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FOREWORD
Where are all the women in organisations? Almost everywhere in the world women make
up the majority of graduates, and yet once they enter the workforce they fade away; the
higher up the organisational hierarchy you go, the smaller the proportion of women. Why
is this? Does it really matter? And can anything be done about it?
These kinds of questions are being raised more frequently than ever before - nowhere
more so than in relation to the Board of Directors, where the proportion of women remains
stubbornly low (in spite of some improvements over the past decade, particularly in
Europe, the fact remains that globally only around 15% of board seats are held by women).
The social and economic cases for increasing participation rates for women have been
increasingly well made, and yet women continue to be seriously under-represented across
organisations, but particularly so at the most senior levels.
Gender diversity provisions in national corporate governance codes have gone some way
towards increasing the number of women on boards, and more dramatic changes have
taken place in countries which have adopted quotas (Norway was notably the first country
to adopt a quota for the proportion of women on boards in 2008, and since then around
18 countries have followed suit). But there is some criticism that this only represents an
increase in the number of female Non-Executive Directors (and it may be the same few
women taking positions on multiple boards); there still seems to be very little change in
the proportion of women in senior executive roles.
It is against this backdrop that my colleagues and I commissioned this report, to try to gain
a better understanding of why the pool of women available to take-up senior executive
roles is so meagre. The particular issue that we wanted to focus upon, as a business school,
is why there are relatively low ratios of women applying to graduate business and
management programmes, especially the Executive MBA and MBA (which remain the
‘gold standard’ business and management degrees). Of course an MBA, and business and
management education in general, is not a prerequisite for access to higher levels of
organisations, but in an age where qualifications are seen to be more and more important
especially in large companies, the relatively low number of women with advanced
business and management degrees must be a cause for concern. If business schools are
not ‘priming the pipeline’, it is always going to be that much more difficult for demandside measures to be effective and for the proportion of women at senior levels in
organisations to increase.
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There is already a significant amount of speculation about the reasons for the low
participation rates of women in graduate business and management education; one of the
most commonly heard ideas is that women are more involved in raising a family during
their mid-twenties to early forties – precisely the ages that traditional MBA degrees target.
There is often a subtle implication here that women are not being excluded from these
degree programmes, but that they are making a positive choice to raise a family instead of
pursuing a career, and that this is natural enough in the society in which we live. It is
beyond the scope of this report to pursue the questions and assumptions (for example
about gender roles in contemporary society and the patriarchal structure of organisations)
that this sort of reasoning raises –although we feel that these are incredibly important
issues that should be explored more fully elsewhere. Whilst hoping to contribute a little to
the dialogue on such issues, our main purpose is a little more prosaic, and practical. What
we wanted to do is look in detail at the circumstances in which women make choices
about graduate business and management, to see if there are things that a business
school can do to increase the numbers.
This report brings together and unpacks a large amount of available data on the choices
that women make as they consider whether or not to pursue an MBA degree, and the
circumstances in which these choices are made. Strikingly, the report reveals not so much
that women are simply choosing to opt out, but that in general, compared with men, they
may have a real higher opportunity cost and a perceived lower future return from any
business and management education. This suggests that business schools (and employers)
should urgently address these issues – especially helping to ensure that women feel
confident in funding their graduate education and are able to quantify the future benefits.
And this report goes some way towards doing so, in particular showing that the returns on
the MBA investment for women are, both financially and socially, at least as positive as
they are for men.

Simon Learmount
Director of the MBA programme
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OVERVIEW
According to the most recent estimate by AACSB International (2014), the world’s largest
accreditation association for business schools, there are 15,731 educational institutions
offering business degrees across the world. The growth in the number of business schools
(Friga et al, 2013) is the result of a wider offer of business programmes and the demand for a
workforce that has the skills and ability to deal with the more complex requirements of postindustrial, knowledge economies. In the aftermath of the post-2008 economic crisis, alongside
the challenges posed by a competitive and increasingly globalised world there’s also the
widespread recognition that educational establishments need to focus more on the practical
needs of business. Individuals are also under considerable pressure to make pragmatic
educational choices that will enhance their employment chances. Indeed, that one is seven
undergraduates in the UK are studying business and management (ABS, 2012: 52) counts as
evidence of this point. On the flipside, the diversification of business programmes has also
contributed to increased competition between programmes and institutions, which fight in
the global business education marketplace for over 4 million international students1 (GMAC,
2013d). Similarly, critics question whether there might not be too many business schools, and if
they are still fit for purpose in an ever more complex and fast-changing world, which requires
business be innovative whilst going beyond economic transactions and into ethical and
environmental considerations (Boyde, 2013).

