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Abstract 

In this modern day, women are speaking out more than ever before regarding their real-life experiences 

of employment discrimination, whether it be the inability to gain employment for which they are qualified, or even 

over qualified, or being overlooked for a promotion which they clearly deserved, time and time again. Qualitative 

experiences of women who have worked in government in Iowa over the past fifty years have unfortunately not 

shown a progression toward improvement, in the matter of sexual discrimination, in the hiring and promotion 

practices of the public sector industry. Further supporting this concept, is the ample quantitative hiring and 

staffing data of state and local government agencies in Iowa. Comprehension of this data shows that although 

females are being hired by some of these agencies in an equitable manner in comparison to that of males, they are 

grave disparities in regards to what jobs they are able to gain and what level of leadership they are able to gain 

promotion to. Still presenting the reality of sexual discrimination is the data that shows, that through archaic hiring 

practices, women are still highly represented in the traditional female dominated roles in the workforce of clerical 

support, education and custodian. When allowed into the male dominated fields, women are few in number, 

rarely reach any role of leadership, and still are being most utilized in the “acceptable” female roles of clerical 

support, education and custodian. Despite the often-political nature of public sector employment, even liberal, 

progressive governments do not stray from these sexually discriminate practices, according to current data.   
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The Audacity of Equality: Sexual Discrimination in hiring and promotion within the public sector in Iowa 

In today’s ever-changing world, and thus the workforce, the dynamic of the role of the traditional male, 

Caucasian leader is no longer what was ten, or even twenty years ago. These changes in the role of the male in 

leadership, and the workforce, have likewise been demonstrated in government organizations as well. The changes 

to which I specifically refer are that of the challenge to, and in certain circumstances loss of, autonomous power 

and control of leadership in the workforce. However, despite these changes, which are directly relational to 

changes to the role of the female in the workforce and government sector as well, Caucasian males are still the 

predominant demographic that comprises the makeup of executive leadership placement in United States 

government or public sector organizations. According to researcher Norman Baldwin in his article titled, The 

promotion record of the U.S. Army: glass ceilings in the officer corp, “Women hold only 25 percent of the 

supervisory positions and 11 percent of the senior executive positions in the federal government” (Baldwin, 1996). 

Baldwin’s research was taking place in the mid 1990’s, but unfortunately data continually shows that not much 

progression has occurred in the hiring or promotion of females into the roles of senior executive in government to 

date. To more clearly understand this issue of sexual discrimination in government sector leadership, I plan to 

answer what has become an age-old question, but specifically to a region with which I am familiar: Are women 

discriminated against in hiring and promotion practices in the public sector workforce in Iowa?   

In pursuing this topic specific to Iowa, the reality of circumstances facing educated, professional women 

whom are currently employed in government public sector careers, or seeking to enter the same field, is bleak. As I 

proceed, I will show that much research on the topic at the level of state and local governments in Iowa, is present 

and has been collected for quite some time now. The previously mentioned researcher Norman Baldwin, produced 

works in the mid 1990’s, while two other researchers of this same topic, Angela Bullard and Deli Wright, presented 

research at about the same time frame. Bullard and Wright’s work includes ample data going back to the early 

1960’s, in their article titled, “Circumventing the glass ceiling: Women executives in American state governments.” 

Despite much research and data being available from Bullard and Wright’s work to support the reality of the glass 

ceiling in the public sector, there is little to none produced which is specific to the state that may be what is the 

most predominately conservative, Caucasian region in the nation yet today. Iowans are known for their high values 

and ethics, which produce some of the most sought-after students and workers around the globe. It is due to these 
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conservative, highly moral standards, which are typically centered around Western Christian ideals, that to some 

large degree, Iowa stays in what some may refer to the “dark ages”, when it comes to the female role in society, 

marriage, the home and ultimately the workplace. With this dominant societal force in place, it comes as no 

surprise that female professionals in the government sector struggle to get hired at all, and when they do, they are 

still funneled toward the traditionally female role such as support staff, office staff and educator, just to name a 

few. When females are able to get their “foot in the door” of government and do work their way up through the 

ranks, or are perhaps hired in entry level leadership roles, they begin to more clearly experience sexual 

discrimination as they attempt to actually lead on a day-to-day basis. Ultimately, in leadership roles in government 

in Iowa, females are overlooked, ostracized and rarely, if ever, placed in executive leadership roles at the rate at 

which their male counterparts are. Moving forward, I will provide both subjects and data which will further 

support this very real issue of public policy and employment law. I will provide real life experiences of women in 

leadership in Iowa government whom repeatedly meet stagnation and deflated careers due to this systemic issue. 

As well, I will provide ample data that supports that males maintain a long and current history of dominating 

employment and executive leadership in hiring and promotion in Iowa’s public sector.    

Theory 

To begin to understand the accepted culture of sexual discrimination in the United States and Iowa, let us 

clarify that which is the opposite of this culture. To do so, one turns to those laws and policies which our 

democracy has established for the purpose of a society which is free of discrimination. The overarching law in 

regards, and enforced at the federal level, is Title VII of The Civil Rights Act of 1964. The enforcing agency of Title 

VII is the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission states on their website that the Act is defined as making 

“it illegal to discriminate against someone on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, or sex. The law also 

makes it illegal to retaliate against a person because the person complained about discrimination, filed a charge of 

discrimination, or participated in an employment discrimination investigation or lawsuit. The law also requires that 

employers reasonably accommodate applicants' and employees sincerely held religious practices, unless doing so 

would impose an undue hardship on the operation of the employer's business” 

(https://www.eeoc.gov/statutes/laws-enforced-eeoc). A later amendment to Title VII is that of the Pregnancy 

Discrimination Act. Other laws enforced by the EEOC are the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Age Discrimination in 

https://www.eeoc.gov/statutes/laws-enforced-eeoc


SEXUAL DISCRIMINATION IN PUBLIC SECTOR IOWA   5 
 

Employment Act of 1967, Title I of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the Genetic Information 

Nondiscrimination Act of 2008. The EEOC can take action regarding discrimination due to the specific basis listed in 

Title VII in regards to job advertisement, recruitment, application and hiring, background checks, job referrals, job 

placements and promotions, compensation as pay and benefits, disciplinary actions and discharge, employment 

reference, training and apprenticeships, harassment, terms and conditions of employment, pre-employment 

inquiries, dress code and forced to resign or constructive discharge. Also enforceable is the requirement to meet 

reasonable accommodations regarding disability and religion (United States Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission, n.d.). 

