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1. [bookmark: _Toc4928718]Academic Focus and Research Rationale
1.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928719]Context and background
Women attain middle management posts relative to their numbers in the workforce, however women are substantially inadequately represented at senior leadership level around the world (Gipson et al., 2017).
The central research problem is based on the perception of barriers for women in management. Women experience difficulties breaking through ‘the glass ceiling’ into senior positions and many women get stuck in the ‘frozen middle’ and do not progress past middle management positions (Schmid and Urban, 2017).
At the end of 2018 in the UK, 9.0 million women were working full-time and 6.3 million were working part-time (Powell, 2019). Today, women are still underrepresented in senior management positions in the workplace worldwide; considering the UK, 78% of senior management roles are filled by men (Grant Thornton, 2018, p.11). The picture is worse when considering the numbers of women on executive boards, and whist the Global Gender Balance Scorecard annual report reports that this figure is increasing, this equates to 10% of women in the UK represented in this category (Vinnicombe, Doldor and Sealy, 2018).
I am an Office Manager and have been in middle management for around 7 years. My proposal is to scrutinise the differences of perception between the genders as to why women are underrepresented in senior positions in the workplace.
This research is relevant and holds importance; women in senior management positions have distinctive qualities that can help increase economic performance as diversity develops individuality, originality and control (Fauzi, Basyith and Ho, 2017); if research has proven that there is no difference between men and women’s governance ability (Kaplan and Sorensen, 2017) why do these barriers for women still exist when women make up 50% of middle management positions worldwide (Bottom, 2015). Furthermore, trends indicate that the structure of a board communicates strongly what the company values are when it comes to diversity (Gill and France, 2019) and increasingly investors want to see increased diversity to empower the board to recognise threats and increase organisational performance (O'Kelley, Goodman and Martin, 2018) therefore making this research relevant to all organisations.
1.2. [bookmark: _Toc4928720]Boundaries and ethical considerations
As the aims and objectives of the research is to explore the differences of perception between the genders as to why women are underrepresented in senior positions. I wish to gain the perceptions of both genders across all levels of the workforce; however due to the time constraints one-to-one interviews will be carried out with my work colleagues. I work for a UK analytical laboratory, as a STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) organisation, women are particularly underrepresented in all these areas (Gisler et al., 2018), and therefore to focus on this cross-section of this workforce is very relevant to the study.
Ethical issues considered to safeguard contributors’ rights will include voluntary participation with contributors freely taking part. Informed consent, contributors will be advised they must be in agreement to partake. All contributions will be given in confidence. No identifying evidence will be accessible outside of the research area. Anonymity will be assured, contributors who will not be identified. There is no physical or psychological risk of harm to either researcher or contributor.
1.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928721]Brief Literature Review
This concept of the ‘glass ceiling’ has been around since 1986 and current research proves that women still experience difficulties moving into senior management positions.
The challenges women experience to progress to senior management is well-documented (Tan, 2019) (Longman, et al., 2018) (van Esch, et al., 2018). And there is mounting apprehension about the absence of women in senior positions, particularly in STEM organisations (Howe-Walsh and Turnbull, 2016).
Whilst women still fill low wage and low ranking occupations (admin, nursing), current research shows that over the years, women no longer want to assume these traditional roles and that women do want to improve their employment status (Gorman and Mosseri, 2019). Research shows that men are the majority in power and make the decisions as who to hire into senior positions; women have made headway into middle management but then get stuck in the ‘frozen middle’ as more men get promoted into senior management than women (Stephen and Kumar, 2018).
Current research claims that there is a biasness towards men when it comes to promoting staff (Krivkovich, Kutcher and London, 2016).  Whilst there is much data and theory regarding this subject, most research is from a female point of view. Conversely research also claims that women are the ones that hold themselves back by not putting themselves forward for promotion (Rhode, 2017). This research aims to show how women and men perceive the glass ceiling differently.
To give the research process focus, emphasis will focus on employees within a STEM organisation, focusing on current perceptions in today’s society. The scope of my literature review will use journals, books, government documents and popular media.
As women are increasingly playing more important roles in business; concluding what my research uncovers, what the perceptions of glass ceiling are, and the differences perceived by the different genders, businesses can plan to remove this perception from the workforce.
1.2. [bookmark: _Toc4928722]Primary research question
Research Question: The ‘glass ceiling’: barriers to women in management; perception of the genders within a STEM organisation
1.3. [bookmark: _Toc4928723]Aims and objectives of the research
Aim
The glass ceiling is an invisible barrier which alleges that women are unable to progress in their careers, irrespective of their qualifications or accomplishments, because of their gender. Research suggests that the glass ceiling is still an issue for women within organisations, however most research appears to be from a female perspective. 
The basis of the research is not to prove that the glass ceiling exists but explore why differences of opinion between the genders exist as to why women are not progressing from middle management positions.
Objectives
· The ‘glass ceiling’. Men far outnumbered women in their advancement to management positions (Hewlett, et al., 2010). It still exist in today’s society but the research aims to prove it means different things to both genders.
