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“ Ammerman and Groysberg have captured the real-life issues that 
continue to limit women. Glass Half-Broken should be a mandatory 
read for every CEO and CHRO—men and women.”

— SOFIA CHANG, President, WarnerMedia

“ Through a rare combination of history, storytelling, and research, 
Ammerman and Groysberg build a framework to both understand 
and address the persistent lack of women at the highest levels in the 
workplace. Both inspirational and challenging, Glass Half-Broken is a 
valuable resource for the post–#MeToo world.”

— MARYBETH HAYS, board member and adviser, former EVP, Walmart US

“ With a primary focus on gender equity for professional women in 
all their diversity, Glass Half-Broken is a major contribution in sup-
port of the American democratic promise of inclusion and equal 
opportunity for all. In a model of lucid analysis with compelling 
case studies, Ammerman and Groysberg identify the bias and struc-
tural barriers that still confront women in business school and the 
workplace, and, optimistic about the future, they lay out strategies 
for transforming organizational culture, ending the gender gap, and 
advancing women to positions of leadership.”

— STEVEN C. ROCKEFELLER, Professor of Religion, Emeritus,  
Middlebury College; former Chair, Board of Trustees,  
Rockefeller Brothers Fund
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1

INTRO DU CT I O N

THE STALLED WORKPLACE  
REVOLUTION

In 2019,  women made up the majority of college- educated US work-
ers for the first time ever, and the gap between the percentage of 
 women versus men in the  labor force was the lowest on rec ord.1 Other 
developed countries have also seen  women enter the  labor force in 
greater numbers— even Japan, where  women’s workforce participa-
tion has long lagged  behind other large economies, has experienced 
an uptick in recent years.2 While the Covid-19 pandemic upended the 
global economy in early 2020 and chipped away at  these gains, such 
milestones  ought to suggest that  women are becoming more and more 
represented in positions of leadership across business and society. The 
hard- fought  battles of the twentieth  century to provide gender- equal 
access to education, job training, and employment opportunities en-
able  women  today to pursue  careers without being denied entry into 
degree programs, without being summarily barred from certain oc-
cupations or ranks, and without the threat of being dismissed when 
they get married.

But  women in fact remain underrepresented, often dramatically so, 
in positions of power. The proportion of female CEOs strug gles to 
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2 Introduction

break 10  percent across a variety of indices. The gender pay gap is 
showing  little movement, largely  because high- paying jobs are the 
most gender- imbalanced.  Today’s most remunerative fields, particu-
larly high finance and tech, are also  those where  women are most 
scarce. But even in fields that employ roughly equal proportions of 
men and  women or where  women actually make up the majority, 
leadership ranks remain male- dominated. Female CEOs are about as 
rare in the health care sector as they are in any other, despite a huge 
supply of  women; three- quarters of the health care workforce is 
female.3

In 2020, just thirteen of the companies on Fortune’s Global 500 list— 
the world’s largest companies by revenue— were led by  women, and 
none of  those female CEOs  were  women of color.4 (As this book went 
to press, Citigroup joined the list, announcing that longtime execu-
tive Jane Fraser would become CEO in early 2021.) In the United States, 
 women have received the majority of undergraduate degrees, prereq-
uisites for high- earning jobs, since the 1980s.5 Across all racial and eth-
nic categories tracked by the federal government,  women earn more 
than half of college degrees.6 The gates have been opened, and  women 
have stepped through— yet they have found themselves staring down 
a set of obstacles that  can’t be adjudicated away.

Glass Half- Broken: Shattering the Barriers That Still Hold  Women Back 
at Work is an exploration of the moment  we’ve arrived at, with  women’s 
pro gress into positions of leadership and authority stalled for years, 
and why the status quo persists. The book is also about the individual 
and institutional strategies deployed to overcome  these barriers, how 
well they have worked, and what it  will take to create real change.

Our own institution, Harvard Business School (HBS), started edu-
cating  women in 1937 yet  didn’t begin admitting  women students di-
rectly to our MBA program  until 1963. Like many other schools, HBS 
initially approached the presence of  women students as a challenge 
of integration— that is, how to add and assimilate  women to the class-
room and the campus. Under lying was the assumption that the 
school’s existing norms and practices need not be altered, the so- called 
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Introduction 3

add- women- and- stir approach. More recently, HBS has taken a can-
did look at its history and at the ways in which we continue to fall short 
of aims to provide equal opportunities and supports for all students, 
regardless of gender, race, or any other identity category. In the epi-
logue, we  will explore the school’s decades- long, and ongoing, jour-
ney  toward equality. Both of us have been deeply involved in the efforts 
to make HBS a place where  every member of the community, from 
students to faculty and staff, is able to thrive and contribute to our 
shared educational mission. We, along with numerous colleagues, 
have worked to improve our curricula, advance research on in equality 
and inclusion, and use the school’s platform to communicate with 
leaders who can change the culture of business.

This book is our attempt to take what  we’ve learned from this work 
and provide educators, man ag ers, and anyone who wants to better un-
derstand why gender parity remains elusive with a clear view of the 
structures and mindsets that perpetuate inequities as well as a guide 
for dismantling them. We are indebted to the many scholars who have 
conducted critical and groundbreaking research on gender in organ-
izations and in leadership. Throughout this book, we cite the work of 
numerous researchers from the fields of orga nizational be hav ior, psy-
chol ogy, economics, sociology, and law, including a number of our 
HBS colleagues as well as some of our own past research. Our aim 
has been to synthesize the most critical findings and explain what they 
mean for  women’s  careers in real workplaces and what they suggest 
about how to effect change.

In addition, we conducted a series of new research proj ects, survey-
ing and interviewing  women and men around the world at all  career 
stages and levels of orga nizational hierarchy, from undergraduates just 
starting out to seasoned executives serving on corporate boards. 
Across all  these proj ects, more than three hundred  people  were inter-
viewed. In addition, we collected survey responses from more than 
275  women executives. We heard from  people on  every continent ex-
cept Antarctica. They  were working in sales, marketing, operations, 
 human resources, and other functions across all manner of industries. 
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4 Introduction

Most worked in for- profit companies, both privately held and publicly 
traded, but a sizable minority  were employed at nonprofits and aca-
demic institutions. They came from all sorts of socioeconomic and cul-
tural backgrounds, and their stories  were inspiring and often moving. 
They confirm much of what we know from academic research about 
how and why gender disparities persist, but they also offer the texture 
and vividness of first- person experience, helping us to absorb and more 
fully understand the effects of the biases and barriers long studied by 
researchers.

Our interviews also shed light on how  women have overcome ob-
stacles and how both  women and men are trying to take down barri-
ers. Most of the  people we spoke to have thought deeply not only about 
their own  careers but also about how to enable  those around them to 
succeed. Throughout the book we have included profiles of real 
 women and men; the trailblazers in  these stories reflect the transfor-
mations in  women’s opportunities as well as the ways their potential 
is still stymied. Moreover, they are a reminder that big changes—to 
society, to business, to major institutions— are always the collective 
work of committed individual actors. We hope that  these stories like-
wise remind readers that they too have the power to be change agents.

The book is or ga nized into two sections, with the first half of the 
book focused on how, despite de cades of corporate initiatives, public 
policy programs, and grassroots activism, gender- based inequities con-
tinue to limit  women’s  careers and maintain the male- dominated sta-
tus quo in leadership. The second half of the book zeroes in on how 
to eliminate gender gaps in organ izations, with chapters devoted to 
what men can do to be effective allies, what companies need to do at 
an orga nizational level to drive systemic change, and what individ-
ual man ag ers should do to promote equity on a day- to- day basis.

Chapter 1 focuses on the barriers to advancement that begin early 
in  women’s  careers and the obstacles to leadership that keep even high- 
achieving  women from the uppermost echelons. We talk to  women 
on the rise: some about to gradu ate from college,  others earning 
MBAs, and some a handful of years into their postgrad  careers. They 
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Introduction 5

are already quite accomplished, products of competitive, elite environ-
ments where their ambitions  were encouraged and their hard work 
rewarded.  Those on the cusp of  careers generally believe that the path 
to success is clear. But  women who have been working for just a few 
years— sometimes as  little as twelve months out of college— are al-
ready starting to observe an unequal playing field.

As they move further into their  careers, they are beset by the road-
blocks that characterize  today’s workplace: Skepticism about and 
stigma for working  mothers, a lack of role models who share their gen-
der (compounded for  women of color who are highly unlikely to see 
leaders who look like them), and the first signs of the double bind that 
forces  women to choose between being liked and being respected, 
with  career costs no  matter which tack they take. In Chapter 2, we 
talk to  women who have made it through this gauntlet and risen to 
se nior executive roles in companies around the world. We learn about 
the  factors that made their success pos si ble, in par tic u lar the outsize 
impact made by the small number of female role models in view. We 
also identify how gender- based barriers evolve, like a drug- resistant 
affliction, to create new disadvantages for  women leaders. The female 
executives we studied  were often still navigating the double bind while 
being the only  woman at their level or in their immediate peer group, 
which added a new level of scrutiny. Even though they had more 
power than at any other point in their  careers, they spent significant 
time managing how male colleagues at all levels perceived and re-
ceived them— a distraction from and a burden on their  actual work. 
While they have made it further than most other  women of their co-
horts, they continue to be thwarted in their attempts to reach parity 
with the men around them.

Chapter 3 takes us higher still in the corporate hierarchy, where 
 there are even fewer  women: We go into the corporate boardroom. 
Gender diversity, or the lack thereof, on com pany boards has garnered 
increasing attention in recent years, but interest outpaces pro gress. 
We look at how vari ous actors— from governments to investors to 
 women directors themselves— are exerting pressure on boards and 
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6 Introduction

why corporate governance, with its enormous influence on business 
and society, remains essentially the purview of white men.

We acknowledge that the population we focus on at each of  these 
stages is an elite one: gradu ates of top schools, employees of name- 
brand companies, highly paid executives.  Women in low- wage jobs, 
the ser vice industry, trades, domestic work, and the informal econ-
omy are fighting very diff er ent, more fundamental  battles— for a liv-
ing wage, basic job protections, and safe working conditions, among 
other vital needs. The obstacles faced by the professional  women we 
have studied should never be the sole focus of the conversation about 
gender and work, but the fact that even this privileged group remains 
fundamentally thwarted by gender in equality is a stark reminder of 
just how much that in equality continues to shape organ izations and 
 careers. Gender barriers cannot be elided by the advantages of educa-
tion and income; they  will limit all  women’s opportunities  until they 
are uprooted and dismantled.

In Part 2, we turn to action. Chapter 4 focuses on the most underuti-
lized weapon in the  battle against gender in equality: men. They them-
selves stand to gain, we argue, from combating gender ste reo types, and 
they are disproportionately in positions to shape policy and culture— 
yet their voices are often absent from conversations about gender in-
equality. In this chapter we explore why men remain largely on the 
sidelines, the untapped potential of male advocates, and how men at all 
levels, not just high- profile leaders, can create meaningful change.

Chapter 5 shifts from individual actors to organ izations, asking 
what practices companies can put in place to address, prevent, and mit-
igate the barriers hindering  women’s  careers. We synthesize our own 
and  others’ research about all aspects of talent management, from hir-
ing to evaluation to retention, offering a practical framework that 
organ izations can start applying tomorrow. Drawing on behavioral 
science, studies of orga nizational structure and culture, and our own 
interviews with  women and men across dozens of companies, we 
adapt the insights of research to the day- to- day pro cesses involved in 
 people management.
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Introduction 7

In the final chapter, we offer guidance that anyone who manages 
 people can implement. While systems and structures are critical, they 
 don’t determine the totality of anyone’s experience at work. A rigor-
ous per for mance evaluation pro cess designed to be fair  can’t overcome 
a team culture where  women are systematically denied opportunities 
to work on mission- critical proj ects and whose contributions are thus 
less impressive. This chapter addresses the day- to- day practices and 
micromoments that add up over time. Leading equitably and inclu-
sively requires a willingness to learn, to be uncomfortable at times, 
and to critically reflect on how we see  others and ourselves— qualities 
that reside in the man ag er, not the task list he or she executes.

All told, we hope this book  will educate, inspire, and motivate. Al-
though workplace gender gaps have become a hot topic in recent 
years, the reasons for their per sis tence are often misunderstood or un-
derexamined. All too frequently,  women misinterpret orga nizational 
obstacles as personal inadequacies. Without the language to identify 
the subtle biases hindering their pro gress, they internalize the failures 
of their companies and industries as their own and become even less 
likely to achieve their leadership potential. And when men  don’t un-
derstand how their female colleagues contend with a very diff er ent 
set of circumstances right in the same organ ization, they too might 
easily assume that gender imbalances in power and pay reflect merit, 
not structural barriers.

We hope that readers come away with a better understanding of 
the systemic disadvantages that aspiring and  actual female leaders face 
and then turn a clear eye on their own teams, departments, and com-
panies. But this book is also meant to remind readers of how far  we’ve 
come. Subtle yet obdurate barriers continue to stand in the way of gen-
der parity, but the glass is riddled with cracks.
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PART  ONE

OFFICE OBSTACLE 
COURSE
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11

CH A P TE R   1

AIMING HIGH AND  
FALLING TO EARTH

 Women in Early and Midcareer

To a  woman graduating from college  today, the lack of  women in the 
se nior ranks of business (as well as other fields) looks like an histori-
cal artifact. By the time she is the age of one of the few dozen female 
Fortune 500 CEOs, she reasons, com pany hierarchies should more or 
less reflect the proportion of  women in her cohort. She has learned, 
likely throughout her entire educational  career, about female leaders 
whose breakthroughs made it pos si ble for  later generations to rise. She 
may have read about someone such as former secretary of commerce 
Barbara Franklin, whose story appears  after this chapter, who dem-
onstrates that  women can hold their own in the halls of power and 
help clear the way for  women who come  after them.

We conducted in- depth interviews with more than two dozen grad-
uating se niors and found that  women— and men too— reared on the 
rhe toric of “ women’s empowerment” and accustomed to sharing the 
classroom and the playing field anticipated a  future in which  women 
leaders are commonplace. Given the well- known benefits of a college 
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12 Office Obstacle Course

degree, young alumnae launching professional  careers might reason-
ably assume that gender in equality  will have  little to no impact on 
their professional trajectories. While they are well aware of the lin-
gering impacts of discriminatory practices and biased attitudes, by and 
large they believe that the underrepre sen ta tion of  women in leader-
ship, in the words of one gradu ate, “is changing” and that, perhaps 
more importantly, “it  won’t  matter  because I’ll kick all their asses 
anyway.”

