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Abstract: 

 This study investigates the hypothesis that the glass cliff exists in Senate races for 

the United States in 1998, 2004, 2010, and 2016. It compares the effects to anecdotal 

situations focusing on Brexit. The results of the study find validity in glass cliff 

hypothesis. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 The glass cliff is a phenomenon that has come into popular rhetoric as women and 

other minorities continue to shatter the glass ceiling. The latter is a concept relating to the 

“artificial barriers to the advancement of women and other minorities” that occur when 

those individuals climb higher on the hierarchical scale (Cotter, Hermsen, Ovadia, & 

Vanneman, 2001). It identifies the residual differences that cannot be explained using 

job-relevant characteristics of the employee. This theory shows that women and other 

minorities are not treated the same within the workforce simply because of their identities 

and not because they are any less capable than their majority counterparts at completing 

the job.  

 This study aims to enhance the understanding of the glass cliff , a theory that 

“holds that women tend to be appointed [in positions of power] in precarious situations” 

(Elsaid & Ursel, 2018). The objective is to see if this holds true around the world for 

political power of the highest kind. The United States Congress resides over the flow of 

money in this country. They collect taxes and distribute funds through the many budgets 

that they oversee. The duty is to pay down America’s debt, provide common defense to 

its citizens and the protect and enhance their general welfare. 

 The major problem that arises in Congress is that it is not a truly representative 

body. According to the Census Bureau, the United States has about a 1-to-1 ratio females 

to males. It’s noted that this shifts to a 2-to-1 ratio, females to males, in the older 

generation of Americans. However, in Congress women only make up 23.7% of the total 

seat, 25% of Senate and 23.4% of the House of Representatives (Rutgers, 2019). The 



quest becomes, how can we represent the needs of 50% of our population if they do not 

have the proper representation in our government?  

2.0 Women as a Scapegoat Worldwide 

 The Harvard Business Review conducted their own survey of 119 college 

students that asked them to appoint a new CEO to a company that’s current CEO was 

retiring (Bruckmuller & Branscombe, 2011). Their options were of equally qualified 

personal, one being male and the other female. The support material focused on the same 

company, however, one group’s material stated that the company was growing and the 

other stated that company was failing. Their results showed that under the condition 

where the company was doing well 62% of the student chose the male candidate while 

69% chose the female candidate when the company was showing signs of distress.  

 An interesting aspect of the study identified the notion that the glass cliff 

phenomenon did not exist in organizations with a history of female leaders. This shows 

that normalizing women in leadership positions makes other more likely to choose the 

next potential candidate based on merit rather than gender, regardless of the health of the 

company.  

 An article published in Forbes magazine makes the glass cliff out to be as alluring 

as the poison apple and women as doe eyed as Snow White (Barratt, 2018). Women are 

used as the scapegoat for failing companies because they are willing to expose women to 

the face of failure. Women are presented these positions as if they are the most amazing 

opportunity the potential candidate could ever imagine. Women are then lured into this 



position and presented with a completely different rhetoric, specifically, that the current 

failure within the company is of her own doing.  

 It is important to note that this article does highlight the problematic assumptions 

within this theory. Specifically, that women are mindless and incapable of seeing 

deception, willing to blindly walk to the edge of a plank. Moreover, that she is willing to 

internalize the failures of the company as her own without asking questions. It is essential 

to understand all of the societal pressures that women have to endure, meaning that they 

may lack the confidence to efficacy for themselves in those situations because she 

believes her musings will fall on deaf ears.  

 One of the most poignant circumstances of instability today is the Brexit deal 

currently removing the United Kingdom from the European Union. The Times wrote an 

article highlighting the criticism that Theresa May is facing as she tries to navigate the 

small group of countries through this situation with as little damage as possible (Ryan & 

Haslam, 2018). Many of her critics blame her for the instability created without taking a 

moment to look back at her male predecessors with suspicious eyes.   

 Many of May’s critics are outraged by how much she has delayed the full split of 

the United Kingdom from the European Union. They direct their frustrations toward 

Theresa May as the one that is putting the entire deal on pause. Few are turning toward 

the complex political climate that she must navigate to ensure that the separation does not 

create more chaos for both the UK and the EU. European Union Council President, 

Donald Tusk, has granted an extension until October 31, 2019. This extension came with 

the pointed message to the nation’s leadership asking them not to waste the time given. 



Many believe that May is doing nothing more than wasting time as she tries to navigate 

the many nuances that comes with such a historical and radical political change. 

