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Women Managers in International Business: a
Research Review and Appraisal

The globalization of business firms and growing
competition in international markets are increasing
the need for managers who are able to cope suc-
cessfully with foreign assignments.! The high rate
of failure among expatriate managers’ and the high
cost of that failure to multinational corporations®
require human resource strategies that are respon-
sive to the special conditions of the international
business environment and to the inherent tensions
in the role of the expatriate manager.* Widening the
pool of potential international managers by includ-
ing women would provide human-resource planners
with a competitive advantage. Women managers
employed domestically, and seeking greater oppor-
tunities, represent an unexploited resource for the
international market.

International management is a new frontier
for women.® In the public sector, they constitute
only a negligible portion of the expatriate manage-
rial population. Of 412 American and Canadian
public corporations with overseas subsidiaries sur-
veyed in 1983, only 20 percent had sent a woman
overseas as an expatriate, and only 3 percent of
the 13,388 current expatriates were women.® In a
1988 survey of 70 public corporations, 64 percent

reported having female expatriate employees.” At
first glance, this figure seems higher than one would
expect, but upon closer examination, only 5 per-
cent of the 4,774 American expatriates currently
assigned overseas by these firms were women. In
both studies, we may assume an upward response
bias in favor of those companies which had female
expatriates. More recently, in a study of 220 Ameri-
can expatriates from a random sample of expatriate
managers on assignment in the Pacific Rim, only 6.4
percent were women which still does not represent
a significant increase.® Most women are employed
in positions of policy implementation rather than
formulation. In a recent study of 164 international
joint ventures located in the United States, England,
France and 30 located in developing countries, Zeira
found only 2 women in top-level positions. Neither
was a CEO.’

There is little systematic empirical research
on the subject of women in international busi-
ness in general and of women expatriate managers
in particular. Most of it focuses on attitudes to-
wards women expatriates and on MNCs. This pa-
per presents a critical review of the literature. It
examines the common arguments used to explain
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why there are so few women in international man-
agement and the factors suggested which may be
changing the situation. In the final section we high-
light some of the limitations of the current literature
and suggest hypotheses for further research.

Why so Few? A Review of the
Literature

Most studies address the issue of why there are so
few women expatriates. The most common explana-
tions are discussed under the headings: motivation,
availability, suitability, acceptability, and discrimi-
nation.

Motivation. According to this argument,
women are not interested in working abroad. They
de-select themselves from serious consideration for
overseas assignment either by not applying for
available jobs, or by turning down positions when
offered. Challenging the “myth of women’s lack
of motivation,” Adler found that almost half of
the 1129 North American MBA students surveyed
within six months of graduation, seriously wanted
an international career and that there was no gender
difference in this respect.!?

Our re-examination of Adler’s data suggests
that what appears to be a problem of lack of mo-
tivation may actually be a response to blocked op-
portunity. She had found that “compared with the
women, the men saw greater organizational rewards
for pursuing an international career including more
recognition, more status, a higher salary, and faster
career progress.” Women, by contrast, believed that
they had significantly less opportunity for getting
an international assignment.'! Almost 90 percent of
the responding female MBAs felt that men’s chances
of being selected for an international assignment
were better than theirs. Opportunity is the great
fuel for motivation.'> Once women are in the corpo-
rate world, such beliefs concerning the probability
of favorable outcomes are likely to discourage them
from competing with men for international assign-
ments. In such a case, women would have to want
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international assignments much more strongly than
men in order to overcome the multiple dampers on
their student-day motivations. There is also some re-
search evidence'? suggesting that stereotypes about
women's motivation for international management
may be changing.