1

The GMAC attests to this phenomenon by reporting that its GMAT pool has also become more international:
in the period of 2011-2012, 41% of its exams were done by US citizens, compared to the figure of 51% in the
2007–2008 testing year. (GMAC, 2013d)
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Gender & the MBA

Gender parity in positions of decision-making has become a topical issue in the Western and
developing world: the United Nations sees it as a precondition for justice and democracy and
as a requirement for women’s interests and rights to be taken into account (UN, 2007). The
World Economic Forum (2010) argues for parity on the basis that national competitiveness
strongly depends on whether and how female talent is utilised. The European Commission’s
(2010) title of one of its reports –“More Women in Senior Positions: Key to Economic Stability
and Growth” – is unambiguous in the importance it places in having women as leaders in the
economy. Consensus seems to have been achieved that women should be active agents at all
areas of the economy, including at the helm of state, political, academic, scientific and
commercial organisations (Wirz, 2013).
Human capital, defined as “the knowledge, information, ideas, skills, and health of individuals”
(Becker, 2002: 3), is considered to be “of great importance in the modern economy, […]
technological innovations and the high-tech sector (ibid: 8). With particular reference to
gender, human capital is related to “the war for talent” (Chambers et al, 1998) and “diversity”
(Kochan et al, 2002), insofar as the ideas and skills brought about by those who have had
different gendered experiences add up to the business case for diversity (Ozbilgin et al, 2008).
Although no longer seen as a credible justification (England, 1982; Goodson & Dudley, 1997),
(the lack of) human capital has also been used to explain the phenomenon of gendered leaky
pipeline (Institute of Leadership & Management, 2012). In fact, if we take the UK as an example,
apart from STEM2 disciplines (Blickenstaff, 2005; Catalyst, 2013; Raven, 2014), women are
actually ahead of men in terms of their participation in educational degrees (figure 1) and
indeed outperform men at all levels of education (WBC, 2013).

2

Science, technology, engineering and mathematics.
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Figure 1:

In terms of degrees conferred in the area of business studies, a similar picture emerges: at
undergraduate level women and men are well represented in all regions of the world. Yet,
despite the near-parity at undergraduate level, questions arise as to why women are underrepresented in most MBA programmes (figure 2).
Figure 2:

This report aims to explore the reasons behind the gender gap at graduate level in business
schools, and in particular in executive MBA programmes. MBA graduates make up a significant
part of the talent pool for corporate leadership. Whereas generic MBA programmes from top-
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tier B-schools3 feed the entry-level of the management pipeline (Catalyst & CEWUM, 2000),
executive MBAs are positioned as more premium proposition, commonly known to be the
fastest route into senior corporate positions and pre-board assignments. It is part of a wider
debate (Blasco, 2012; Currie et al, 2010; Ghoshal, 2005; Sims & Felton, 2005; UN PRME, 2008) on
the impact of business schools on the formation of future corporate leaders and their
grounding on issues of governance and professional ethics:
The actions or (or inactions) of business schools will play an important role in the
education of future business leaders, policy-makers and decision-makers. Business
schools should be leading the way to change in these areas and providing examples
and best practices that can be transformative in the business world more generally.
(Kilgour et al, 2011: 3)

Alongside the ethical dimensions of the wider role of business schools lays the question of
gender inequality in business and, in particular, in MBA programmes:
While men and women agree on the rewards of the business school experience,
women are more likely than men to perceive some aspects of the business school
experience as problematic. Women are less likely to feel they can relate to the people
in business school case studies and have the opportunity to work with female
professors. Women are somewhat more likely to feel that the business school
environment is aggressive and competitive.
(Catalyst & CEWUM, 2000: 4)

Business schools are increasingly conscious of the fact that workplaces, as well as the curricula
of their business programmes are deeply embedded in traditional gender schemas. In these,
the “ideal worker” at a managerial and leadership level is still predominantly male. (Wirz,
2014b) The most progressive of these schools are actively engaged in understanding and
reacting to this situation, by reviewing their internal structures and hiring policies, by seeking
to enlarge and appeal to the female student body, and by reconfiguring their curricula (Kilgour
et al, 2011). They are also “often puzzled and disturbed that the number and percentage of
women pursuing graduate management education is disproportionally lower than that for
men” (GMAC, 2013h: 1). It was in this context that this research project was commissioned.
Some of its guiding questions were focused on understanding the reasons behind the gender
gap at graduate level and the apparent low level of interest at the point of application for MBA
programmes. In order to address these questions, this research project was divided into two
initial parts: an overall investigation of pre-admission patterns, mostly through data from the
Graduate Management Admissions Council, and a qualitative stage involving focus-groups and
in-depth interviews with MBA students. This report provides a brief account of the first stage of
this project.
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B-school: Business Schools
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A Few Words on the Data in this Report

