1.0 Introduction

1.1Introduction to the topic
Gender bias is an often unfair difference in the treatment of men and women because of their gender. Traditionally the issue has been viewed as something only encountered by women and when the topic is raised it often conjures images of women struggling to get along in a boys club environment.  
However the issue of gender bias in UK Public Relations consultancies is particularly interesting because the gender split reveals a female numerical dominance of 60% and thus only 40% of employees in this sector are male. This might lead to the assumption that gender bias against women in UK PR consultancies could not exist as most of the sector workers are of that gender. 

However over approximately the past 20 years the issue of gender bias against women in PR has been the subject of much debate and phenomena such as the glass ceiling and velvet ghetto seem to support the stance that women dominate in numbers but by no means dominate in terms of positions within the industry. 

“A semi-unique situation occurs for women in PR because the majority of the profession is women…These statistics show that gender bias should not be present if a majority of the profession is female.”         

                                                                 (Fiala, 2002, cited in Forum, 2003, p.19)
This may lead to the assumption that the old cliché the boys club is prevalent in PR which is perhaps be true; however several studies have indirectly discovered an indication that males may also suffer gender bias at the feminised entry level of the industry.

This study aims to tackle the gender issues facing male and female employees in UK consultancies to establish whether gender bias does exist in this sector, why it might exist and who it affects. 

1.2 Research Aim
To establish whether gender bias is a problem that both sexes encounter working in UK PR consultancies and identify how both sexes, of both technician and managerial status, perceive hiring, promotion and the glass floor/ceiling phenomena and to assess opinions regarding the future of  a feminised PR industry. 
2.0 Literature Review
2.1 Velvet Ghetto, Glass Ceiling and Glass Floor Phenomena
A 1978 Business week article entitled “PR: The Velvet Ghetto of Affirmative Action” claimed that “communications at least was safe, a ‘velvet ghetto’, where female managers could be counted as such but would not threaten men for top managerial roles.                                                           (Grunig et al, 2001, p.253)
The article and term ‘velvet ghetto’ suggests that PR is a comfortable and safe department for women but is a department that is on the outer edge of organisations with no real managerial status and no route of progression up the organisation.

Two decades later, the debate on whether PR was indeed a ghetto for women workers continued and was the subject of Brown’s 1998 article “Spin Sisters: Why is PR the only high tech field that women run?.” Brown asks the question whether PR is a ‘pink collar ghetto’ that women get stuck in simply because organisations see it as low risk and a marginal business function rather than a central function such as finance or marketing. 

Within Brown’s article Larissa Grunig seems to give credence to the idea that PR can potentially become a ‘velvet ghetto’ for women workers, suggesting that the reason that PR is ‘female intensive’ is because management positions in the industry are more accessible to women. However Grunig goes on to suggest that the reason management positions in PR are more accessible to women is because PR is viewed as a trivial function in business. 

Similarly to the velvet ghetto phenomenon, the debate on whether a glass ceiling exists in the PR industry which prevents women from reaching the upper echelons of management has been debated for several decades. 

There is a lack of glass ceiling research specific to the PR industry in general and particularly to the UK industry. Wrigley’s 2002 US study “Glass Ceiling? What Glass Ceiling?” is one of very few which have examined whether a glass ceiling exists in PR. Wrigley considered two feminist perspectives; the radical feminist approach which challenges the entire social structure and views female oppression as being deep rooted in the way society is structured. Wrigley also considered the liberal feminist approach which is more accepting of the patriarchal structure of society and rather than looking to change it, looks to incorporate women into this structure.

Wrigley identified a trend of refusal to acknowledge a glass ceiling amongst female PR workers which she called ‘negotiated resignation’. This is an interesting finding which must be taken into consideration during the course of this study; the women PR workers that are interviewed could potentially follow this trend of denial.

Interestingly a longitudinal study ‘the glass ceiling audit’ conducted by Grunig et al (1991- 1998) found that the women interviewed perceived much more gender discrimination within organisations than male counterparts, contradicting Wrigley’s ‘negotiated resignation’ concept. This will again be of concern to this study as both genders are participating and the men being interviewed may be generally less perceptive of gender bias than the women participants.

Fiala’s 2002 study “How do women in the public relations industry handle the problems caused by the glass ceiling?” also offers findings of great interest. 19 female members of the Chicagoland PRSA chapter were interviewed and 79% perceived a glass ceiling which again does not conform to Wrigley’s ‘negotiated resignation’ trend. However perhaps more interestingly for this study, 26% of interviewees stated that they had contributed to breaking the glass ceiling and the number one way in which they felt they had broken the glass ceiling was by hiring and promoting young women. This suggests that women see hiring their ‘own kind’ as a way to tackle gender bias barriers, however it could be said that this in itself is a form of gender bias and rather than smashing the glass ceiling it is simply moving it so it affects one gender rather than the other. This is a point of great interest as it indicates that perhaps men do suffer gender bias at some stages of their PR careers.