Availability. The “women are not available™
argument is premised on the formal requisites for
international assignment namely rank and special-
ization. Expatriates are disproportionately chosen
from the ranks of upper middle and senior manage-
ment: 70 percent of the female expatriates in the
Moran, Stahl & Boyer survey and 95 percent in
the Taylor, Odjagov & Morley survey were from
middle and upper level management.'* The latter
study, however, relates primarily to business travel.
The pattern of sending higher level managers will
probably continue, considering the pressure from
foreign countries for more-extensive employment of
host-country nationals in management, at all lev-
els.”® An exception is the banking industry which
utilizes younger/more junior-level managers for in-
ternational assignments to a greater extent, which
may partially explain why banking has the largest
number of women expatriates.'¢

Suitability. A discussion of women’s suitabil-
ity for international assignments invariably raises
the issue of their marital status. Stereotypical think-
ing and “the double standard” are especially evident
in this regard and, whether single or married, the fe-
male expatriate’s family status is presumed to be
problematic. Male managers tend to believe that a
single woman, away from the social control of her
home turf, is more vulnerable to harassment and
other dangers than a man."” With regard to married
women, corporations are concerned with tensions
in the family. For example, because entry into a new
job requires total involvement and longer than usual
hours of work, the expatriate woman is likely to be
even less available to her family abroad than in her
domestic assignment. Visa restrictions on working
permits, company nepotism rules and limited em-
ployment opportunities in the foreign country are
among the barriers to finding employment for the
accompanying spouse. Spouse (read “wife”) dissat-
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isfaction is currently the single most impoll;tant rea-
son for failure of an overseas assignment. The as-
sumption that the problem will l?e even more severe
when the spouse is the husband is questionable. Re-
search indicates that women, more than men, take
their spouses needs and plans into consideration be-
fore agreeing to go abroad." Since men have more
power to make family decisions and there is more
pressure on the wife to follow her husband when
opportunity calls, women who go on international
assignments are more likely than men to be a self-
selected group who have resolved marital issues be-
fore leaving.

Acceptability. The untested belief of policy-
makers in corporate headquarters that women ex-
patriates in the host country will be hindered by cul-
tural prejudice against women in managerial roles,
is a serious impediment. It may explain, in part, why
United States MNCs send a disproportionate num-
ber of women expatriates to English-speaking coun-
tries where the culture is more like that of the United
States, although there is no empirical evidence that
the success rate is greater there than elsewhere.2°

When interviewed about the acceptability of a
hypothetical female managing a multinational sub-
sidiary, host-country managers with no personal ex-
perience of female role-models within their field of
vision, are frequently apprehensive. They anticipate
that she would encounter considerable resistance
from work partners. Those who have actually met
and worked with women at senior levels, however,
are usually more responsive to the possibility of a
woman becoming head of a MNC subsidiary.2! In
other words, rejection of women in the abstract is
not a necessary indicator that specific women will
be rejected.

Adler argues cogently that it is incorrect to
generalize from a culture’s treatment of local women
about how it will treat foreign women.?? In the busi-
ness setting, the expatriate female has a triple iden-
tity: she is a manager, a foreigner, and a woman,
There are conditions when her being a woman will
be less salient than her other identities. For example,
her presence as manager is more likely to be over-
riding when she is in a senior position or perceived
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to be a highly qualified expert in her field.?? In eth-
nocentric cultures, she may be categorized firse and
foremost as a foreigner, and treated accordingly. As
Adler notes: “Asians see female expatriates as for-
eigners who happen to be women,
who happen to be foreigners,»** Consequently, even
in cultures where women are not managers, being
female need not generally be presumed to be a hand-
icap. In a study of women alumnae of the American
Graduate School of International Management liv-
ing abroad, Moran reports that most responded that
they are treated differently from host-country na-
tionals and that being a “foreigner” gives them a
special status that preempts the place reserved for
women.?

Whereas cultures probably do vary in the ex-
tent to which they are “friendly” to foreign women
managers, the following anecdote which appeared
in the Wall Street Journal, suggests the need for cau-
tion regarding any generalization in this respect.?
Pat Burns, director of industrial development for
Madison Public Relations Group Inc. has been do-
ing business in North Africa and the Middle East
since the mid-1970s. On one occasion in Sudan, she
was invited into the home of a businessman who
brought her a cushion, served her food and washed
her arms with rose water after the meal all things a
man would normally never do for a woman. After
the meeting, Ms. Burns asked her local agent how
the man could have violated accepted rules of con-
duct, “Oh, it’s no problem,” she recalls being told.
“Women do not do business, therefore you are not
a woman.”

