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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of the qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was to explore the 

influence of leadership development or succession-planning programs upon women‟s 

progression to high-level positions and their continued success in the executive ranks. A 

qualitative methodology provided a detailed and rich understanding of the experiences of 

women in high-level leadership from the perspectives of women who have experienced 

leadership development or succession-planning programs. Twenty women in high-level 

leadership positions employed in for-profit organizations in the eastern United States 

were the focus of the study. The results revealed that while some aspects of the programs 

were effective, upon promotion to their high-level positions, most of the women leaders 

expressed a lack of preparation for their high-level positions. Key issues the women 

executives indicated were missing in existing leadership development and succession-

planning programs were (a) on-the-job training, (b) lack of mentors, and (c) job rotation.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Since the early 1980s, considerable change has taken place to the gender makeup 

of corporate America. In 2006, women outnumbered men and represented 50.6% of 

workers in management and professional occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). 

Women have gained the majority in management positions (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2007), but women have not gained equal entry into executive positions. Male executives 

continue to outnumber their female executive counterparts by a considerable margin 

(Catalyst, 2008a). If women are to increase their numbers in high-level leadership 

positions, as they have in management and other professions, organizational leaders 

would benefit from knowing how to best prepare them for these positions. 

The current qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study involved a thorough 

analysis of the lived experiences of women executives (defined as chief executive officer 

[CEO], chief financial officer [CFO], chief operating officer [COO], senior vice president 

[SVP], vice president [VP], associate vice president [AVP], or director) who have 

participated in leadership development or succession-planning programs. The goal of the 

study was to determine the influence of leadership development or succession-planning 

programs upon women‟s progression to high-level positions and their continued success 

in the executive ranks. Twenty women in high-level leadership positions employed in 

for-profit organizations in the eastern United States were the focus of the study.  

Chapter 1 includes a background of the problem, the general and specific 

problems, the purpose and significance of the study, and the significance to 

organizational leadership. The chapter also includes a description of the research 

methodology and design, the theoretical framework, a discussion on the importance of 
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leadership literature to the study, new themes in leadership research and practice, and 

current findings. The later sections included definitions of terms, assumptions, 

limitations, delimitations, and scope. The chapter concludes with a summary of 

significant points and an introduction to chapter 2. 

Background of the Problem 

Many indicators place women at the front of labor force change (Coughlin, 2005). 

Discernible changes have occurred in the number of women in the labor force compared 

to men since the 1970s (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005a). The changes have included 

increased workforce participation, growth in higher paying jobs, and wage increases 

(U.S. Department of Labor, 2005a). Between 1970 and the late 1990s, the participation of 

women ages 16 and older in the labor force increased by 17% from 43 to 60% (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2005a).  

Women progressively gained employment in higher paying occupations from the 

1970s through the late 1990s (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005a). In the 1980s, women 

significantly increased their numbers in corporate employment. In 2006, women 

represented 46% of the total labor force in the United States (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2007). Women could account for 47% of the workforce in 2014 and 51% of the overall 

increased workforce growth between 2004 and 2014 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2005a).  

Prior researchers have attempted to address the reason for women‟s increased 

participation in the labor force, but the reason is not easily explained (Brusentsev, 2006; 

Davis, 2002; Piscione, 2004). Some researchers referred to increased job opportunities 

and cost of living considerations for women as reasons for the increased number of 

women in the workforce (Cebula & Williams, 2006; Piscione). Several other researchers 



3 

asserted that women have become more educated since the 1980s and opportunities to 

work in higher paying jobs have been the main reason that women‟s participation in the 

workforce has increased (Brusentsev; Ferrara, 2007).  

Women‟s increased workforce participation (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007) is 

an indication that potential candidates for executive roles are currently employed in many 

organizations and are available to fill the roles (Hewlett, Luce, & West, 2005). Women 

are the “untapped leadership in their ranks” (Hewlett et al., p. 4). Despite their 

achievements in professional occupations, the opportunities and rewards of attaining 

high-level roles are more elusive to women than to men (Jandeska & Kraimer, 2005; 

Nelson & Levesque, 2007; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). In a Wall Street Journal editorial, 

Dobryznski (2006) described the lack of confidence in women as leaders as an indication 

of the unwillingness of male directors in Fortune 500 organizations to select a woman for 

high-level leadership positions. 