This research has focused on the point of admission to graduate business schools: our interest
here was to understand the overall context, candidate profile and process of decision-making
that leads potential students to register for MBA programmes, in particular Executive MBAs
(EMBAs). Taking the admissions criteria into account, there are different routes into a graduate
business degree. Work experience, as well as previous academic and extracurricular activities,
is considered when selecting candidates for a graduate degree in management studies.
Programmes whose audiences are more junior in their professional careers tend to base their
decisions on candidates’ undergraduate grades, transcripts, references, motivational
statements and interviews. Candidates’ professional experience is also factored in – and in
many cases, even considered in lieu of an undergraduate degree. Indeed, top-tier business
schools and executive MBA programmes will commonly expect over five years of work
experience for admission: 93% of the applicant pool for EMBAs in 2013 had six or more years of
professional experience (GMAC, 2013b). Business schools are also interested in the overall
contribution to be made to the student body by successful candidates: extracurricular interests
and socio-demographic diversity, such as male-female ratio and local-international student
ratios, are also important factors when considering class diversity.
The Graduate Management Admission Test® (GMAT® exam) is the most prominent means of
assessing eligibility for MBA programmes. Available in 114 countries, it is taken more than
230,000 times annually in 601 centres around the world. The exam, which consists of four parts
(quantitative, verbal, analytical writing and integrated reasoning), is deemed to be the most
reliable predictor of academic success in graduate business and management studies and over
6,000 programs at more than 2,100 universities and organizations around the world accept it as
part of their admissions process (GMAC, 2014b, c). Given the wide reach and popularity of this
system among universities and candidates for graduate business programmes, this project has
used its data as a starting point into the question of low participation of women in MBA
courses. It has made use of its resources – statistics and surveys – gathered on prospective
students, business schools and employers at a global level. The findings of this preliminary
stage have been used to develop the subsequent qualitative stage which is currently under
way. As the initial part of a wider research project, this report has dealt solely with secondary
data, gathered from a range of recent GMAC reports, based on its own database and surveys
with prospective students, business graduate students, alumni, as well as with recruiters and
employers.
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THE WIDER CONTEXT OF MBA PROGRAMMES
The MBA marketplace is a decidedly competitive space. Whereas the demand for professionals
with a solid management background is high (ABS, 2012), so is the supply-side. The estimated
number of worldwide educational institutions offering business degrees in 2014 was 15,731.
(Kilgour et al, 2011: 3). On the graduate front, Masters degrees are divided between non-MBA
specialist courses, such as Masters in Finance, IT, Accounting, Marketing, and HR Management,
among others, and the MBA programmes. Among these, students can choose from more
flexible online, distance or part-time programmes, or from more contact-intensive full time
(one or two years) courses. The jewel in crown, executive MBA programmes are the preferred
choice for business executives or other high-caliber professionals who wish to hone their
leadership skills and progress to executive and board-level positions.
Recent figures indicate a decline in professional MBA programmes (part-time, executive,
flexible and online) (AACSB, 2014; GMAC, 2013b). This was the first time since 2009 that the
majority of executive MBAs (51%) reported declining volumes of applications, the most
dramatic decrease among professional MBA programmes and the worst since the 2008/09
global financial crisis, as figure 3 demonstrates (GMAC, 2013b). On average, each of the
professional MBA programmes received slightly more than one application per available seat,
suggesting that some of these programmes may have difficulty filling their available spots in
their 2013/14 class. (GMAC, 2013a: 10)
Figure 3:
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WHAT GMAT APPLICATION PATTERNS CAN TELL US
Women accounted for 42.5% of the applications in the testing year 2012-13, the fifth year in a
row they broke the 100,000 mark and have gone over 40% of the representation of the
collective GMAT applicant pool, as figure 4 indicates (GMAC, 2013g). Together with foreign
applicants (56% of programmes), women, mostly from East and Southeast Asia (figure 5), are
helping counterbalance the overall waning of volume of applications (GMAC, 2013b, g). Even
though 2013 GMAT application volume trends for women mirrored the overall downward
trend seen in some programmes, anywhere from one-third to more than half of programmes in
this year’s study received increased applications from women (figure 6). For several
programme types, the growth in application volume from women exceeded the growth seen
among men (GMAC, 2013h). By country, the US has the greatest number of exams taken by
women and the biggest representation in terms of the global pipeline of candidates for
graduate business degrees. On a regional level, East and Southeast Asia count with the
greatest participation of women taking the GMAT, with China – the second citizenship group
after the US – showing a majority of women (65%) taking the exam (GMAC, 2013h: 2).
Figure 4:
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Figure 5:

Figure 6:
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Apart from one year full-time MBAs, most applications for MBA programmes derive from
domestic candidates (figure 7). The US (78% of all scores sent by women), the UK and Canada
remain the top study destinations, although more men (59%) than women (52%) report
submitting applications to international programmes.(GMAC, 2013a). In the 2012-13 period,
even though US women represented the largest female pipeline (39%), East and Southeast
Asia represented the biggest region in terms of female examinees (59%). (GMAC, 2013a)
Accordingly, women have become a key target group for outreach in Europe (40% in the 201213 period) and US (69%). (GMAC, 2013b)
Figure 7:

A closer look at GMAT application patterns for EMBA programmes shows the maturity of the
North-American market as a study destination and the strength of the Asian market in terms of
candidates who go beyond the stage of contemplating and actually apply for the degree
(figures 8 and 9).
Figure 8:
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Figure 9:

The prevalence of a slightly older audience (figures 10) reinforces the point that executive MBA
programmes select and are selected by candidates who have already had more exposure to
the market, measured in years of experience in the workplace and seniority levels. 93% of the
applicant pool for EMBA programmes has got 6 or more years of work experience (figure 11).
(GMAC, 2013b, d)
Figure 10:
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Figure 11:
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FROM THE VIEWPOINT OF PROSPECTIVE MBA STUDENTS
In an attempt to understand the gap in gender participation in EMBA programmes, this section
looks at the overall steps that candidates take when considering MBA programmes on the
whole, the motivations and barriers considered prior to an application.
There are five main steps towards matriculation (figure 12), from the perspective of candidates
(Edgington & Bruce, 2003):
Figure 12:

The 5 steps towards an MBA

1. Is an MBA right for me and my career goals? How would this MBA degree help me achieve
my career goals? Is there a fit?
2. Can I gain admission into a business school? Do my educational and professional
backgrounds stand up to the entry requirements?
3. Can I finance my education? And will I have a good return on my investment?
4. What are my opportunity costs: what is the time and energy required vs. other competing
interests in my life? Considering the challenges of an MBA degree, am I willing to commit
to the programme?
5. Which school should I go for?

When considering a programme and, in particular, its fit with prospective students’
professional and personal life, prospective students go through a process of evaluation of what
motivates and what may represent a barrier to their intention of embarking on the MBA route
(figure 13). (Edgington & Bruce, 2003; Marks & Edgington, 2006; Schoenfeld, 2005) Their main
motivators will be first, in career terms, how a post-graduate degree in business is likely to
enhance their career. Factors taken into account involve, among others: the professional
credentials that are expected or required for their advancement, if the degree will make them
more marketable and competitive, and how it might help them improve their long term
income and financial stability (return on investment). Many professionals also consider a
degree as a means to facilitate a change in their career paths, either in terms of the industry
they operate in or occupational area. Second, on a personal level, a business degree is seen by
many as a means of improving their overall sense of self-confidence and self-legitimation,
gaining respect in the workplace. Similarly, a degree in this area is seen as a helpful tool to gain
the necessary skills to perform successfully in complex jobs, in particular for those who are
considering an entrepreneurial track and intend to start their own business (Marks & Edgington,
2006). Figure 13 provides an illustration of the benefits that those who make the decision to
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undertake the business programme expect to have following their graduation, which closely
resemble the initial motivations of prospective MBA students.
Figure 13:

As the 5 steps above highlight, prospective students engage in this decision-making process in
a conscious and pragmatic manner. The barriers taken into account involve an assessment of
their preparedness regarding academic eligibility, the material/financial requirements and the
overall opportunity cost of taking on this challenge. Regarding the application process, the
first perceived hurdle to be overcome is whether one will be able to “tick all the boxes”
required during the application process, such as: the adequacy of their undergraduate
academic records, their employment history, scores on admission tests, recommendations,
essays, interviews. Potential candidates also demonstrate a certain level of concern that an
MBA might be too intimidating a proposition (Marks & Edgington, 2006).
The second potential barrier is appraised through a cost-benefit analysis: how much money do
they have available and would they need to take on debts? Would they be able to recover
their investment with added benefits, which may be financial or through career advancement?
Would they miss any job opportunities while studying? Finally, prospective students also
consider the potential trade-offs in relation to their personal life: how do the time and energy
involved in pursuing a business degree impact on their personal or family plans?
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Figure 14:

