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Background

The stated goal of the Women’s Leadership Initiative Program (WLI) is to “recognize, uphold and further the contributions of the professional women who represent more than 75 percent of Meeting Professionals International’s (MPI) membership, as well as to support women across the meetings, hospitality and travel industries.”  To further this mission, the WLI wanted to conduct a benchmark survey of women MPI members.  Specifically, the survey was designed to identify:

· Demographic profiles of respondents, including age, education, salary, family life stage.

· Professional profiles of respondents, including years in industry, tenure in current position/organization, scope of meetings responsibility (number, size, budget, staff).

· Factors these respondents believe are essential qualities for success as a meeting professional.

· Strategies women might use to advance their careers as meeting professionals.

· Strategies that organizations might use to advance the careers of women meeting professionals.

· Barriers that might prevent some women from advancing to higher positions as a meeting professional.

· Strategies women might do to balance their careers and personal lives.

· Qualities or traits frequently associated with women leaders.

Bonnie J. Knutson, Ph.D., of The School of Hospitality Business at Michigan State University conducted the survey.  This report presents a synthesis of the findings from this study.

Methodology


A questionnaire was developed and reviewed by MPI management.  The survey, along with a cover letter and postage-paid return envelope, was then sent to a stratified random sample drawn from lists of MPI and allied association members.  The questionnaire was seven pages long and primarily consisted of closed-ended questions.  A copy of the questionnaire is shown in the Appendix.


To increase participation in the survey, several email blasts were sent to MPI recipients encouraging them to return their completed questionnaires.  In addition, all those returning a completed survey by July 16th, had their names entered into a drawing for a complimentary registration fee at the MPI conference.


A total of 284 valid, usable questionnaires were returned by the cut-off date of August 17th and entered into the SPSS program.
  A 20 percent verification check was performed with the raw data; no errors were found.  Frequencies, means, and selected cross-tabulations were generated for analysis.


A complete computer printout accompanies this report.

Results of the Survey


This survey focused on three areas:  [1] issues about careen development for women in MPI, [2] qualities of leadership for women in MPI, and [3] development of a respondent profile.  

Career Development For MPI Women


Qualities Needed To Succeed in the Meeting Industry.  Of all the issues queried in this survey, this is the only category in which there was strong agreement for selected items.  Three qualities are deemed significant by more than 90% of responding members.  [See Table 1]  According to these professionals, the most important quality a meeting professional needs to succeed is the ability to adapt to new situations.  This bodes well for the industry considering two general business trends.  First, of course, is the trend towards a more global, complex, and time-compressed business environment.  Organizations have to do more with less and in a faster period of time.  The other trend is the increasing use of project teams whose members come together to work on a specific task, then disband only to have its members reassigned to other teams to work on other projects.  In both of these situations, the ability to adapt to new situations can be a valuable trait.  


It is also important for meeting professionals to demonstrate determination and perseverance.  Again, given the growing complexities of the meetings industry, it is easy to understand why industry professionals need to stay focused towards a goal, working through to its completion.   This involves having both the emotional and physical stamina to persist in difficult circumstances.  Meeting professionals can’t be afraid of a minor setback.  They need to set the appropriate course and stand firm, but they also have to keep an open mind.  If new information or details suggest modifying the path, professionals can have a change of heart.  Perseverance likewise involves having the desire, competitive spirit, and courage to confidently take the appropriate action.

Communication, the third ranked quality, embraces several aspects.  First, of course, it means that meeting professional must “know her stuff”, i.e. people must believe that they know what she is talking about.  Further, it means having the ability to effectively convey – through the spoken and written word – the directions and goals for given assignments.    But communication is a two-way street.  It also entails listening, asking the best questions, and inviting dissent.  Professionals know that people won’t give them their thoughts if they are afraid to speak up.  Thus the communication dimension requires setting an environment where people are comfortable taking calculated risks.  


As might be expected, being able to negotiate is another important quality for meeting professionals to have.  The give-and-take of structuring contracts, working with suppliers or hosts, as well as people/committees within their own organizations require these respondents to have honed negotiation skills and to build consensus. Interestingly, consensus building – along with companion traits of team building and inclusion -- is a trait seen in some studies as a feminine leadership quality.  