History of Women in the Workforce 

An understanding of the historical perspectives of women in the workforce is 

necessary to learn about the struggles women have encountered in attempting to gain 

equal employment opportunities in the U.S. workforce (Tucker & Hill, 2002). 

Throughout history, fewer career opportunities have been available to women than to 

men (Tucker & Hill). Some employers deemed women an emergency reserve workforce 

(Tucker & Hill). Women were hired for low-paying jobs or in times of crisis when the 

male labor force was drastically reduced, such as during wartime (Tucker & Hill).  

Throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, employers excluded women from 

most professions and restricted the amount of money they could earn (Coleman, 2000; 
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Tucker & Hill, 2002). The number of women entering the workforce increased during the 

expansion of the manufacturing and retailing economies (Coleman; Tucker & Hill). Most 

women understood their place in society as caretakers of the home, but women in the 

workforce were not silent (Tucker & Hill). Working class women openly challenged 

those determined to block them from highly paid skilled professions (Coleman; Tucker & 

Hill).  

Susan B. Anthony, a vocal activist for women‟s rights, and Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton, a noted social activist, developed into influential and powerful women leaders in 

the United States after the Civil War (France, 2008). Together, Anthony and Stanton 

undertook the women‟s battles of the late 19th century and became avid spokespersons 

for the rights of women (France). Anthony and Stanton were pioneers in challenging 

attitudes about women‟s rights and their place in society (Coleman, 2000; France; Tucker 

& Hill, 2002). 

Progress for Women 

The growth of the women‟s movement eventually led to alliances with powerful 

men who helped women combine what they learned from earlier experiences with new 

concepts to form a more powerful gender (France, 2008). Women continued to increase 

their economic contributions as they maintained their influx into the workplace 

(Coleman, 2000; Tucker & Hill, 2002; France). By the mid-1900s, women were attending 

some of the most prestigious universities in the United States in increased numbers 

(Coleman; France).  

In the latter part of the 1900s, women made gains in major professions (France, 

2008) such as law and medicine (France; Coleman, 2000). Women were entering new 
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professions but women still represented a minority in the workforce (France). Working-

class women‟s job equality struggles for pay and recognition continued (France; Tucker 

& Hill, 2002). The problem continues into the 21st century, although women gained 

some gender equality in employment (France). Obstacles remain for women at the 

highest levels of the corporate hierarchy (France).  

Women‟s involvement in high-level leadership roles within large organizations is 

limited (Catalyst, 2006a, 2006b). With so many females in mid-level leadership 

positions, some people have questioned why the number of women in high-level 

leadership at Fortune 500 companies has not grown accordingly (Catalyst, 2006b; Nelson 

& Levesque, 2007). For the period ending August 31, 2008, only 13 women were running 

Fortune 500 companies (Catalyst, 2008a).  

Women have shown the ability to use their skills and talents to achieve the 

majority in mid-management levels (Cormier, 2007; U.S. Department of Labor, 2005a). 

The number of women in the career pipeline that would lead to promotion to high-level 

leadership positions should have increased (Cormier). The lack of significant female 

involvement in high-potential development programs and difficult-to-identify barriers 

still prevent women who aspire to higher leadership positions from attaining executive 

positions (Cappelli, 2006). Strategies designed to help in the preparation and promotion 

of women to high-level leadership positions should be developed with input from women 

who have attained and been successful in such positions (Kovach, 2005; Sweetser, 2005).  

Statement of the Problem 

The general problem is that although women are in the majority when it comes to 

management (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007), women remain underrepresented at the 
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highest levels (defined in this study as CEO, CFO, COO, SVP, VP, AVP, or director) of 

most organizations (Catalyst, 2008a, 2008b; Coughlin, Wingard, & Hollihan, 2005). 