Perceived pros & cons
What prospective MBA students take into account…

Pros

Cons

Career enhancement potential

Academic preparedness

Ability to switch career paths

Cost-benefit analysis

Personal development

Personal trade-offs

Source: Adapted from Marks & Edgington (2006); Schoenfeld (2005)

Through the Lens of Prospective EMBA Students

Whereas 55% of prospective EMBA students expect to rely on loans to finance their
programmes, they also plan to make use of grants and scholarships (45%), as well as other
forms of employer support (39%), as figures 15 and 16 indicate. Financing their programme is
undoubtedly a central point of consideration: information on financing a course is high on the
agenda of prospective EMBA students, indeed it is the most sought after on the internet. Out of
the top five webpages attracting traffic by this audience, the first one regards the cost of
attending the programme (77%), followed then by the school rankings and admission criteria
(figure 17). This concern is also demonstrated as prospective students rank finances as the two
first reservations that might lead them not to progress with their application plans: over 50%
fear that the course may require more money than they have available and that they may end
up having to take loans (figure 18). Personal costs (GMAC, 2013e: 13) take third, fourth and
fifth place in their top 5 list of reservations, expressed as the time and energy required by the
programme which might divert them from their personal plans, including being with family
and friends.
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Figure 15:

Figure 16:
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Figure 17:

Figure 18:
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Counterbalancing concerns about their financial and personal situation, the promise of
increased human capital and the returns this brings in terms of career growth do not go
unnoticed by those considering an EMBA. As the top five motivations to apply indicate, EMBAs
are perceived as an investment in oneself and in one’s career. The majority of prospective
students believe that a programme would enhance their overall business knowledge, skills and
attitudes (70%), job opportunities (69%), salary potential (68%), leadership skills (68%), and
career path (67%), as figure 19 demonstrates.
Figure 19:

With nearly three-quarters of those surveyed in 2013 believing that an EMBA education will
improve their career and job opportunities, the expectation of almost half of them is that
progress will come through a change in their job function (figure 20) in a range of professional
and high-status industries, such as consulting and finance (figure 21).
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Figure 20:

Figure 21:
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The Gendered Dimensions of Choosing a Business Programme

Women (37%) are comparable to men (35%) regarding their plans to enrol in an MBA
programme within 3 months of registering on the mba.com website (GMAC, 2013h). In fact,
female prospective students spent less time in each of the main decision-making stages en
route to business school in 2012 (figure 22). On average, women spent 3.4 years on the four
stages, whereas men took about

4.75 years between initially considering an MBA and

submitting their application (GMAC, 2013h):
Figure 22:

From idea to action: gender differences

On average, women take 19 months from completion of their

Stage 1

undergraduate degree to first consideration of a graduate

Pre-contemplation

management education. Men take, on average, 31 months.
From the initial consideration to the point of registering on the

Stage 2

test site mba.com, men take an average of 19.6 months and

Contemplation

women only 16.3 months.
Men and women spend a similar period of time preparing for

Stage 3

the GMAT exam (an average of 3.8 months for women and 3.9

Preparation

months for men)
Both men and women spent an average of 2.3 months between

Stage 4

sitting for the GMAT exam and submitting their first application.

Action

Earlier research has found a strong correlation between the motivators and barriers discussed
above with the decision to enrol for an MBA programme (Marks & Edgington, 2006: 2). When
we compare the data in this study with the relatively quick time it takes for women to consider
a graduate degree, it becomes clear that they are actively engaged with the progression and
planning of their careers, but that they are also realistic in their cost-benefit analysis of this
proposition. According to GMAC’s survey (Marks & Edgington, 2006), almost a quarter of both
women (24%) and men (22%) are motivated by three categories – career enhancement, career
switching and personal development. Likewise, both see a graduate management degree as a
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means of enhancing their career prospects, and in particular, improving their long-term
income and financial stability. Whereas men are more likely to be motivated by the prospects
of switching their career, including starting their own business, women were especially
interested in using their degree as a springboard for more interesting and challenging work in
their career development path. Advancement in their careers (and in their firm) is a strong
motivator and women see a degree as a signifier of their legitimacy, as attested both in the
high scores for “marketability” and “professional credentials”. In similar fashion, women see a
degree in this area first and foremost as a way to develop their careers and network up. Their
high scoring in this area should help dispel the myth that women are less work-oriented or
committed to their career than men. This man-as-manager bias (Wirz, 2014b), which derives
from a time when men in white-collar jobs were the sole breadwinners in their families and the
predominant presence in the managerial corporate ladder, still nonetheless informs our
collective imaginary when it comes to leadership (Wirz, 2014a). As demonstrated in figure 23,
women are much more aware of the importance of human capital through education and of
the symbolic role of an MBA to establish them as legitimate contenders for positions of
leadership and in using its credentials to help them compete on an equal footing.
Figure 23:
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The same pondered approach to embark on a graduate programme is observed as prospective
students assess the obstacles they face when making this decision (figure 24). Whereas both
men and women rate financial resources as their upmost concern, the reservations are higher
for women. The main consideration regards their ability to, first of all, finance their degree but
also and perhaps more importantly given their motivations to commit to their studies, to reap
a return on their investment. The perception or indeed the existence of a glass ceiling surely
has an impact on their decision to make such a significant financial commitment, especially
when their starting point is less advantageous than men’s. Indeed, 48% of women, as opposed
to only 22% of men, perceived the glass ceiling as a reality in their lives.
Figure 24:

