48 

“My  wife  helped  my  career  because  she  
supported my decision to go back and get 
my MBA.  I did spend a lot of time away 
from the family (team meetings, studying, 
trips abroad for school) but she was able to 
maintain  the  household.” 

    -Male, 41 
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Interview Findings: Career Hindrances 
 
  Male Female 
Personal Characteristics 21% 24% 
Family Obligations 10% 28% 
Bad Work Experience or Lack of 
Experience 14% 17% 

Office Politics or Discrimination 7% 15% 
Not Enough or Not the Right 
Education 21% 4% 

Poor Economy 14% 7% 
Issues with Supervisor 7% 4% 
Issues with Extended Family 5% 2% 
Total Hindrances Mentioned 42 54 

 
 

 
  

Family Obligations 
 

 “Some things that have hindered my 
progress are marriage and relocation. When 
you're married your decisions are not made 
for yourself anymore and you have to 
consider the wants and needs of the family 
unit. This kept me from seeking 
opportunities in fashion/retail since the 
income level and relocation would not have 
been ideal for both me and my husband.”   
    -Female, 34 
 
 “I think my marriage has hindered my 
career a bit. I am now not as flexible to 
move on to another job that may be a good 
career step. I am not saying that it wouldn't 
happen but the decision is now more 
involved.”  
    -Female, 35 
 
 
 

Poor Economy 

 “The  economy  is  also  a  
hindrance.  Given the economic 
uncertainty – my current 
business has been slow to add 
positions/opportunities.”   

-Male, 29 

 

Office Politics or Discrimination 
 

 “I had a main contact at the firm that I would 
email  whenever  my  returns  were  done…She  many  
times would not respond to my emails or process 
the returns like she should have been doing. She 
would wait on them. This made me look bad to 
not only my boss because he was wondering 
where my work was, but it also made me look bad 
to  my  clients.” 
    -Female, 25 
 
 “Discrimination, racism, and sexism have been the 
motivation for reprimanding in an environment 
where I was the top performing branch manager 
in my region, exceeding many goals over 100% 
and some by even greater amounts. I promoted 2 
of my subordinates through cross-training and 
career  planning…I  was  told  I  was  not  a  team  
player…” 
    -Female, 37 
 

 

Not Enough or Not the Right Education  

 “The lack of my CPA.  Because when I made the decision to get my MBA instead of my 
CPA, the MBA was viewed more knowledgeable.  However, since the various financial 
scandals (e.g., Enron,) my belief is that now the CPAs have the advantage.  I feel that some 
opportunities that I wanted my have been given to others because the CPA license gained 
in  importance.”  -Male, 41 
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Recommendations for Action 
 
To ensure that men and women in business careers realize their full potential as workers, we 
recommend the following actions: 

 The  Women’s  Summit  should  support  the  passage  of  Fair  Pay  Restoration  legislation. 
 Given the benefit to women of social networking and mentoring, programs supporting 

these activities at all levels (including the student level) should be created and supported. 
 Policies promoting work-life balance should be encouraged and sanctioned. 
 Women should be encouraged to seek out spousal support, and other support networks, as 

these were associated with career outcomes. 
 The  Women’s  Summit  should  consider  offering  seminars  on  navigating  office  politics  for  

early career women.  
 Business schools should encourage career counseling for students, women especially, that 

assists  students’  development  of  the  abilities  and  characteristics  needed  for  business  
success (e.g. career strategies, risk-taking, networking, or negotiation). 

 Women should be encouraged to pursue education in male-dominated career paths and 
should be supported in their endeavors. 
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Appendix: List of Key Variables 
 
 
Career Enhancing Job Characteristics: The  extent  to  which  a  person’s  job  is  characterized  by  

challenge and opportunity 
Career Orientation: The  extent  to  which  a  person’s  life  satisfaction  comes  from  his or her 

career 
Career Satisfaction: The extent to which a person is satisfied with his or her career progress 
Communal Personality: The extent to which a person exhibits feminine personality 

characteristics such as kindness, helpfulness, and sympathy 
Family Orientation: The  extent  to  which  a  person’s  life  satisfaction  comes  from  his or her 

family 
Family-to-Work Conflict: The extent that family obligations interfere with work activities 
Gender Egalitarian Beliefs: The extent that a person believes that men and women should have 

equals roles in society 
Graduate Degree: Whether or not a person has a graduate degree at any graduate level 
Job Satisfaction: The extent to which a person is satisfied with his or her job 
Life Aspirations: Open-ended responses about current life aspirations, coded as family-focused, 

career-focused, career-and-family-focused, or other-focused 
Life Satisfaction: The extent to which a person is satisfied with her or her life in general 
Marital Status: Whether or not a person is married or partnered versus being single 
Nonworking spouse: Whether or not a person has a nonworking spouse 
Paid Work Hours: Number of paid hours worked per week 
Salary: Total pre-tax income, not including that of a spouse or partner 
Socio-Emotional Career Satisfiers: The  extent  to  which  a  person’s  career  satisfaction  comes  

from having a friendly, collegial work environment 
Status-Based Career Satisfiers: The  extent  to  which  a  person’s  career  satisfaction  comes  from  

having high status or prestige 
Unpaid Work Hours: Number of unpaid hours worked per week, including volunteering, 

housework, pro-bono work, etc. 
Work-to-Family Conflict: The extent that work obligations interfere with family activities 
Years since Graduation: Number of years passed since receipt of undergraduate business 

degree 
 