Leaders in some organizations have expressed a desire for gender diversity at the 

executive level, yet the same leaders often proclaim an inability to find suitable female 

candidates with the experience required to be in the executive hierarchy (Gwin & Lim-

O‟Brien, 2006). Gender discrimination and less involvement in executive development 

programs impede women‟s ability to compete with male colleagues who have had more 

leadership-development opportunities (Cappelli, 2006). 

The leaders at some organizations provide development opportunities for women 

to expand their leadership capacities and develop their leadership skills (Gwin & Lim-

O‟Brien, 2006). During the 5-year period ending June 30, 2009, no researcher had 

explored or clearly defined the effectiveness of leadership development or succession-

planning programs on the advancement of women to high-level leadership positions. The 

specific problem is that little is known about the influence of leadership development or 

succession-planning programs upon women‟s progression to high-level positions and 

their continued success in the executive ranks. 

The study involved a qualitative method to explore the meanings of central 

themes in the experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2005; Neuman, 2003). A 

qualitative method helped elucidate, using interviews, the unique meanings related to the 

experiences of each woman participant (Creswell; Neuman). A hermeneutic 

phenomenological design studied the lived experiences of 20 women from the population 

of women who have attained high-level leadership positions and who have experienced 
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leadership development or succession-planning programs in for-profit organizations in 

the eastern United States.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was to 

conduct a thorough analysis that explored the influence of leadership development or 

succession-planning programs upon women‟s progression to high-level positions and 

their continued success in the executive ranks. A qualitative methodology provided a 

detailed and rich understanding of the experiences of women in high-level leadership 

from the perspectives of women who have experienced leadership development or 

succession-planning programs. A hermeneutic phenomenological design was appropriate 

because it involves an attempt to describe, not explain, details within the experiences of 

women in high-level leadership positions (Laverty, 2003). The design was selected 

specifically to reveal, from interviews, the meanings and understandings of the 

phenomenon of women in high-level leadership positions from the perceptions and lived 

experiences of successful women leaders (Penner & McClement, 2008). 

The specific sample for the study was 20 women in high-level leadership 

positions who have experienced leadership development or succession-planning 

programs in for-profit organizations in the eastern United States. The sample of 20 

participants was not obtained when limiting the sampling to women in high-level 

leadership positions in the southeastern United States. The search was extended to 

include other regions in the eastern United States. The extended eastern region began in 

Boston, and continued southward to Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 

Delaware, Washington, and extending along the eastern seaboard of the United States. 
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The data collection method for the phenomenological inquiry was in-depth 

semistructured interviews (Creswell, 2005).  

The NVivo 8 software was used to classify, sort, and arrange the data obtained 

from the interviews to explore common themes that might add insight and new 

knowledge about the experiences of women in high-level leadership positions. The 

results of the study might provide an understanding to organizational leaders of the 

influence of leadership development and succession-planning programs on the 

preparation of women for high-level leadership positions (Cappelli, 2006). An increased 

understanding might help leaders create an environment that promotes the benefits of 

diverse leadership (Gwin & Lim-O‟Brien, 2006) because women constitute a growing 

percentage of the labor pool (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). 

Significance of the Problem 

The current phenomenological study was salient because the study involved a 

thorough analysis into the influence of leadership development or succession-planning 

programs upon women‟s progression to high-level positions and their continued success 

in the executive ranks. While substantial literature on leadership development and 

succession planning exists (Allio, 2005; Greer & Virick, 2008; Kovach, 2005), no 

previous studies have included an exploration into the effect of including women in 

succession-planning programs in preparation for executive-level roles. Obtaining details 

about perspectives and beliefs as described by women who have experienced leadership 

development or succession-planning programs will help to capture rich descriptions of 

the leaders‟ program experiences. The experiences will add to an understanding of 
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whether or how participating in the programs contributed to the leaders attaining high-

level leadership positions.  