Discrimination. Prejudiced attitudes within
the parent company block the selection of women
for international assignments and impede their ef-
fectiveness. Discrimination occurs at all stages of
the assignment process from selection at headquar-
ters to responses of peers in the subsidiaries. Moran
Stahl & Boyer report that human resource managers
believe that women expatriates would encounter
more resistance from American male counterparts
and subordinates than from the foreign nationals.?”
Adler’s interviewees 52 women serving in Asia, con-
firmed that most of the women’s problems stemmed

not as women
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from their relationships with peers and superiors
in their own companies, and not from their rela-
tionships with Asian clients.”® They had difﬁcu.lty
persuading the company to grant them the f()relgzn
assignment. Once overseas, they found that they did
not have the same leeway for action granted to their
male colleagues and that the company limited their
opportunities or scope of activity, or period of stay
abroad.

These insidious forms of discrimination are
difficult to prove and even harder to combat. Since
discriminatory behaviors, especially in the United
States and Canada, are both illegal and socially un-
acceptable, they are usually masked by “rational”
arguments such as those discussed above. For ex-
ample, headquarters can claim that it is willing to
assign a woman to an international position, but
that the local people will never accept her. Male
peers can deny the claim that they are withholding
support from their female colleague, they just have
fewer opportunities to spend time with her, than
with each other.

Historically, the shift of managerial training
in the United States from the firm to the university,
helped to by-pass some of the constraints of firm-
level discrimination. Whereas business firms were
resistant to invest in training women for managerial
positions, universities (once quota systems and legal
barriers were removed) provided them with an al-
ternative path for entry into this traditionally male
profession. The persistent ethnocentric curriculums
of almost all American business schools, (despite
a token course in international management) and
the failure of most business schools, both in the
United States and Europe, to internationalize their
curriculums deprive women of an accessible alter-
native training ground.?’ Universities with interna-
tional programs could provide the female graduate
of such Programs with credentials that would signal
her qualification for an international assignment.

) Despite the Mmany reasons given by corpora-
tl'ons for not sending women on international as-
Signments and for expecting them to fail or be in-
i e O g s
. ably the best indicator of their
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success is that a large proportion were offered a sec.

. . 3
ond mission.*

Harbingers of Change: A Rosier
Future for Women in International
Business?

The literature suggests a number of recent macro-
organizational and micro-level developments that
appear favorable for a greater presence of women in
the expatriate community. Summarizing that litera-
ture, we consider six of them here: shortage of quali-
fied men for international assignments; legal and so-
cial pressures on MNCs; increasing familiarity with
women in managerial positions; upgrading human
resource planning for international assignments; a
more “women friendly” view of the managerial role
and women acting on behalf of themselves.

Shortage of Qualified Men. In the United
States as well as countries such as the Federal Re-
public of Germany, Switzerland, and France, where
the birth rates have been particularly low, companies
are advised to include women in their recruitment
pools. This is to overcome the anticipated shortage
of highly qualified males in the 1990s that will result
from the smaller cohorts of the “baby-boom” gener-
ation.’! The penetration into the international arena
of additional industries will further increase the de-
mand for male managers. In those industries where
women have already established themselves as man-
agers in the home country, such as the retailing in-
dustry, it is expected that they would experience a
smoother entry into international assignments.

At the same time, as the demand for expatriate
managers is rising, a growing number of potential
male candidates appear to be more reluctant to ac-
cept foreign assignments. One contributing factor is
the rise in the Proportion of dual career-couples.
Increasing numbers of men, who once could as-
sume their wives would accompany them abroad,
are now restrained from accepting international as-
signments. Furthermore, given the relative lack of
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, nce for career mobility that most Ameri-
1mPoﬂ; Cs attribute to international assignments,
oo until recently, some career-minded execu-
« Ieas;efer to stay close to home where they can
n;/:fsofm and manoel:;rer for promotions in full view
Of top management; . . )

Mergers, acquisitions, and major staff cuts in
the United States are making astute managers even
more reluctant to stray far from home base. The
Jifficulties in the repatriation process are an ad-
ditional disincentive.”* Adler, for example, found
that expatriates experienced re-entry into the origi-
nal culture a more difficult transition than was the
move to the foreign culture.** Such factors reduce
the competition for overseas assignments and should
make senior managers more amenable to experi-
menting with women. At the same time, as firms
become more global, and international management
becomes more of a core aspect of the business, inter-
national assignments become more valued and more
valuable.