Women are more concerned than men with their ability to finance the programme either
through their available savings or debt. Whilst loans are one of the planned sources for
financing their degrees for both genders (figure 25), women carry significantly higher debts
from their previous undergraduate degree loans. 40% owe more than US$10,000, as opposed
to 31% of men. By the same token, 55% of men are debt free by the time they plan to start
their graduate programme, as opposed to only 46% of women (Marks & Edgington, 2006). This
is attributable to the fact that men have higher household incomes and less undergraduate
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debt, which is consistent with their years of work experience and seniority levels in their
careers.
Figure 25:

Commitment concerns and preparedness were the two other categories which represented
barriers for entering an MBA. Women reported lower GMAT scores and undergraduate results
than men. On average, women were younger and had less than three years of work experience,
as opposed to men, who cited over ten years. According to GMAC’s analysis: women’s “level of
work experience may be responsible for their concerns about performance on essays and
interviews. That is, less work experience may lead to less confidence in their past
accomplishments and less certainty about their future career paths, which may decrease their
ability to respond to these particular assessments of preparedness.” (Marks & Edgington, 2006:
7). Ironically, women’s awareness that investing in their human capital through an MBA as one
of the solutions against the man-as-manager bias in the workplace might inadvertently work
to their disadvantage, as they are yet to amass the required financial resources and work
experience that are crucial factors for one to successfully take on an MBA. Together with the
fact that in most societies caring responsibilities are seldom allocated in a gender-neutral
manner, the perceived obstacles faced by women are, on the whole, higher than for men. On
this basis, the calculation of the opportunity costs and potential return on investment is taken
with more caution by women.
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT
The decision to apply and pursue an MBA education depends on the balance between the
return on investment in a business post-graduate degree (assessed in terms of career
advancement) and the financial and personal costs involved in making this investment. The
majority of prospective students expect their career to be developed through an employer
(either with the same employer or by switching jobs), rather than through the entrepreneurial
route (GMAC, 2013e).

The job market as a whole, and the demand from existing and

prospective employers for MBA programmes in particular, are important aspects to be
considered by students and business schools alike. In order to monitor the appetite for
business graduates among the corporate community, the Graduate Management Admission
Council conducts a worldwide annual poll of employers, as well as other reports that reflect the
job market from the perspective of those who are hiring.
The demand for business and management skills is high among employers. Whereas the
expectation is considerable – over 97% of employers look for exceptional interpersonal skills
and the ability to use data expertly to drive decisions (GMAC, 2013f) – they also understand
that in order to achieve critical organisational goals of efficiency and growth (GMAC, 2013c), a
highly skilled and experienced workforce is called for (figure 26):
Figure 26:

Employer organisational goals, by region

Growth

Efficiency

Category

Goal

Employers (%)

Improve performance and productivity

65

Reduce costs

50

Improve customer service

43

Overcome economic challenges

30

Expand customer base

63

Launch new products & services

46

Expand geographically

31

Diversify the organisation

21

Source: GMAC (2013) Corporate Recruiters Survey: Hiring Report. Reston, VA: Graduate Management Admission
Council
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The overall landscape for 2014 was predicted to be steady and reflect the previous year in its
demand for business and management skills: 71% of the employers in this survey had hired
MBA graduates in 2013 and had similar plans (72%) for 2014. Management skills developed in
business schools are highly valued4 and closely follow the demand for more experienced
professionals from the industry and for bachelor’s degrees for more junior positions (GMAC,
2013f), as figure 27 indicates:
Figure 27:

The emerging picture is that business school graduates with prior work experience are likely to
have an advantage in the job market: 96% of the employers in this poll agree that business
school graduates create value for their companies and 68% see recruiting business school
graduates as a priority in their hiring (GMAC, 2013f). Among those who already employ recent
MBA graduates, 56% planned to increase their base salaries (ibid). Of particular interest to
prospective students who come from the industry and who rate financing as an important
consideration in their decision to enrol in an EMBA programme is that: “candidates for
professional MBA programmes [including EMBAs] are the most likely to receive financial
support from their employers when going back to school to earn a graduate degree” (GMAC,
2013b: 18). Likewise, regarding compensation, MBA graduates with previous work experience
command higher starting salaries than those with other business masters degrees and a
significant premium over bachelor’s candidate (GMAC, 2013c).