Similarly, the Iowa Civil Rights Commission (ICRC) oversees the enforcement of the Iowa Civil Rights Act of 

1965 and explains the intentions of the Act in its annual report as it, “prohibits discrimination in the areas of 

employment, housing, credit, public accommodations (public services and buildings), and education. 

Discrimination and harassment are illegal if based on actual or perceived race, skin color, national origin, religion, 

creed, sex, pregnancy, sexual orientation, gender identity, physical disability, mental disability, age (in employment 

and credit), familial status (in housing and credit), or marital status (in credit)” (Iowa Civil Rights Commission, n.d., 

p.6). These two agencies receive complaints, investigate, mediate, often dismiss complaints, refer many and 

attempt to resolve as well. Most county, city and state governments appoint their own civil rights commissions for 

the same purpose. All governments will refer cases, for various reasons, onto the state Civil Rights Commission or 

the federal EEOC, as applicable. As the ICRC best sums, it up, with the title of their annual report each year, “__ 

Years of working for a State Free of Discrimination Through Enforcement of the Iowa Civil Rights Act”.   

Many factors make up what has been the accepted culture of sexual discrimination in employment, but 

two pervading factors contribute directly to sexual discrimination in hiring and promotion practices. These are the 

concepts of equal pay, or in actuality, that of unequal pay, and the concept of the male versus that of the female 

dominated fields. These two concepts are directly related, often as cause and effect, or vice versa. Unequal pay is 

generally due to the accepted practice that those career paths which pay the highest are those which require the 

most expertise and education, and so result in tending to be the social norm of male dominated career or trade 

paths, and so are dominated by the employment of males. These circumstances naturally result in overarching 

unequal pay scales between male and female dominated fields of employ. The combination of male dominated 
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employ, with that of unequal pay, is the making of what is commonly known as the “glass ceiling”. “When a glass 

ceiling exists, men occupy a disproportionately high percentage of the higher ranks in a career field, while women 

tend to be overrepresented in its lower ranks. Similarly, on average men earn higher pay than women in the same 

organizational rank” (Sincoff et al, 2006, p.1). These same authors go on to explain the glass ceiling in more 

simplistic terms as “the invisible barrier and mechanism that results in the top levels of organizations and career 

fields being dominated by white males” (Sincoff et al, 2006).  

This disparity in pay scale between women and men, is seen in Iowa, as it is throughout the nation and 

world. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that in 2019, a female in Iowa who worked full time, and was 

either hourly or salaried, had average earnings on a weekly basis of $770. This equates to about 80% of the 

average earnings of male workers in Iowa, whose average weekly earnings in 2019 were about $959. At that same 

time, the national average of women’s earnings to that of men’s was 77.1% (United States Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2019). The pay gap continues due to the socially accepted norms surrounding the male domination of 

the upper level of employment throughout the entire workforce, be it the public or private sector. In 2018, the 

Center for American Progress further reports that equality in pay between the sexes will not be reached, at the 

rate which it is growing, until 2062 in Iowa. Data also showed that the disparity was considerably greater for Black 

and Latin women, with their respective wages being that of 59 cents and 58 cents dollar, which a white male 

earned in 2016 (Phadke et al., 2018). Specific to jobs in state government in Iowa, an investigation carried out by 

the Des Moines Register newspaper found that the pay gap was about 11% in fiscal year 2017. Although lower 

than the nationwide and private sector gaps, this 11% disparity has remained almost unchanged over the past ten 

years, which poses concerns. Further articulating the issue in state employment, was that the University of Iowa 

presented a gap of 25 to 33% between males and females performing the same job as lecturer, associate professor 

and professor (Clayworth, 2018).  

With neither the pay gap, nor the glass ceiling, showing measurable improvement in the work lives of 

women and minorities, I seek to best articulate how this is further impacting the public sector professional female. 

In their article, “Circumventing the glass ceiling: Women executives in American state governments.”, authors 

Angela M. Bullard and Deli S. Wright intend to research conclusions to the following: Is the “glass ceiling” a reality 

for women in state governments? If so, are women breaking through the glass or avoiding it? With this in mind, 
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hypotheses tested are whether or not women experience the “glass ceiling” syndrome in state government 

administration and if women are truly breaking through it, thus shattering it and making way for others to follow, 

or are they somehow going around it? For gathering data, these researchers specifically studied 7,460 respondents 

to surveys whom consisted of male and female state government administrative heads. Survey data was recorded 

from 1964 – 1988. This type of research design was that of a positivist method, specifically a cross-sectional field 

survey. Data determined that the main independent variable here, or cause, is the frequency with which women 

are head administrators in new administrative agencies vs. traditionally female staffed administrative agencies, as 

well as vs. traditionally male staffed administrative agencies. Likewise, the dependent variable or effect is the data 

that shows the numbers of women and men whom are in head administrative positions in state government. Also 

of great relevance is the researchers stated control variables of the demographic data about the men and women 

whom are in head administrative positions in state government such as: age, education, political party affiliation, 

type of degree, social backgrounds, education levels of parents, government service of parents, career paths and 

hours worked/week. These gender differences and similarities do play a relevant role in the individuals whom are 

promoted to leadership roles in an organization. Again, the direct relationship between the male and female 

dominated career path, is drawn into the resulting numbers of women in executive positions.  