Legal and Social Pressures on Equal-
Opportunity Employers. This mode of action is
probably more effective with large American cor-
porations which are more visible and vulnera-
ble to governmental pressures, and with compa-
nies that believe assigning women abroad enhances
their image as progressive and fair employers. Re-
search reveals that larger companies (in terms of
sales, assets, income, number of employees, and of
subsidiaries) send more women overseas than do
smaller ones.”® Human-resource managers believe
that sending women on international assignments
enhances the company’s image, which in turn leads
to better relations with employees and customers.>¢
Sending a token woman appears to be sufficient in
most cases.

Increasing Familiarity with Women in Man-
agerial Positions. The increasing number of women
in managerial positions in most countries and the
more frequent travel of non-western managers to
Wwestern countries where they encounter women in
managerial positions are among the developments
contributing toward the greater “normalization” of
Women’s presence as managers world-wide.”” An-
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other development is the growth in the number of
d}m|-carcer couples among the expatriate commu-
nity fr(')m many countries.’® For example, the British
magazine International Management reported that
among 565 senior executives from around the world
who responded to a recent survey, 46.6 percent of
the spouses of Americans had their own careers,
compared with 58.6 percent of the Swedish spouses,
48.6 percent of the spouses in Hong Kong, 53.8 per-
cent of those in Singapore and 40 percent of those in
Brazil.*® The increasing presence of women in what
was traditionally a man’s world is likely to generate
a dynamic which will lead employers to consider
women for such positions.

Upgrading Human-Resource Planning for In-
ternational Assignments. Increasingly, western cor-
porations are treating foreign assignments as in-
volving a total family unit. Growing evidence that
spouses are a major factor in the success or fail-
ure of expatriates*” provides an incentive for head-
quarters to invest in improved training and prepa-
ration in this area. More and better pre-departure
training programs for international assignments can
provide women with opportunities to prepare and
prove themselves. For married women, a growing
awareness among corporations of the need to treat
every relocation as a “family affair” will proba-
bly produce policies that enhance the organization’s
readiness and ability to cope with the needs of the
expatriate husband, thus increasing the chances of
women expatriates to succeed abroad.*!

A More “Women Friendly” View of the Man-
agerial Role. A dominant view of the managerial
role is that the requisites for successful performance
are universal and that the skills, abilities and man-
agerial behaviors associated with effectiveness at
home are also appropriate for overseas assignments.
There is growing evidence, however, that the req-
uisites for effective managerial performance are not
“culture free” but are influenced by the national cul-
ture in which the behavior is performed, and that
effective performance requires managers to adapt
their behaviors accordingly.*> For example, Black
and Porter recently found that the managerial be-
haviors positively related to the job performance of
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American managers in the United States were not
related to job performance for the same managers
when they were expatriates in Hong Kong.*? While
the debate between the “cross-cultural school” and
the “universalists” continues, unresolved,** there is
growing support for the position that what is needed
are “culturally aware managers” (CAMs),** man-
agers who are flexible and have communication and
relational skills.* The need to attribute greater im-
portance to those interpersonal skills stereotypically
associated with women is occasionally raised, espe-
cially by women, as an argument for increasing their
representation in managerial roles.” The woman
who told the following story felt that the difference
between her behavior and that of her predecessor
had a lot to do with gender. “I made a presentation
at a Xerox customer training meeting in Western
Europe. The year before Xerox had sent a man.
He came in swaggering with 14 slides and a big
brother attitude. He knew it all. Customers didn’t
like that. The people thanked me for minimizing the
big brother attitude. 1 listened to them. Instead of
saying ‘this is my show and we Americans do it bet-
ter, faster,” I looked for an opening to support their
arguments and understand their needs.”