She is not alone in her optimistic, hard- charging outlook. A 2015 
survey of millennial  women found that about half of  women in the 
workforce for three or fewer years (at an average age of twenty- five) 
believed they would be able to rise to the most se nior level of their 
current organ ization.1 In the same survey,  women cited “opportuni-
ties for  career progression” as the most attractive employer trait. In 
an ongoing study of MBA gradu ates that we are involved with, mil-
lennial  women ranked “opportunities for  career growth” as their 
second- most impor tant overall concern,  after “quality of relation-
ships,” exactly the same as millennial men ranked their concerns.2 Is 
it any won der that young  women entering the white- collar workforce 
view professional success as both desirable and attainable?  Today’s col-
lege gradu ates grew up in an era when  women comprised almost 
50  percent of the US workforce and “girl power” was a bright thread 
woven into the pop cultural products that orbited them at  every stage, 
from  children’s books to T- shirt slogans to hit songs.3

This  doesn’t mean young  women are ignorant about lingering gen-
der in equality. Having been witness to the debates about and painful 
disappointments associated with “having it all,”  women entering the 
white- collar workforce are keenly aware of the prevailing sense that 
 family demands interfere with  women’s  careers and see the friction 
between parenting and work as a general social prob lem. “I think 
work- life balance means maternity leave and childcare and universal 
preschool,” noted one young  woman. A 2015 study of unmarried, 
childless men and  women between the ages of eigh teen and thirty- 
two found that  women  were cognizant of the effect  these kinds of sup-
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Aiming High and Falling to Earth 13

ports would have on their  futures. They  were more likely to express 
a preference for an egalitarian relationship, in which they and a  future 
spouse equally shared the responsibilities of breadwinning and care-
giving, if told  they’d have access to paid  family leave, subsidized child-
care, and flexible work options.4 And it is not the case that young 
 women—or men, for that  matter— are uninformed about structural 
gender discrimination in the workplace. Indeed, it would be hard for 
them to be unaware: A search of the ABI/ProQuest database for news-
paper and magazine articles on workplace gender gaps, bias, and dis-
crimination published between 2000 and 2016 yields over five thousand 
results, even before the onslaught of media coverage sparked by the 
#MeToo movement.

For our research into  women’s early professional experiences, we 
interviewed more than two dozen undergraduate students a few 
months before their graduation and then one year  later. We also fol-
lowed up with a subset of  these gradu ates five years  after that, when 
they had become more firmly established in their  careers. When asked 
as graduating se niors about their expectations for how or  whether gen-
der might play a role in their paths, both men and  women  were quick 
to acknowledge the existence of inequities. Graduating men acknowl-
edged their privileged position as they looked ahead to starting their 
postcollege jobs: “I know  there’s a lot of sexism in the workplace, and 
I do anticipate in many contexts being treated like a more responsible 
person just  because I’m a man, a white man,” one said. One of his fe-
male peers, who planned to attend law school, pointed out that “a field 
like law is still mostly male- dominated. I  don’t know the statistics on 
this— I might be wrong. But I know that especially the older  people 
in all  these diff er ent firms are more likely to be men and  there  aren’t 
that many  women at that level, from a  couple of de cades ago.” One of 
her peers, who had been hired to join a health care consulting firm 
postgraduation, had much the same assessment: “I know that at my 
firm  there are definitely females, but  there’s not too many females at 
the partner level. But that could have just been  because of how  things 
 were back in the day.”
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14 Office Obstacle Course

The notion that “kicking their asses”  will overcome any potential 
discrimination authorizes the sense of agency that young  women are 
encouraged to feel in the face of lingering in equality. As another grad-
uating student asserted, “The way I comport myself shows that I’m 
serious about what I’m  doing, and as soon as you get to know me, the 
gender part  doesn’t  really  matter anymore.” Having internalized years 
of confidence- boosting messages about their potential, early- career 
 women may even speculate that prior generations  were lacking not 
only opportunity but also drive: “When you look at  these [consulting] 
firms, if you look at the top tiers— like partners— there are very, very 
few  women. From my perspective, I feel like  there is self- selection, to 
a certain extent,” mused one. From her vantage point, gender  doesn’t 
loom large in a cohort equally balanced between men and  women: 
“At least,  going in with my class at [a firm],  there’s  going to be a lot of 
 women. I  don’t  really foresee any sort of issue.”

But this pro gress narrative is belied not just by research on gender 
barriers to  career advancement but also by what  these same  women 
experienced as their  careers took shape. Take our interviewee Carla,5 
a se nior who was awarded a prestigious fellowship with an interna-
tional marketing firm. She recounted “fl[ying] out to London for an 
interview, [and] they flew in executives from everywhere in the world 
to London, and every one on the other side of the  table was a man, 
and that was sort of weird.” But, she pondered as she looked ahead to 
the fellowship, “it was also in ter est ing,  because of every one who was 
applying,  there  were only eight guys and twenty- two girls. So, it’s also 
thinking about the shift  there, and how in twenty years, the other side 
of the  table is  going to look a  little bit diff er ent.” Carla’s belief that the 
executive side of the  table  will seat more  women implies, of course, 
her own opportunity to ascend to such a role over the next two de-
cades. But one year  later, her faith had been tested: “When I met one 
of the CEOs of the com pany with all the fellows in New York, where 
we finished the fellowship, he happened to remember all the guys’ 
names and none of the girls’ names. . . .  The most se nior person in the 
room was a  woman, and the more se nior fellow is a  woman, and he 
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Aiming High and Falling to Earth 15

 didn’t remember her name, but he remembered the first- year guy in 
my class.”

The way that the  women in Carla’s group of fellows seemed to be 
almost invisible to a se nior leader of the firm is not an isolated anec-
dote. A large body of research confirms that  women are perceived by 
superiors, peers, and subordinates in ways that diminish their status. 
 Women get praised in per for mance evaluations, often for ste reo-
typically feminine traits such as willingness to help out, yet receive 
lower numerical per for mance ratings and fewer career- developing 
“stretch” assignments than their male peers.6  Women’s contributions 
to their teams’ successes go undervalued and unrecognized;  unless 
their achievements are explic itly called out to observers,  women are 
seen as less competent and having inferior leadership capabilities com-
pared to male peers.7 And  women experience backlash when they are 
not helpful, even though the kinds of tasks they get criticized for avoid-
ing, such as planning events and taking meeting notes, are neither 
highly valued by their employers nor associated with  career advance-
ment and rewards.8

The incongruity between Carla’s ambitions and the view of  women’s 
suitability for leadership implied by the forgetful CEO sets up what 
 will become an ever- widening gap between aspirations and attain-
ment for young  women embarking on white- collar  careers. The 
emergence of this gap  will recapitulate a pattern that has endured since 
 women began entering professional jobs in large numbers. Our own 
research on baby boomer and Generation X Harvard Business School 
(HBS) alumni, who embarked on their post- MBA  careers in the 1980s 
and 1990s, offers a case in point: Men and  women had virtually the 
same values, rating “work that is meaningful and satisfying,” “profes-
sional accomplishments,” and “opportunities for  career growth and 
development” as all highly impor tant. That is, both men and  women 
with the same elite pedigree aspired to fulfilling  careers characterized 
by achievement and advancement— hardly a stunning insight. But 
 these  women saw their  actual professional outcomes fall short: They 
 were less likely than men of their same age to be in se nior management 
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16 Office Obstacle Course

or even in supervisory roles at all. And it  isn’t at all clear that  these 
 women simply self- selected into less power ful positions: The 
 women expressed lower satisfaction with multiple dimensions of their 
 careers, compared to men in their cohorts.9

Lowered Horizons: Emerging into  Careers

Six years  after the aspiring  lawyer quoted above graduated, now ad-
mitted to the bar and working at a large firm, her confidence had 
faltered:

It took a while for it to sink in, especially in my first year  here, 
how often I was the most ju nior person in the room and the 
only  woman. . . .   There are plenty of  women at this law firm, but 
it’s still frequently the case that you can be on a conference call 
with twelve  people, standing in a room with ten  people, and you 
look around and someone’s supposed to get  water— and guess 
what, that’s you. . . .  The fact that it kept happening, that it 
 wasn’t just a one- time occurrence, it starts to get to you . . .  
especially the fortieth time a man speaks with a complete lack of 
re spect for you or your time or efforts. It does add up, and it gets 
to a certain volume where you know it’s not coincidental. If I’m 
planning a lunch with five  people and two  people have to back 
out at the last minute— I started to notice that it is often the 
 women of color who have last- minute [assignments] that come 
up, and  these are often not substantive assignments . . .  and it’s 
painful  after a while to see this and to see how it happens.

She is not alone in finding what a difference a few years can make. 
 After five years in the finance industry, another young  woman found 
that the lack of female leadership at her firm was not an unfortunate 
relic of past norms: “I definitely felt isolated and diff er ent from my 
peers. And  there’s definitely a lack of role models . . .   there are fewer 
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Aiming High and Falling to Earth 17

 women overall, and then as you go up to higher and higher positions 
 there are fewer and fewer  women. I definitely felt like a minority and 
felt  there  were fewer role models for me.” According to the study of 
millennial  women referenced above, by the time they are in their early 
thirties, the proportion who see themselves as likely to attain se nior 
leadership has dropped ten points, to 39  percent.10  These diminished 
expectations are likely rooted in experience; an annual “ Women in 
the Workplace” survey conducted by McKinsey and Lean In has found 
that  women in entry- level jobs are 18  percent less likely to be promoted 
than their male peers.11 A raft of studies has come to similar conclu-
sions. As leadership scholars Alice Eagly and Linda Carli observe in 
reviewing the lit er a ture, “Men generally have a promotion advantage 
even when characteristics such as job experience are controlled.”12 
Very few  women fully overcome this disadvantage. As is well known, 
just 5  percent of companies in the S&P 500 have a female CEO.13 More 
broadly, the World Economic Forum notes that  women’s global pres-
ence in managerial and other se nior positions in both the public and 
private sectors “is not trending  toward equal repre sen ta tion.”14

One female MBA gradu ate (class of ’13) described, “Right out of un-
dergrad, at least at my [consulting] firm, the [male- to- female] ratio 
was about 50/50. You generally just feel like a  human being, as op-
posed to a female  human being, and no one ever treated me differ-
ently. I got top ratings. I always felt like I was a strong performer.” But 
this equilibrium tends to be short- lived. Promoted to a management 
role  after business school, this same con sul tant noticed that “increas-
ingly, I’m the only female voice in the room.” A 2014 MBA, working 
at a diff er ent firm, described the same trajectory:

If  you’re  doing good work, and if  you’re  doing problem- solving 
effectively at the ju nior level . . .  I do think that men and  women 
are treated very, very equally. Of course,  there is unconscious 
bias, but in general I do think at the ju nior level, I  didn’t feel 
disadvantaged or diff er ent. I would say as a man ag er, it’s very 
diff er ent now. . . .  I still have the attitude that if I keep my head 
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18 Office Obstacle Course

down and work hard, I’ll get ahead, and I still believe that’s very 
true. I still believe [my firm] is a very meritocratic place. But I see my 
male colleagues  doing  really smart  things to get recognition and 
to build relationships— and be seen to have a lot of the credit— 
that I would never see a  woman do. . . .  Most of the partners are 
men, and they engage in a certain way and look for certain  things.

This con sul tant’s emerging sense that her male peers have better 
access to key internal networks and colleagues is borne out by research 
across a range of highly remunerative fields from venture capital15 to 
investment banking16 to law.17 In industries such as  these, where the 
apprenticeship model reigns, such relationships are critical for ad-
vancement. As the con sul tant went on to explain, mentorship and 
sponsorship from se nior colleagues are unevenly distributed at her 
firm:

A big consideration is, if I try to build a platform to partner,  
who’s  going to help me build it? And that’s sort of where I’m 
struggling. . . .  I was talking recently with a group of  women at 
my level who all feel like, “I want to be partner, I like the work, 
but I  don’t know who’s  going to help me get  there.” And we stepped 
back and asked, “Why is it that none of us feel like we  really have 
someone, that  we’ve built a community of  people to help us build 
that platform, while a lot of our male colleagues have?”

It should be no surprise, then, that  women’s repre sen ta tion begins 
to drop off higher up the ranks. While 48  percent of entry- level work-
ers are  women, that proportion shrinks to 30  percent at the vice pres-
ident level and down to 25  percent at higher strata, according to a 2017 
study.18 This underrepre sen ta tion fuels a vicious circle: As  women 
move into managerial roles and notice that their cohort is not as 
gender- balanced as it once was, they may begin to won der how long 
they  will remain in the pipeline. Even if overt bias or explicit discrim-
ination has not figured in their experiences, they see that men’s and 
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 women’s trajectories are starting to unfold differently. And  women’s 
sense that they are not on a solid path to leadership is also reinforced 
when they find themselves steered away from or without access to 
development opportunities. For example, in multinational compa-
nies, global postings are a key stage on the path to se nior ranks, yet 
18  percent of millennial  women do not believe they have equal op-
portunities to undertake international assignments, and they are less 
likely than their male peers to believe that their employer provides 
equal access to such assignments.19

Overall,  women  under age thirty are less certain than their male 
peers that they can reach the top level of their organ izations.20 And 
they are right. Even among HBS alumni, a gender disparity in  career 
outcomes persists: Among  those in mid-  to late  career,  women are less 
likely than men to have direct reports or profit- and- loss responsibili-
ties or to be in the highest echelons of leadership,  either as members 
of top management or as corporate board directors.21 As  women move 
beyond the first few years of their working lives (when it may indeed 
appear that their gender  won’t  matter), the pool of  women shrinks 
with each ascending level of orga nizational hierarchy.

While the diminishing number of  women in positions of increas-
ing responsibility and power is clear,  there is far less consensus about 
why and how the leaks spring and, in turn, what should be done to 
plug them. One widely held belief maintains that the real driver of gen-
der gaps is that  women’s aspirations trend downward over time, wid-
ening the distance between their goals and leadership roles. Implied 
is the notion that  women’s underrepre sen ta tion in leadership is there-
fore inevitable or at least has less to do with orga nizational barriers 
than with individual decisions. Even among high- achieving  women 
themselves, this conventional wisdom dominates: In our alumni study, 
85   percent of HBS’s female gradu ates identified “prioritizing  family 
over work” as the number one barrier to  women’s  career advancement, 
and  women  were no less likely than men to cite this explanation.22

The prevalence of this belief is perhaps unsurprising, given that 
work- family conflict dominated media reporting of gender and work 
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between 2001 and 200923 and continues to figure prominently in dis-
cussions about  women’s  careers, including in the firestorm of cover-
age ignited by Anne- Marie Slaughter’s 2012 Atlantic article “Why 
 Women Still  Can’t Have It All” (and her 2015 follow-up book, Unfin-
ished Business:  Women, Men, Work,  Family). But the explanatory power 
of this narrative is  limited. Our study of HBS alumni found that the 
gender gap in top management was not explained by  women’s greater 
likelihood to have made  career moves— such as taking time out, de-
clining a promotion, or choosing a job with more flexibility—to ac-
commodate their  family responsibilities. Even when controlling for 
any combination of  family accommodations as well as  factors such as 
age, number of  children, industry, and com pany size, the gender gap 
between men and  women at se nior levels persisted.24 And it  isn’t at 
all clear that  family demands are what drive  women’s job exits: Just 
2  percent of  women planning to leave their current com pany  were 
 doing so to focus on  family responsibilities, according to a survey of 
more than seventy thousand workers.25

When Organ izations Depress  Women’s Flight Paths

Despite shaky evidence, this narrative of  women’s  careers being sty-
mied by their own lack of interest shapes how organ izations interpret 
a dearth of  women in their leadership ranks and, in turn, efforts to 
rectify the imbalance. As a result, companies can fail to address—or 
even see— what is  really driving their gender disparities. One such cau-
tionary tale comes from a large consulting firm that brought in a 
team of outside researchers to study the lack of  women at the se nior 
level and recommend changes that would enable more  women to rise. 
What the team found  wasn’t what the firm expected. While the firm 
had assumed that more  women  were quitting and  doing so primarily 
 because they  couldn’t keep pace with job demands, in fact men and 
 women  were leaving at about the same rate. Moreover, the firm’s cul-
ture of round- the- clock hours— driven largely by a norm of overde-
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livering to clients as a way of one- upping coworkers— was experienced 
by both men and  women as exhausting and dispiriting. Extensive in-
terviews made clear that this culture was causing all employees, not 
just  women, to feel that their jobs prevented them from being fully 
pre sent in the rest of their lives, including as parents. Yet, despite com-
missioning the data, the firm’s leaders rejected and discarded it. In-
stead of tackling the overwork that was leaving employees, regardless 
of gender, unhappy and unwell, they doubled down on the belief that 
 women  were simply less suited to the challenges of high- level roles.

