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To Rachel and Joshua,
may you approach the
crossroads of your life with

wisdom, joy, and peace;

To my sister Barbra and
to the memory of my mother, Kathy,
the first two high-achieving women in my life;

To Lew and Tom, love and thanks

for always being there for us.



Preface

In the course of writing this book, we have merged our per-
sonal passions with our professional work. As professionals in the
field of leadership development, we realized in the mid-1990s that
significant changes were occurring for women managers. We began
to have a series of conversations with our colleague Carole Leland,
coauthor of Women of Influence, Women of Vision and manager of
The Women’s Leadership Program (TWLP) offered by the Center
for Creative Leadership (CCL), and with other leadership devel-
opment professionals working in the program. They were in fre-
quent contact with high-level women managers from all over the
United States, and they shared their observation that women then
attending the program were raising issues substantially different from
the ones voiced by women in the 1980s.

In the 1980s women attending the leadership program were
focused on fitting in and breaking through obvious barriers. They
tried hard to be accepted by men and dealt with very blatant acts
of discrimination, such as being demoted after maternity leave and
being excluded from work-related social functions. These women
were organizational pioneers. They were among the first to gain
admission to previously male managerial levels, and they were
among the first to depart from traditional roles for women in Amer-
ican corporations. Their conversations during the program focused
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on how to succeed in a man’s world, ways to overcome its obsta-
cles, and strategies for breaking the “glass ceiling.”

Two things have happened over time. First, although the num-
ber of women at the top has stayed relatively low, the number in
midlevel management positions has grown significantly. Second,
the issues of most concern to managerial women have changed.
Women now spend less time on fitting into a man’s world and more
on the lifestyle choices they confront—choices about how to be a
woman leader. Choices about whether or not a particular assign-
ment is the right opportunity at the right time. Choices about how
much to alter their own leadership style to meet organizational re-
quirements for advancement. Choices about how to keep the costs
associated with a managerial life under control. Unfortunately, the
existing wisdom on career development provides little specific ad-
vice on these issues.

Thus, the women managers who attended TWLP during the
1990s began asking staff at CCL to go beyond existing knowledge
and look at the personal and professional choices women face and
the approaches they have been taking to address the new realities of
their managerial lives. This book is our response to their need.

We endeavored to learn more about the crucial choices man-
agerial women face, with the hope that by studying their inner and
outer journeys, we could clarify the experience for others as well as
provide some guidance. We wanted to create something that the
next wave of women managers could use to understand, validate,
and enhance their own experiences. We also sought to help orga-
nizations foster the growth and effectiveness of their women man-
agers in this changing environment.

Our Personal Journeys

Growing up as teenagers in the 1970s, we marveled at the bur-
geoning opportunities for women. We wondered how it would all
play out. Would women be able to do it all? This was a time of fem-
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inist consciousness-raising and a time of significant social change.
All-male institutions like Yale, Princeton, and West Point opened
their doors to women. Women started studying law, medicine, and
business in large numbers. We were told, Go ahead, you can have
a career in any field you choose and can aspire to a position with
decision-making authority. From our homes in suburban New Jer-
sey, we watched male executives commute into Manhattan and
wondered what that life would be like for a woman executive—
and looked forward to a chance to try it one day. Later, each of us
moved away from that plan and chose to go to graduate school,
one in psychology and one in organizational behavior.

As we began our professional careers, we saw many firsts for
women. Sandra Day O’Connor became the first woman appointed
to the U.S. Supreme Court, in 1981. In 1983 we saw Sally Ride
become the first woman in space. In 1984 we saw Geraldine Fer-
raro nominated for vice president and heard the women students
cheer for her at our university campuses. We also became aware
that there were costs associated with the advancement of women
as we saw the vicious attacks on Geraldine Ferraro and also on Mary
Cunningham when she advanced rapidly at Bendix and was ac-
cused of using her feminine wiles to smooth her way. In general,
though, we realized that the impossible was becoming possible.
But the question of how to handle the choices created by these
possibilities never went away. Independently, we each had our own
inner dialogue as to what we really wanted out of life: what choices
would we make regarding the opportunities available to us?

As leadership development specialists, we tried to find answers
in the research literature—for ourselves as well as for our clients.
But what we found was a supposedly generic literature on career
development based on the experience of white males. We wanted
something deeper that went beyond career choices and traditional
paths for men. We did find a rich literature on women managers
that, although fascinating, emphasized career obstacles, strategies
for advancement, and work-family conflict. We also noted that
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both the popular press and the leadership literature had started
featuring articles about women leaders. Despite the many contri-
butions of this literature, none of it answered our need to under-
stand the inner life of women managers. Existing research did not
address the goals, opinions, feelings, or doubts of women operat-
ing in organizations designed and led by men.

In this book we develop a synthesis of the forces influencing
the inner and outer lives of women managers, and we look at how
they have addressed the issues these influences raise. It is our hope
that the patterns in the needs and life decisions of these high-
achievers will enhance understanding in ways that are useful to
the decision making of all women in management and those who
work with them.

Greensboro, North Carolina Marian N. Ruderman
March 2002 Patricia J. Ohlott
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