In the late 1990’s, an analysis of sex segregation and the glass ceiling in career opportunities for women 

who worked in the federal sector, presented a theory about further complications for the female leader in regards 

to the glass ceiling. The researchers state that, 

At the organization level, with multiple occupations, the glass ceiling has two dimensions, that is, 

glass ceilings inside and outside the original occupation. Thus, the glass ceiling has a dimension of 

occupation and of organization. If women in a particular occupation are able to climb hierarchical 

ladders in the organization when they move out of the original occupation, while such career 

ladders do not exist for those who remain in the occupation, then changing occupations is the 

only way to enhance their careers. And here the issue of occupational captivity plays a critical 

role in determining such possibilities (Yamagata et al., 1997,p. 571).  

This concept is commonly seen as women leave a first career in order to gain greater responsibilities and pay in 

another career that may or may not be similar. Often times, this means that women pursue higher yet education 
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levels at this season, such as graduate or doctorate, often in midlife, in order to increase their credentials when 

attempting to circumvent the glass ceiling by seeking a different occupation.  

Although not specific to women in government careers, or to that of working women in Iowa, overall 

employed women in the United States are earning more college degrees since the late 1980’s, than that of men. 

This includes women being about one-third of both medical and law students, since 1990. However, despite 

possessing executive level education and experience, today women are only filling executive leadership roles, such 

as dean at medical schools, corporate executives and partners in law firms at the rate of about 5% to 20% (Warner 

et al., 2018). It is commonly accepted that the lawyer, corporate executive and the medical school dean, are all 

roles which men traditionally fill, thus it comes as no surprise that data agrees as well. Despite long collected data 

such as this, which proves that women struggle to even enter these male dominated roles, or to then be promoted 

within them to leadership level or to be retained long term, women are pushed toward these careers, often with 

false hope. Today, the Iowa Department of Human Rights website lists “Iowa’s hottest jobs for women” for 2016-

2026 as the following, many of which are traditionally male dominated fields which currently experience great 

disparity in pay and promotion: family and general doctors, dental hygienists, dentists, marketing professionals, 

optometrists, information technology professionals, pharmacists, actuaries, sales and construction managers, 

program and management analysts, auditors and accountants, loan officers, environmental specialists and 

scientists, manufacturing leaders and engineers. Supporting women in pursuing these male dominated careers 

without simultaneously attacking the prevalent sexual discrimination in hiring, promotion and henceforth 

retention, is not viable to the success of the professional female nor the industries they represent.  

One asks, how do these factors of segregation of the sexes, the glass ceiling impact, pay gap and male 

dominated fields, impact hiring and promotion of women in Iowa, and specifically to that of public sector 

employment? In my personal experience and that of many of my peers, these issues facing women in leadership 

have been prevalent in Iowa’s public sector workforce continuously, have made little progress since the enactment 

of the Iowa Civil Rights Act of 1965, and actually show regression over the last ten years at least. It is the impact of 

the aforementioned issues that continues to hinder the full-time employment and retention of the female leader 

in government in Iowa. Interestingly, the highest government position in the state of Iowa is for the 1st time held 

by a woman, Governor Kim Reynolds. Reynolds speaks as an advocate for the working woman and totes her own 
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hand-picked female staff as well. In early 2019, at the beginning of her first term, Reynolds released her new hand-

picked staff with valor, due to the large number of females on her staff. A Des Moines Register article titled “Kim 

Reynolds, Iowa’s first female governor, elevates a staff of female leaders”, dated January 11th of 2019, certainly 

gives the reader the impression that her staff is 100% female (Pfannenstiel, 2019). Ironically the website of 

Governor Reynold’s office states that as of January 3, 2019, the total staff, consisted of ten men and eleven 

women, at the same time of the writing of the Register article. Reynolds speaks to her own experience of sexual 

discrimination as a longtime female leader in government and politics with a clear statement, “How many times 

have you laid out an idea and (be) pretty articulate about what that looks like, not to be heard – to have the guy 

next to you repeat almost exactly the same thing and everybody slap the table and say, ‘By gosh, that’s the best 

thing I’ve ever heard of! Let’s get started today!’ she said. “It’s getting better, but you can’t tell me there’s a 

woman out there who hasn’t experienced that” (Pfannenstiel, 2019). Although this type of experience seems fairly 

benign, it is in actuality an accurate depiction of the accepted practice of sexual discrimination in hiring, day to day 

work, promotion and ultimately retention of women in our workforce. Governor Reynolds experience is just one of 

myriad of examples of how both men and women are programmed to accept, without a second thought, that 

“great ideas” come most naturally from males, rather than females. This concept is much like that of the popular 

childhood cartoon “Charlie Brown” and when his mother speaks his young mind hears only “wah wha wah wha”. 

Here, like the professional adults throughout the world when hearing a woman speak, Charlie Brown is 

programmed to naturally tune out what his mother is actually saying. In moving forward, I will present data about 

the gender make up of government agencies in Iowa regarding their tone deafness to the professional female and 

how this results in the lack of hiring of women at all, and their lack of women who are currently placed in 

leadership positions. Furthermore, I will share the personal stories of women who have, or do work in the public 

sector in Iowa, who have both witnessed and themselves experienced sexual discrimination, in attempting to do 

their job, as well as the lack of promotion obstacle. The prominent patterns of lack of hiring and promotion is seen 

throughout all government agencies, but data shows that it is rampant, rather than just present, throughout what 

are male dominated fields of employ. Statistical data provided by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 

the Iowa Civil Rights Commission, local civil rights commissions and the government agencies themselves, also lend 

a view into sexual discrimination.  
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Application of Theory 

To better understand the current work environment in Iowa, as recent as 2019, the State of Iowa 

Workforce Development agency partnered with EPIC (Empowered, Prosperous, Influential, Confident), an 

organization which works to advance women leaders, and the non-for-profit Women Lead Change, to gather data 

regarding a corporate challenge that was put forth by EPIC. This initiative challenged corporations to develop and 

recruit women leaders throughout Iowa. Although not specific to government employment in Iowa, the resulting 

survey lends insight to the overall environment in Iowa’s workforce in regards to women in leadership. Table 1 

depicts the EPIC survey results. When employers were asked what their greatest challenge was when attempting 

to recruit and/or develop women leaders, respondents interestingly stated that both finding job candidates and 

not facing any challenges at all, were the two greatest findings at 32.6%. The next four greatest challenges facing 

employers were that of promotion/advancement, turnover/attrition, professional development/training and hiring 

new employees, all ranging from 16% to 30% in range of responses. The least challenges to employers were that of 

other issues at a 9% response, which were not clearly defined, and retirement at about a 2% response rate 

(Women Lead Change, 2019).  

