
WOMEN’S	EXPERIENCES	IN	HIRING	PROCESSES	FOR	C-SUITE	 1	

 

 

“Wait… You're a Mom and You Want to Work Full Time?” -  

 A Survey on Experiences of Women in the Hiring Process for  

C-Level Roles 

 

Diana Benzinger1, Nadin-Shirin Zimmerman2, and Janet Winkler2 

1 HM Business School, Munich University of Applied Sciences 

 2 Bunton GmbH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author Note 

Diana Benzinger 	https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5653-5379 

 

Correspondence concerning this study report should be addressed to Diana Benzinger, 

HM Hochschule München University of Applied Sciences, HM Business School, Am 

Stadtpark 20, 81243 Munich, Germany. Email: diana.benzinger@hm.edu  



WOMEN’S	EXPERIENCES	IN	HIRING	PROCESSES	FOR	C-SUITE	 2	

As a result of the political measures implemented in recent years, there has been 

some progress in the appointment of women to top executive positions in companies. 

Around one-fifth of all executive board positions in the 200 highest-revenue companies 

in Germany are now held by women, and across all companies, women occupy about 

one-quarter of first-level management positions (Kohaut & Möller, 2023). However, 

German companies are still far from achieving gender parity at the highest hierarchical 

level as the presence of a single (quota?-) woman on the board often remains the norm 

(Sondergeld, Wrohlich, & Kirsch, 2024).  

Therefore, studies such as those conducted by the HM Business School of the 

Munich University of Applied Sciences in cooperation with the career platform Bunton 

remain important. The goal was to gain a differentiated understanding of the experiences 

of women applying for top leadership roles and to identify the success factors and 

obstacles on their way to the top. In the first phase of the study, between May and June 

2022, 20 female managers at the C-suite or C-1 level were interviewed. Based on the 

experiences the women reported, a questionnaire was developed containing questions on 

both structural and individual barriers as well as family and societal influences women 

face when reaching out for the C-Suite. It also examined the roles of discrimination, 

gender bias, and networking, and investigated how women pursue such positions. 

Between November 2024 and May 2025, this questionnaire was distributed via a variety 

of business networks for women, personal networks of the researchers, and business 

platforms such as LinkedIn. By May 2025, 326 highly qualified women participated in 

the survey. 
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The results reinforce the evidence that women often face a glass ceiling when 

applying for jobs in the upper hierarchy due to biased recruitment processes. 

Approximately 69 percent of the respondents reported having experienced discrimination 

in job interviews at least occasionally, and approximately 18 percent reported frequent 

occurrences. As figure 1 shows, this discrimination takes the form of low salary offers for 

the position level, as well as underestimation or inappropriate questioning of professional 

qualifications. Although institutions such as the German General Equal Treatment Act do 

exist, women reported that recruiters still raised female-oriented questions concerning 

family planning (42 percent). Further, in line with existing research showing that women 

are often perceived as lacking leadership ability (e.g., Wang, Holmes, Devine, & Bishoff, 

2018), many respondents said their leadership competencies were questioned. Moreover, 

time spent on part-time roles or parental leave, often due to care work, was frequently 

devalued. 
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Figure 1: Reported fields of discrimination  

 

Nearly 60 percent of the women surveyed believed that recruiters and headhunters 

fundamentally assessed them less favorably than male candidates. Thus, it is no surprise 

that most women (36.5%) preferred to rely on personal contacts and networks, such as 

former colleagues, university peers, or academic mentors, rather than headhunters, when 

seeking executive positions. As Figure 2 illustrates, headhunters, who are often used by 

companies in the context of executive search, were reported by the participants as one of 

the least effective ways to apply for a top leadership position. 
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Figure 2: Channels considered most effective in the search for executive positions 

 

A major issue raised by the participants was the lack of transparency around the 

available executive roles and the perceived disadvantages in the selection process, 

particularly for mothers or women with caregiving responsibilities. Career breaks due to 

parental leave or elderly care have been cited as detrimental. Many women also noted 

that caregiving responsibilities often led them to accept positions in which they were 

overqualified. Figure 3 shows that when asked about such compromises, 34.5 percent of 

respondents reported having accepted a lower-level role or reduced salary for family 

related reasons. Additionally, around 40 percent said they had limited their professional 

networking or opted for part-time, job-sharing, freelance, or project-based work 

arrangements as a result. 



WOMEN’S	EXPERIENCES	IN	HIRING	PROCESSES	FOR	C-SUITE	 6	

 

Figure 3: Compromises made by women during job search 

 

As gender research has shown, these negative experiences in the recruitment processes 

leave a mark. Numerous studies have found that women often refrain from applying for 

top leadership roles to avoid such compromises, especially when they have already had 

negative experiences while applying for a position (Brands & Fernandez-Mateo, 2017). 

Experiencing discrimination may even raise self-doubt. As Figure 4 illustrates, more than 

73 percent of the women surveyed believed that women do not compete for top 

management positions, as they often consider themselves to be less qualified than their 

male counterparts. In line with research findings on effects of gendered wording in job 

advertisements (e.g., Gaucher et al., 2011), participants further stated that women may be 
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discouraged by job postings that use stereotypically “male” attributes like “assertive”, 

“individualistic” or “analytical”. 

 

Figure 4: Perceived reasons for opting out of top leadership positions 

 

Despite the widespread use of headhunters in executive recruitment, many women 

have reported disappointing experiences. About 60 percent stated that fewer than 30 

percent of headhunter inquiries led to actual interviews. Only approximately 12 percent 

of the respondents achieved a success rate above 70 percent. These figures stress ongoing 

concerns and evidence about gender-based discrimination by hiring managers or 

headhunters, especially in the initial candidate-screening stage (e.g., Fernandez-Mateo & 

Fernandez, 2016; Wang et al., 2018). 
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Given that many employers adapt artificial intelligence (AI) solutions to make 

recruitment processes more objective, this study also explored participants' views on this 

development. Opinions were mixed: about one-third of the women believed that 

algorithms specifically trained on female candidates’ needs could offer more objective 

and competence-based assessments than human recruiters. Another third remained 

neutral, whereas roughly a quarter were skeptical. These insights suggest that, while 

technology offers potential, it must be implemented with caution and ethical awareness. 

The findings underline that highly qualified women still face structural barriers, 

unbalanced expectations, and institutional biases when striving for top leadership 

positions, even though they have the same educational qualifications as men. At the same 

time, they demonstrated a strong willingness to lead and forge new paths. Asked about 

their expectations of a position in the upper hierarchy and the C-Suite, 90 percent of the 

participants aspire to join the C-suite primarily to shape the future of business and to seek 

new challenges and personal growth. In contrast, status played a significantly lesser role.  

Those who aim to foster a diverse, innovative, and resilient corporate culture and who 

seek strong performance must be willing to explore new paths, including the appointment 

of top management teams. Only by working together—men and women as equals—can 

we drive economic transformation. The composition of the leadership team plays a 

crucial role in this process, as it sends a powerful signal both within the organization and 

far beyond. 
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