The solution, in the eyes of the firm’s leaders, was to continue en-
couraging  women (but not men, who  were also struggling with ex-
cessive work) to take advantage of family- accommodation policies 
such as flex time and reduced schedules. But using  those benefits 
pushed  women off the leadership track and reinforced notions that 
they  couldn’t  handle the demands of higher- level roles, ultimately per-
petuating the very prob lem that the firm had hoped to solve.26 When 
workplaces funnel  women into lower- status, less rewarding jobs out 
of a well- meaning desire to “support” their  careers, they further en-
trench the expectation that  women’s primary role is outside the of-
fice. At the same time, gender in equality at home reinforces a cultural 
norm that associates men with paid work and  women with caregiv-
ing.  Women in dual- career heterosexual partnerships do the major-
ity of  house work and caregiving; even among affluent  couples who 
outsource much of the  labor,  women take on the lion’s share of man-
aging and coordinating such work.27

Among HBS alumnae— a highly educated, high- achieving segment 
of  women workers— the proportion of millennial  women expecting 
to interrupt their  careers to care for  children is more than twice as 
high (37  percent) as that of baby boomer  women (17  percent) who ex-
pected the same when they first started out. Generation X alumnae 
 were also less likely (28  percent) than millennial  women to anticipate 
 career interruptions for  children. Younger  women’s lowered expec-
tations for egalitarian caregiving are a reminder that pro gress  toward 
gender equality is stalled at home, not just at work, in ways that 
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 reinforce  women’s disadvantage in both domains. Indeed, millennial 
 women’s tempered outlook reflects the real ity that  earlier generations 
of  women experienced; significantly larger proportions of Generation X 
and baby boomer alumnae reported being in traditional marriages 
where they did most of the childcare and their  careers took a back seat 
than they had expected when they graduated.28 More recently, the 
coronavirus pandemic laid bare the extent to which  mothers are still 
expected to choose between  career and  family. Amid the sudden clo-
sure of schools and day care centers as well as the risks associated with 
having a nanny, babysitter, or relative provide care,  women with 
young  children reduced their work hours four to five times more than 
did  fathers.29 While the long- term effects of the pandemic on  women’s 
employment remain to be seen, it seems likely that for many families, 
increased childcare demands  will inspire the adoption of bifurcated 
gender roles that impede  women’s  careers.

Despite clear indications that external pressures spur  women to 
ratchet back their ambitions, the belief that  women  don’t want to pur-
sue leadership persists. Even as the recent college gradu ates in our 
study professed a strong interest in gender equality in their workplaces, 
they often attributed a lack of  women in their companies or on their 
teams to  women’s lower  career ambition. In the words of one alum-
nus working in Eu rope for a major US- based consulting firm, “It is dif-
ficult to find  women that are both qualified and willing to work the 
extremely long hours of consulting. It becomes a hard choice between 
 career and  family, given that the work gets in the way of meaningful 
time with  family, and many  women find it hard to make that choice.” 
The corollary is implicit: Men  don’t find it as hard to make the same 
choice. And yet, as the consulting firm mentioned above found (but 
 didn’t quite believe), men do suffer when expected to sacrifice time 
with their families. But in response they tend to deploy diff er ent cop-
ing strategies, such as quietly trimming their hours or limiting their 
availability without asking for formal accommodations, thereby flying 
 under the radar and avoiding being branded as undercommitted.30 
Meanwhile,  women are bombarded with messages about the impos-
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sibility of managing  career and  family. A female executive can hardly 
get through an interview without being asked, sometimes with an un-
dercurrent of incredulity, how she balances the two. And  women 
who  don’t follow a traditional path can sometimes experience more 
than just skepticism about their ability to juggle work and home: One 
series of studies found that men with wives who do not work viewed 
their female colleagues negatively and  were more likely to deny pro-
motion opportunities to  women.31

 These messages create some dissonance for young  women in par-
tic u lar, coupled as they are with exhortations about  women’s power 
and potential. (Girls can do anything except be both  mothers and lead-
ers.) One college se nior claimed that she did not anticipate being 
treated differently from men in  future work settings but also noted, 
in the same breath, that “in any field, the  women and  children  thing 
is  going to be an issue.” It  isn’t clear if she thinks that the “ women and 
 children  thing” is  going to pre sent difficulties for her, but she under-
stands work- family conflict to be gendered and to be an “issue” for 
 women’s experiences at work.

 Family responsibilities are generally seen as problematic by young 
employees, according to a study of millennial workers: 44  percent of 
 women and 49  percent of men believe that in their organ izations, tak-
ing advantage of flexibility and work- life balance programs has nega-
tive consequences.32  These young professionals are not wrong, 
according to scholars who study the issue. The use of such programs 
and policies is associated with slowed wage growth and diminished 
promotion opportunities.33 Researchers have even coined a term for 
it: flexibility stigma.  These are obstacles placed in  women’s paths by 
their employers, not their  children. As sociologist Pamela Stone found 
in a landmark study of highly educated  women who leave the work-
force, such workers are less likely to have “opted out” due to a dimin-
ished or vanished professional ambition than to have been pushed out 
by diminished opportunities, vanished mentors and sponsors, and 
orga nizational cultures that ascribe lowered status to  mothers, even 
if they had previously been top performers.34  These shifts may take 
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 women by surprise, particularly if they have been on an upward tra-
jectory. Is it any won der that talented  lawyers, bankers, tech workers, 
and con sul tants believe that they  will be able to maintain their  careers 
 after becoming parents by dint of hard work and strategic planning, 
the qualities that have enabled them to succeed thus far? What they 
may fail to anticipate are the ways in which the context  will morph 
into one that devalues their work and is riddled with unanticipated 
roadblocks to  career growth.

Imagine you are, say, a midlevel man ag er at a large professional ser-
vices firm. You started at the firm  after college and returned  after 
getting your MBA four years go. You are aiming to make partner. You 
have received stellar per for mance evaluations, you are cultivating re-
lationships with a few key executives, and you make it known to your 
boss that you are  eager for stretch assignments that  will help you de-
velop and demonstrate your potential. You and your spouse decide to 
start a  family, and upon your child’s birth you take advantage of your 
firm’s industry- standard parental leave. When you return to work, you 
schedule a meeting with your boss. You want to propose that you’ll 
focus on local clients for the next year and have the flexibility to leave 
the office around four  o’clock to pick up your son from day care, when 
the norm in your department is to work in the office or at the client 
site  until at least seven  o’clock. You explain that you’ll be back online 
 after the nighttime routine and  won’t be working less, just working 
more hours from home. You remember that when you first came to 
the firm  these kinds of arrangements  were touted, along with the ma-
ternity leave you just took, as key components of the com pany’s ben-
efits scheme. You even recall one of the partners who spoke at a  women 
employees’ forum pointing them out as central to the firm’s commit-
ment to retaining and promoting  women. Just to be sure you have the 
right information, you skim through the  human resources intranet to 
confirm that your proposed plans are explic itly presented as options.

In the meeting, you also remind your boss about several upcom-
ing milestones that the two of you have discussed as crucial to your 
 career track. And you point out that you are exceptionally well quali-
fied to lead a major proj ect with a prominent client who happens to 
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be located in your home city. Even though  you’ve been with the firm 
for almost eight years and know that your supervisor has been im-
pressed by your work, the conversation  doesn’t go as you’d expected. 
Your man ag er agrees to your requests but cuts the meeting short. In 
the coming months, you find that your boss  doesn’t seem as happy 
with your work, which is puzzling given that your output on the local 
proj ects meets or exceeds your past per for mance. You are disappointed 
when your man ag er tasks a younger male colleague with a high- profile 
assignment that is right in your wheel house, but when you ask to be 
put on the proj ect your boss says simply that your coworker is a “bet-
ter fit,” even though he is less familiar with the industry. As time 
passes, you realize that you continue to be passed over for exactly the 
kinds of proj ects that would propel you to partnership. You also find 
that the se nior colleagues who once sought you out for expertise or 
special requests have  stopped  doing so.

Unbeknownst to you, your request to modify your working ar-
rangement triggered the flexibility stigma pre sent in your workplace. 
Researchers describe the effects of this stigma as “both reputational 
and concrete”:

When caregiving constraints become salient at work, the quality 
of work assignments suffers. This alone can doom a  career, given 
that  career development is highly dependent on on- the- job highly 
specialized training. Yet negative  career consequences are overde-
termined: other penalties include the difficulty of finding mentors 
and sponsors, which again is vital for  career pro gress in elite jobs.35

Experiencing both reputational and concrete effects, you feel in-
creasingly disconnected from your job, once a source of deep mean-
ing and satisfaction. In frustration, you decide to apply for a similar 
role at a competing firm, knowing that they have more  women part-
ners than your current employer. You are encouraged when the hir-
ing man ag er calls you for an interview. Despite feeling that you aced 
the interview, you never hear back. Though you tell yourself they must 
have just wanted someone with different experience, you  can’t help 
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but won der if the fact that you are a parent of a young child played a 
role. Although the hiring man ag er  didn’t ask you about your  family, 
you know that several former colleagues and friends work closely with 
her. When you hear that an old college friend was hired— a young 
 father of two with a stay- at- home spouse— you  can’t help but won der 
if he was viewed as a safer bet than you. Your nagging feeling that the 
hiring field  wasn’t quite level has a name, again grounded in social sci-
ence: the motherhood penalty.  Women with  children are less likely 
to be hired than men— with or without  children—or  women with-
out  children. And we know why:  Mothers are viewed as less com-
mitted and less competent than any of  those other groups.36 The 
penalty is gender- specific. The “ daddy bonus,” by contrast, means that 
men with  children, especially professionals who are white, college- 
educated, and in  house holds with a traditionally gendered division of 
 labor, are paid more than childless men even when controlling for 
number of hours worked.37

At this point, faced with stymied  career growth, you may very well 
decide to opt out of the workforce if financially feasible, but in con-
text this decision looks less like a desire to leave than a reflection of 
how unrewarding it is to stay. Is it any won der that it is ambitious 
 women,  those with elite pedigrees and impressive track rec ords, who 
pause or abandon their  careers? The deep sense of satisfaction they de-
rive from work fades when opportunities to learn, grow, and lead are 
foreclosed. The high- flying MBA who drops out of the paid workforce 
is simply an extreme example of  women’s continued frustration at 
workplaces that prevent them from realizing their full potential.

How to Succeed in Business  
(and Why It’s Still Harder for  Women)

Upon gaining admission to top law, medical, and business schools in 
the mid- twentieth  century, growing numbers of  women sought pro-
fessional degrees to mitigate their structural disadvantage in the pur-
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suit of jobs and promotions. One  woman’s 1980s- era memoir about 
earning her MBA described her decision to apply to business school: 
“So often, it seemed,  women lacked the necessary authority to take 
control of a situation and be listened to. When I thought about my 
business and the work I would do helping  people market and finance 
their ideas, I  imagined myself sitting in front of a banker and trying 
to convince him or her to lend money to my client. When that image 
came to mind, so did an MBA. It was  there like a  silent partner, help-
ing to shore up my credibility.”38 An MBA or other professional de-
gree still remains a signal to employers, not only of the quality of a 
prospective employee’s training but also his or her ambition and  career 
orientation. An ever- increasing number of  women have followed  these 
early gradu ates’ paths.  Today 45  percent of applicants to gradu ate busi-
ness schools are  women.39

An MBA, particularly one from a top school, should—in theory— 
help to mitigate the effects of unequally distributed opportunities and 
 counter gender ste reo types that render  women less credible in certain 
settings. Business educators are undoubtedly aware that part of the 
value proposition they offer to  women is an increased likelihood of 
ascending to ranks where  there are few who share their gender. The 
Forté Foundation, a nonprofit promoting business education for and 
to  women, states on its website (in a section titled “The Value of an 
MBA for  Women”) that “ women with MBAs are more confident 
and content in their  careers and earn more than their MBA- less 
counter parts.” It goes on, “An MBA is an integral stop on the Path to 
the Boardroom.” The website also notes three high- profile female 
leaders— former CEO Indra Nooyi of PepsiCo, Facebook COO Sheryl 
Sandberg, and Ellen Kullman, former CEO of DuPont— who hold 
MBAs.40 Business education, this pitch suggests,  will give ambitious 
 women the footing to succeed in what remains a man’s world.

Yet stepping into an MBA classroom can make  women keenly aware 
that they remain underrepresented. A minority of faculty are  women, 
and the protagonists of case studies— widely used as teaching materi-
als around the world— are most commonly men (specifically, white 
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and heterosexual men). In the words of a 2015 MBA gradu ate, the lack 
of  women in cases “seemed like a shame, given that 40  percent of my 
classmates are  women. . . .  I  don’t think my gender had any sort of 
negative [impact] on my experience, but I feel like the academic expe-
rience was certainly more male- biased.” Research has demonstrated 
that the repre sen ta tion of  women in educational spaces does affect 
how  women students perform and how they see their  future options.41 
When we analyzed HBS’s own curriculum, we found that three- 
quarters of cases taught in the first year (when all students take the 
same set of courses) featured male leaders. Given  these numbers, it is 
unsurprising that  women MBA students sometimes feel out of place. 
When asked about the extent to which gender as well as other social 
identities such as race  were addressed in the curriculum, a 2013 gradu-
ate said, “Not at all, that I noticed. It  didn’t come up at all, and I think 
it was very poorly integrated.” And it is not only  women students who 
notice the absence of discussion around issues of gender diversity. A 
2015 male gradu ate observed, “I  don’t  really remember it taking up 
more than five minutes of conversation. You’d like it to be woven 
throughout, not just ‘ Today  we’re  doing gender, tomorrow you can 
forget about it.’ ”

Course materials  aren’t the only signals that female business stu-
dents receive. Another 2015 gradu ate noted how gender dynamics in 
the classroom can undermine  women’s sense of belonging: “I think 
it’s harder for  women to speak up in the classroom setting, and I think 
it’s subconscious,  because of how  women are judged more harshly 
compared to their peers. . . .  I think that’s very true in the classroom 
setting. I think it impacts female students.” Outside the classroom, 
 women MBA students navigate other dynamics that make their gen-
der salient. As one recalled, “It’s funny, my guy friends who set up golf 
pools or sports brackets  didn’t even invite females, or think it would 
make sense to [invite  women]. That always just made me laugh, 
 because I like golf! I would golf with my guy friends— yet to them it 
would be male- oriented.” Another noted, “Socially  there  were still 
 things where it  didn’t  really feel equal.  There was definitely a finance 
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crew that you could never  really become friends with  because you 
 were a female, even if you had previous finance experience or  future 
ambitions.  There  were  those sorts of ste reo types that  were frustrat-
ing, but I kind of chose to not even go to  battle with them.”

The educational climate at business school affects more than 
 women’s experiences in the classroom; it also influences how they ar-
ticulate their ambitions. A 2017 study of students at a top- tier institu-
tion found that when unmarried  women believed their responses to 
questions about their  career aspirations and goals would be seen by 
their fellow students, they reported a desired salary $18,000 lower than 
when their responses would not be seen by classmates. They also said 
they  were willing to travel seven fewer days per month and work four 
fewer hours and reported being less professionally ambitious and hav-
ing lower leadership tendencies.42 As  these findings make clear, 
 women are contending with contradictory expectations. Even in a set-
ting where, by definition, every one wants to advance their  career 
and increase their earning power,  women are well aware that  these 
very characteristics may make them appear “too” ambitious and make 
it harder for them to find life partners.