Rounding out the top five-quality list, but at a distant 75% level, is intelligence and intellectual capacity.  Of this group, intelligence is the only attribute that can be considered innate; the other four can be learned and/or enhanced through experience and training.  Thus, these findings, alone, can give MPI strong direction for its educational programs.


Other qualities – having a charismatic personality and having technical skills – are deemed significant qualities by about two-thirds.  Somewhat fewer see political astuteness and knowing how to get people to like you as important to succeeding in the meeting industry.  Ranked low is physical appearance and level of formal education.  While other research indicates that appearance and education do influence careers, it may be that these respondents see one’s physical appearance and/or education as barriers to entry into the profession rather than barriers to advancement once in the profession.  This supposition is supported by other findings in this study that show the greater importance of determination, exceeding expectations, and gaining experience to advancement.


Women’s Strategies to Advance Professional Careers.  Work hard, get along with others, and gain a wide range of experiences appear to be the mantra for advancing the professional careers of MPI women.  [See Table 2] For nine out of ten, regularly exceeding expectations is the best way for them to get ahead.  This requires, of course, that the meeting professional knows what is expected of her in any given situation, and clearly understands such assignment criteria as goals, time, and budget.  Without such benchmark knowledge, she cannot exceed what is expected of her.


Being able to work well with all colleagues is important for all personnel in all organizations.   But for 80% of these women, developing a working style with which their superiors are comfortable is very important.  While we didn’t ask why they felt this way, we speculate that superiors are seen as gatekeepers to advancement.  Therefore, having a comfortable working relationship with them may expedite promotions. 


In a business environment filled with mergers, acquisitions, and re-organizations, companies often seek top employees to assume new duties and responsibilities.  Thus, it is not surprising that around two-thirds say working on highly visible assignments and gaining experience in various functional areas are likewise important strategies for career advancement.  While not in the top five, gaining visibility by working in operations, by networking, and by attending professional meetings are all supported by more than half of those responding.


Interestingly, having an influential mentor – whether male of female – is not seen as a critical career strategy by most.  Less than a quarter of those responding would look to a mentor to help them get ahead; this finding correlates to the low 22% [Table 3] who call for their company to develop a woman’s mentor program.  While these results run contrary to popular belief, it may be that these women have been in this industry long enough and in sufficient numbers that they feel they can “do it on my own”.  Some may also equate mentoring with networking, which they value more, since they both involve developing relationships.  Yet, for the fourth of those who do think that having a mentor would help their career, the strategy may be a key aspect for advancement – particularly in larger organizations.


Company’s Strategies for Advancing Women’s Careers.  When asked what their company could do to help them advance their careers, these women had a two-pronged answer that was loud and clear.  The first prong says: Give us a level playing field.  [See Table 3]  Three-quarters say a company must offer the same perks and benefits to both men and women.  This would include such job elements as salary and bonus, training programs, support for attending meetings and seminars, and opportunities to work on visible assignments.  The second prong is: Don’t just talk the talk; walk the walk.  Two-thirds say that it is important for their company to earnestly practice equal employment policies, which comes right back to the call for offering women the same perks and benefits as male employees.  These equality issues are sometimes difficult to identify and measure, as inequity can be both overt and covert and involves the corporate culture.


The sample also seems to acknowledge some unique aspects of being a woman in the meetings industry.  For example, a little more than half call for flexible work policies and programs.  National studies show that women still carry primary responsibility for the family and house and spend more hours in household chores than do men.  This is true for all household types.   Thus, having flexibility in their jobs would be a helpful strategy for many women.  With increasing longevity, the aging Baby Boomer cohort, an emergent number of four-generational families, as well as continued growth of duel-income and single parent households, the importance of flexible work policies and programs is expected to increase.   