In gender terms, over a period of 12 years, both men and women report equal employment
rates upon graduation (GMAC, 2013a). The differences (and their consequent impact on
remuneration) start to emerge as a result of different choices of industry and job functions,
4

The Society for Human Resource Management, in a study with HR professionals in 2013, predicted a growing
demand for employees with advanced degrees and certifications (GMAC, 2013b: 18)
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which are still gendered and with more favourable compensation packages in areas that are
dominated by men (ibid). Figures 28 and 29 provide an illustration of the functions and
industries which are most popular among graduate business alumnae.
Figure 28:

Figure 29:

Nonetheless, the job outlook for women is positive, with a majority of female management
graduates stating that, among the benefits of their investment in education, their degree was
helpful in giving them a competitive advantage, helping them find a job that meets their
expectations and feel prepared to meet the challenges of both the job market and their own
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careers (GMAC, 2013h: 7). Financially, in the period of 2000 to 2012, approximately 51% of
female graduates (57% from EMBA degrees) benefitted from a promotion after their degree. In
terms of job levels, the benefit is the highest for those pursuing the executive MBA
programme: an analysis of business graduate alumni shows that EMBA alumni occupy the
most senior positions (58% of alumni in the classes of 2000 to 2012 held senior or executive
level jobs), as figure 30 indicates.

Figure 30:

Job levels of graduate business Alumnae, by programme type

FT MBA

PT MBA

EMBA

Non-MBA

Entry level

9%

5%

4%

31%

Mid-level

67%

64%

39%

45%

Senior level

19%

27%

45%

18%

Executive level

5%

4%

13%

5%

Source: GMAC (2013h: 6)
Classes of 2000-2012
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All in all, women who have decided to face the necessary challenges to pursue a graduate
management education seem to realise the benefits of their investment: the overwhelming
majority of alumnae from the classes of 2000 to 2012 who took part in a GMAC (2013h: 5)
survey reported being in employment and 96% of women in the class of 2012 said they had
the type of job they wanted. Indeed, alumnae report high satisfaction levels regarding the
perceived value of their degree, as described in figure 31:

Figure 31:

Perceived Value of Graduate Management Degree

Perceived Benefit

Women in Agreement

Provided competitive advantage

85%

Improved chances of finding a job that meets expectations

84%

Prepared me to meet challenges of today’s job market

84%

Empowered me to be in control of employment outcomes

80%

Introduced me to career opportunities

75%

Source: GMAC (2013h: 7)
Class of 2012
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FUNDING AVENUES
As the previous section suggested, the recognition by employers in terms of their hiring and
compensation patterns represent an encouraging response to prospective students’ concern
regarding the financial commitment required to obtain the degree, as well as the viability of
this investment. Nonetheless, even if their financial prospects are positive after they graduate,
the immediate question of how to fund oneself throughout the duration of their programme
still remains. Business schools are aware of this obstacle and are active in providing assistance.
Indeed, the majority of programmes offer some sort of assistance to incoming students.
Competitive scholarships were the most common type in 2013: 13% to 43% of students were
awarded scholarships, provided by between 33% and 87% of the different programmes
available, as figure 33 indicates (GMAC, 2013b).

Figure 32:
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Business schools also offer a range of other funding opportunities, from research assistantships
to reduced tuition (figure 33). The picture that emerges from this is that financing a costly
programme requires a multifaceted strategy, involving personal investment (savings, loans),
employer’s support and individual initiative on the part of prospective students in identifying
the various, albeit dispersed, funding avenues made available by business schools and
universities.