This vexing choice intensifies as  these same  women move through 
their  careers, manifesting not only in the conflicts  women themselves 
wrestle with but also in how they are perceived in the workplace. 
 Because characteristics ste reo typically associated with leadership are 
in tension with  those associated with femininity,  women in positions 
of power tend to be viewed as competent but cold or nice but in effec-
tive.43 Discomfort with  women in leadership roles is rooted in a con-
tradiction between the “good  woman” and the “good leader.” 44 The 
existence of this double bind is not a secret. Indeed,  women students 
may learn about it in orga nizational be hav ior or leadership courses. 
 There is no shortage of books, workshops, curricula, or support groups 
that aim to help  women navigate it, and any executive- level  woman 
can recall the delicate balancing act.

At the start of their  careers, young  women may believe they can 
cultivate an image as both a “good  woman” and “good leader,” allowing 
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them to earn professional rewards while avoiding pejorative labels 
such as “sharp- elbowed” and “domineering.” In short, they strive to 
be seen as competent and likable— a respected leader who has warm, 
genuine relationships. Indeed, when we asked college students in their 
final semester to name  women they viewed as epitomizing success, 
both  women and men described the  women they identified— ranging 
from celebrities to professors to industry leaders to students’ own 
 family members—as admirable not only for their professional achieve-
ments and influence (“Someone like Samantha Powers, very well re-
spected in the field academically but also brings to bear her experience 
in policy”) but also for coupling  career with the roles of wife and 
 mother (“and also managed to get married to that law school profes-
sor”). Even when students did not highlight  these  family roles in de-
scribing what they found admirable about the  women they identified, 
when prompted to share what they might ask  these  women, the stu-
dents frequently said they would ask them about how they managed 
their work- life balance. One graduating se nior, who had accepted a 
consulting job to begin  after graduation and planned to get an MBA, 
summed up the dual imperative for  women:

One of my parents’ friends is actually a  woman who has two 
 children, and she is a partner at a consulting firm. For someone 
like that to be able to have the best of both worlds— that’s some-
thing that I’ve been talking about a lot:  women who are able to 
have a  family, and not just have it, but be able to actually spend 
time with them and be a good  mother but at the same time still 
develop her  career. That’s something that I  really re spect.

This student’s praise for the female partner “still develop[ing] her 
 career” while not just having  children but “be[ing] a good  mother” 
mirrors the dominant narrative about motherhood as the primary im-
pediment to  women’s  career advancement. The female partner 
stands in as the exception that proves the rule: someone who inhabits 
the role of good leader (evidenced by her promotion to partner) as well 
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as good  woman (demonstrated in her maternal devotion). But the fe-
male partner is, in fact, simply an exception— fewer than 20  percent 
of managing directors and partners in major professional ser vice firms 
are  women.

What happens to  women who do reach leadership? Their stories 
make clear that assumptions about caregiving are far from the only 
 factor that contributes to  women’s underrepre sen ta tion in the C- suite 
and other executive ranks. Gender becomes more salient as  women 
ascend to more se nior positions, and this marginal status becomes 
more pronounced as female peers leak from the pipeline.  Because 
manifestations of bias evolve from one  career stage to the next,  women 
are tasked with identifying and navigating new forms of subtle dis-
crimination just as they are taking on increasingly challenging roles 
and new responsibilities. What may have long been a successful strat-
egy of keeping one’s head down and paying  little attention to gender 
differences often falters when  women rise in the ranks, even as their 
high- level jobs afford the kind of autonomy and flexibility that allows 
them to manage their  family responsibilities more easily.

Striking the perfect balance between expectations for  women and 
 those for leaders is by definition impossible, yet  women in leadership 
roles spend significant time and  mental resources attempting to 
achieve it— time over and above the demands of their  actual jobs. As 
one vice president of sales we spoke to noted, “It’s not about work. The 
prob lem is never about work.  Because on work, I deliver.” As  women 
navigate the increasing complexities that come with the expanded 
scope and responsibility of more se nior roles, they must si mul ta-
neously manage the challenges of being outliers— another kind of 
second shift. The higher a  woman ascends, the more noticeable her 
difference from the masculine norm, a realization that often dawns 
on  women as they climb higher and find themselves the only  woman 
in the room. We spoke to dozens of  women in executive roles, many 
of whom  were aiming for promotion to the C- suite at the time of our 
interviews. The next chapter explores their experiences and the tac-
tics they deployed to navigate the evolving obstacle course.
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REACHING FOR THE TOP

The Honorable Barbara Hackman Franklin

In the 1950s, college- educated  women had few options for pursu-
ing a professional life— and  those who did  were expected to leave 
their jobs  behind when they married. Barbara Franklin intended to 

carve a diff er ent path. She recalls, “I’m not sure I could have defined 
what success was— but I knew I wanted a  career.” Encouraged by a 
 father who said “You can do anything you want, but do it well,” 
Franklin set off for college at Penn State with high, if slightly hazy, 
aspirations. (“I think my  mother never  really approved of the 
 whole idea,” she notes.)

A trailblazing path did unfold, as did a long- running habit of 
making her way into places that  were the traditional province of 
men. In 1962, Franklin’s last year of college, came a call from the 
dean of  women. Harvard Business School, which offered, in partner-
ship with Radcliffe College, a certificate program for  women called 
the Harvard- Radcliffe Program in Business Administration, had 
begun allowing  women gradu ates of that program to attend the 
second year of its traditional MBA curriculum. For the first time 
since the school’s founding in 1908,  women  were being awarded 
Harvard MBAs. Franklin was considering gradu ate work in po liti cal 
science and law school, but she knew that a professional degree 
from Harvard would open the door to opportunities few  women 
had yet accessed.

At the time Franklin  didn’t see her ambition as particularly 
remarkable, but she did know she was an outlier. At HBS, her 
minority status was front and center: “The challenging part was just 
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all  those men.  There  were six hundred– something, and  there  were 
very few of us  women. I think we started with fourteen in the class 
of ’64.” While some male classmates  were hostile  toward their 
presence, most  were fairly neutral, and some  were openly supportive. 
But even if men’s attitudes  toward  women students  were, on 
balance, friendly, Franklin and her female peers  were not always 
treated equally:

We  women all had that same experience of being called on by a 
professor and laying out the case, and nobody would say any-
thing. The discussion would go on from  there, and then  later 
someone would say the same  thing, often in some of the same 
words, and it would be welcomed as an astute comment. And you 
wanted to say, “But I said that!”

 There  were more explicit obstacles too. An eminent professor 
denied Franklin and several of her female classmates seats in his 
wildly popu lar course, a policy the school’s administration declined 
to dissuade him from. “He  wouldn’t have any  women. He was very 
clear about that,” she remembers.

 After graduating Franklin pushed on, joining the Singer Com-
pany in New York City as the com pany’s first female employee with 
an MBA and the only  woman in the department she was hired into. 
As Franklin’s  career unfolded, she set her sights on corporate leader-
ship: “When I started to get into organ izations, I was always looking 
at the top of it, and so my aspiration would have been that—to get 
to the top of it.” And despite the challenges of working in the 
overwhelmingly male workplace of the time, Franklin seemed to be 
on her way  there: “ There  were three  women assistant vice presi-
dents [at what is now Citibank], and I was one of them. I was the 
young one, and I would have been on the fast track, if  there was such 
a  thing, to become a full vice president.” That Franklin was on a path 
to upper management is all the more noteworthy  because she had no 
female role models, and certainly no  women at the bank  were in a 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   34588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   34 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Aiming High and Falling to Earth 35

position to mentor her. “ There  were no  women full vice presidents,” 
she recalls. In fact, “ there  were just not a  whole lot of  women any-
where who  were not secretaries.”

It  wasn’t lost on Franklin that her emerging leadership deviated 
from conventional expectations:

I married someone who  wasn’t all that keen about my  career. He 
said my  career objectives, my  career, would be fine— but that’s 
not what he meant, ultimately. I think this kind of miscommuni-
cation happens  today, too. We talk about the same  things, and 
use the same words, but the meanings are not the same, particu-
larly when it has to do with  women’s aspirations.

That early marriage soon ended, and Franklin  later remarried. 
 Today, she counts her thirty- year dual- career  union with a “wonder-
fully supportive” spouse as an impor tant part of her journey.

As it happened, enabling  women’s aspirations would become 
Franklin’s own professional mission in a remarkable  career turn. In 
the early 1970s, she was recruited to head a White House initiative 
on  women in government and served as staff assistant to the presi-
dent, leading an effort to recruit  women into high- level professional 
and policy roles in federal government. By the time Franklin fin-
ished, the number of  women in such jobs had more than tripled. Her 
success was unsurprising to business school classmate Ed Hajim, who 
commented to the Harvard Crimson years  later that “anything she 
has undertaken, public or private, what ever she’s involved in, it 
improves.” 45

As the staff leader of the program, Franklin turned lofty pro-
nouncements about the need for more  women in government into 
day-in, day- out operations:

It was a managerial effort, meaning that the president required 
action plans for advancing  women from all of his cabinet secre-
taries and agency heads, and  those plans  were monitored. They 
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 were monitored by me, and  there would be reports that would 
then go up the line, that the president would get. If a cabinet 
secretary did what he was supposed to do and met his— they  were 
all men then— targets, he got a note from the president saying 
“Well done on this.” That makes a difference. If he did not, then 
he got a diff er ent kind of note. And I know that  because I was 
drafting them.

Franklin’s work, along with the vis i ble support of President 
Nixon, helped to shift the national conversation about  women in the 
workforce at a time when, as she notes, “ there was not a consensus 
in our society about  women and  careers.” Although Nixon’s efforts 
to promote  women in the federal workforce began  after a reporter’s 
question about the issue at a 1969 press conference, Franklin specu-
lates that it was not just po liti cal expediency that inspired him.46 
Nixon was undoubtedly responding to pressure from the  women’s 
movement, especially  because “Republican  women  were making 
noise—it  wasn’t just the other side of the aisle.” But Franklin points 
out that First Lady Pat Nixon was “ really a self- made  woman” who 
had paid her way through college in the 1930s and worked for the 
American Red Cross and the federal Office of Price Administration 
early in her marriage to the president. “I do think that she had a 
role— whispering in his ear, or what ever it might have been. And 
they had two  daughters.”

Franklin’s own  career path, already unconventional, continued to 
be groundbreaking. In the 1980s, she served on the boards of seven 
publicly traded companies at a time when almost no  women sat in 
com pany boardrooms. In the early 1990s, she was appointed secre-
tary of commerce by President George H. W. Bush, becoming the 
highest- ranking  woman in his administration. Her public ser vice 
includes four terms on the Advisory Committee for Trade Policy 
and Negotiations during the 1980s and 1990s as well as being ap-
pointed an alternate representative to the 44th United Nations 
General Assembly. Near the end of her tenure as secretary of com-
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merce, she was asked by President Bush to pursue a controversial 
mission to renew US- China economic relations, which had stalled 
 after the Chinese government’s 1989 crackdown on pro-democracy 
protests in Tian anmen Square. The prospect of friendlier relations 
with China was unpop u lar in the wake of Tian anmen Square: Some 
Republican members of Congress viewed the trip as tacit approval of 
communism, while Demo crats decried  human rights violations. 
Amid negative press, in the final weeks of the Bush administration 
Franklin traveled to Beijing to hold talks with Chinese officials about 
trade relations and to encourage new business agreements. By the 
time she departed a few days  later, almost $1 billion worth of 
contracts for American companies had been signed, setting the 
stage for an ongoing trade relationship.  Today, we are accustomed 
to seeing female cabinet officials undertake high- profile interna-
tional missions, but none had done so prior to Franklin’s 1992 visit 
to China.

Franklin has had stints on the boards of nearly twenty compa-
nies, and she chaired the National Association of Corporate Direc-
tors from 2009 to 2013. As she continued to ascend in her  career, she 
found that while some obstacles “got cleared away” as social norms, 
laws, and policies shifted,  others “popped up that are more invisible. 
It’s harder when  there’s a prejudice or ste reo type in somebody’s 
head.” As a corporate board member, she found that although many 
male colleagues  were welcoming, “one had to dance around on 
eggshells a  little bit . . .  to be accepted as a member of the group— 
and be respected as a member of the group.” Franklin acknowledges 
that while much has changed since the early days of her  career, 
 there is still re sis tance to  women in leadership roles: “ There just is.”

Despite the per sis tence of such obstacles, Franklin does see cause 
for optimism. Although  women are still a minority in boardrooms 
and other leadership ranks, “ today  there are more clusters of 
 women. You step in not having to walk around on eggshells as 
much as I did in the early days,  because automatically  there’s some 
re spect.  There are gradations of that [re spect], but it’s a  whole lot 
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better than it was thirty years ago.” Franklin also believes that  today’s 
 women leaders have a role to play in growing the numbers: “I have 
made it a point when I am leaving any group, like a board, that if 
I have anything to do with selecting a successor, I try to make sure 
that it’s a  woman.”

Franklin has not restricted her efforts to advance  women’s 
 career opportunities to conversations with her corporate colleagues. 
“I’ve gone to see several diff er ent deans at Harvard Business School 
over the years,” she says. “I remember once, I prepared a good three 
minutes, point by point, on what I believed the school needed to 
think about and maybe change. I think it’s been tough  going. It took 
a number of folks to break down some of the barriers that  were a 
part of the culture of the school, and I’m proud of where Harvard 
Business School has come. I  really am. And it needs to keep  going.”
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CH A P TE R   2

SCARCE, SCRUTINIZED,  
AND STILL CLIMBING

 Women in Leadership

Recall the voices of undergraduates from the previous chapter, who 
noticed a lack of  women in the se nior ranks of the fields and firms they 
 were on the cusp of entering. “The  legal field is still mostly male- 
dominated,” one aspiring law student noted. “ There’s not many 
 women at the partner level,” said another of the consulting firm she 
would soon be joining. “All the executives on the other side of the 
 table,” observed another student  after a job interview, “ were men.” Re-
call too how students explained  these disparities as the vestige of 
practices that no longer prevailed.  These young  women assumed with 
confidence that for their own  careers, “the gender part  doesn’t  really 
 matter anymore.”