Half of this sample also seems to recognize that women have unique skills. Beginning with the book, Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus, a spotlight began illuminating the differences between male and female leadership styles.  Studies began to show “the leadership qualities that women have developed…are now central to the kind of leadership Americans are looking for”.  For example, a 1999 survey by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation found that people’s views on leadership are undergoing a marked transition.  They now see it as centered on motivating and bringing people together rather than on control and power – traits commonly associated with women.  In her definitive book on women in management, Judy Rosener expands on this thesis.  She describes the unique contributions of female leaders and posits that they cope well with ambiguity, are comfortable sharing power, and they tend to empower others – management traits that she contends lead to increased employee productivity, innovation, and profitability.  

Barriers to Women Reaching Leadership Positions.  We also wanted to know what barriers these women face in advancing their careers in the meeting industry.  Two points emerged.  First, no one barrier dominated.  [See Table 4]  In fact, each of the top five only garnered about a quarter of the respondents’ votes.  This lower support level could result from several factors: [1] companies in the meetings industry are enlightened and, for the most part, are giving women the level playing field they say they want, [2] that the old tagline, You’ve come a long way, baby, mirrors what is happening in this industry, and [3] the barriers that do exist are subliminal; that is they lie just below the surface of the corporate culture.  The second point that emerged is the fact that, in the context of barriers, not having a mentor and not having the opportunities for networking pop into the top five.  This lends support to the previously reported finding that about one-fourth of the sample thinks having a mentor would help them advance their careers.

Balancing Their Personal and Professional Lives.   Just as each woman is an individual, the balancing strategies they use are unique to their personal situations.  [See Table 5]  But embedded within these individual lifestyles are three common threads.  The first involves health and wellness issues that can sustain or sap the physical and emotional stamina required to be a meeting professional.  Half of the sample chooses to increase their exercise activities whereas a third goes in the opposite direction, reducing the time spend in their exercise programs.   A sizeable portion likewise turns to activities outside their family and job roles as a way to renew mental energy and gain a fresh perspective on life.  These include such personal requisites as joining clubs, developing hobbies, and becoming active in community endeavors.  Many respondents also say they cut back on the hours of sleep they get each night.  Whereas sleep may not technically be a health issue, lack of quality rest has been shown to affect work performance, attitudes, and general well being.  Clearly, then, health and wellness issues are significant topic areas for meeting professionals.

A second thread that runs through these balancing strategies is that of a support system.  Here, half say they hire household help to perform many routine chores such as cleaning and lawn care.  A sizeable group also say they use childcare services.   

Finally, the third unifying theme is one of flexibility.  Nearly two-thirds of these women said they have adopted a non​-9-to-5 approach in their efforts to maintain equilibrium between personal and professional responsibilities.   This would include working flexible hours, working part time, job sharing, or telecommuting from home.  As the meetings industry continues to integrate technology into its daily operations, such flexibility may become more viable as a life-balancing strategy.  If this trend continues, it gives rise to a host of educational/training opportunities for MPI.  

Leadership for MPI Women


If you ask a hundred people to define leadership, chances are that you will get a hundred different answers.  With this in mind, we asked these respondents to identify the components that characterize women leaders in the meeting industry from three different perspectives:  [1] 25 traits frequently associated with leaders, [2] eight keys to Leadership as identified in Fortune magazine, and [3] 15 secrets of leadership as fabled in Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun.  [See tables 6, 7 and 8.] Interestingly, those with which the sample most strongly agree seem to cluster around the four foundations for leadership shown in Table 9 – Communication, Trust, Perseverance, and Vision -- plus one other, which we have termed Inner Values.

Communication.  By far, the most important attribute of a leader is being able to communicate effectively – through thought, word, and deed.  Virtually everyone agrees on this point.   Aspects of communication include providing appropriate information, resources and support to empower employees, being able to listen as well as speak, and asking good questions.  It also embodies being able to show empathy for others and anticipate some of their thoughts, actions, and consequences.


Trust.    Nine out of ten say it is imperative that a leader trusts others and is trusted in turn.   The ability to believe in and trust your subordinates, to encourage them to take risks and think “out-side-the-box”, and to invite dissent without fear of reprisal are included in this cluster.  A leader must also have credibility; that is, her word must be her bond so that she is believable to others.  Similarly, trust includes having a caretaker quality that encourages others to have confidence in her decisions, thereby giving her their loyalty.


