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Introduction


Rapid internationalization has been one of the most remarkable features of the business environment during the last decade.  It is no secret that business faces an environment radically different from that of even a few years ago, the result of increasingly global competition.  Global competition is serious, pervasive, and it is here to stay.  Increasing trade and global independence among countries is likely to continue.  


As Fortune  succinctly states, “The best reason for believing that more women will be in charge before long is that in a ferociously competitive global economy, no company can afford to waste valuable brainpower simply because it’s wearing a skirt.”  Leading management scholars have identified innovation as a key factor in global competitiveness.  An inherent source of innovation is well-managed diversity, including gender diversity.  Women bring diversity to global corporations that have historically been primarily male.


By hiring women, global firms act as role models for firms in many countries that have not seriously considered promoting significant numbers of women into managerial positions.  Not surprisingly, such global firms see women managers as bringing needed collaborative and participative skills to the workplace.  The outstanding success of these female managers in all geographies is encouraging firms both to continue sending women abroad and to begin to promote more local women into management. The new types of global corporations thus include more women than their predecessors could (or would) and benefit organizationally from their professional contributions in new ways.  They benefit both from women’s increased representation at all levels of the organization as well as from their unique ways of contributing to the organization.    


American women now make up about half the U.S. workforce, and occupy over a quarter of all managerial and administrative positions, yet the gains made by women into management at individual country level do not appear to have been matched in international management.  Estimates of the number of female expatriates range between 2% and 5%.  The reasons for this minimal representation are complex, involving individual, organizational, economic, and socio-cultural influences .  Yet their achievements call into question some widely held beliefs about women and about management .


But can women make it, especially in foreign cultures where men presumably do not consider them equals?  Won’t they be ignored, mistreated, or intimidated?  Shouldn’t we respect foreign countries’ cultural norms--even if they appear discriminatory to us?  This paper examines these issues and addresses the most commonly held myths about women in international management.

.

The Three Myths

Cross-border business is fundamental to today’s global firms.  Given the historical scarcity of local women managers in most countries, firms have questioned if women can function successfully in cross-border managerial assignments.  They have believed that the relative absence of local women managers formed a basis for accurately predicting the potential for success, or lack thereof, of expatriate women.


Given transnationals’ needs for the best-qualified manager--whether male or female--a study was conducted on the role of women as expatriate managers and sought to explain why so few women hold international management positions.  Each part addressed one of the three most commonly held “myths” about women in international management.  These beliefs were labeled myths because, although widely held by both men and women, their accuracy had never been tested.

Myth 1: Women Do Not Want to Be International Managers

Is the problem that women are less interested than men in pursuing international careers?  The results of the study revealed that female and male M.B.A.s display equal interest in pursuing international careers.  Both female and male M.B.A.s agree, however, that firms offer fewer opportunities to women than to men and significantly fewer opportunities to women pursuing international careers than to those pursuing domestic career.


Although there may have been a difference in the past, women and men today are equally interested in international management.  The first statement--that women do not want to be international mangers--is, in fact, a myth.


Myth 2: Companies Refuse to Send Women Abroad


Is the problem that companies refuse to select women for international assignments?  Over half of the companies surveyed reported that they hesitate to send women abroad.  Almost four times as many reported being reluctant to select women for international assignments as for domestic management positions.  Almost three-quarters of the companies surveyed reported that they hesitate in selecting women because they believe that foreigners are so prejudiced against women that the female managers could not be successful if sent on a foreign assignment.  In addition, many expressed concern about the women’s physical safety, the hazards involved in traveling in underdeveloped countries, and the isolation and loneliness.


A key reason why many U.S. firms rarely send women abroad stems from a perception that most foreign countries are inhospitable to women in the workplace.  The expectation is that a negative business climate will severely hamper a woman expatriate’s ability to perform her job and, ultimately, to enhance the firm’s business.  International opportunities for women were generally seen as limited, due to the fact that women would find the international game difficult to master.  Indeed, although fewer than 15% if U.S. human resources directors publicly acknowledge that they intentionally favor men over women in international selection decisions, the fact remains that 95% of the expatriates in American firms are male.