They  were partly right— gender  matters far less than it once did. 
No longer  limited to pink- collar support jobs,  women have arrived at 
a place of greater opportunity and certainly far less de jure discrimi-
nation. But inequalities persist. While some  women have broken 
through to the top ranks of leadership, the proportion remains far 
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lower than that of their participation in the  labor force. Of the US 
workers employed in professional occupations, 52   percent  were 
 women as of 2017, yet the proportion of  women executives and 
senior- level officials in the S&P 500 was just half that, at 26.5  percent.1 
 Women are even more scarce at the highest heights of business; as of 
May 2020, 7.4  percent of companies in the Fortune 500  were led by a 
female CEO. And that proportion was an all- time high.2 Historically, 
 there are just eighty- seven  women who have ever served as CEO of a 
Fortune 500 com pany.3 In 2018, a New York Times article quickly went 
viral for pointing out that  there  were fewer  women CEOs in the For-
tune 500 than  there  were male CEOs named James.4 Only two Black 
 women have appeared on the list: Ursula Burns, CEO of Xerox from 
2009 to 2017, and Mary Winston, who served as interim CEO of Bed 
Bath &  Beyond for six months in 2019.5 With the departure of Pepsi-
Co’s Indra Nooyi late in 2018, the business community kicked off 
2019 with  under 1  percent of Fortune 500 CEO seats held by  women 
of color.6

The data are clear:  Women start to vanish as the corporate hierar-
chy ascends. Many of  those who get almost to the peak are unable 
to break through to CEO or similar roles, watching as white men 
continue to dominate the most high- status, lucrative proj ects or 
lines of business. To take just one real- world example, in Pricewater-
houseCoopers’s Building on a Culture of Belonging: 2020 PwC Diversity & 
Inclusion Transparency Report, the firm revealed that three- quarters of 
its largest audit accounts  were led by white male partners. During 
that fiscal year, the firm had worked with 90  percent of the compa-
nies in the Fortune 500, but just 19  percent of  those key engagements 
 were led by  women or nonwhite men.7

To study the  women who had managed to reach se nior ranks, we con-
ducted in- depth interviews with seventy- five executives across 
twenty- six countries, all of whom  were partners, vice presidents, di-
vision heads, or C- suite leaders at multinational and other large com-
panies at the time of our interviews. We asked all of them about the 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   40588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   40 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Scarce, Scrutinized, and Still Climbing 41

influence of gender on their  career paths and what conditions and 
strategies contributed to their success. Their experiences highlight the 
most obdurate obstacles  women face— factors that even highly accom-
plished leaders continue to come up against— and also reveal the 
strengths and limitations of common strategies for overcoming them. 
The  women we interviewed are survivors. They got the crucial breaks, 
the se nior colleagues willing to go to bat for them, and the opportu-
nities to lead high- profile proj ects. For  every  woman we spoke to  there 
are unknown scores of  others, equally skilled and ambitious, who 
never made it to the executive level. Understanding how  these  women 
leaders navigated uneven terrain can help us understand what needs 
to change for more of their peers to succeed.

The Outlier Effect

The  women we spoke to  were keenly aware that their gender made 
them con spic u ous, for better and worse. One, a chief operating offi-
cer in the energy industry, reflected: “I’ve always been in male- 
dominated environments at work and in businesses. I think one of 
the early lessons I got was that  women are vis i ble in such environ-
ments, and that goes both ways. It means that if you fail, and every-
one does in some areas, it’s highly vis i ble, and every one knows it. On 
the other hand, if you succeed, it’s also highly vis i ble.” A number of 
interviewees put this positive spin on minority status, including one 
CEO: “In one way, it’s a huge advantage to stand out.  People  don’t ex-
pect [a  woman] when you walk into a meeting.” But even she ac-
knowledged that it came at a cost: “ You’re always a bit of a misfit in a 
social circle, and work is not just about getting a deal done; it’s also 
about the environment and the  people that you work with.” One ex-
ecutive at a large insurance com pany found that being a  woman of 
color compounded this challenge:

I’m a female non- European in a predominantly white- dominated 
environment. It made  people just not sure how to relate to me. 
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 People become very cautious in how they deal with me. And it 
takes a much longer time to build their trust or build relationships 
 because I’m alien to them. I’m too foreign; I’m nonmale, and I’m 
non- European. It took a very long time to build any rapport or 
working relationship.

 Women in power ful roles stand out not only  because they are rare 
but also  because leadership archetypes align with men and masculin-
ity. De cades of research have demonstrated this, and our interview-
ees felt it firsthand, as one finance executive observed: “ There’s a kind 
of a masculine norm. This  doesn’t have to be a vicious or a negative 
norm, but it’s a norm that says you are diff er ent,  you’re abnormal.” 
Simply put, traditional beliefs about  women— that they are commu-
nally oriented, emotionally sensitive, and attuned to  others’ needs— 
contrast with the attributes thought to characterize leadership, such 
as authoritativeness, in de pen dence, and rationality.8 Even though gen-
der roles have evolved over time, the archetypal leader remains male. 
Asking a group of professionals to draw an “effective leader” yields 
sketches of men and captions about “his” qualities, as one manage-
ment professor found while leading workshops in multiple compa-
nies.9 Meanwhile,  women in positions of authority shake up our 
expectations—of  women and of leaders—so much that we may 
even assume, consciously or not, that our  women colleagues  don’t 
want to wield power. One CFO of a biotechnology com pany contin-
ued to observe her colleagues defaulting to ju nior male candidates for 
promotion, long  after she herself was an executive: “I’ve asked men, 
when  they’re promoting someone, ‘Did you consider  these  women?’ 
and they would just automatically have the assumption ‘Well, she’s 
prob ably not interested.’ ”

Being evaluated against the masculine norm was typical for the 
 women we spoke to and meant a higher bar to clear. A se nior vice presi-
dent at an entertainment com pany described the resulting tax on her 
ambitions: “I have  really had to work my way into the boys’ club, so to 
speak. Just for  women in Asia, working in my capacity amongst men is 
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 really rare.” A marketing executive said she “felt like I was entering an 
all- boys’ club and [being] summarily dismissed at the start. I think I 
had to work  really hard to build up credibility.” For  women in client- 
centered fields such as consulting, struggling to build rapport with male 
clients was a common experience. Some went so far as to forego work-
ing with certain industries or companies to avoid cultures where “the 
barriers are too high,” as a female partner at a consulting firm put it.10

One phenomenon came up again and again in our interviews: 
When  women approached the uppermost ranks at their companies, 
skepticism about their suitability for leadership suddenly came to the 
fore. Their per for mance  wasn’t typically in question, but their fit for 
leadership was. One banking executive pointed out that men may be 
willing to work with  women but less happy to have them as true peers: 
“In your thirties,  they’re hoping  you’re  going to get married, have 
 children, and never come back. In your forties, they start taking you 
as real head- to- head competition.” Sometimes the messages under-
mining  women’s ambitions  were explicit; one  woman was told that 
she would never become CEO  because she was “the wrong fit” for the 
top job. (She was  later appointed CEO.)11 Other times it’s subtler, as 
this sales executive described:

In the first fifteen years of my  career, I never thought of myself as 
a  woman leader. I was just a business executive or a business 
man ag er, just like any other male colleague of mine. And I never 
ever thought of myself as a  woman leader. But I have started feeling 
that in the last two years. I  don’t know if the reason is  because 
when you reach se nior positions, you somehow begin to feel that 
you are not moving as fast as  others. I particularly feel, do I make 
certain men insecure when they are around me? Do I make a boss 
feel insecure about me?  These kinds of thoughts never used to occur 
to me, but  they’ve started occurring to me in the last two years.

The  women in our study who hit the proverbial glass ceiling are 
not unique. In 2018, the Australian Parliament offered an exemplary 
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case of a high- achieving female leader’s stalled momentum when Julie 
Bishop stood for election to lead the Liberal Party, the first  woman 
ever to do so. Although Bishop had been the party’s deputy head for 
more than a de cade and had higher public approval ratings than her 
two male opponents, she lost with less than 13  percent support from 
fellow lawmakers.12 Despite Bishop’s widely lauded track rec ord as for-
eign minister and popularity with voters, the top job, where she 
would have wielded real power over the party, was off limits. In a pri-
vate sector example, former Pinterest chief operating officer Fran-
çoise Brougher sued the com pany in 2020, alleging that she was 
excluded from decision- making, was compensated less than male 
colleagues, and was fired  after voicing her discontent with gender dis-
crimination. Brougher, a sought- after tech executive with stints at 
Square and Google, was stunned to encounter  these obstacles  after 
being personally recruited to the com pany by its CEO just two years 
 earlier. “ Here is a glass ceiling I never hit into  until my 50s that I sud-
denly did, very violently,” Brougher told the New York Times. “You  don’t 
see it all. And then you hit it.”13

 Under the Microscope

Like Brougher, the  women we interviewed typically  didn’t anticipate 
late- career barriers. For many who started out in the 1980s and 1990s, 
especially in industries with a significant proportion of  women, gen-
der seemed incidental  until suddenly it was paramount. A vice presi-
dent at a large media conglomerate explained:

 There  were lots of “web girls” and “ women in new media” 
organ izations, and I never wanted to be a part of it. I was so busy. I 
thought, “I  don’t have the time for this. I  don’t even understand 
what  they’re on about. Just get to work. Work hard and you’ll be 
fine.” And it’s in ter est ing that, up to a certain level in your  career, 
that’s true. But not when  you’re  really trying to break through 
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the final layer— which is kind of where I’m at now— especially in 
this day and age where [organ izations] are increasingly compli-
cated. I ran into it first at [my previous com pany], which is big 
telecom and male- dominated. They had very  little patience or 
tolerance for diversity on the management team. I think their 
blueprints for se nior man ag ers are male- dominated.  They’re 
 really having to wrap their heads around how  women fit in.

The re sis tance  women faced was just that: a drag on their velocity, 
slowing down their advancement. One finance executive estimated 
that it slowed her trajectory by a de cade:

I am absolutely certain that if I had been a man, both in the way I 
would have behaved and in the way I would have been perceived, 
I would have definitely had a more rapid  career. I  can’t say that 
I’m unhappy with the result of it but I think I would have liked to 
reach the level I am  today in my forties rather than in my late 
fifties, and I definitely think that gender played a role.

As part of our research, we also spoke to a smaller sample of men 
in se nior roles. They rarely spoke about a need to manage perceptions 
within their companies as part of their  career development, while 
 women described spending considerable energy and effort to do so. 
 Women recounted stories such as that of a longtime energy executive 
who took  great pains to help her male colleagues feel comfortable in 
her presence and empathize with their feelings of uncertainty about 
how to relate to her. She and  others expressed a need to strike a deli-
cate balance between not alienating men and pushing back against 
gender bias when it felt career- threatening. The relationship manage-
ment and image management that ambitious  woman perform is 
often described with the meta phor of the tightrope, but it might be 
more accurately characterized as an invisible weight. For the  women 
in our study, managing how  others perceive and react to their gender 
added a cognitive and practical burden onto already demanding job 
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responsibilities. To take just one example, we looked at the data from 
men and  women within a single industry, consulting, for an apples- 
to- apples comparison and found that while developing a “personal 
brand” was seen as key for every one, what that actually meant was 
more complex and more onerous for  women. Every one had to spe-
cialize, pursue visibility, and hone a long- term vision to craft an ef-
fective personal brand, but on top of all that  women had to focus on 
finding an appropriate leadership style and practice communicating 
assertively.  Women in the industry also cited the need to actively seek 
out developmental feedback in order to understand where they needed 
to grow and improve, whereas men simply spoke of the need to work 
on their shortcomings.14 This difference echoes research finding that 
 women are less likely than men to receive practical feedback, instead 
getting vague praise that  doesn’t provide actionable recommendations 
or even distorted feedback that obviates or minimizes constructive 
criticism.15

The more se nior a  woman is, the more likely she is to be the only 
 woman in the room, facing an increasing need to manage perceptions 
and shore up credibility as she moves up the ranks. A banking execu-
tive in our study explained: “I have seen that when  women reach 
higher levels, more than complimenting her on her ability,  people tend 
to say, ‘Oh, she’s been close to this person, that person,’  whether  there 
is a relationship or not.” Per sis tent ste reo types about  women’s innate 
capabilities fuel some of  these doubts, as was noted by an energy in-
dustry vice president who recalled multiple colleagues who felt “ they’d 
never come across a  woman who’s good at math.” (Indeed, a 2017 study 
found that a belief that  women are worse than men at math does make 
employers less likely to hire  women, even when the per for mance of 
individual  women is just as strong as that of male candidates.16) In one 
2018 study,  women who  were often the only female employee in their 
work environment  were especially likely to say their judgment was 
questioned, that they had to provide extra evidence of their compe-
tence, or that they  were mistaken for someone in a much lower- level 
role.17 One of our interviewees, an executive at a multinational food 
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com pany, echoed  these findings: “I find it much more difficult to be 
taken seriously. I had to become much more prepared than I feel a 
male colleague has to. I have to be much surer of what I’m saying to 
be taken seriously or to be credible.” And another  woman in a very 
diff er ent industry, banking, made the same assessment: “I’ve been in 
quite male- dominated environments where  women have certainly 
had to work harder and smarter than their peers to break through to 
the top ranks.” And  women of color tend to experience an even higher 
“burden of proof” and yet another layer of scrutiny as they navigate 
their  careers.18

Having to undergo stricter scrutiny than male colleagues and co-
workers came up again and again in our interviews. One top execu-
tive at a global consulting firm explained that “as a  woman, and as a 
Black  woman, I had to work five times more to be noticed.” An offi-
cer at a large insurance com pany said, “Gender mattered a lot. It  didn’t 
mean that I missed out on opportunities; it just meant that I felt I had 
to work a  whole lot harder than anyone  else.” This higher bar meant 
not only that  women had to work harder for recognition but also that 
their missteps  were viewed in a harsher light. “ There is no tolerance 
for a female to have an off day,” said one vice president at a packaging 
com pany. “You’ll be labeled as emotional or someone that  can’t  handle 
[her job].” A banking executive described an unforgiving double stan-
dard: “I do think that  women get criticized much more for be hav iors 
than men. If a  woman loses it, she’s seen as emotional. Whereas if men 
lose it, that is seen as just par for the course; he’s just being strong, or 
what ever. And I think  women therefore have to be incredibly careful 
about their be hav ior at all times.”

This need for vigilance is not mere anecdote; studies have found 
that  women who exhibit emotions such as anger in the workplace are 
indeed seen as less competent than men who do the same.19 Black 
 women experience an extra burden, as the executive above felt. Re-
searchers have found that Black female leaders are judged more harshly 
for orga nizational failures than white men, Black men, or white 
 women.20 For  women of color especially, a reputation for competence 
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is both harder to attain and more easily lost. Even  women at the 
top of their game feel the threat and protect themselves accord-
ingly. Recent research on executive compensation found that female 
CEOs negotiate for higher severance pay in their contracts than 
men do, suggesting that  women stepping into high- profile leader-
ship roles realize they could be “more dispensable than their male 
counter parts.”21

Nevertheless, She Persists

To their credit, many companies notice and attempt to remedy gen-
der disparity in promotion and advancement. But too often such ef-
forts spend scant time on the kinds of biases our interviewees spoke 
of in  favor of creating  family accommodations. At the same time, their 
orga nizational cultures stigmatize flexible hours and other “ family 
friendly” policies such that they actually undermine the  careers of 
 women who take advantage of them.22 Our interviewees  were se nior 
executives who had largely solved or resolved the challenges of bal-
ancing their work and  family roles but still strug gled to fully actual-
ize their  career aims. A number of them found that as they ascended 
in the hierarchy, they gained more autonomy and flexibility, making 
it in fact easier for them to manage competing demands as they took 
on more responsibility at work. Unfortunately, a focus on work- family 
conflict as the most impor tant and most explanatory driver of  women’s 
underrepre sen ta tion in leadership obscures and distracts from other 
obstacles, including biased attitudes and be hav iors, meaning less ef-
fort is spent on mitigating discrimination even when it is a more press-
ing  factor.23 One CEO in the transportation industry saw exactly this 
phenomenon play out many times:

You saw a huge number of  people who  were leaving who  were 
 really talented, and the reasons they gave as they walked out the 
door  were not the reasons that they actually left. The reasons 
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they gave you as they walked out the door  were “too many hours, 
too tough a job,  can’t have a  family and do this, work- life bal-
ance.” And then you get right down to it— it’s  really that  they’re 
feeling underrecognized. It takes  women longer to get the same 
achievement level as men, and they get tired of not being heard 
and not being listened to.