Table 1 
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Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 

Statistics collected from the EEOC, due to requirements of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, also 

assist one with comprehension of the overall picture of women in the Iowa workforce. Again, though not specific 

to the public sector, this data continues to show disparity for professional women in Iowa. Studies performed by 

the EEOC gathered data from private businesses with more than one hundred employees and federal contractors 

with more than fifty employees. As Table 2 depicts, with data provided by author Emily Blobaum in her recent 

2020 article titled “Representation of women in leadership positions in Iowa is far from equal, Here’s why and 

what we can do about it”, despite a longtime track record of women comprising about 47% of the workforce in 

Iowa, they continue to only fill about 30% of executive leadership level positions. Women are more greatly 

represented in mid-level management positions, at about 40%. Per Blobaum, “The EEOC defines executive-level 

positions as people who create strategies for the entire organization, with positions including CEOs and CFOs. 

Midlevel managers report to those in the executive-level positions”. Of further concern, is the statistic that in 

combination, mid-level management and executive positions, have only increased at about 7% from the late 1990s 

to 2018 (Blobaum, 2020). 

Table 2 
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Iowa Civil Rights Commission (ICRC)    

When considering the disparity of women in Iowa whom are hired and then promoted to leadership 

positions, one must consider the work of the Iowa Civil Rights Commission as well. This agency is committed to 

investigating viable complaints of discrimination in the workplace as per the standards of the Iowa Civil Rights Act. 

Per its 2020 Annual report, the ICRC shares the types of cases that are reported to them for investigation and the 

number of these cases, as Table 3 documents.  

Table 3 

  

With this information, one sees clearly that the far majority of discrimination cases filed in Iowa are 

regarding employment issues and practices. The number of employment cases exceed the next closest category, 

that of housing cases, by almost 90% more. In further breaking down the area of employment, one finds that the 

basis of filings over this same time period, were that of sex, color, creed, disability, familial status, gender identity, 

marital status, national origin, pregnancy, race, religion, retaliation, sex and sexual orientation. To shed light on the 

work that the ICRC is doing, or rather not doing, the number of cases which are denied investigation by the ICRC, 

or closed, is relevant. For example, in the fiscal year 2019-2020, of the 1,238 employment cases filed by 

complainants, 1,064 were closed by the ICRC. The far majority of closed cases (often about 85%) are classified as 

“does not warrant further investigation/administrative closure”. Although not regarding workplace discrimination, 

an even more daunting statistic is that of the 160 housing cases which were filed in fiscal year 2019-2020, 159 

were closed by the ICRC. After closed cases, the remaining cases are classified as the following, and in the same 

2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020
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order of quantity of greatest to least: “right-to-sue, satisfactory adjustment / mediated settlement, no probable 

cause, and withdrawal/satisfactory adjustment” (Iowa Civil Rights Commission, 2021). This indicates that the far 

majority of complaints are not investigated or considered to be warranted by the ICRC, but some are seen to be as 

relevant, and so the accompanying “right to sue” letter allows a victim to seek private legal counsel. 

 Further complicating ones seeking justice, is the legal requirement in Iowa of going to the ICRC for relief 

first. Consequently, the far majority of Iowans whom believe they have been discriminated against apparently are 

experiencing this via their employment and then most always find themselves in a position to be able to pay a 

private attorney to protect them from or seek justice regarding, discrimination at their work, when they may have 

been fired or forced to quit, due to the discriminatory employment environment. It seems ironic that the Iowa Civil 

Rights Commission heads every annual report with, “__ years of working for a state free of discrimination through 

enforcement of the Iowa Civil Rights Act”, when in actuality the very least of what they do is actually enforcing the 

Iowa Civil Rights Act, per their own data (Iowa Civil Rights Commission, 2021).  

Equal Employment Opportunity, City of Des Moines 

To gain further understanding of women in the Iowa public sector workforce, it is relevant to review 

recent data at the local municipal level regarding staff demographics. The City of Des Moines periodically submits a 

report for public knowledge, regarding equal employment within their agency, as a component of their pursuit of a 

discrimination free and equal employment opportunistic workplace.  

Currently, their report dated May of 2017, is the most recent available as public record. This report states 

that all of their employment categories have less white and female employees than they do males, except for the 

categories of administrative support and skilled craft. Administrative support is traditionally a female dominated 

field, and the City of Des Moines reports that only 11% of staff in this category are male. Hispanic and Latino males 

are underrepresented in the areas of maintenance and skilled craft, making up just 5% of these categories. 

American Indian and Alaskan Native males and Hispanic/Latino females are also under represented in the category 

of protective services sworn, at each just 1% of staff. White females are significantly underrepresented in multiple 

categories throughout the agency. Caucasian females comprise 15% of service maintenance, 29% of technicians, 

23% of professionals and 22% of officials/administrators. Asian and Hispanic/Latino females are also under 

represented in service maintenance, each comprising 6% of staff (City of Des Moines, n.d.).   
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These City of Des Moines statistics do clarify that this public agency is not fulfilling equal employment 

opportunity goals, and that they use these same statistics for transparency in openly working toward changing and 

improving their demographics of employment. Their use of the descriptive of significantly under represented and 

underrepresented, even with percentages near 30% of representation of females in traditionally male dominated 

jobs, support concepts that women are still being predominately employed in traditionally female dominated 

roles, such as their data regarding the administrative support job depicts.  