Top-performing companies have strong development and leadership programs 

and the leaders in top-performing companies have a clear focus on their high-potential 

employees (National Association for Female Executives [NAFE], 2005). The leaders of 

most organizations promote the impression that employees are the principal source of 

competitive advantage (Guthridge, Komm, & Lawson, 2008). The reality is that most 

organizational leaders are unprepared for the challenge of finding, developing, and 

retaining qualified people (Guthridge et al., 2008).  

Turmoil in the financial industry between January 2003 and December 2004 

resulted in an increase in executive turnover (Charan, 2005). Approximately half of the 

companies in the financial industry with annual revenue exceeding $500 million do not 

have a meaningful leadership succession plan (Charan, 2005). In a study with 50 

participants from around the world that included CEOs, business unit leaders, and human 

resources professionals, Guthridge, Komm, and Lawson (2006) indicated a majority of 

the participants expressed concern that senior leadership did not align talent management 

with business strategies.  

The frequently referenced war for talent (Hewlett et al., 2005; Guthridge et al., 

2006, 2008) is a major problem for organizational leaders. Senior executives assert that 

attracting, developing, and retaining talent is crucial to achieving organizational goals 

(Fulmer & Conger, 2004a, 2004b; Guthridge et al., 2008). With the goal of retaining 

talent as a foundation and with women the majority in mid-management ranks (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2005b), the development of women leaders to high-level leadership 
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positions makes logical business sense (Collins, 2004; Dye, 2005; Guthridge et al., 2006; 

Hewlett et al.).  

Significance to the Field of Leadership 

The significance of the current hermeneutic phenomenological research to the 

field of leadership is that it contributes to the body of knowledge relating to 

understanding the impact of early development programs in preparing women for 

executive-level roles. Information will come from women in high-level leadership 

positions through elicited perceptions of their lived experiences in leadership 

development or succession-planning programs. The shared experiences of women at the 

executive level will contribute to the field of knowledge regarding leadership 

development programs and leadership succession programs.  

A qualitative analysis provided rich descriptions of the experiences of successful 

female leaders in high-level leadership who have gone through leadership development 

or succession-planning programs. Organizational decision makers might learn from the 

experiences of executive women how best to develop women leaders (Collins, 2004; 

Dye, 2005). Results from the study might provide designers of future succession-

planning and leadership development programs a better understanding of the challenges 

women face when preparing for high-level leadership positions (Collins).  

A shortage of leadership talent as additional baby boomers reach retirement age is 

inevitable (Dye, 2005). Organizational leaders who do not take advantage of the number 

of talented, qualified women already in their ranks will eventually lose them (Catalyst, 

2007a; Cormier, 2007). Leaders within organizations are compelled to focus on 

attracting, developing, and retaining as many high-quality employees as possible 



11 

(Cormier; Dye) to guarantee a competitive edge by placing them in the leadership 

pipeline (Bryson & McKenna, 2002).  

According to an article in the Journal of Accountancy (“Missing the Train,” 2007) 

related to current business trends, 

The typical U.S. company spent nearly 50 times as much to recruit a professional 

making $100,000 a year than it did to train that person. Across all compensation 

levels, U.S. companies spent $1,415 in recruiting costs for every $10,000 of new-

employee pay. However, the median training expense per full-time worker was 

only $288. Larger companies did worse: Enterprises employing more than 5,000 

spent only $109. (p. 15) 

When executive positions become available, human resources personnel in most 

companies will fill them with talented workers hired from outside the company 

(Marshall, 2005). With succession planning, qualified female candidates who are already 

within the company‟s ranks can fill the available roles (Baldiga, 2005). The goal of 

succession planning is to “recruit, retain, and promote top talent” (Baldiga, p. 1). 

Succession planning serves to ensure organizational leaders that extremely qualified 

candidates have been identified and developed and are prepared to fill any leadership 

positions that become available (Rothwell, 2005).  

Nature of the Study 

The current qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study involved a thorough 

analysis that explored the influence of leadership development or succession-planning 

programs upon women‟s progression to high-level positions and their continued success 

in the executive ranks. This section provides supportive documentation of the ways in 