If com pany policies to accommodate parenting  were not the pri-
mary reason that the  women we spoke to had been able to stay on a 
leadership track, what  factors— both individual and orga nizational— 
had been instrumental in their success? The  women we interviewed 
 were often the only remaining members of their cohorts; one, a se-
nior vice president at a real estate investment group, crunched the 
numbers as she described her journey:

When I was at [an investment bank], in my class  there would 
have been twenty analysts starting out; it dropped down to about 
fifteen  people by the time you got to the associate class, and then 
by the time you reached the VP level,  there  were maybe ten of us 
left from the initial class. You generally get 50  percent attrition—
by which time I was the only female. When we started off, the 
class was closer to 40  percent female. By the time you get to the 
VP level, it’s literally 10  percent. And the numbers get worse at 
the managing director level.

How had the  women we spoke to maintained an upward trajectory 
as peers walked out the door or found themselves stalled at lower lev-
els? Part of the answer clearly lay in their ability and willingness to 
respond to the contradictory demands that stem from the norms about 
gender and leadership discussed above. Making one’s ambitions known 
could come at a cost, as a finance executive told us: “When  women 
say ‘I want a raise’ or ‘I want this,’  they’re sometimes treated as though 
 they’re being pushy, whereas it’s expected or anticipated that men  will 
say ‘I deserve this.’ ” At the same time, when the default assumption 
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is that  women are “prob ably not interested” in stepping into higher- 
level roles, as the biotech CFO quoted above found that her colleagues 
believed, not being explicit about one’s aspirations could easily mean 
never moving up.  After this chapter is a profile of Ana Paula Pessoa, 
a high- flying media executive, tech investor, and corporate director 
who may not have achieved any of  these power ful roles if she  hadn’t 
spoken up about her desire to take on new opportunities, even if they 
meant relocating to a new city— something one man ag er initially pre-
sumed she  wouldn’t be open to  doing.

 Women get to leadership by threading the thinnest of  needles— being 
direct enough about their ambitions to  counter assumptions that they 
don’t want or can’t  handle top jobs, but without being branded as 
overly aggressive or unpleasant. In environments where the mascu-
line norm shapes expectations,  women labored to articulate, clarify, 
and stress their aspirations to leadership. A retired agribusiness leader 
summed up the balancing act:

You  don’t want  people making assumptions for you, as in “Oh, 
she never said she would be interested in being CEO. Maybe 
that’s not her gig. She wants to be middle- level management, or 
she likes sales or blah blah blah.”  Don’t let them make assump-
tions for you, but do it in a way that’s not in your face, as in “I want 
your job, I want to be the CEO. I’m  going to be the CEO.” Instead, 
say it in a way such as, “I would like to have the opportunity to 
continue to pro gress in this com pany, and my ultimate goal would 
be, I’d love to be the CEO or I’d love to be one of the members of 
the executive team.”

Managing this tradeoff between competence and likeability exacts 
a  mental tax, as  women strive to be seen as capable (“I’d love to be 
the CEO”) without alienating (by being too “in your face” about that 
goal) the peers and superiors whose endorsement they need to ad-
vance. As we sifted through the data from our interviews, an under-
lying  factor that enabled  women to take on this work day  after day 
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became apparent: They had quite consciously and deliberately culti-
vated a sense of resilience. “Part of the challenge is that in an envi-
ronment where  there are very few [ women leaders], you look up and 
you see one, maybe two, and you almost self- doubt,” one consulting 
executive said, explaining the need for nurturing her leadership am-
bitions.  Women in our study often reframed the experience of being 
in the minority, as a CFO described: “I have worked very much in en-
vironments that  were geared more  towards men than  towards 
 women, and I think it has influenced me to become a stronger per-
son,  because you have to have the  will to succeed and  really want to 
succeed in that environment.” Similarly, a finance executive turned 
hostility into motivation:

 There was one man who just had it out against me at the firm. 
 There was a promotion that I wanted, that I thought I deserved, 
and I was told at the end of the year that the reason I  didn’t get it 
was  because of this par tic u lar person— they thought that he 
would quit if I was promoted. I  didn’t even know how to respond. 
It was so infuriating.  There was no logic. I just thought,  you’re 
 going to make a suboptimal decision  because of one person in 
the organ ization? I questioned if I wanted to keep working  there. 
But I thought, I am  going to prove him wrong, and ultimately, 
I did. And that guy ended up reporting to me. He quit about 
three months into reporting to me, but I treated him as fairly as 
anyone  else.

Deciding to ignore or mentally minimize bias or other obstacles 
was a common tactic. As a  human resource executive put it, “I dis-
miss it. I  don’t  really give it any space.” Another  woman, at a food- 
services com pany, described a singular focus that helped her quell 
anx i eties as she strived to advance: “I never  stopped to consider— 
maybe I should back off or not, or maybe I’ll wait for somebody to ask 
me. I just thought, I want to do this, and I went and did it.” A thick skin 
proved to be as useful as any business acumen.  Women executives told 
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us many stories of having the proverbial last laugh, including one 
recounted by the president of a chemical com pany. She recalled being 
an invited guest at a meeting of local businesspeople early on in her 
 career:

I looked in, and I realized  there’s not one  woman in  here. 
I [thought I] must be in the wrong place. But I saw my name and 
figured no, I’m in the right place. I sat down, said hello to the 
 people that  were at the same  table; I  didn’t know anybody. 
I started talking to the  people at my  table, and  there was a gentle-
man who literally ignored me. About ten years  later [at a similar 
event], I saw him. “Hi, Mr. So- and-so,” I said. “It’s been a long 
time, but  don’t you remember the first time we met?” I told him 
the story and he said, “Did I  really do that?” Yes, you did.

In the face of being ignored, diminished, or discounted, an inner 
drive was sustaining: “You have to believe that you can contribute and 
should be  there.  There is no reason why you  shouldn’t. I’ve always just 
worked on the assumption that I can, and therefore I  will, even though 
I  will sometimes be only grudgingly acknowledged or be labeled as 
difficult,” one  woman said. The leaders in our study  were anchored 
in a sense of purpose that inspired them to get tough when they needed 
to. One CEO acknowledged that  women  couldn’t count on being 
heard: “[I had] a realization that in some of the debates and arguments 
around the  table,  unless I  really pushed my way forward and chal-
lenged and engaged, I would prob ably be sitting  there quietly for a 
very long time.” This determination to push past and navigate around 
barriers is even more critical for  women of color, who face the addi-
tional disadvantage of being in the racial minority in the vast major-
ity of professional settings. Several of our colleagues undertook a study 
of Black  women who had achieved C- suite or other leadership roles 
and found that a key contributor to their success was agility in steer-
ing through and transforming the many obstacles they experienced 
over the course of their  careers, often through making unconventional 
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industry or function switches and exiting organ izations where they 
 couldn’t grow.24

Before  Every Successful  Woman

As we continued to explore what  women said about resilience, we saw 
that it  wasn’t only an intrinsic quality but also a product of the inter-
play between  women and their environments. Resilience could  either 
be cultivated or quashed, and the context mattered. As a se nior vice 
president at an energy concern explained, “I found that I had to stand 
my ground, but it was hard to do when  you’re the most ju nior person 
in the room, and  you’re the only  woman in the room.” One late- career 
executive serving on the boards of several companies explained, “You 
have to find ave nues that support that resilience” both at work and in 
one’s personal relationships. And a finance executive made an impas-
sioned case for prioritizing the right environment. More than just cul-
ture fit, a context where  women can succeed is one where their 
confidence is fostered, she explained:

 Don’t let yourself be surrounded by  people who diminish your 
self- esteem. I left my first banking job for that reason. Life is 
short, and your self- confidence is the most impor tant resource 
 you’ve got; you have to nurture and protect it. If you find yourself 
in such a position, get out. If you  can’t change it and you  don’t see 
signs of improvement, take the risk and move on. It can be 
difficult and scary to leave a job  today, in an environment where 
jobs are not as plentiful as they might have once been, but you 
must find opportunities where  you’re  going to be nurtured. You 
want to be in an environment where  people help you succeed, 
not places where  they’re  going to tear you down.

The presence of female role models emerged as a crucial feature of 
resilience- building environments. Seeing even one  woman in leadership 
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in their com pany or industry could foster optimism. A vis i ble 
 woman leader who was respected and valued within the organ ization 
reassured that high per for mance would be rewarded. “I worked with 
a female boss, and she was very efficient; she was known in our bank 
as one of the very efficient man ag ers. She had risen in her  career very 
young in life, so she was a role model for me,” the head of operations 
at a large bank told us. “I looked forward to emulating that kind of 
growth in my  career, by just being as efficient and effective as her.” 
Meanwhile, an energy executive emphasized the impact that seeing 
 women succeeding at the top of her field had on her:

During the five years I was at [my previous com pany], we had a 
female CEO. So that was an extraordinarily impor tant period for 
me. That was an excellent, excellent experience for me,  because I 
had a female CEO and also a board that was very supportive of 
her. I saw how impor tant it was not just to have females in 
leadership roles but to have male leaders who completely support 
 women in leadership roles.

Seeing  women in supervisory and se nior positions had made our 
interviewees aware of their own leadership potential, both directly 
and indirectly. A vice president at a multinational oil and gas com pany 
told us about the transformative influence of a female boss who be-
lieved in her potential: “One of my most inspiring man ag ers was fe-
male. I remember her saying, ‘You are so capable that someday I’ll be 
reporting to you, or you’ll go way past me.’ And she was extremely 
capable herself and quite the high flyer. For her to say that, and have 
that very clear vote of confidence in me, was hugely inspiring.” For 
another executive, having a female sponsor provided access to impor-
tant networks:

She  didn’t mentor you by telling you what to do. She mentored 
you by always giving you maximum exposure. For example, 
she had approached the chairman and said, “Are you okay if 
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[interviewee] comes to the board meeting and takes the minutes?” 
It was not just about giving you the skills, but it was about giving 
you the exposure to dealing with  people at diff er ent levels in the 
organ ization and not feeling at all threatened by that.

 Whether or not role models had been personal mentors or direct 
supervisors, their presence had made it pos si ble for  women to proj ect 
themselves into leadership roles and, importantly, to believe that their 
com pany was a place where  women could reach top positions. Just as 
impor tant, we found,  were men who chose to create opportunities for 
high- performing  women and recognized their contributions, as re-
counted by one executive:

One of my first jobs at [my current com pany] was with the CIO 
 here, who basically gave me my assignment, told me I was the 
best- qualified person he could possibly hope to find, and that he 
was  going to get out of my way and let me make it happen. He was 
 there for me when I needed him, but he basically said, “I know 
you can do it,” and he stepped aside.

While female leaders had often been critical as role models, most 
of the  women we studied had primarily reported to men; without male 
mentors and supporters, their  careers would have found ered. Men’s 
predominance in supervisory roles is a key feature of the context 
 women experience, and male man ag ers profoundly shape the extent 
to which their workplaces enable or undermine  women’s develop-
ment. In Chapter 4, we  will more deeply explore the role of men in 
addressing the underrepre sen ta tion of  women in leadership, but our 
conversations with  women executives already make clear that men 
can exert an enormous positive influence on  women’s advancement. 
Considering the fact that men still hold the majority of managerial and 
decision- making positions, companies need men to fully engage in the 
proj ect of removing obstacles to  women’s advancement if they are ul-
timately to see their leadership ranks become more gender- balanced. 
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Yet, the very atypicality of our sample— female se nior executives, 
many in male- dominated industries such as finance, energy, and 
mining— implies a lack of systemic commitment. The “survivors” we 
studied reached the top of the hierarchy through their own willing-
ness to take on the work that comes with minority status but also 
through the men, and some  women, in positions of power who opened 
doors that might other wise have remained locked. In our final chap-
ter we  will turn  toward the role of organ izations in crafting less hap-
hazard, more systematic leadership ladders. But first, we  will look to 
the highest level of corporate power— the boardroom— and how 
 women are agitating and strategizing for seats at that  table.

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   56588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   56 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Scarce, Scrutinized, and Still Climbing 57

LEADING WITH PURPOSE

Ana Paula Pessoa

When Ana Paula Pessoa was growing up in Brazil in the 
1970s and early 1980s, the country’s press was censored by 
a military regime that would ultimately fall around the 

time Pessoa moved to the United States to attend Stanford Univer-
sity. So perhaps it’s fitting that years  later she became an executive at 
the largest media com pany in South Amer i ca. “I ended up working 
in the field that I felt was  really impor tant for democracy: a strong 
and  free media,” she reflects, looking back on eigh teen years at  
Rio de Janeiro– based Grupo Globo. But even before launching her 
media  career, Pessoa was motivated by an aspiration to better 
society, looking for ways to combine her love of math and econom-
ics with her desire to improve  people’s lives.

 After earning her undergraduate degree, Pessoa went to work for 
the United Nations and the World Bank, managing proj ects while 
also pursuing gradu ate research in economic development. While 
she initially aimed to earn a PhD in development economics, her 
interests began to branch out in the early 1990s as she observed the 
rapid technological changes around her. Personal computers and 
other innovations  were having, as she recalls, “an incredible impact 
on everyday life. The changes  were profound, and they  really 
interested me. I had this intuition about how impor tant technology 
would be for individuals, not just companies and countries.”

In 1993, Pessoa moved back to Brazil  after nearly a de cade away, 
joining Globo as a telecommunications man ag er. Transitioning to 
the rapidly evolving media industry was a natu ral step, allowing her 
to deploy her technical aptitude and have an impact on the social 
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and economic changes unfolding in her home country. A sense of 
mission motivated Pessoa as she climbed the ranks at Globo:

I worked hard and fearless, with an open heart and  really confi-
dent that what I was  doing was not selfishly for me personally, 
but for a very good cause. The promotions I received  were ulti-
mately  because I thought the work was  really in ter est ing, and I was 
never afraid to ask “Can I do this?” I was never afraid of putting 
myself up for a job.

That sense of purpose and possibility helped Pessoa  counter as-
sumptions that threatened to slow her pace. Early on, one well- 
meaning boss thought she  wouldn’t be interested in a role based in 
Globo’s São Paulo office, six hours away by car, but Pessoa was 
quick to set the rec ord straight:

I heard about a position in São Paulo I  wasn’t chosen for, and I 
went to [my man ag er] and I said, you know, I would move. And 
he was shocked  because I was recently married. He said “Oh! I 
never realized you would be willing to move. I thought you 
 wouldn’t want to relocate to São Paulo.” I explained to him it 
would not be a prob lem. It’s an hourlong plane ride— I could 
commute on Monday and come home to Rio on Friday, that way 
spending the weekend together with my husband. And if I stay 
 there longer than a few years, I continued, maybe  he’ll move to 
São Paulo too. I  didn’t get that specific job I’d been passed over 
for, and it took maybe another year for another position to open 
up, but by this time they knew I was open to it. I think this kind 
of situation occurs to a lot of  women,  because the corporate world 
assumes  women  will not or cannot relocate in order to embrace 
an opportunity. You have to speak up and say “I’ll go!”

Pessoa spent almost two de cades at Globo in business roles of 
increasing responsibility, ultimately becoming CFO for the publish-
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ing arm Infoglobo, responsible for all print media. In 2011 she made a 
second major  career change, this time leaving the media industry to 
invest in technology startups, a pursuit combining her longtime 
interest in innovation with her financial expertise as well as harken-
ing back to her undergraduate years in the heart of Silicon Valley.  
“I always had this interest in startups and integrating technology in 
business,” she explains. “Although I was in finance, I felt that tech-
nology would be increasingly crucial and would permeate  every 
single activity in the  future.”  After selling Neemu, an e- commerce 
startup, Pessoa then spent eigh teen months as CFO of the 2016  
Rio de Janeiro summer Olympics, another “I’ll go!” conversation 
having planted the seed for that opportunity, as she explains:

I had mentioned to a friend that I would of course be interested in 
that role despite the fact that it  wasn’t open at the time. But when 
it did come up, it happened to be the right time in my life, so I 
was called in for an interview. Again, if you  don’t express and 
show your desires— not only at work, but in every thing you do—
no one  will know how you feel about it.