Civil Rights Commission, City of Davenport (DCRC) 

Much like the ICRC, the greatest number of civil rights complaints at the local municipal level are in the 

category of employment, as data from the City of Davenport proves. Their annual Civil Rights Commission Report 

of 2017, states that a total of 115 discriminatory complaints were filed in the calendar year of 2017. Of these cases, 

a total of 82 were closed by the commission. The far majority of the complaints were related to employment 

discrimination, at 75 of the 115 total, and an additional 27 employment cases were passed onto the EEOC by the 

DCRC, as they were found to not have occurred within the Davenport city limits. Table four further depicts the 

types of cases filed in calendar year 2017 with the DCRC by percentage (City of Davenport, 2017). 

Table 4  

 

Iowa Department of Administration (IDAS) 

The agency which oversees all human resources needs for the state of Iowa government is the 

Department of Administration. This agency is governed by what is not only policy and law, but it’s mission of 
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access to state employment opportunities because of race, creed, color, religion, national origin, sex, age, 

or physical or mental disability.  It also is the policy of this state to apply affirmative action measures to 

correct deficiencies in the state employment system where those remedies are appropriate. This policy 

shall be construed broadly to effectuate its purposes"  (Iowa Code Section 19B.2)” (Iowa Department of 

Administrative Services, n.d.).  Annually, IDAS creates a report, per the fiscal year, which is about the 

current condition of affirmative action, diversity and multicultural programs within the executive branch of 

state government in Iowa. Affirmative action is defined as ”action appropriate to overcome the effects of past 

or present practices, policies, or other barriers to equal employment opportunity. Iowa Code 19B.1” (Iowa 

Department of Administrative Services, 2020, p.1).  

Data from the 2020 Iowa Department of Administrative Services annual report of Executive Branch 

employment show that overall, since 2017, interestingly the same year that I left state employment due to sexual 

and racial discrimination, the state of Iowa workforce has changed from a female dominated workforce to that of 

male. Not surprisingly, in the traditionally male dominated fields of law enforcement (protective service sworn), 

skilled craft workers and technician, males still hold the majority of positions by about 60% to 98%. Females hold 

the majority of positions in the categories of service/maintenance, administrative support, officials/administrators 

and professionals. Accordingly, the traditionally female dominated field of administrative support, which would be 

clerical work, has about 75% more females than males. The categories of service/maintenance and professional 

range from about 15% to 20% more females than males. To avoid misleading, it is important to note that the 

category of officials/administrators, which is the category of executives, has more females than males, but by a 

very small percentage, by that of about 3%. Also concerning about this data, is that specific information about 

which job titles are actually in a category are not readily available (Iowa Department of Administrative Services, 

2020). For example, I was employed in the professional class in a job that was placed in this category after a 

lawsuit against the state of Iowa, that was won by Park Managers of the Department of Natural Resources in 2000. 

Although the job description was heavily service/maintenance, due to decades of Assistant Park Rangers doing the 

work of their superiors, the Park Ranger, the Assistant Rangers formed a union association and sued for a title 

change to that of Park Manager, a substantial pay increase and job description changes. With this, minimum 

education requirements were increased to that of a bachelor’s degree and so the job was placed in the 
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professional class, although to this day the work of the Park Manager is predominately service/maintenance. This 

means that a job category that is about 1% female, is skewing demographic data. On the same token, just prior to 

the Assistant Park Ranger suit, the Park Ranger association had successfully sued to enter the SPOC (State Police 

Officers Council) union and change their job description to a majority of law enforcement duties, meaning that had 

the Assistant Ranger’s not sued, their workload outside their actual job description would have only increased and 

their pay would have even more poorly reflected the work they performed. Consequently, yet another skewed 

category would be that of protective services/sworn, as state Park Rangers in this category perform little law 

enforcement from May through October and virtually none at all the remainder of the year. The Park Ranger 

category is 100% Caucasian male today, again skewing data. These facts concerning these two jobs concern me 

overall in regards to the data presented by IDAS.  

 Throughout a variety of types of public sector professions, the disparity of women gaining employment 

and promoting in comparison that of males is a real issue, that data cannot realistically portray per say. The data is 

holding hard and fast that male and female traditionally dominated career paths is still an issue of discrimination 

today in Iowa. Although women can get hired in large numbers in female dominated fields, their ability to promote 

once within an organization still maintains that discrimination is occurring. In moving forward, I will further analyze 

both male and female dominated public sector professions in Iowa, to further clarify that hiring and promotion of 

women remains an issue.  

 Education  

 The state of Iowa Department of Education is responsible for oversight of all public education systems in 

Iowa. With education long being a female dominated profession, it is not surprising that this agency is comprised 

of 70% females and 30% males, as recent as 2020. Despite these numbers, the official/administrator category of 

this department is about 50% males and females, with there being one more female than males in 2020, and two 

more males than females in 2019. With their only being about 25 executives whom make up this category, it is 

concerning that it is barely representative of the female makeup of the entire organization (Iowa Department of 

Administrative Services, 2020). 

  An example of recent sexual discrimination in the public education system in Iowa is as recent as 2019, 

when Sioux City elementary principal Dawn Stansbury resigned her position under duress due to sexual and age 
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discrimination. Stansbury claims that she was unfairly disciplined for low student scores when male peers were 

not, and that she was told that the current male Superintendent would never give her pay increases or promote 

her because she would not accept a move to a middle school. When she resigned, she was replaced with a male 

principal whom had less experience than herself and he too had been leading a school with similar low reading 

scores, as her school had (Hytrek, 2019). Both recent public staffing in the education field, and the example of a 

recent lawsuit in the Sioux City public schools, strongly indicate that females are not able to be hired at or reach 

the executive leadership level in fields in which they are traditionally the majority.  