These findings concur with those of 100 top line managers in Fortune 500 firms, the majority of whom believe that women face overwhelming resistance when seeking international managerial positions.  Additionally, 80 percent of U.S. firms report believing that women would face disadvantages if sent abroad.  Therefore, the second myth is true: firms are hesitant, if not outright resistant, to sending female managers abroad.

Myth 3: Foreigners’ Prejudice Against Female Expatriate Managers Makes Them Ineffective


Is it true that foreigners are so prejudiced against women that women could not succeed as international managers?  Is the treatment of local women the best predictor of expatriate women’s potential to succeed?  Over 100 women managers from major North American firms who were on expatriate assignments around the world were surveyed and almost all of them (97 percent) reported that their international assignments were successful.  This success rate is considerably higher than that reported for North American male expatriates.  In fact, almost half of the expatriates reported that being female served as more of an advantage than a disadvantage.


For the majority of the women, the most difficult obstacle in the international career involved getting sent abroad in the first place, not gaining the respect of foreigners and succeeding, once sent.  Overcoming resistance from the North American home company frequently proved more challenging than gaining local clients’ and colleagues’ respect and acceptance.  In most cases, assumptions about foreigners’ prejudices against female expatriate managers appear to have been exaggerated: the anticipated prejudice and the reality did not match.  It may well be, therefore, that worries about women being accepted as expatriate managers stem more from male managers in the home country organization blaming other cultures for their own prejudices.  Indeed, it appears that foreigners are not as prejudiced as many North American managers have assumed; and therefore, the third myth is exactly that--a myth.
Cultural and Religious Attitudes Toward Women Expatriate Managers


Culture impacts our lives in general, as well as management and work practice in particular.  Some cultures inhibit people and constrain their intellectual activities.  These cultures exclude whole segments of their populations because they are different, whether their prejudices are against ethnic or religious minorities, youth, or women.  In such cultures, females for example, are not permitted to be free and independent human beings and their personal rights are minimal--their lives are dedicated to the service of males and their families.


The status of women and the relationships between the sexes vary appreciably from one society to another.  Although a number of countries could be cited as having a greater degree of equality between the sexes than the United States, when viewed from a broad cross-cultural perspective, the United States affords women a relatively high degree of status in terms of legal, economic, political, and social prerogatives at their disposal.  In contrast, women from other cultures, come from traditions that afford them few of the freedoms Western women take for granted . 


All cultures differentiate male and female roles, expecting males to behave in certain ways, females in others; anticipating that men will fill certain roles, and women others.  In many cultures, including the United States’, the traditional female role supports many attitudes and behaviors contradictory to those defined as managerial.  This has been one of the key barriers to women’s entry into managerial careers both domestically and internationally.


Women’s participation in international management assignments is influenced by a complex set of cultural factors which affect women within their host country environments.  In many countries, where there is a traditional culture lag with respect to the role of modern women in business, females are not welcome or comfortable in the workplace.  In such places, women international mangers sometimes face bias and prejudice.  The cultures of Saudi Arabia, Italy, and Japan, for instance, have been cited as inhibiting the effectiveness of such managers.


In most cultures men have raised barriers to females seeking to achieve their human potential.  Although both genders often cooperate professionally, cultural conditioning frequently prompted male leaders to limit career choices and development for their female counterparts.  However, during the past few decades, education and mass communication, as well as the feminist movement and government regulations, are combining to raise consciousness and alter the situation.


Religion is a major element and mainspring of culture.  On a macro level, religion affects the language, social structure, and economic system.  On a micro level, religion is frequently responsible for the behavior of the individuals and groups in a society--particularly the behavior toward women .


The Japanese, heavily influenced by Confucianism, consider rank and subordination to be part of the natural order of things.  In Confucian societies, hierarchy simply exists: some person will always be lower or higher than another on the authority ladder; and in most cases, women are seen as having a lower ranking position.


The social and economic role of women in a culture is very much affected by religion.  For example, women may be restricted from working beside men in certain job positions.  Additionally, the role of women in business is tied to religion and women are not able to function as they would in the West.  This affects management in a very important way: The firm may not be able to use women managers or personnel in certain countries.  Understanding religion provides the best insight into the internal or mental behavior that is manifest in the external aspects of the culture.  