Perseverance.    By a similar proportion, these women see leaders as being able to persevere through adversity and setback.  Perhaps the most discernible facet of this leadership foundation is the ability to adjust as circumstances require – a finding that reflects their belief that the number one quality needed to succeed in the meeting industry is the capability to adapt to new situations.  As a corollary to this point, nearly two-thirds say leaders seek to create the circumstances they desire, and virtually all say that leaders are accountable and responsible for the decisions that create these circumstances.

In an increasingly fast-paced and complex meeting environment, situations can become complicated and frustrating for meeting professional.  Therefore, the vast majority believes that it is essential for leaders to keep their cool and simplify the situation in order to maintain a steady course towards their goal.  In this context, these women contend that leaders are decisive but also know when to time their actions.

If perseverance is a foundation of leadership, having both the physical and emotional stamina to keep at are additional essentials.  This mirrors the issues raised by the health and wellness strategies that women use to balance their lives and further suggests that these are key opportunities for MPI training/education programs.

Vision.  More than four out of five respondents say that a leader must have a vision for herself and the organization.    But having a vision isn’t enough.  Two-thirds feel that she must also be able to tangibilize a vision that is compelling and emphasizes quality over quantity.  

Inner Values.    As we considered the items shown in Tables 6, 7 and 8, a fifth foundation for leadership emerged that echoes an intrinsic strength of character.  Nearly nine out of ten say that, to be a leader, a woman has to have a strong personal value or belief system.  They also hold strong family values.   Personal values likewise embrace four of Attila’s secrets: self-confidence, desire, courage, and competitiveness.  But holding these innate principles isn’t enough, according to these respondents.  Leadership also requires that a women understand her strengths and work to strengthen them.

And, of course, having a good sense of humor is an central part of inner values, according to two-thirds of these meeting professionals. 

Sample Profile

Demographics.  The women responding to this survey represent a wide age spectrum and are reflective of the three generational cohorts in today’s professional workforce.  A quarter of the sample is in their 50s and 60s, representing Matures along with the leading edge of the Baby Boomers.  Two-thirds are in their 30s and 40s and embody the bulk of the Boomer group.  Fewer than one in ten are in their 20s; they characterize the Generation X cohort.


This sample is very well educated, with nearly 60% having their Batchelor’s degree, while another 15% have completed advanced degrees.  They are also experienced in the meeting industry.  Nearly 40% have worked as a meeting professional for more than 15 years.  Another 33% touts eight to 14 years’ experience, while only one in three have been in the industry seven years or less.

Their high educational attainment and extensive industry experience are reflected in their income levels.  Fewer than one in four report a salary (including any bonuses) of less than $50,000.  The bulk of the sample fall into $50 – 75,000 range, with nearly 40% saying they make this much.  Interestingly the remaining 40% is about evenly split between those making $75-$100,000 and those earning more than $100,000 a year.  

As expected, most of these women are married and make a substantial contribution to their total household income.  In fact, a third report that they are the sole providers in their household; this number roughly corresponds to the third that are not married.  Of those who have children at home, one in ten have preschoolers; a quarter has children in grade school or high school.  Twelve percent have them in college or have adult children still living at home.  

Professional.  The meetings profession encompasses a myriad of industry segments.  At 31%, more of these respondents say they are in the meeting planner sector than in any other.  Third-party providers and those in the hotel segment make up the next most populous groups at approximately 15% each.  One in ten say they are association executives while the rest work in a variety of other industry segments.

As stated earlier, these women bring extensive industry experience to the fore.  They also have company experience, demonstrating relatively long tenure with their current firms.  Almost two-thirds have been with their current companies at least 4 years, with the majority of those being with the same company for at least 7 years.  One in five have two to three years of tenure with their present company, while fewer than two in ten report working for their current firm a year or less.  