3.0 Literature Review 

Situational Overview 

 Taking a step back, one can see that there is a major discrepancy in the hiring, 

electing and appointing women into positions of power. In traditionally masculine 

positions, which tend to be those with power, women are placed under far more scrutiny 

and are seen as less effective than their male counterparts (Eagly, Karau and Makhijani, 

1995). This lack of trust creates a type of stressful environment where a woman’s 

successes are credited to external happenstances and her failures are credited to her 

personal capacity for leadership. Women are held to unjustly high standards and face 

more pressure, making each of their decisions evaluated under a microscope. This 

requires them to manage the workload and normal pressures of the job as well as the 

additional pressures placed upon them by those that they work with. 

 In the following article, the glass cliff is referred to as the “second wave” of 

discrimination (Ryan & Haslam, 2007). It highlights that women are placed in positions 

that are inherently at a greater risk for failure due to instability not related to the person in 

the position. Ryan and Haslam, has done continual research in this field, in 2005, they 

analyze the situational factors that impact the ability for women to succeed in their 

position. Their analysis includes leadership appointments and company performance to 

understand the time and position within the organization when women are appointed to 

leadership positions. 



 As of January 24, 2019, there are 24 female CEOs on the S&P 500 list, or 4.8% of 

the list is made up of female CEOs (Women CEOs of the S&P 500, 2019). This issue is 

also extremely prevalent in politics; evidence shows that women are selected to run for 

seats that have different characteristics than the ones that their male counterparts run for 

(Ryan, Haslam, & Kulich, 2010). These characteristics make the winnability of the seat 

far less likely. These factors include those eluded to in the article written in the Harvard 

Business Review. Women are encouraged to run for seats that have long been held by the 

opposing party and gender. Attempting to overturn the party in power is hard as there is a 

history that can be difficult to overcome in the minds’ of constituents. When she 

inevitably fails in her mission to acquire the position, it is her merit that is discredited not 

a basic analysis historical context. 

 Under this phenomenon, women are also used as a figurehead, depicting a 

brighter future without the ability to turn that image into real substance. Kulich, et al., 

studied the effects of women as a figure head in Iceland after the most recent financial 

crisis. The minister was quoted saying, “after the 2008 financial crisis, Icelandic banks 

appointed female leaders to ‘clean up the young men’s mess’”. Women in these positions 

offered nothing more than a visual break in trend. The former male leaders in those 

positions brought banks into some of the riskiest territory in history. Woman were 

expected to restore confidence in the banks’ customer base because of their gender 

identity and not because of their work.  

Appointment and Election Data 

 Ryan and Haslam (2005), studied the relationship of FTSE 100 stock market 

value compared to the time of newly appointed male and female executives. They tracked 



the companies’ performance five months prior to the appointment up until three months 

after. Their data found that when the stock value was relatively low and the company was 

not performing well the appointment of a woman could prove fruitful. Before 

appointment the companies’ monthly performance was negative four to negative six 

percent relatively. After appointment monthly performance spiked to a positive six 

percent and leveled at a positive four to five percent relatively. 

 This design was also replicated under controlled conditions in order to better 

understand the reasons as to why women were appointed in precarious situations. Under 

these conditions Haslam and Ryan (2008), found that women were not placed into these 

positions because they were seen to be as more qualified but because the men were seen 

as less qualified. In this study, 86.4% of the participants ranked women as who they 

would choose to fill a leadership position if the company was in decline. In this sense, the 

leadership chosen was who was the most qualified but rather who was the lesser of two 

evils. A woman’s merit does not come into consideration during the decision making 

process.  

Retention Data 

 A survey conducted across 23 medical schools assessed the retention of women 

through programs that promote the protection of women in the workforce (Carr, Gunn, 

Raj, Kaplan, & Freund, 2017). This study analyzed the existence and effectiveness of 

programs that support women in the medical schools. These programs include: search 

and promotion committees, tracking, child and elder care, spousal hiring, programs to 

promote women, formal support mechanism, academic community, policy, and search 

committee training. In the end, the study noted that the number of institutions lacking 



these formal programs is very concerning. It is so important to understand that diversity 

does not happen if there is not a conscious effort to make it happen. One aspect of the 

study highlighted training against unconscious bias. Without these types of trainings 

people have a tendency to hire those that look, think and act like themselves without 

considering the positive implications of diversity in the workplace.  

Women in Politics 

 The qualities of a “good” politician are highly subjective, however, many prefer 

to stick to what they believe to be the “status quo” (Murray, 2015). The criteria of a 

“good” politician describes the characteristics of a white, cis-gender, heterosexual male 

from a high socio-economic background. There is very little room in politics for the 

perspective of minority groups in any of these categories. This again ties into the findings 

of the Harvard Business Review. The mental schema for “politician” and “woman” have 

very few characteristics that overlap. This makes it far more difficult for women to break 

into politics. 

