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The Glass Ceiling in the 21st Century: Understanding Barriers to Gender Equality is the
newest contribution to a series of edited texts published by the American Psychological
Association in its Society for the Psychology of Women Book Series. In the foreword to this
volume, the series editor tells the reader that volumes in this series attempt to provide a
review of the knowledge base on each covered topic as well as a call to action.

The current volume, edited by Barreto, Ryan, and Schmitt, attempts to explore the
relevance of the glass ceiling metaphor for our times. As most of the readers of this volume
will be well aware, the glass ceiling refers to the barriers faced by women as they attempt to
climb into the upper echelons of corporate and political life. These barriers are imperceptible
until women hit them, hence the metaphor glass ceiling. In their introduction to the volume
Barreto et al. tell us that the term was first used decades earlier by a magazine editor in an
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attempt to describe the plight of women who were stuck in the ranks of middle management.
The term stuck, and today there is a substantial body of empirical and popular literature that
makes reference to it.

Perhaps the chapter that best realizes the purpose of the series as a vehicle to inform
and a prescription for action is the discussion of work–life balance by Sabattini and Crosby.
Here, in a chapter titled “Ceilings and Walls: Work–Life and ‘Family Friendly’ Policies,”
the authors address one of the most important reasons why women (and men) who have
interests outside of the organization, and particularly families, fail to make it to the top. In
the words of Sabattini and Crosby, women with families hit a maternal wall where their
status as mothers makes them more likely to fall prey to bias and discriminatory actions than
do women without families, as well as men.

Sabattini and Crosby present a succinct and informative overview of governmental
and organizational policies directed toward work–life balance, workplace accommodations,
and changing aspects of organizational life. As they note, there have been numerous political
and business responses to work–life balance that have been both practical and ideological.
These include technological developments that allow workers more flexibility in meeting
their commitments to their jobs and the needs of the global economy.

Sabattini and Crosby note an unfortunate finding that has been well documented in the
empirical literature on work–life benefits: Such programs are underutilized by both men and
women in organizations (Hammer, Neal, Newsom, Brockwood, & Colton, 2005). The most
fundamental reason for their underuse is the fear that using such a benefit will place one on
the mommy or daddy track and have an irreversible, negative impact on future career
progression. This fear is well justified because most organizations still adhere to the idea of
the ideal worker: someone who has no interests outside of the organization and who is
available to the organization 24/7 (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004). By definition, women with
families cannot fulfill the role of the ideal worker.

Suggestions for fostering change are also offered by the authors. These include many
reasoned and logical ones including more support for work–life-friendly programs from
executives and other high-level employees. Other programs are also discussed, and still
others might be considered.

For example, Ray, Gornick, and Schmitt (2009) in a review and report of parental
leave policies in 21 nations, including the United States, advocated for paid parental leave
that is universal and nontransferable. They suggested that making parental leave benefits
nontransferable from mothers to fathers will essentially force fathers to take parental leave.
They convincingly argue that this will have multiple beneficial effects, including fathers
becoming more involved in the care of their children and mothers becoming more invested
in their work role. These effects may help to further shatter the glass ceiling and break
through maternal walls.

Some might question the relevance of this volume as the United States struggles to
recover from what has been characterized as the worst recession since the great depression



of the 1930s (Murray, 2009). However, given the demographics of the current recession, this
book makes great sense. As has been widely noted in the media, men have fared far worse
than women in the current economic climate.

For example, a report from early 2009 said that over 80 percent of the job losses were
those held by men (Rampell, 2009). A cursory examination of such statistics might not allow
for the realization that the reason that women are currently faring better than men is that
women tend to be concentrated in lower paying, lower prestige jobs that have been shed with
less frequency than the higher paying, higher prestige jobs that men are more likely to
occupy.

As with the Sabattini and Crosby chapter, most of the chapters are succinct and
informative. They may appeal to different audiences. Many of the early chapters may largely
appeal to academics working in the social sciences. These chapters, in the first two sections
of the book, Developments in Workplace Gender Equality and Responses to Subtle Barriers
Women Face, explore the glass ceiling metaphor in the context of many well-established
social psychological and sociological theories.

Chapters in the remaining two parts of the book, Gender Experiences in the
Workplace and Solutions: Advancing Women’s Equality in the Workplace, may appeal to
social scientists as well as academics from the management sciences and practitioners. The
Glass Ceiling in the 21st Century could have benefited from separate introductions to each
of its parts. Such an approach would have better oriented readers to the linkages among
offerings in each part. It does benefit, though, from nicely detailed overviews at the start of
each chapter. In sum, Barreto et al.’s edited volume demonstrates that the glass ceiling is a
useful metaphor for understanding work–life balance.
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