 Natural Resources 

 A long time traditionally male dominated field is that of natural resources in Iowa. Often referred to as 

the “good ole boys club” the Iowa Department of Natural Resources is today comprised overall of about 70% males 

and 30% females. Their categories of official/administrative and professional, also are about 65% male and 35% 

female. Only one category within the IADNR is female dominated, and largely so, at 86% female and 13% male. 

Again, not surprisingly, the female dominated category is that of administrative support. Of blatant concern, is that 

the remaining categories of technical, protective service/sworn and skilled craft, are all male dominated at the rate 

of greater than 90% and up to 100% (Iowa Department of Administrative Services, 2020).  

 The most executive level of leadership being that of Director, in the IDNR, the first female Director was 

appointed by Governor Kim Reynolds in 2019, prior to this, the first and only female Deputy Director was 

appointed in 2002, and serving until 2008. Despite being in existence since 1920, the Iowa state parks bureau, 

promoted (and so hired), its first female district supervisor in 2016. Prior to this promotion, one woman had served 

in a role which had the same job description and duties as that of a district supervisor, but was not granted the 

classification, title or pay as that of men whom performed the same duties and were district supervisors 

(anonymous, personal communication, April 15 2020).  

  Parks  

 Within the IA DNR, and throughout both county and city government agencies, is a parks department. 

The State of Iowa Parks Bureau has been and is a male dominated agency, like the Department of Natural 

Resources is overall. The parks bureau traditionally employs, as field staff, a professional class, the Park Manager, a 

protective/sworn class, the Park Ranger, and a service/maintenance class, a Park Technician, as well as one 
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Museum Technician, two carpenters and two Environmental Educators. In 2017, the state parks bureau had not 

hired a female full-time employee in any of these classes since about 2004. To date, the only females which have 

been placed in full time positions have been as a Naturalist, Museum Technician or administrative support staff in 

Des Moines. Traditionally in conservation, “women’s work” is considered to be that of the Naturalist who takes 

school children on nature hikes, clerical staff and museum staff. Please note: I only use the term “women’s work” 

due to my own experience wherein my one-time mentor at the Iowa DNR, told me in 2016, that being a state Park 

Manager just really is not “women’s work”. The only racial minority to have been in the state parks bureau, since 

the previous one resigned in the mid 1980’s, was hired in 2001 and resigned in 2017. To date there are zero racial 

minorities in this agency, three women employees in the class of Park Manager, and zero female Park Ranger’s. 

This poor demographic within the full-time employees is despite this bureau hiring the most seasonal employees, 

about three hundred, of any state of IA agency, many of whom are female college students. After being 

approached by the IA Civil Rights Commission regarding sexual and racial discrimination claims in 2017, the IA DNR 

began pushing an initiative to promote females to supervisory positions throughout the agency. With this initiative 

the second ever female state parks bureau District Supervisor was hired from outside, not promoted.  

 The sexual discrimination within public sector parks agencies in Iowa is systemic from the state level, to 

that of the county and the municipal. The culture of outdoors recreation careers is very difficult for women to gain 

access to and when one does, she is met with constant resistance and ultimate stagnation of her professional 

goals. To further support the claim that this systemic discrimination occurs throughout the field of outdoor 

recreation, the following male and female statistics within local county conservation boards in Iowa are presented.   

 Table 5 

 

0

5

10

15

A
d

m
in

is
tr

at
io

n

C
o

m
m

u
n

it
y

o
u

tr
ea

ch

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

ta
l

ed
u

ca
ti

o
n

N
at

u
ra

l R
es

o
u

rc
es

P
ar

ks

C
o

n
st

ru
ct

io
n

/m
ai

n
t.

/o
p

er
at

io
n

s

Eq
u

es
tr

ia
n

 c
en

te
r

# 
o

f 
em

p
lo

ye
es

Polk County Conservation

Male Female unknown



SEXUAL DISCRIMINATION IN PUBLIC SECTOR IOWA   19 
 

 Table 5, shown above, presents data that overall Polk County Conservation employs twenty-seven males, 

twenty-one females and two unknown sex, full time staff. More important than these numbers are the roles filled 

by males and females within each department and the placement of them as well throughout the organization. 

The Administration class is largely female, but the only two executives in this class are the two males, whom are 

the Director and Deputy Director. As is status quo in conservation and recreation, the community outreach and 

environmental education departments are 86% female. Likewise, as women are dominant in the equine industry in 

Iowa, the equestrian center is led and staffed by females, except for the one operations/maintenance employee, 

whom is predictably male. True to form, the parks (law enforcement category as well) and 

construction/maintenance departments are 100% male in Polk County. Also, typically male dominated, the natural 

resources management unit employs four females, six males and two unidentifiable employees. Of the four 

females specific to natural resources, three are office staff and the fourth does work in the field, with the only 

executive being male. Their seven-member governing board is about 28% female, with two women members (Polk 

County Conservation, 2020). In comparison, yet another liberal and progressive county in Iowa, is that of Johnson 

County.  

Table 6 

 

Table 6 as shown above, depicts a yet another conservation department in the public sector of Iowa 

which does not hire females but rarely, and certainly does not promote them. Here the only females, in another of 
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(Johnson County Conservation, n.d.). Another very well-funded county conservation board, due to one of the 

largest county tax bases in Iowa, is that of Linn County. Although a politically conservative community, rather than 

Liberal, such as Polk and Johnson counties, here one sees six female full-time staff in the conservation department. 

Again, all females are serving as office staff (2), educators (2) and resource technicians (2), unlike the remaining 

thirty-one males who all serve in the traditional male roles of law enforcement, operations and skilled 

maintenance, and executive leadership (Linn County Conservation, 2020).  