Figure 33:
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
Pursuing a business postgraduate degree in general and an EMBA in particular, is part of a
wider personal strategy in which the investment in one’s education aims at the improvement
of one’s career and, ultimately, quality of life. Because the latter is a somewhat elusive and
subjective concept, the calculation that leads to the decision of enrolling on an MBA
programme takes into account not only the ability to finance the programme, but also how
this demanding commitment fits around individual work situation and family plans. The data
analysed for this report suggest that whereas finance is a real and substantial obstacle, there
are several avenues open to help attenuate this burden.
As discussed above, the positive outlook of employers towards prospective/existing
employees who have invested in this type of education, provide an extra incentive for those
undertaking a cost-benefit exercise as to whether join an MBA. Indeed, this is also reflected in
the high level of employment in this cohort: a recent GMAC (2013a: 17) survey tracking
alumni’s career developments indicates that across all graduation years (2000-2012)
employment rates were exceedingly high (89%) among this cohort: with slightly less women
(5%) than men (8%) reporting being self-employed. The benefits of a graduate management
education are felt at all levels, and indeed, salary increases are higher for those in the early
stages of their careers (figures 34 and 35). Looking at the gender dimension, 51% of women
who graduated between 2000 and 2012, and 57% of women EMBAs, have received a
promotion after earning their degree (GMAC, 2013h)
Figure 34:
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Figure 35:

Undertaking an MBA yields benefits that go beyond promotion or salary increases (GMAC,
2014a), it “helps both men and women to build human and social capital in career
development” (Chen et al, 2012: 649). On the whole over 90% of alumni rate the value of their
degree as outstanding, excellent or good value (GMAC, 2013a), and experience relatively high
levels of autonomy: 40% of alumni (men and women combined) are able to set their own work
hours; 62% to work a flexible schedule, 43% to telecommute/work from home (GMAC, 2013h).
For women, the benefit of a graduate business education is palpable: 86% of those surveyed
across the classes of 2000 to 2012 attribute the investment in their degree for the
advancement in their careers (ibid: 7). In addition, 80% of them believe that the skills
developed in these programmes were also helpful in this process.

In the final analysis, this report helps dispel the myth that women’s lower participation rates in
graduate management education, and on executive MBAs in particular, is a matter of lack or
ambition, interest or human capital on their part. On the contrary, women are conscious of the
importance of investing in their human capital through education and how a graduate
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business degree is a fundamental element in facilitating their career progression and
overcoming the man as manager bias that still prevails in today’s workplaces (Wirz, 2014a). Yet,
although their concern with the considerable cost in time and resources demanded is justified,
the return on their investment in an MBA is high and well worth the effort required.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

University of Cambridge

Cambridge is one of the world’s leading universities, engaging in cutting-edge research across
disciplines to find solutions to global problems, and partnering with peers around the world to
advance the frontiers of knowledge.

The University is justly famous for its heritage of

scholarship, historic role and magnificent architecture. The collegiate structure gives a strong
sense of community, and the University is determined to remain at the forefront of
international scholarship and research.

Cambridge Judge Business School

Since 1990, Cambridge Judge Business School has forged a reputation as a centre of rigorous
thinking and high-impact transformative education, situated within one of the world's most
prestigious research universities, and in the heart of the Cambridge Cluster, the most
successful technology entrepreneurship cluster in Europe.
Cambridge Judge pursues innovation through inter-disciplinary insight, entrepreneurial spirit
and collaboration. Cutting edge research is rooted in real-world challenges and undergraduate,
graduate and executive programmes attract innovators, creative thinkers, thoughtful and
collaborative problem-solvers, and current and future leaders, drawn from a huge diversity of
backgrounds and countries. Programmes include a full-time MBA, MFin and a portfolio of
Executive Education programmes.
The Cambridge Executive MBA is designed specifically for executives who have already
reached a senior level, and are now looking at leading roles within their organisations. The
programme develops both hard and soft skills, and provides practical, relevant knowledge to
enable executives to play leading roles in their organisations.

It takes place principally in

Cambridge, a globally renowned seat of learning, attracting students and faculty from across
the world, and convenient for participants to access from anywhere in the world being within
easy, direct reach of the UK's principle airports.
The Cambridge Executive MBA has been designed to fit in with the busy schedules of senior
executives and is delivered over 16 weekends and four week-long blocks over a 20-month
period, so participants don’t need to spend significant blocks of time away from their
organisations. As well as providing a relevant curriculum, learning comes from being part of a
powerful network of peers, who will form the backbone of an education for senior executives.
The programme is also aimed at creating and giving access to a global network of senior
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influencers and supporters. This comes from the class itself, as well as the University of
Cambridge's extensive global network.

Researcher

For the past 28 years Monica Wirz has had an international career in management, strategy
development, marketing and consulting. Her initial interest in leadership and governance has
evolved into the more focused attention into the field of gender and diversity. Leadership and
gender have, since her MBA in 1995, been the main topic of her academic research and the
focus of her PhD at the University of Cambridge.
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