 After her stint with the Olympics, Pessoa returned to Brazil’s tech 
sector as a partner at Kunumi, a newly launched artificial intelli-
gence firm. Over the years she  didn’t feel at a disadvantage as a 
 woman, although she did focus on establishing credibility and 
producing results: “Did I work more than the guys? Prob ably. 
Prob ably  women do have to work more, though to be fair I was a 
workaholic from day one,” she says. She was vocal about her own 
goals and what she thought was best for her team and com pany, 
making sure her voice did not go unheard: “In order to stand my 
ground I did feel like I needed to be harsher sometimes. Especially 
early on— I was very young, and I felt that I had to be tough to gain 
re spect.”

Determination to chart her own course was crucial, but se nior 
colleagues— many of them men— also played a role in Pessoa’s 
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 career trajectory. A belief in  women’s leadership potential on the 
part of her man ag ers meant that Pessoa had meaningful opportu-
nities to contribute:

I always tried to work with bosses who would teach me, who 
would actually help me in my quest to learn. I’ve had male 
bosses my  whole  career, and I’ve learned a lot from them, and 
 they’ve always been open about my par tic u lar skills and 
strengths. One emblematic boss who hired me as CFO had a male 
assistant, typically a role that  women are in— that small detail 
showcased to me that he  really  didn’t care about gender. He made 
me the CFO of the largest newspaper conglomerate in Brazil, and 
it was  great. I was the only  woman and the youn gest director 
around the  table.

When Pessoa had her second child, soon  after taking on the CFO 
role, she  wasn’t marginalized but instead had the support of her 
CEO to continue leading the finance function. When she returned 
from maternity leave, the com pany was in the midst of a major 
restructuring. She recalls managing this time in her  career and life 
with characteristic assurance:

I was still breastfeeding, so I negotiated coming back early from 
my leave as long as I could continue breastfeeding. The restruc-
turing took us three years, and during the first year I would pump 
for milk if I needed to. I would turn on my electric pump in 
meetings with  lawyers, with bankers, at the directors’ meeting, at 
the board, literally at any meeting.  People still remember the 
noise it made  after all  these years!

Helping to lead the restructuring during this new phase of her 
life was impor tant to Pessoa, not only  because she wanted it to be 
successful. She knew that by normalizing motherhood at work, she 
could be a role model for other  women at Globo and even beyond. 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   60588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   60 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Scarce, Scrutinized, and Still Climbing 61

“I had understanding and supportive bosses, and I would frequently 
thank them,” she explains, “and remind them that I was  doing this 
for their  daughters. Hopefully it would be easier for them in the 
 future.”

As her  career progressed, Pessoa took the time to cultivate 
connections outside Globo. One year, she traveled across the United 
States visiting major newspapers as part of an effort to understand 
worldwide trends in the industry. Years  later, an editor she had met 
on that trip spoke at a journalism conference in Brazil. Pessoa sought 
him out:

I went up to him and asked if he remembered me. He  didn’t, and 
so I refreshed his memory and suggested that my husband and I 
take him to dinner. He was attending the conference with his 
wife, and we showed them around town and spent a  great after-
noon together. This was in maybe 2007, and we remained in 
contact. Years  later this editor was made a CEO, and he contacted 
me and said, “You  really know the business— would you like to 
interview for our board?” I was no longer at Globo by that time, 
so I was  free to pursue the opportunity. Maintaining  those rela-
tionships is super impor tant, but it needs to be real, a truthful 
connection needs to exist. It’s impor tant to network with  women, 
with men, with every one. Back in 2007, I was simply interested in 
the transformation he was implementing in the newsroom, 
bringing in digital, and it never crossed my mind that our 
interaction would result in a  future fruitful collaboration. You just 
never know what  will eventually come from  those contacts. You 
 can’t be afraid of putting yourself out  there. It was a huge 
conference, three hundred– plus  people, and I was the one that 
approached this par tic u lar editor. Why not me?

That first board interview resulted in an appointment, and Pessoa 
soon found herself being recruited for other directorships.  Today 
she sits on the boards of NewsCorp, the French construction firm 
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Vinci, Credit Suisse, and Suzano, Brazil’s largest paper and pulp 
com pany. She also serves on the Global Advisory Council for 
Stanford University and the Brazil Consulting Board for the Nature 
Conservancy. As Pessoa’s governance portfolio grew, she saw the 
benefits of diversity at the board level but at the same time observed 
the ways in which  women remained shut out of the high- level roles 
that would make them  viable candidates. Boards need to leverage 
vari ous kinds of diversity to be effective, she argues. “Do you want 
every one to be a finance expert? No. Boards face diff er ent issues. 
You want diversity. If  you’re a global com pany, you want geo-
graphic, skill, and gender diversity. It’s good when  there are back-
grounds in  legal, business, technology. Having all  those perspectives 
makes a board stronger.”

And yet,  women across fields and industries fill up the leadership 
pipeline but  don’t achieve top roles from which boards tend to 
recruit. “A big example for me is the communications field,” Pessoa 
points out. “ There are a lot of  women working on communications 
teams, across all companies.  They’re everywhere. Yet C- Suites are 
usually occupied by men. And you look at journalists. You have a lot 
of  women,” she says, “possibly more than 50  percent of many 
editing rooms, but how many are editors? Top editors? Editor in 
chief?  There are few. Or partners at law firms.  There might be lots 
of female partners, yes. But how many are the managing, number 
one, named partners at  those firms?”

Pessoa was part of a wave of working  women that further shifted 
the landscape for  those who followed, and she is both gratified by 
how far  women have come and dissatisfied with the current state of 
affairs. “I think a lot of us,  women of our generation, had to be 
 really tough all the time,” she reflects. “Now I see younger  women 
expressing their diff er ent perspectives in a much more power ful 
way.” For  women on the rise,  there is still much to prove, but 
Pessoa’s success dispels any notion that  women  were ill- suited for 
leadership or ill- equipped to be both parents and professionals. 
 Today, she is passionate about the need to foster the ambitions of 
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girls and  women. “I think  middle school is a turning point,” she says. 
“It’s a time when young  women stop dreaming of being astronauts or 
what ever they want to be. We need to work  really hard at allowing 
them to dream and continue dreaming, continue aiming for what 
they want, and we need to ensure they  will be able to do it.”

 Today, Pessoa sees an opportunity to hasten the pace of change 
and dismantle the barriers that keep  women from reaching the 
top. “I think #MeToo and every thing with it is fabulous,” she says. 
“My question is what’s next? How do you move beyond it? We need 
to think about the  whole system, when you look at enterprises— 
what happens to  women, where and when do they start falling 
through the cracks? We need to push  women all the way up so that 
the culture changes.”
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CH A P TE R   3

CRACKS IN THE CEILING
 Women on Corporate Boards

“Change comes from the top” is an often- repeated maxim. Leaders’ 
priorities shape an orga nizational agenda, determine resource alloca-
tion, and send a message about the com pany’s values to employees and 
other stakeholders. But what about change at the top? As we discussed 
in the previous chapter,  women remain a minority among senior- level 
employees across industries. The  women executives we studied had 
nimbly deployed a variety of strategies to avoid falling off an ever more 
precarious ladder as they climbed. Their presence challenges the 
overrepre sen ta tion of men in leadership. Yet  women’s inroads into 
high- level ranks have not dramatically shifted the imbalance at the 
very top of the corporate hierarchy.

In corporate boardrooms around the world, white men predomi-
nate. Over 98  percent of boards in the MSCI ACWI Index, which cov-
ers both developed and emerging economies, are majority male.1 
Between January 2019 and early 2020, over half of the 304 companies 
in the United States and Eu rope that had executed or announced an 
initial public offering had zero  women on their boards.2 A census of 
Fortune 500 boards found that 22.5   percent of seats  were held by 
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 women, and just 4.6   percent by  women of color. Their dramatic 
underrepre sen ta tion reflects a general overrepre sen ta tion of white di-
rectors; the same study found that men of color sat in less than 
12  percent of Fortune 500 seats.3 A review of the FTSE 100 found that 
more than a third of companies had no directors representing a racial 
or ethnic minority.4  Women of color have been largely left out of even 
the  limited gender diversity gains made thus far.

The Governance Gap

As we began writing this chapter, Fortune published a story about the 
General Motors board, which had just become majority female with 
six  women and five men, making it one of eleven Fortune 500 compa-
nies with majority- female or gender- balanced boards. So exceptional 
are boards not dominated by men that the (not quite) dozen where 
 women are at least equally represented amounts to a newsworthy 
trend.5 But beyond this one- off story, interest in the demographic com-
position of boards is increasing. Over the past de cade, the New York 
Times, the Wall Street Journal, and Financial Times have collectively pub-
lished more than 260 stories about board diversity. Academic inter-
est, reflected in research publications, has also been growing steadily 
since the mid-2000s, and business educators have taken up the charge.6 
Our own institution and other business schools offer executive edu-
cation courses for  women seeking board seats. Case studies about ef-
forts to achieve board gender diversity proliferate, while search firms 
and consulting companies churn out reports and recommendations.

Are boards listening? Not every one has been embracing the need 
to diversify. In 2019, well  under half (38  percent) of directors agreed 
that board gender diversity was impor tant, according to a survey of 
more than seven hundred public companies. Racial and ethnic diver-
sity has even less overall support; just 25  percent of directors agreed 
that it is impor tant.7 In 2020  these numbers  rose, with 47  percent of 
directors believing that gender diversity was very impor tant and 
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34  percent saying the same about racial diversity— almost certainly a 
consequence of worldwide protests against racial injustice that arose 
in the summer of that year.8 Renewed focus on in equality seems to 
be convincing more board members that it  matters, but just how much 
emphasis boards  will put on recruiting directors of color remains to 
be seen. To date,  there have been fewer studies, news stories, and ini-
tiatives addressing the lack of board racial diversity, and pro gress 
 toward gender diversity has primarily benefited white  women. How-
ever, more than twenty Black directors joined the boards of publicly 
listed companies in September and October of 2020— more than the 
total for all of 2019.9 The coming years  will reveal  whether that surge 
in racial diversity, which could boost the proportion of Black  women 
in the boardroom, was a one- time phenomenon or the start of a trend.

 Unless attitudes evolve, we are unlikely to see significant pro gress 
 toward diversity of any kind. About a quarter of directors feel that a 
focus on diversity is leading to the nomination of unneeded or unqual-
ified candidates, according to the same survey.10 Other research has 
found that  people perceive the appointment of a female board mem-
ber to mean prioritization of social per for mance at the expense of 
shareholder interests.11 (Evidence from countries that have imple-
mented gender quotas has not borne out  these fears. In Norway, 
 women appointed to boards  after a 40  percent quota took effect actu-
ally had stronger educational and professional backgrounds than 
 women appointed prior to the law.12) Lingering skepticism about the 
importance of diversifying boards is likely one reason all the atten-
tion has yet to result in a sea change. Even new companies are stuck 
in an old mindset: Among two hundred venture- backed private com-
panies, just 7  percent of board seats  were held by  women. On 60  percent 
of  these boards  there  were no  women at all.13

When asked about this slow and  limited pro gress, current boards 
often point to a dearth of  women in the roles considered natu ral an-
tecedents to directorships. The United Kingdom’s Hampton- Alexander 
committee heard this sentiment from board chairs it interviewed; one 
common refrain was “ there just  aren’t enough se nior  women” to fill 
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available seats.14 Yet boards tend to return to the same predominantly 
white and male candidate pools when they search for new members. 
Just 25  percent of boards that added a new director in 2018 elected 
someone who had not previously served on a public com pany board.15 
 There is also evidence that when  women do start gaining access to 
directorships, the opportunity is restricted to a handful of token 
 women or strategically contained so that men still dominate individ-
ual boards. A 2019 analy sis of the top two hundred companies in Aus-
tralia found that an overall increase in board gender diversity was 
driven by just eight  women who served on multiple boards.16 A series 
of studies of the S&P 500 found that a disproportionate number of 
boards have two female directors; once  there are two  women direc-
tors, boards are statistically less likely to appoint any additional 
 women—an apparent ceiling the researchers termed “twokenism.”17

No  matter how many  women executives are capable of serving, if 
boards remain insular  there is  little opportunity for them to step for-
ward in large numbers. “It’s sometimes easy to find excuses why a 
 woman  doesn’t fit on a board,” said Bill George, who has served on 
the boards of Goldman Sachs, ExxonMobil, and the Target Corpora-
tion, among  others. George has seen firsthand the tendency for direc-
torship opportunities to circulate within closed networks: “I’ve heard 
so many times, ‘Oh, I know a  great guy from the club.’ Se lection has 
to be done through a wider range of  people over a period of time, and 
much more professionally, and you have to have a lot of  women in 
that mix, and  people of color.  You’re not serving the com pany if you 
have an old boys’ club with all the same voices.” Likewise, Cindy For-
nelli, former head of the Center for Audit Quality, pointed out in an 
interview that companies  aren’t  going to source a diversity of candi-
dates if they keep relying on the proverbial usual suspects: “We hear 
this argument that  there is a supply issue with diverse candidates. 
 There are plenty of diverse candidates, but it does require folks to go 
outside their individual networks, and particularly smaller companies 
who may have only recruited their friends are  going to have to go 
other places, like a  Women Corporate Directors’ event. We hear it a 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   68588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   68 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Cracks in the Ceiling 69

lot— ‘ There  aren’t any  women, or any  people of color.’ Well, not if you 
only look at your normal haunts.”

Even large corporations with more structured and formal board 
pro cesses can experience this feedback loop if no real effort is made 
to expand the pool. A small subgroup  will typically oversee the pro-
cess of identifying new directors, and when  these nominating com-
mittees do not include any  women, the likelihood of the new director 
being female plummets.18 Henrietta Holsman Fore, a former director 
at General Mills and other public companies, pointed out that disrupt-
ing networks is key to bringing in new members who are diff er ent 
from the typical director:

The committee is a subset of the  whole board, and the board itself 
is already small. It just does not lend itself to surfacing more  women’s 
names. The more that boards become diverse, the better the 
informal networks become. If you can get more diversity on the 
nominating committee, then the informal networks begin to 
become much broader, and more candidates are seen and evaluated.

Win dow Dressing or Culture Renovation?