When looking at the number of years they have worked in their present position, along side the tenure at their current company and how long they have worked in the meetings industry, it is easy to see that these respondents are “climbing” the corporate ladder; that is, they are experiencing promotions and/or job rotations.  Nearly three in ten have been in their current jobs a year or less, while about half report working there for two to six years.  Only about a quarter of the sample say that they have been in their position for seven or more years.  In other words, these professionals are changing positions more frequently than they change companies.  What isn’t clear, however, is why.  It may be that the company they work for value their work and are rewarding them with promotions and other benefits.  It may also be that there are other factors that impact the decision to change companies or positions.  For example, if the respondent has a spouse who is working in the same locale, she may elect to stay at the same company rather than switch.  In a similar vein, if she has children or elderly parents who rely on her, she may decide not to accept a promotion that would take her to another city or lead to additional job responsibilities.  While these causes are stereotypes, anecdotal evidence suggests that such decision-making does exist with women.

The profile of these respondents is clearly one of an executive with staffing responsibilities.  A goodly portion (13%) is the President or CEO of her respective organization and another half are reporting directly to the top officer.  Fewer than 40% are two or more reporting levels from the head person.   The vast majority has several people reporting directly to her, with about a forth having at least seven on her staff.  Very few have no one with a direct reporting line to her.

While these women have a myriad of titles, they are most commonly called a Director, Manager or Vice President of meetings, of sales, or of special events.

It is interesting to note that, when it comes to membership, MPI clearly dominates all associations, with two-thirds belonging to this association.  Of this group, though, a majority also belongs to one of the other associations under the larger meeting industry umbrella.  A third did not belong to MPI at all, suggesting there is an opportunity for membership growth in MPI, positioning the organization as an added value to any other memberships.

Conclusions and Implications

From the results of this survey, several broad conclusions can be drawn

· First, while all women cannot fit a single profile, a picture of the average female MPI member is emerging.  She is an educated and experienced professional who carries significant responsibilities in terms of budget and staff.  She is also close to the top position in her organization.  As a result, her annual compensation package averages $50-$75,000, with a substantial portion earning even more.

Today’s MPI woman is most likely a Baby Boomer, who is married with children, and makes a considerable contribution to her household’s income.  A sizeable portion, however, is not married and is most likely the sole supporter of her household.

· Secondly, to help achieve its goal of supporting women across the meeting, hospitality, and travel industries, the findings give clear direction to MPI for developing career advancement programs.  Most notablely, MPI can add value to its women members by developing educational/training modules that:

· Strengthen the ability of women to adapt to new situations.  This requires components such as multi-tasking, anticipation, and setting priorities.

· Increase women’s awareness of the relationship between health and wellness issues to life’s balance, job performance, and overall quality of life.  Included could be topics of nutrition, exercise, mental and physical stamina, as well as time management.

· Improve broad communication skills of women.  Along with the traditional communication skills, there could be sections that focus on how to accurately identify expectations of job performance, and how to effectively negotiate with all groups of stakeholders – i.e. colleagues, superiors, subordinates, suppliers, and buyers.

· Convey the advantages/disadvantages and responsibilities to the meeting professional who opts for a flexible work schedule as a life balancing strategy.  This module could embrace such elements as negotiating the work schedule and conditions, time management, separating home and office, and being out of the “daily loop”.

· MPI can serve its women members by also working with its member organizations to guarantee a “level playing field” for women.  Inherent within this is the notion of corporate culture and overt vs. subliminal inequity.

· Next, five underlying dimensions of leadership were identified by these MPI women.  Four – commitment, trust, perseverance, and vision – echo the set tested in the survey.  The fifth – inner values – emerged as a new dimension.  As with many traits, these five foundations of leadership in intrinsically intertwined.  While they can each be identified as an individual factor, in many cases they share communalities.  For example, competitiveness may be an inherent inner value, but is also crosses over to perseverance.  Similarly, being able to manifest a vision requires communication skills.  Thus, any program module addressing any one of these foundations must address them all – i.e. must demonstrate the inter relationships/interdependency among the five.

· Finally, this survey was conducted among women members of MPI living in North America.  And it truly is a benchmark study, providing a clear “snapshot” of women MPI members in the year 2001.  However, to understand this picture within a broader context, the survey should be replicated with a comparable male sample.  MPI members living and working in other countries should likewise be surveyed to identify any differences that might be based on culture.
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� SPSS = Statistical Package for the Social Sciences


� Other strategies queried received less than 50% support so they are not included in the discussion.  They are, however, shown in Table 2.
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