Women on Behalf of Themselves. Researchers
view those women who are already in the pipeline,
as the most important advocates for their own cause.
In 1979, Thal and Cateora predicted that “the great-
est pressure to increase the number of women in
international divisions will come from women now
in middle management who have the necessary do-
mestic experience to be considered for international
management and who see foreign management ex-
perience as a requirement for long-range career
goals. The pressure will continue to build up over
the decade as those now preparing for business ca-
reers enter management ranks.”*® The self selection
of women willing and able to go abroad, and ac-
counts of their successful performance, will proba-
bly remain important ingredients for changing atti-
tudes and increasing the number of women in the
expatriate pool, while success stories will provide
models for other firms, at least in the same industry.
Nonetheless, the literature fails to pay adequate at-

tention to constraints emanating from headquarters’
responses to both the expatriate role and the context
of the international assignment that will continue to
pose problems for women. We consider these in the

next section.

Where do We Go From Here?

The accumulated literature on women in interna-
tional business ignores major structural and con-
textual factors that affect women’s opportunities in
international management and overlooks the exten-
sive presence of women as international managers
in small and family firms. Consideration of both is-
sues will enrich our understanding and push future
research to new frontiers.

Almost all empirical studies of women’s ca-
reers in international management focus on attitudes
and/or behaviors of either policy-makers who influ-
ence international assignment decisions or expatri-
ate managers themselves men and women. These
attitudes and behaviors are then used to explain the
paucity of women expatriate managers. Both the
influence of structural and systemic characteristics
of the expatriate role, and the MNC organization
or its environment are overlooked. We argue that
an organization’s readiness to send women on in-
ternational assignments is also influenced by such
factors as uncertainty, complexity and stability of
the task/role, the organizational stracture, and/or
the environment.

Uncertainty as a Dilemma for Women Man-
agers in International Business. The organizational
literature dating back to the late 1960s underlined
the significance of coping with environmental un-
certainty as a major determinant of organizational
structure and behavior.** Conditions of uncertainty
make control more problematic. Problems of con-
trol are exacerbated by the need to grant high levels
of discretion to managers who must respond to con-
tingencies as they arise. Resource dependence, infor-
mation ambiguity, situational instability, and com-
plexity are all characteristics that increase the level
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of organizational uncertaint?' as well as of rislf 'that
organizations must cope .wnh. Because cm\dmo_ns
of uncertainty, by deﬁfnnon, cannot .be dealt with
by pre-programd routines, they require l.wadquar-
ters to delegate responSIblhty- a.nd‘ d|scrfnon to ex-
patriate managers in the subsldu'mes. It is suggested
here that the greater the uncertainty, the smaller the
probability that an MNC will assign a woman to
the expatriate role. Under conditions of high uncer-
tainty, headquarters will prefer men as expatriates.
Let us examine this argument more specifically at
each of the three levels of analysis role, organiza-
tional structure and environment.

The expatriate role. Corporate discrimination
against women expatriates may be related, in part,
to the structure of the expatriate managerial role.
A characteristic feature of the managerial role in
general, and of more senior management in particu-
lar, is uncertainty regarding what a manager should
do, the qualifications required for.getting the job
done, and the criteria for evaluating performance.*°
The role of the expatriate involves even more un-
certainties than that of the domestic manager. The
list of requisite skills is longer, including a variety
of cross-cultural skills as well as spouse and family
qualities needed for them to adapt to a different cul-
tural environment.’' Some of the skills required are
highly diffuse. They include, for example, the abil-
ity to relate well to people from other cultures or “a
supra-national attitude that transcends culture.”*?

The difficulty of predicting successful candi-
dates is indicated in the high number of canceled
overseas assignments. It has been estimated that be-
tween 20 to 50 percent of American personnel sent
abroad are called back prematurely from their over-
seas assignment and considered failures by head-
quarters.* The average financial cost of a premature
return to the parent company has been observed to
range between $55,000 to $150,000, not including
unrealized business and damaged company reputa-
tion resulting from expatriate failure.’* In addition
to the “drop-outs” (early returnees), there are the
“brown-outs,” those who remain abroad for the
full duration of the assignment, but perform inef-
fectively.” The costs in damage to reputation for
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ineffective expatriates may be even higher than the
costs of “failed” expatriates,’s