 When they do achieve the role, breaking the figurative glass ceiling they are then 

held to different standards than their male counterparts, much of the time labeled in a 

negative context when they advocate for the rights of women.  

4.0 Data and Empirical Methodology  

 Empirical data for this study comes from the nonpartisan, independent and 

nongovernmental organization, Open Secrets. The data is regressed using a fixed and 

random effect ordinary least squares analysis. The random effect   

 The model could be written as follow:  



𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑠𝑠𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊 = 

∝  +𝛽𝛽1𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 + 𝛽𝛽2𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 +  𝛽𝛽3𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃

+  𝛽𝛽4𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 + 𝛽𝛽5𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑠𝑠𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 = 

∝  +𝛽𝛽1𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 + 𝛽𝛽2𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 +  𝛽𝛽3𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃

+  𝛽𝛽4𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒 + 𝛽𝛽5𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

 The dependent variable in the study is the percentage of votes won. The 

independent variables that impact this variable include: gender, incumbency, party 

affiliation, amount of funds raised for the campaign, and amount of funds spent on the 

campaign.  

 A large portion of the independent variables that are included are legitimate 

aspects that should be considered when a person is running for office. Incumbency is a 

term used to describe a person running for an office they are currently holding. Party 

affiliation describes the political organization who shares the same values as the 

candidate and supports them in their race. The United States has a bipartisan system 

meaning a majority of the candidates will affiliate with the liberal group, Democrats, or 

the conservative group, Republicans. Campaign financing will be broken into the amount 

of funds raised and the amount of funds used. This is the money that the candidate uses to 

run events, ads, etc. to spread awareness of their goals in office and increase their 

visibility.  

 The final independent variable of interest is gender. This is simply the gender 

identity of the candidates running for office. Within the model, the significance of this 



variable will highlight the level of difficulty there is to winning a seat simply because of a 

candidates’ gender. The significance, relationship and magnitude of this variable will be 

used to understand effects of the glass cliff and its impact on women in US politics. 

5.0 Results  

 The empirical results can be found in Exhibit 1 and include the output from the 

fixed and random effects regressions for the winning and losing senators. The regression 

for the winners, fixed effect (WF) and losers, random effect (LR) are significant at a 99% 

confidence level. For the output for the loser, fixed effect (LF) is significant at 95% 

confidence level and the output for the winners, random effect (WR) does not include a 

significance. Between the models for winners and respectively for losers, the sign, size 

and magnitude of each of the variables stays consistent. Each model is as follows: 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑉𝑉𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊 = 0.635 − 0.045𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 − 0.005𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 + 0.040𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 + 2.40𝑒𝑒 − 11𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 − 6.09𝑒𝑒

− 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑉𝑉𝑊𝑊𝑊𝑊 = 0.643 − 0.047𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 − 0.024𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 + 0.039𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 + 2.36𝑒𝑒 − 11𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 − 5.90𝑒𝑒

− 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑉𝑉𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 = 0.341 + 0.011𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 − 0.009𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 + 0.015𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 − 2.196𝑒𝑒 − 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 + 6.76𝑒𝑒

− 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑉𝑉𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 = 0.354 + 0.014𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺𝐺 − 0.025𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃 + 0.17𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 − 4.01𝑒𝑒 − 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 + 7.60𝑒𝑒

− 09𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴𝐴 

 

 



Winner Models 

 As you can see in the winner models, the gender variable is negative. Meaning 

that under the fixed effect, where the innate differences between states are held constant, 

and the random effect, that controls for the variance between the years, being a female 

has a negative impact on the percentage votes that you win. In the random effect model, 

gender is significant at a 90% level and reduces the number of votes won by 4.5%. While 

gender does not remain significant in the fixed effects model it does act as a robustness 

check that reinforces the magnitude and negative impact on the percentage of votes won. 

Under the fixed effect, gender accounts for a loss of 4.7% of the votes.  

 Variables that relate to the impact of the glass cliff include incumbency, party 

affiliation and the amount spent during campaigning. This is because, as seen in past 

literature, women are put in a position to run for hard to win seats. These seats are those 

held by incumbents as well as previously held by candidates from the opposite gender or 

party.  

 The incumbency variable is significant at the 95% in the random effect and is 

not significant in the fixed effect. In both models the variable has a coefficient of about 

.04. This shows that being an incumbent increases the percentage of votes received by 

4%. 

 The variable for party affiliation is not significant in either model but does 

provide an understanding that being democratic in the bipartisan system will negatively 

impact the percentage of votes received by 0.5% in the random effect and 2.4% in the 

fixed effects. 



 The variable for amount spent during campaigning is significant at a 99% level 

in both models. While the magnitude of this variable is small it shows that the amount 

spent on a campaign can reduce the percentage of votes received. Therefore, those with 

an ability to raise more money are more likely to win. 