The issue of male gender bias is raised in Price’s 2005 study: “Men found that there was a bias in the lower levels of the industry…men perceived a difficulty with progression at the lower levels and perceived a ‘glass floor’ in technician roles.”                                                                                         (Price, 2005, p.60)    

Smith (2005) also identifies the issue of female constructed gender barriers against men at lower levels leading to a phenomenon he called ‘reverse discrimination’: 

“While not a direct result of this study, the issue of reverse discrimination was raised by two senior male practitioners and one student and warrants discussion, as it may become a by-product of a reshaped profession.”    (Smith, 2005, p.190)     

Determining whether glass ceilings or indeed glass floors exist in UK PR consultancies is obviously central to this study. Interviews with respondents of both sexes working in ‘technician’ and ‘manager’ (see below) roles in UK PR consultancies will help to establish any current gender bias issue that may exist.  

2.2 Roles Research
Individuals working in public relations may do so in differing roles and job types with varying day to day responsibilities and tasks. 

“From its inception, roles research has chronicled what public relations people do…”                                                                              (Grunig et al, 2001, p.221) 
The main two roles identified through roles research are those of ‘technician’ and ‘manager’. Elizabeth Toth cited in Aldoory et al (2001) describes a PR technician as someone who carries out routine activities such as writing, editing, media relations and implementing the decisions of others.
Toth and L. Grunig (1993) cited in Grunig et al (2001) describe the PR manager role as: 

“Counselling management, making communication policy decisions, evaluating programme results, supervising the work of others, planning and managing budgets, planning PR programmes and meeting clients and executives.”









(Grunig et al, 2001, p.233)
Research into sex roles can also perhaps shed some light on the reasons men and women operate at certain levels within PR. It needs to be considered whether either gender really is entrenched in a particular role or whether in actual fact, men and women just choose the roles that best suit their innate gender skills and competencies.  
“At once sex role refers to the positions that men and women should occupy, the relationship between women and men, and the characteristics that distinguish them.” 

(Angrist cited in Grunig et al, Journal of Public Relations Research, 2000, Vol 12, p.52)
Research into public relations roles and the roles men and women play in the PR industry has shown that women are more likely to work in the role of ‘technician’ within the industry as oppose to ‘manager’      

                                                               (Broom, 1982, cited in Grunig et al, 2001)

Dozier conducted research in 1986 and found that Broom’s identification of the trend for women working in technician roles rather than manager roles was still present. 

“There is a continuing pattern of women engaging in technical activities with greater frequency than did men.”            (Dozier cited in Grunig et al, 2001, p221)

This trend seems to have continued into the public relations industry of the 1990s and the new millennium with authors such as Brown and Grunig identifying the issue in recent years:

“Women are over represented in technician roles and underrepresented in management roles”                                                                     (Brown, 1998.p.4)
Grunig et al (2001) found that that women viewed gender as a crucial determinant of whether practitioners function in technician or manager roles.

“…women more than men perceived that women were more likely to be hired for public relations positions involving mainly communication skills…” 

                                                                                       (Grunig et al, 2001, p.264) 

This roles research seems to support the idea of a glass ceiling existing across the upper levels of the PR industry, restricting women to technician roles. However there are possible reasons for the predominance of women in technician roles that do not involve gender constraints but rather gender competencies.

Lindley (2006) found that women in PR are better communicators than their male counterparts which could perhaps explain why there are so many women working in technician roles. 

Indeed other authors (Grunig et al 2001, Hehr, 2004, and Yeomans, 2006) support the idea that women are perhaps more adept at the communication skills which are required in PR:

“Emerging research carried out among practitioners in Australia, Germany and the UK as to why women enter public relations suggests it is an industry that is (1) perceived as being ‘feminine’ and (2) that women have better communication skills than men”                                                                     (Yeomans, 2006, p.3)
“Research shows women tend to be more attentive to feelings tying into the notion of empathy, and are better at communicating.”           (Hehr, C, 2004, p.16)

The technician level of PR in particular, demands excellent communication skills because often many tasks requiring skilled communication are delegated to technicians on a daily basis, for example ‘selling in’ stories to journalists, communicating with clients and communicating with suppliers (Yeomans, 2006).

If women really are far more skilled at communicating than men, this possibly explains why there are so few men at the technician level of UK PR consultancy; perhaps men are just not as skilled as their female counterparts. 

As a male PR professional wrote on the PR Studies web log:

“In general women make far better PR advisors than men…fact is there isn’t a glass ceiling in modern agencies…Just try hiring men- there aren’t that many top flight male pros…and at a junior level female candidates tend to be much more mature compared to their male counterparts.” 

(http://prstudies.typepad.com /weblog/2005/04/a_glass_ceiling.html, accessed 17/10/2006.)