· The ‘frozen middle’. Women and career development. The main initiatives of managing pipeline talent are appointment and promotion, however, as can be seen from figure1, taken from the LeanIn and McKinsey & Company’s research (LeanIn and McKinsey & Company, 2019) women are less likely to be appointed into managerial positions and are far less likely to gain promotion. The gender gap exists; men hold 62% of managerial posts, while women only 38%. Why are women not progressing from middle management positions? Women believe this caused by bias against women who aspire to lead and how managers evaluate women at work. Men believe this is a lack of a women’s aptitude or drive (Williams and Dempsey, 2018). [image: ]
Figure 1 Pipeline statistics 2018 (LeanIn and McKinsey & Company, 2018)
· To investigate the barriers for women in management. The research aims to prove differences of opinion that the different genders believe hold women back in relation to:
· discrimination where women are overlooked on promotion (Bisom-Rapp and Sargeant, 2014)
· discrimination and stereotyping of gender and gender roles - are men considered better managers / the difference in personality leadership traits or confidence to lead and occupational segregation (Anker, 1997)
· the gender pay gap: unadjusted average gross hourly wage of men and women difference is 20.8 % of a man’s gross earnings in the UK (Eurostat, 2019). Are men better at negotiating pay? (Babcock and Laschever, 2009)
· family responsibilities and forced absences due to women being a primary carer / or requiring flexibility of hours or part-time work (Abbas et al., 2018)
2. [bookmark: _Toc4928724]Research paradigm and method
Whilst feminist theory sits within a Critical Paradigm research area, its main emphasis is that of the experiences of women from a woman’s point of view. And although my main research area is barriers to women in management, the research will consider both genders perspectives, therefore I will use an Interpretive Paradigm method which attempts to appreciate the interviewee’s perspective and their understanding of their world around them (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).
I intend to carry out a small number of qualitative, one-to-one, semi-structured interviews, with both male and female work colleagues within a STEM organisation.
A qualitative interview will provide insight to consider the respondent’s:
· Professional career path – prospects and motivation
· Personal status – marital status, work-life balance
· Perception of the glass ceiling – obstacles, reasons, resolutions
Qualitative interviewees will be selected from volunteers and will focus on middle management women’s workplace experiences or the perception of women’s workplace experiences.
2.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928725]Advantages, disadvantages and limitations of research method
This method should not have influence from the interviewer, however the interviewer will build knowledge as a consequence of their own understandings within the interviewer’s normal setting (Punch, 2013). 
Anonymity, confidentiality and security of respondent will be assured; any identifying information will be kept strictly confidential and will be redacted / concealed for reporting purposes and by keeping the respondent’s details anonymous I would hope for candid and truthful replies. However, with interpretive research, the primary data generated cannot be general as the interviewees will be providing information that is unique to them, therefore, trustworthiness and a representative sample of data may be questionable to some extent (Collins, 2018). However, the interviewees will embrace a cross-section of the workforce and I would expect the data to be reliable and authentic.
The ideal approach would be to use with a mixed method approach, both qualitative and quantitative. However, such an approach would be difficult to manage as this would require more time to analyse and to interpret two sets of data. Unfortunately, this study does not allow for such resources and time to the researcher.
3. [bookmark: _Toc4928726]Data collection
3.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928727]Data collection technique
Primary data will be qualitative with the aim of acquiring a deeper level of knowledge the subject matter. The collection method will consist of one-to-one interviews so the end data is one of an individual’s unique perspective without the interviewee being swayed by other’s opinions. The interview will consist of open-ended questions.
3.2. [bookmark: _Toc4928728]Respondent population and research limitations
The respondent’s will be from my current company, RPS Mountainheath, part of the RPS Group, an analytical laboratory. Participation will be completely voluntary. Purposive sampling will be used and the respondent’s will be invited by me. Purposive sampling is a method which would allow me to select who I believe would be able to provide rich data to the study with experience of the subject in question (Groenewald, 2004). With this in mind, and with literature having no consensus on what the ‘ideal’ number of respondents should be, the quality of the analysis holds more importance than quantity and to construct a meaningful investigative account based on rich data rather than on numbers (Baker and Edwards, 2012). Therefore, to avoid problems of obtaining too much data or not having enough time to reflect on this information, I would consider 20 respondents an optimum number.
4. [bookmark: _Toc4928729]Data analysis
4.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928730]Data Analysis Methods
Whilst a deductive approach is comparatively quick and straightforward it restricts a detailed study of data and impedes the development of theory (Barnes and Atfield, 2014). To transform data into findings (Patton, 2002) an inductive approach will be used to analyse the qualitative data; with the research questions formatted in a way to help group and analyse the data.
[image: ]An inductive approach can be considered a ‘bottom-up’ approach (figure 2) where the researcher constructs the theory based on what they perceive (Lodico, Spaulding and Voegtle, 2010).




Figure 2. An inductive approach (Othman, 2013)
The measures put in place to safeguard the research validity will make sure enough time, as seen from the time plan in figure 3, is given to the research method. In addition, respondents to the qualitative interviews will not be guided to answer questions in a particular way which could lead to a biasness of the research.
5. [bookmark: _Toc4928731]Resource and Time Management
5.1. [bookmark: _Toc4928732]Evaluation of resources
I will generate questions using Word. I will test a draft interview plan with a select few members of staff before finalising for my target audience. No additional resources will be necessary.
5.2. [bookmark: _Toc4928733][image: ]Time plan for the research
Figure 3 Dissertation timeline
Figure 3 shows a timeline for the research. Whilst the plan is to complete the dissertation by the end of October, variables of work / life and unforeseen circumstances may mean some adjustments along the way. The data is in a Gantt format and easily amendable to accommodate any major changes.
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