The organizational need for greater certainty
has behavioral repercussions whose impact limit
women’s opportunities in the international arena,
First, uncertainty intensifies the need for trust, This
need prompts managers to select others who are
most similar to themselves and consequently, pre-
sumably more likely to be trustworthy and pre-
dictable.*’ This tendency to “homo-social reproduc-
tion” works against women who are perceived by
male executives to be different, unpredictable and
consequently not fully trustworthy. Second, situa-
tions of uncertainty increase the tendency to use
stereotypes as a source of information. In the ab-
sence of reliable knowledge about future perfor-
mance, as occurs in situations where past experi-
ence is limited and/or contingencies are multiple,
stereotypical beliefs about the characteristics and
abilities of men and women are employed to fill-
in the knowledge gap.’* Such a tendency results
in women’s de-selection for more senior manage-
rial positions which require non-routine decision-
making.

Other corporate strategies for reducing risk
under conditions of uncertainty are to limit women’s
international assignments in the subsidiaries to inter-
nal rather than to client-contact assignments, to staff
rather than to line positions, and to short term rather
than to extended stays, or even to define their assign-
ments as “interim” or “temporary.” For example,
Taylor, Odjagov and Morley, who interviewed 34
women expatriates, found that half reported inter-
acting mainly with other company personnel while
overseas.”” The same study found that almost all of
the 284 women in the sample were on assignments
of 30 days or less. Only eight stayed six months or
more.

Ironically, the strategies adopted as a protec-
tion against failure in the face of uncertainty may
actually increase the likelihood of failure. For exam-
ple, according to Adler,®® “Although this (defining
the job as temporary] may appear to be a logically
cautious strategy, in reality it tends to create an un-
fortunate self-fulfilling prophecy...if the company is
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not convinced that you will succeed...it will com-
municate its lack of confidence to foreign colleagues
and clients as a lack of commitment. The foreign-
ers will then mirror the company’s behavior by also
failing to take you seriously.”

The tendency for American firms to replace
American expatriates abroad by local (or third
country) nationals may be explained as a strategy
for reducing uncertainty. Local nationals have bet-
ter access to information and people: they speak
the language, and understand the culture and the
political system.®! In parts of Africa and countries
such as China where personal loyalties and influence
(quanxi) play an important role, their connections
with the local elites are especially advantageous.

Organizational Structure. Organizations vary
in the extent to which tasks are formalized and
those performed in the various subsidiaries repli-
cate each other. We hypothesize that there will be
more women expatriates in organizations where the
work performed is highly formalized and does not
differ significantly in the subsidiary from that in the
headquarters or from one subsidiary to another. For-
malization is possible where tasks are more routine
and uncertainty is low. Formalization is also a strat-
egy of control which reduces the need for discretion
and consequently for trust. For example, analysis
suggests that it is the high level of formalization
of banking tasks which explains the relatively large
number of women expatriates in this industry. Many
banking tasks are performed in a similar manner
according to a codified set of rules and instructions
both at headquarters and in the subsidiaries, regard-
less of where they are located. A low level of task un-
certainty facilitates headquarter control and makes
it more likely that women will be sent abroad.

Analysis also suggests that in publicly owned
MNCs, the more complex, unpredictable and con-
sequently risky the role of the expatriate, the lower
the probability that a female will be offered the
job. Where headquarters require assignees to as-
sess the external opportunities and the threats facing
their respective subsidiaries, to assess their internal
strengths and weaknesses and to formulate policies
accordingly men are more likely to be preferred for

the job. In our studies, we found that few women,
were in such policy formulation jobs. Most were
concentrated in low-discretionary jobs dealing wit,
policy implementation.

Organizational structures also vary in com.
plexity of ownership from public companies
with wholly-owned subsidiaries (simple structure)
through majority-owned, minority-owned, interna.
tional partnerships and acquisitions (more complex
structure) to international joint ventures owned by
public, private or state organizations, and where
ownership is in the hands of two or more compa-
nies from two or more different countries and/or
some combination of these (highly complex struc-
ture). The hypothesis that can be made is that the
more complex the ownership structure and conse-
quently the lower the certainty of control for any
one of the partners, the less likely it is that head-
quarters will send a woman to head the subsidiary,
or occupy an executive position.