If men are conceding that women are better at the job, perhaps this really is the case and rather than discriminating against men at junior levels, employers are actually just being discerning in who they employ, wanting the best which more often than not happens to be female candidates.

However the reverse discrimination trend in Smith’s (2006) findings and the glass floor trend uncovered by Price (2005) seem to indicate otherwise, perhaps generally women are better communicators than men but if at least some men or women feel they are constrained by their gender at certain levels of PR, the issue is definitely worth investigating further.

Weaver –Lariscy et al (1994) investigated the roles of female PR practitioners working in higher education institutes. All participants reported that they worked in technician rather than manager roles. The study also creates two role types; a female role and a male role within PR. The ‘female role’ consists of women forming the ‘conscience of the organisation‘. (Weaver-Lariscy et al, 1994, p13). This is due to the perception that women are concerned about social issues and care about the organisations they work for and organisational publics.  

The male role is described as ‘dominant insider’ (Weaver-Lariscy et al, 1994, p.13) this refers to men believing they have the right to argue within an organisation and have almost complete access to information. 

The research conducted by Weaver-Lariscy et al (1994) is highly useful in offering insights into the possible ways in which males and females operate within organisations and PR in general. However the roles identified could lead to the assumption that gender bias is something which could never happen to men as they are just too dominant and too strong to fall victim. Thus leading to the assumption that gender bias only affects women and women are the only potential victims within organisations.

Connolly’s (2004) article “Real Transparency will break the Glass Ceiling” raises an extremely interesting point that perhaps women are dissuaded from entering management because the stakes are so much higher for them. Connolly focuses on job security and the importance women place on it and examines how women who can and do progress into management often face the new phenomenon of ‘the glass cliff’.  The glass cliff refers to the situation whereby women managers have a greater risk of failure and are more likely to be subjected to greater criticism when things do go wrong than their male counterparts do. 

Connolly also argues that especially in periods of depressed markets and low share value, any female in management faces a very challenging role. Connolly indicates that there is almost a culture in organisations of ‘waiting’ for women managers to fail.

Research conducted by Large and Saunders (1995) examines gender inequity within the workplace. They found that despite the trend for equal opportunities and advances in legislation, there is still a culture of gender inequality and job segregation. The authors explore a decision making process model which shows how a mixture of choices of individuals and organisational blockages can sustain a glass ceiling. The study found that management was still largely perceived as a male position and that segregation based on gender is still prolific within management.  A significant finding was that segregation seems to be getting worse and that equally qualified male and female graduates are now playing on increasingly uneven playing fields. 

However it must also be noted that often women may be juggling the desire to work in PR with the desire to have children and raise a family so may be unwilling or unable to work in managerial roles. Women may actually be voluntarily resigning themselves to technician roles simply because these roles may offer more flexibility and less responsibility and pressure.

Aldoory (2001), Dozier et al (1995) Grunig & Toth (1993), and Toth et al (1998, cited in O’Neill 2005) generally concur that the females that reach the management level still carry out more technician tasks than males working in manager roles. Possible reasons cited for this are that females do not feel as comfortable delegating tasks in comparison to male practitioners who see no problem with delegation. This may explain why female managers carry out more ‘technical’ tasks. Another interesting point is that often female managers have fewer subordinates than male managers so cannot delegate as fully, thus requiring female managers to complete some technician tasks themselves.  

When examining the roles that men and women play in the UK PR consultancies it is easy to assume that it is solely women suffering gender bias as several studies point to women being ‘entrenched’ in the technician role. However, just as the lack of women in manager roles could lead to the belief that a glass ceiling may be in place, the low number of males in technician roles could also support Price’s (2005) identification of males encountering a ‘glass floor’ when trying to enter the PR profession as technicians. 

3.0 Research Approach

An empirical phenomenological research approach was adopted based on Moustakas’ research into transcendental phenomenology (1994). 

The study was underpinned by elements of Induction; this complemented the groundbreaking nature of the study whilst also allowing theory to be built throughout the research. 

Induction understands the meanings that humans attach to actions and allows theory to be built rather than tested. Previous literature regarding gender bias in PR is limited and almost non-existent with regards to the gender bias faced by men in PR. 

3.1 Research Methodology
A qualitative methodology was selected on the premise that the perceptions and deep insights of participants were vital to the study.

This approach allowed deeper exploration, offering better insights and understanding into the reasons behind the possible phenomena of the male ‘glass floor’ and the female ‘glass ceiling’.

The researcher felt that face to face interviews alone, could achieve the rich and deep qualitative findings into the phenomena that were required (Daymon and Holloway 2002).