Personal Renderings of sexual discrimination in a commonly male dominated public agency  

 Having worked in executive branch of state government in Iowa myself, in the entry level professional 

class, as a Park Manager in the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, I am well aware that the rampant sexual 

discrimination within the organization is generally kept under wraps. This is for a variety of reasons, but in my 

experienced opinion, this occurs due to the fact that the few women employed in the agency are smart enough to 

know and accept, that part of the deal that they have their job at all, and if they have any hope of retention and 

promoting, is that they have no voice. This creates the scenario where it is common for the few “successful” 

women to never speak their truth, or if they do at all, it is only to highly trusted individuals, such as other females 

within the agency or perhaps their family members.  

One such example is that of the first female hired by the IA DNR law enforcement bureau, Jennifer 

Lancaster, in 1984, who would become the first (and to date only) female promoted to District Supervisor in the 

same bureau, in 2003. As she herself states in an article written by the newspaper in her small town of residence at 

the time of her promotion, “there have been few gender related conflicts during her career” (Newhoff, 2003). 

Having been part of this agency for almost twenty years, I am aware that Lancaster conveniently left out of the 

article that when she married a peer in her same field, she instantly guaranteed herself a level of protection 

commonly unknown to other women in the DNR. Although not a pleasant fact, this type of situation is a reality. It 

is common that women who marry male peers in the organization, or whom are their daughters, typically have 

different experiences in this male dominated field than those whom are not. Albeit merely a rumor, it was a long 

circulated one, that when Lancaster was first hired as a Game Warden in 1984, and not yet married, a petition 

moved around Game Warden’s families, created by some Game Warden’s wives, that the agency should not hire a 
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woman, as it presented safety issues for their husbands and was just inappropriate for a woman to be alone with 

male peer officers in remote, rural areas, often at all hours of the day and night.  

 The career of Conservation in Iowa has long involved the whole family, as it is a lifestyle, not just a job. 

Park Rangers’ raise their families in free state park housing, Game Wardens’ families’ entire lives revolve around 

Dad’s crazy work schedule, and the whole DNR is thought to be one big happy family. Unless you are a female, 

then you are generally ostracized both at work and outside of work, and you and your family will not be included in 

the local DNR social community. Based upon my observations, females whom were willing to pander to listening to 

their male peers talk constantly about themselves and their exploits in the DNR and whom, could and would, 

consume large quantities of alcohol with their male peers, were accepted to a larger degree. Despite efforts 

toward acceptance, this does not necessarily equate to equality in hiring or promotion.  

In the state parks bureau in particular, there is a long history of women being passed over for well-

deserved promotions. Two women, now retired Department of Natural Resources Parks Bureau employees, whom 

prefer to remain anonymous, shared some of their personal experiences with me. Female #1, stated that she 

experienced implicit bias, throughout her tenure as a State Parks employee. She referenced a peer female 

executive leader in the DNR, whom was fired eventually due in part to her political views, by a Republican 

administration (a Democrat, she is today a State of Iowa congresswoman), and due to her strong leadership style, 

which was long an issue with male superiors and peers. As Female #1 concluded, “our society, the Iowa DNR 

especially, holds a very narrow view of what a professional looks and acts like” (anonymous, personal 

communication, April 17 2020).  

Female #2, whose entire 35+ year career was dedicated to the IA state parks bureau, shared her own 

experiences of being passed over for promotions which she would see male counterparts receive, when she was 

clearly the more qualified candidate. During her career, she would witness her female peers experiencing this as 

well. She described a female Assistant Park Ranger who was repeatedly passed over for promotion to Park Ranger, 

until administration entirely changed and she was then eventually promoted. Multiple other females eventually 

quit their jobs due to sexual discrimination in promotion practices, knowing that they had no viable future with the 

agency. Perhaps the most appalling, was the longtime woman who worked in the state parks central office in Des 

Moines, as a sort of administrative assistant, who took on the responsibilities of the job description of the District 
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Supervisor in every way, but was never given the title or pay that her male peers doing the same work had. This 

occurred throughout the 1980’s and into the 1990’s, and she would eventually be given the title of Associate 

Superintendent of the State Parks bureau, prior to her retirement in 1998 (anonymous, personal communication, 

April 15 2020). These first-hand experiences, although anonymous, mask the years long frustrations and personal 

sense of failure that these and most professional, dedicated women, go through in the public sector career path in 

Iowa.  

Conclusion 

 In this thesis, I have set forth the reality of inequality in hiring of females, in public sector employment in 

Iowa, as well as in promotion of females to the role of executive leadership. From both personal experience, and 

that of other professional women with whom I have had personal and working relationships, I knew first hand that 

this was a real and systemic issue in Iowa. Armed with this knowledge, I set forth to clarify that this sexual 

discrimination is a present-day issue in public sector fields at all levels in Iowa.  

 Researching this controversial topic unearthed ample data that proves that the lack of hiring of females 

versus that of males, and the lack of promotion of females to roles of executive leadership in Iowa, is 

representative of sexual discrimination. However, the most telling data presented that the majority of sexual 

discrimination at these levels occurs in the traditionally male dominated fields of employ yet today, with little to 

no progression over the past decades. Likewise, the flip side of this coin is that traditionally female dominated 

fields remain female dominated today as well, but with a greater majority of males employed in these roles, than 

there are females employed in male dominated jobs. In delving further into this issue, I found that male dominated 

fields, such as conservation, environmental services and parks, employ very few women and even then, channel 

them into female dominated roles within the male dominated industry. This means that women are still serving as 

educators, clerical support and custodians, even in organizations where this is very little of the actual services 

provided.  

For employers, studies in Iowa show that procuring female candidates for hire is their greatest issue, and 

that when they do hire women it is hard to retain them due to lack of opportunity and promotion. The EEOC states 

as recent as 2018, that employment of women remains about equal to that of men overall, but that when you 

break these out to mid-level managers and executives, women lag behind their male counterparts by 60% to 70% 
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in promotion to these types of roles (United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, n.d.). Per the ICRC 

and the Civil Rights Commissions in two of Iowa’s largest cities, employment complaints are annually, by far and 

large, the greatest number of complaints that they receive from citizens, thus confirming that employment 

discrimination, which affects women and racial minorities the most, is a significant issue throughout Iowa. Despite 

this, both the ICRC and local commissions, turn away the far majority of complaints of discrimination that they 

receive. This is concerning in multiple ways; in that it indicates that standards for investigation and prosecution 

may not be effectively serving Iowans and are in serious need of reformation. That 85% of Iowans who believe 

they have experienced employment discrimination are imagining this and are often pushed toward procuring 

personal legal representation that costs many thousands of dollars, seems to be indicative of a broken system 

(Iowa Civil Rights Commission, 2021, City of Des Moines, n.d., City of Davenport, 2017).  