Loser Models 

 As you can see in the loser models, the gender variable is positive. Meaning that 

under the fixed effect, where the innate differences between states are held constant, and 

the random effect, that controls for the variance between the years, being a female has a 

positively impacts your ability to lose. While gender is not significant in either model it 

does act as a robustness check that reinforces the magnitude and negative impact on the 

percentage of votes won. It shows that being a woman contributes to the percentage of 

votes that losers receive. This shows validity for the glass cliff as candidates are placed 

into a position for winning but fall short due to their gender because winning is 

unattainable for women. 

 The incumbency variable is not significant in the random or fixed effect. In both 

models, the variable has a positive coefficient of about 0.02. The sign of this variable is 

interesting because it would seem that in some respects being an incumbent can play into 

a lack of winnability by 2%. 

 The variable for party affiliation is not significant in either model but does 

provide an understanding that being democratic in the bipartisan system will negatively 

impact the percentage of votes received by 0.9% in the random effect and 2.5% in the 

fixed effects. These findings are similar to that of the winning model. 



 The variable for amount spent during campaigning is not significant in either 

model. Moreover, magnitude of this variable is small it shows that the amount spent on a 

campaign can reduce the percentage of votes received. The sign does change from the 

winning model to the losing model as it goes from a negative to a positive. This shows 

that seats are being lost because of the inability to raise capital to promote a candidates 

campaign. 

5.1 Discussion 

 The overall lack of representation for women in all sectors of leadership 

provides further support for the existence of the glass ceiling. Women are prevented from 

reaching positions of power because of their gender and all of the negative stereotypes 

that accompany being a female leader. This not only an injustice to the women fighting to 

attain these positions but to all women nation-wide, if not globally. With a lack of 

representation there is no guarantee that a women’s voice is present when women’s 

issues are being discussed. These issues do include those of healthcare and childcare but 

also encompass all aspects of our economy, regulations on our industries, any and all aid 

to our people and nearly every other decision made. The time of men believing that they 

can speak on behalf of women and provide them the assistance that they need is over. 

The time for change is now.  

 Many have looked toward the women being appointed into power as of later as 

a sign of hope. It is important for all people to take a step back and be skeptical to ensure 

true equity is being afforded. In the area of business, it has been seen that women are 

being elected or appointed to power in times of distress for the company in both reality 



and in control experimental settings. In politics, this effect seems to have an even more 

dastardly impact.  

 With the political turmoil surrounding the Brexit decision people have been 

calling for the resignation of Theresa May. They believe that her lack of action is a sign 

of her inability to lead rather than her attempt to maneuver the nation she leads toward a 

stable future after a vote of such drastic action. Taking a look within our own borders, we 

had the first female presidential candidate in history make it to the ballot in 2016. Hillary 

Clinton wanted to continue an era of peaceful progression for the future of our nation. 

She came after Barrack Obama, who was an extremely thoughtful and insightful 

president. Unfortunately, she lost to Donald Trump, a man running on a nationalist 

platform calling for the homogeneity of a country that is made up of millions of 

differences. If Clinton ran after a time of distress would she have achieved her goal of 

becoming the first female POTUS? We may never know.  

 The data found in this study shows validity for the glass cliff hypothesis. The 

United States Senate has historically consisted of straight, cis-gendered, white men from 

high socio-economic backgrounds. These are the incumbents that the women running for 

office are faced with challenging. Due to the historical trend within Congress the relative 

winnability of almost any seat is extremely low for women. Many senate races 

throughout the nation, especially those that include candidates from parties outside of the 

bipartisan system, are won by extremely narrow margins. The difference of 2-4.5% of the 

votes can mean the difference between being the victor and being the loser.  

 Continued support for the hypothesis comes from the raw data. States with 

female leaders seem to show trends of future female leaders as the relative winnability 



becomes more attainable. This is seen especially in California where Barbara Boxer won 

the 1998 election and has been followed by women since. It will be interesting to see 

what the 2022 Senate elections hold as many people see a need for political change and 

feel as though this country is under constant political stress with the mere presence of the 

current administration.  

 Further research should also investigate the effects that gerrymandering has on 

the amount of women in Congress. Moreover, there should be a comprehensive 

understanding of how women are treated once they are elected into Congress, if their 

voice and votes are truly being heard. Finally, to truly understand the effects of the glass 

cliff future research should track the differences in elections on a national level 

considering the political and economic trends of the nation. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  



Exhibit 1 

Winners, Random Effects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winners, Fixed Effects 

 

 



Losers, Random Effect 

 

Losers, Fixed Effects 
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