3.2 Research Strategy

The research was made up of ten semi-structured face to face interviews with individuals working in both ‘technician’ and ‘manager’ ‘role groups’ within the regional offices of national UK PR consultancies.
The research objectives of this study dictated non-probability sampling as the most appropriate for this research, as the in-depth study of a small selection of individuals will present an information rich study and allow a greater appreciation of the issues being researched. 

Cases were identified on a self selection basis and reflected the gender split within UK PR consultancies of 60% female, 40% male which helped to ensure the investigation was as unbiased as possible. 
This strategy seemed to complement the interpretivist research philosophy which is concerned with “attempting to represent the experience and interpretations of informants without giving precedence to prior views that might not be appropriate.”                  (Gioia et al, 1994, cited in Bryman and Bell, 2003, p.294)

Face to face interviews were selected as they were more likely to illicit unexpected trends or perspectives that had yet to be considered (Millar and Gallagher, 2000) This was important as the research was empirical

4.0 Key Findings

The research uncovered several key findings in relation to the existence of gender bias within UK PR consultancies. It was found that gender bias existed for both males and females working within UK PR consultancy  and there are barriers in place creating a glass floor for males at entry level and a glass ceiling restricting the progression of women to more senior levels.

The research uncovered two interesting new trends amongst female participants termed ‘voluntary resignation’ and ‘sister critics’ which indicate that women within UK PR consultancies may consciously or subconsciously be reinforcing some of their own gender bias barriers.  

The voluntary resignation trend goes further than Wrigley’s (2002) finding of ‘negotiated resignation’ in the sense that female participants indicated that rather than simply refusing to acknowledge gender bias they were actually reinforcing gender barriers by volunteering to take on less senior positions to enable a better work/ life balance. 
The sister critics trend indicated by this study was present in several interviews with female technician participants and refers to their tendency to criticise female managers who left work to have children but returned on a part time basis. Several female technicians indicated that they felt this was irresponsible and affected how well female managers could operate in their manager role. This was interesting as it showed that women were perhaps reinforcing the very stereotypes and barriers that have for so long been attributed to ‘boys club’ working environments.

In terms of the findings related to male gender bias, the research process indicated that males do encounter difficulties gaining entry to PR consultancy in the UK. Most participants attributed this to stereotyping of males as being poorer communicators, less organised, less confident and not as mature as female counterparts. 

5.0 Conclusion

5.1 Achievement of Research Aim and Objectives

The research aim and objective 1 were achieved through the critical analysis of key issues relating to gender bias in existing literature, and the subsequent primary research process in which past experiences and perceptions of participants were drawn on.

All further objectives were achieved through the interviews with managers and technicians, allowing the researcher to gather perceptions, opinions and experiences regarding gender bias, recruitment and promotional practices allowing analysis and subsequent conclusions to be drawn.

5.2 General Conclusions
This research indicates that gender bias is something which very much affects both men and women in the PR industry. Previous literature has concentrated mainly on the female perspective, with the indirect results of a limited few indicating that males in PR may encounter gender bias (Price, 2005 and Smith, 2006).

In this study, an equal focus was applied to both genders and the findings indicate that male entrants to PR do indeed face a ‘glass floor’ (Price, 2005). In entry level recruitment, males struggle to contend with fixed stereotypes that females make for better communicators, are better at ‘chatting up’ clients and therefore favoured by a client ‘sexual’ preference and females being favoured as they simply complement existing feminised PR team demographics. 

However, findings also indicate that once males gain entry to PR consultancy, they are more likely to find progression quicker and easier. Female participants felt this to be the case and a number of male participants suggested the perception was accurate, suggesting that senior males give subordinate males ‘leg ups’ to the top levels.

A glass ceiling for women is indicated in the findings that show childcare and related trends ‘sister critics’ and ‘voluntary resignation’, identified by the researcher, make progression more difficult for women. However these trends show that women may actually consciously or subconsciously construct some of the barriers they face.

There appears to be a shift in client preferences at the managerial level in favour of male managers as they are perceived to be more authoritative and clients feel more secure if their account is in male hands.

Stereotypes of males being less emotional, more authoritative and cut-throat also seem to create bias in favour of males and against females at managerial levels. 

The future status of the PR industry was indicated to be under threat as a result of feminisation and it seems that an effective way of creating a balanced industry may be to reassess how PR academic courses are promoted to males. However as long as traditional stereotypes are held and employers consider factors other than competence and skill in recruitment, bias will always exist.

5.3 Reflections

This study has been extremely enjoyable and challenging and has allowed the researcher to investigate an area that he felt to be important in the future of PR but rather under analysed. The interview process was extremely successful, revealing useful perceptions and some unanticipated but valuable responses.  
5.4 Future Research
This study has made significant advances into the largely unexplored area of PR gender bias and how it affects both men and women in UK consultancies. Further research needs to be undertaken to establish whether the findings are repeated throughout other PR sectors and to test the early trends identified in this study such as voluntary resignation, sister critics and clie
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