 The highest level of public sector employment in Iowa, is the State of Iowa government. Overall, this 

agency reports in 2020, that the majority of their hired staff, which are the Executive Branch of governing, are 

men, by about 0.5%. The data that numbers of men and women employed are almost equal, comes as a slight 

surprise to me. However, the jobs which men, versus that of women serve in, do not surprise me. In further 

dissecting this data, one learns that females are still filling the majority of traditionally female roles in the 

workforce. These are that of administrative support and service/maintenance (custodial). Data from the state of 

Iowa about the professional (mid-level management) and official/administrator, do not support my claim that 

sexual discrimination is occurring in promotion of females in this particular public sector organization. These two 

categories report from 3% to 17% more females than males (Iowa Department of Administrative Services, 2020). 

The real potential that data is skewed to support equal employment, for instance by the misrepresentation of jobs 

which are placed in which categories, may be contributing a factor. The male dominated fields of employ are 

dramatically male dominated in number, which led me to further research a long time traditionally male 

dominated department of the Executive Branch, the Department of Natural Resources, and its counterparts at the 

local government level as well.  

 The Iowa DNR is male dominated throughout its many different types of bureaus, such as engineering, 

environmental services, law enforcement, biology and parks. Like all state agencies, the DNR has its own human 

resource, finance and administrative support bureau, and in status quo, these bureaus are female dominated, 
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which works to raise the number of females which are hired and promoted for equal employment standards, but 

overall, the agency exudes sexual discrimination in hiring and promotion practices regarding women. It takes a 

culture of male dominance, and accepted norms of sexual harassment and sexual discrimination, to achieve the 

levels of discrimination that occur in environmental services and conservation in Iowa. Throughout the IA DNR, and 

three of the largest counties in Iowa’s county conservation departments, Polk, Linn and Johnson, despite two of 

these counties claims to be liberally progressive, the statistics regarding hiring and promotion of females is 

alarmingly similar. All of these agencies hire very few women at all and when they do, they are predominately 

hired as clerical support, custodians and educators. In contrast, the State of Iowa Department of Education 

employs predominately educators, whom have been largely females since the education system was started in 

Iowa. Currently, the IA Department of Education workforce is about 70% female and 30% male. However, even 

with hiring of females clearly not being any issue, the lack of promotion of females still represents an underlying 

tone of sexual discrimination, with about 50% of executive leaders being male in this female demographic (Iowa 

Department of Administrative Services, 2020).  

 Iowa follows suit with the remainder of this great nation in regards to equality for women in the 

workforce. As the Center for American Progress publishes in 2018, “Overall, there is an enormous gap between the 

fortunes of a small number of prominent women at the very top of their fields and the vast majority of women 

nationwide. A gulf is widening between American women and their counterparts in peer nations as well: Although 

the United States ranked first in women’s educational attainment on the World Economic Forum’s 2017 Global 

Gender Gap Index of 144 countries, it ranked 19th in women’s economic participation and opportunity and 96th in 

women’s political empowerment” (Warner et al, 2018). These rankings indicate that women are hard at work in 

the United States, but are still being led and represented by men, thus are not being treated with equality, and so 

not empowered. This lack of empowerment certainly resonates today in Iowa as well.   

 There are solutions to this issue of sexual discrimination in hiring and promotion of females, but certainly 

not by any simple means. This issue stems from the culture of deeply imbedded beliefs about the role of the 

woman versus that of the male in society, and so in the workforce. What we teach our children in our homes and 

schools, eventually manifests itself in the very functions of a community. Both men and women alike a 

programmed from birth to accept certain social norms, and eventually these little boys and girls are deciding how 
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to create a workplace culture in the current day. We must begin somewhere though, and the City of Des Moines 

sets forth some commendable approaches to address inequality in workforce demographics in their Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission report. Along with openly admitting that the City of Des Moines is not 

meeting EEOC goals for their workforce, they focus on improving their hiring and recruitment methods. Their 

intention is to find and vet out screening processes which are working against inclusion of under-represented 

populations and to change selection processes as needed. Also, to improve outreach efforts to under-represented 

groups by seeking out professional organizations, which are already reaching female candidates, and to increase 

recruiting efforts at colleges in Iowa. Imperative to making these improvements in recruiting and hiring is the City 

of Des Moines Equal Opportunity Advisory Committee, which works to actively seek a realistic view of the City’s 

staffing demographic, as well as a progressive means of changing the culture of the agency. The committee’s focus 

is on programming regarding equality in the workplace, staff training, policy reformation, education, recruitment, 

and so retention of a viable and diverse work community (City of Des Moines, 2017). In all, it is this type of diligent, 

open approach that is necessary for these efforts towards hiring and eventually promotion of women, to be 

successful in the public sector in Iowa. Hiring issues can be improved with changes to archaic recruiting, screening 

and educating the hiring staff on what is relevant to look for in determining the “best qualified candidate”. Equally 

important, is a hiring staff who is capable of not hiring employees who will detract from these efforts and so create 

toxic work environments which are counteractive to efforts of diversity. However, it is the work within the culture 

where the hired female finds herself attempting to succeed on a daily basis, that will or will not result in the 

retention and promotion of said female. An environment of an open and honest understanding of the real 

differences between men and women, and what both have to contribute to the making of a successful, diverse 

team, is tantamount to the ongoing success of the productive public sector workplace, for both those they serve 

internally and externally.  
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