The Host Environment. The only character-
istic of host-country environments to be found in
the literature on women in international business
is the local culture’s treatment of women. The im-
pact of other major environmental characteristics
is overlooked. What influence do characteristics of
factors such as industrial sector (industrial size and
other characteristics, composition and behavior of
competitors), the political sector (laws and regu-
lations in host environments, quality of relations
with home-country), the market sector (the cus-
tomers, clients and other potential users of products
and services), or the financial sector in the host-
environment (stock markets, banks, investors) have
on women’s opportunities? What significance do
headquarters attribute to such factors in the process
of making assignment decisions? What significance,
if any, do such factors have for women’s perfor-
mance and effectiveness? These issues have not been
raised in the literature. The only general hypothesis
that can be posed is that women managers are more
likely to be sent by public MNCs on assignment to
environments perceived to be stable and/or friendly
to the home country organization, and where cer-
tainty is greater.
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public Companies/Private Firms

Academic research hfls focused al{llt)s.t exclusively
on women’s careers in large multmatl?nal corpo-
cations, ignoring the extent of women's participa-
rion and achievement in sma!l-and medmm-sxz.cd
frms and in family-owned b.llSl.l‘\CSSCS that trade in-
rernationally. The great majority of firms aroqnd
the world are small- or medium-sized firms, family-
owned or family controlled. In Italy and Japan, for
example, the majority of women managers are to
be found in the 95 percent of all business orga-
nizations classified as small-and medium-sized. In
contrast to the virtual absence of women managers
from large Japanese corporations, they play an ac-
tive role as owners and managers of small especially
family-based businesses.®? This pattern is typical in
many parts of the Far East®® and is becoming more
common in the western industrialized countries.
Many women enter the international arena
cither as entrepreneurs who begin their own busi-
nesses, or take over an existing business as “widows
of” or “daughters of” founders.®* These women
are frequently owner-managers of their companies.
As entrepreneurs, they are more likely to be found
in the cosmetics, fashion and service industries. In
dozens of interviews conducted by Zeira in interna-
tional banks and chambers of commerce in many
western countries, interviewees reported a sizeable
clientele or membership of women managers of fam-
ily firms doing international business and making
the major decisions for their firms. They consid-
ered these women to be generally highly compe-
tent and successful. In stark contrast to the situa-
tion in MNCs described above, in such family firms,
women-owners are more likely to fill the most diffi-
cult and risky assignments. The more uncertain the
role, the more complex the organizational structure
and the more turbulent the environment, the more
likely it is that the senior woman in the small-and
medium-sized family firm will fill the assignment
herself and take care of her investment overseas.
Figure 1 illustrates the three important struc-
tural dimensions: job complexity, environmental
turbulence, and organizational ownership that have

WOMEN MANAGERS IN INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS

been overlooked in the discussion of women in in-
ternational business. It highlights the contrast in
women’s opportunities between the public and pri-
vate organization in western countries under varying
conditions of job complexity and environmental tur-
bulence. Whereas women managers in public firms,
even if they are senior-level managers in the domes-
tic branch, are not likely to be sent abroad when
the assignment is considered high risk, the probabil-
ity is higher that the woman owner-manager in the
private firm will fill such assignments.

A growing number of joint ventures between
public MNCs and private firms in which women
play a major role and more research studies of
women owner-managers will contribute to making
such women more visible. Greater visibility of these
women owner-managers in the private sector of in-
ternational business, and public exposure of their
performance, can have a ripple effect which will ex-
tend the opportunities to wider circles of women.

The Need for an International
Perspective

An additional shortcoming of current research on
women managers is that almost all empirical studies
are based on North American multinationals.®® We
know virtually nothing about the number of women
sent abroad by non-United States firms, about the
policies of such companies, or about the experiences
of these women. Cross-country differences found
among MNCs, and the value attributed to interna-
tional assignments, suggest that the importance of
getting such an assignment for women will also dif-
fer.

For example, the majority of United States
multinationals do not consider international expe-
rience to be a criterion for promotion or recruit-
ment,* although some studies perceive such assign-
ments as becoming an increasingly important step
along the career route to senior management. In
contrast, European, Japanese, and Australian multi-
nationals, given their greater dependence on foreign
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