Why should boards—or for that  matter shareholders, consumers, leg-
islators, and the public— care that female directors are scarce? In his 
2020 letter to shareholders, famed investor Warren Buffett called out 
the continued underrepre sen ta tion of  women in the boardroom. 
While the year marked the one-hundredth anniversary of the Nine-
teenth Amendment “guarantee[ing] American  women the right to 
have their voices heard in a voting booth,” he observed, “their attain-
ing similar status in a board room remains a work in pro gress.” Buffett 
went on to emphasize the importance of board in de pen dence, noting 
that rubber- stamping CEO decisions can be all too tempting and that 
groupthink often charts the course. Can disrupting the homogenous 
makeup of a board help it govern more effectively? Scholar Rosabeth 
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Moss Kanter argues that it most certainly can: “Lack of diversity can 
lead to a kind of crony capitalism in which insiders  favor other insid-
ers, surround themselves with  people who look and think like them 
and rarely hear other points of view,” she explained in a 2020 op- ed.19 
Directors need to be inquisitive, in de pen dent, and willing to ask hard 
questions— all of which can be hard to do in a clubby context where 
every one looks like you. (We should note that Buffett resisted a share-
holder proposal that would have formally required his own com pany 
to diversify candidate slates by race and gender when conducting 
searches for directors and CEOs, although he affirmed support for its 
ultimate goal.)20

Of course, board members are stewards acting on behalf of every-
one who holds shares in a com pany and in so  doing hopes to make 
money. Might greater gender diversity not only help guard against 
mismanagement but also lead to stronger financial per for mance? Al-
though the so- called business case for diversity claims that it  will lead 
to better returns, evidence for a causal link is inconclusive. Some stud-
ies have found a positive effect of more  women on boards, while 
 others have found it to inhibit per for mance, and still  others have found 
no effect at all. The per for mance implications of racial and ethnic di-
versity on boards have been studied far less but with similarly unset-
tled results.21 All such explorations of the relationship between board 
composition and per for mance confront the challenge of many unob-
servable and unknown  factors that likely influence both board makeup 
and financial outcomes, making that relationship exceedingly difficult 
to mea sure.

An emphasis on adding  women to add profits, we would argue, 
does not actually help boards become more diverse and inclusive. In 
fact, it is preventing a richer and more meaningful discussion about 
the benefits that diversity truly can confer and the reasons it remains 
so difficult to cultivate. Lip ser vice about the “value of diversity” is 
not translating into widespread change, and too  little attention is paid 
to why. One recent study of directors’ views on gender and race in the 
boardroom found that while nearly all endorsed diversity in the ab-
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stract, most could not clearly articulate the reasons for that support, 
falling back on minor anecdotes about contributions by white  women 
or  people of color that  were rarely about high- level strategy or other 
domains of board decision- making.22 All the attention the business 
case has garnered  doesn’t seem to be leading to a clear understand-
ing about how boards can leverage a more diverse group of direc-
tors. Boards would be better served by asking a more sophisticated 
question: What prevents us from fostering diversity and making the 
most of it?

Benefits do emerge  under certain circumstances that are highly rel-
evant to corporate governance. For instance, when groups must 
wrestle with complex tasks and decisions or harness the collective 
thinking of a group to problem- solve and generate ideas, gender di-
versity is a boon.23 When a com pany’s strategy focuses on innovation, 
per for mance does improve with more  women in leadership.24  There 
is also compelling evidence that both racial and gender diversity spur 
teams to think more creatively, consider alternative viewpoints, and 
become less prone to groupthink.25 But it is vital to understand that 
 these positive effects are not inevitable. Boards, like any group of in-
dividuals tasked with a common purpose, must know how to reap the 
benefits of having a variety of voices in the room. Contributions from 
 those who speak differently— literally or figuratively— can all too eas-
ily be lost or reduced in impact and importance. Approaching diver-
sity not as a superficial add-on but rather as a primary input can 
generate real learning. With this kind of approach, differences are 
viewed as sources of deep knowledge and insight, and  people in both 
the majority and the minority believe their perspectives are respected 
and valued.26 But when diversity is accepted begrudgingly or is viewed 
as morally correct but unrelated to the “real work,” it  can’t be lever-
aged to benefit the group’s problem- solving, creativity, or decision- 
making. The best- case scenario might be that of the directors 
described above who endorsed diversity but  couldn’t think of a way it 
actually enhanced their boards’ primary tasks. More troublingly, this 
kind of surface- level support can bolster ste reo types that are ultimately 
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unhelpful and even undermining to racial or gender equality. In 
2010, French luxury goods conglomerate LVMH responded to a 
proposed gender quota by appointing former first lady Bernadette 
Chirac and citing her regular attendance at fashion shows as her 
key qualification.27

If boards  aren’t fully embracing the diversity they already have, di-
rectors in the minority are less integrated and less able to exert influ-
ence. They are also less likely to be in roles with the most formal 
power, such as chair or lead director. Even as the overall proportion 
of  women on boards has edged up,  there has been  little to no change 
in the extent to which female directors are in leadership positions. Ac-
cording to a 2019 analy sis, the vast majority of board chairs are men.28 
Among the five hundred largest (by revenue) public companies in the 
United States, the percentage of  women lead directors, board chairs, 
and CEO chairs increased by less than 1  percent (to 7.5  percent) be-
tween 2015 and 2019.29

Even when their qualifications and experience are identical or su-
perior to that of their fellow directors, white  women and  people of 
color are less likely to be in key leadership roles such as chair, lead di-
rector, and committee chair.30  These leadership opportunities can be 
power ful, as reflected in the experience of Monique Leroux, a Cana-
dian banking executive. In 2008 she was elected president and board 
chair of the Desjardins Group, the leading bank in Quebec, and seized 
the opportunity to address the lack of  women in leadership at the in-
stitution: “I de cided to put diversity on the agenda very strongly in-
ternally,  because we  were essentially not diverse at all. We had less 
than 20  percent  women in se nior ranks and I said, it’s not acceptable. 
So, I put a target. We agreed as a board on a target of at least 30  percent, 
though the goal was 40  percent. Without targets that are widely com-
municated, you cannot make real pro gress.”

Appointing white  women or  people of color as directors but effec-
tively sidelining them may actually impede further pro gress  toward 
diversity; being overlooked for influential roles makes  women and mi-
nority directors more likely to depart their boards.31 Marginalization 
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can also take more subtle forms. In a study we conducted,  women di-
rectors described being treated as outsiders, a dynamic that their 
male peers seemed oblivious to. More than half of male directors in 
the study did not believe that  women faced hurdles based on their gen-
der, yet  women’s experiences told a very diff er ent story. They re-
counted having their contributions ignored or dismissed in meetings, 
being excluded from informal gatherings and outings, and having 
their expertise questioned or their perspective treated as intrusive.32 
Sadly, this insight  isn’t new. More than seventy years ago, Wilma Soss 
founded the Federation of  Women Shareholders to advocate for the 
repre sen ta tion of  women in corporate governance; in 1954, she told 
the New Yorker that “one  woman on  these big boards  isn’t enough. 
What can one  woman do against thirty men?”33

 Today’s corporate boards are not so large, but the princi ple holds. 
Phyllis Campbell, a director at Alaska Air Group, told us about her past 
experience serving on a range of boards and noted how easily  women’s 
contributions could be minimized: “When I was one of only two 
 women, our voices would usually get drowned out.” Indeed, research 
has shown that sole  women speak up less often than  women in more 
gender- balanced groups and that  women are seen more favorably in 
professional settings in which  there are at least two of them in a 
group.34 One study identified a clear tipping point in board dynamics 
when female directors numbered three or more.  Women described 
being ste reo typed or excluded when they  were the sole  woman or 
even one of two, but they exerted more influence and felt more com-
fortable and effective in raising questions when  there  were at least two 
other  women on the board.  These dynamics  were observed not only 
by  women directors themselves but also by CEOs who saw the pat-
tern play out in the boardroom.35 In this light, the implicit “twoken-
ism” we referenced above is a new barrier erected before the  women 
who actually make it into the boardroom.

Isabelle Marcoux, chair of the board of Transcontinental, a publicly 
traded media com pany headquartered in Canada, affirmed the impor-
tance of critical mass: “When  you’re three,  you’re part of a group and 
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 you’re no longer tagged as the ‘ woman’s voice.’ So, I  really,  really be-
lieve in numbers. To me, three is the minimum; boards should have 
at least three  women, and four or five is even better  because then you 
get a more diverse group of  women.” And the more  women  there are, 
the more likely it may be that the board  will move further  toward gen-
der parity. A lone  woman advocating for greater diversity can have 
an impact, particularly if she is board chair or head of the nominating 
committee, but a chorus of voices is even harder to ignore, as Herta 
von Stiegel, head of a clean- energy developer and director at several 
large Eu ro pean corporations, explained: “When it got to the point 
where I was able to  really have a very direct influence on board com-
position  either as chair or on the nominations committee, I strongly 
pushed for diversity. And not just gender diversity but diversity in 
terms of ethnic and cultural background as well as race, although I 
have not been as successful with re spect to the latter. The healthiest 
environment that I’ve experienced is truly a diverse environment 
where you have at least 40  percent  women.”

Pressure from All Sides

In an ever more complex global economy, wasting the talent and in-
sight of  women,  whether they are excluded from meaningful debate 
among directors or excluded from the boardroom altogether, surely 
 can’t be a strategic advantage. But not only does the homogeneity of 
boards look like a potential handicap for companies, it is also becom-
ing increasingly untenable as multiple stakeholders criticize the pre-
dominance of white men in corporate governance and demand, 
through public pressure as well as legislation, that companies act to 
diversify their boardrooms. Over the past fifteen years, governments 
around the world have stepped in to mandate greater repre sen ta tion 
of  women.  These efforts have been concentrated in Eu rope but also 
extend to Israel, Malaysia, and India, where boards of large or pub-
licly listed firms must include  women, and to Quebec,  Kenya, and the 
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United Arab Emirates, where state- owned companies are required to 
have female directors. In 2018, California passed legislation requiring 
companies headquartered in the state to include  women on their 
boards, and the state of Washington followed suit in 2020.36 Also in 
2020 the Eu ro pean Union announced that it would revisit a proposal, 
tabled in 2012, to mandate a 40  percent quota for  women on the boards 
of companies in its member states.37

 These kinds of legislative quotas are varied in both kind and effect. 
Some are “hard” and carry sanctions that impede or block a com pany’s 
operations. In Norway, companies that fail to meet a 40  percent quota 
can be delisted from the stock exchange, and in other Eu ro pean coun-
tries, director appointments can be voided and companies can be 
fined for noncompliance. But some quotas are nonbinding; companies 
might be named and shamed but face no sanctions. Spain’s 40  percent 
quota sets incentives whereby companies that comply may receive 
preference in the award of government contracts but face no fines or 
other mea sures for failure to meet the quota.38 Other countries, such 
as Australia and the United States, have opted for an even lighter touch, 
with consortia of business and government leaders advocating, with 
some success, targets for  women’s repre sen ta tion.

In 2011, a government- commissioned review committee examin-
ing gender on UK com pany boards recommended a voluntary target 
of filling 25  percent of FTSE 100 board seats with  women by 2015, a 
proportion that would double  women’s share of seats. Calling on reg-
ulatory bodies, executive search firms, and companies themselves to 
rally around the effort, the committee urged all stakeholders to re-
move barriers to appointing  women. Concurrently, a group of female 
executives formed the 30% Club to advocate for increased repre sen ta-
tion. Together, the club and the committee, known as the Davies Re-
view, leveraged the media to bring attention to companies’ action (or 
inaction) and conducted personal outreach to board chairs and other 
power ful stakeholders. The target was missed in 2015, but by the fol-
lowing year 26  percent of FTSE 100 seats  were held by  women.39 By 
2020, the proportion hit 33  percent.40
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 There has been  little appetite among officials in the United States 
for establishing quotas, with the California and Washington state man-
dates being major exceptions. In 2019, Illinois passed a bill requiring 
companies headquartered in the state to have at least one  woman, an 
African American, and a Latinx director on their boards, but the re-
quirement was ultimately dropped; instead, Illinois companies must 
publish the race and gender composition of their boards and execu-
tive management teams on their websites.41 A disclosure approach has 
been in place at the federal level since 2010 via a Securities and Ex-
change Commission (SEC) rule compelling companies to explain 
 whether and how nominating committees consider diversity when ap-
pointing new directors. While an analy sis of Fortune 500 boards cov-
ering the years 1996 to 2015 identified an upward trend in the 
proportion of  women  after 2010, for most companies the increase had 
already begun prior to the SEC rule, making it unclear that the rule 
meaningfully changed boards’ approach. Meanwhile, a multicountry 
study has found that targets and quotas are more effective than dis-
closure requirements.42

The SEC approach allows companies themselves to define “diver-
sity” and to specify how they believe it can be furthered. One effect 
of this more expansive and malleable concept could be to encourage 
companies to consider multiple dimensions of diversity at once. As 
noted above, boards are extremely homogenous when it comes to race: 
Men of color lag white  women in repre sen ta tion, and  women of color 
hold a tiny fraction of directorships, yet gender diversity alone has long 
dominated the conversation. That emphasis has meant that the chal-
lenges faced by  women of color are obscured or overlooked. Unfortu-
nately, the open- to- interpretation definition of diversity can easily 
become overly broad. Research on the SEC rule’s effects has found that 
companies actually tend not to cite gender or racial diversity in their 
disclosures but instead discuss candidates’ prior experience and exper-
tise as forms of diversity, an approach that has clearly not led to major 
change when it comes to boards’ demographic composition.43 Simi-
larly, only about half of the board diversity policies at FTSE 250 com-
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panies specifically mention racial and ethnic diversity, and the vast 
majority set no mea sur able objectives around it.44

In the absence of public policy, other US stakeholders have at-
tempted to exert influence and pressure. Major investment firms and 
pension funds have asked companies in which they invest to disclose 
the gender and/or racial makeup of their boards and describe their 
strategy for advancing diversity. Several, including BlackRock, State 
Street Global Advisors, and the California Public Employees’ Retire-
ment System, have withheld votes or voted against director candidates 
to protest companies’ lack of pro gress on board diversity.45 In 2020, 
Goldman Sachs announced that it would not underwrite the initial 
public offerings of US and Eu ro pean companies with all- male boards.46 
As this book went to press, the Nasdaq stock exchange filed a proposal 
that would require listed companies to have on their boards at least 
one  woman and one director from an underrepresented minority or 
who identifies as LGBTQ+.47

Shareholder proposals pressuring companies to increase race and 
gender diversity are increasingly popu lar. One firm alone, Trillium 
Asset Management, put forward more than fifty diversity- related pro-
posals between 2016 and early 2019.48 We analyzed shareholder 
proposals in the S&P 1500 from 1997 to 2018 and found more than 
330 related to diversity. In addition, we found that proposals aimed at 
increasing diversity averaged 8   percent more “yes” votes than other 
proposals. Reflecting this interest from shareholders, diversity has 
become a frequent topic in companies’ securities filings. Analyzing 
proxy statements filed with the SEC, we found a more than 10  percent 
jump in the number of statements that discussed diversity between 
2009 and 2010 and a steady uptick in the de cade since. In 2018, over 
20  percent of proxies included some mention of diversity. The trend 
is also garnering widespread public attention outside the business press 
and the C- suite. In 2018, Amazon received a wave of backlash from 
its own employees  after initially rejecting a shareholder proposal that 
it implement a “Rooney Rule” requiring board slates to include  women 
and minority candidates. Not long  after the outcry was picked up in 
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the media, the com pany reversed course and said that the board’s 
nominating committee would indeed adopt such a policy.49

All this attention may have helped spur some recent gains. 2017 saw 
the largest- yet single jump in the appointment of  women to boards, 
when 38  percent of Fortune 500 director appointments went to  women 
(up from 27  percent in 2016).  Women’s share of appointments climbed 
slightly higher, to 40  percent, in 2018.50 The California mandate, which 
was covered widely in the US media, led to the appointment of 
511  women to board seats at companies headquartered in the state, 
many of which had previously never had a female director. Yet we 
should once again note that white  women dominated this shift 
 toward more gender diversity, making up 78   percent of  these new 
directors.51 (In 2020, California expanded its diversity mandate to in-
clude quotas for racial and ethnic diversity on boards.52)

The Power of Corporate Sisterhood

Despite more conversation, it  isn’t clear that the push from investors 
and the public is fostering a sense of urgency on the part of current 
directors, especially  those in the majority. A study we conducted with 
over five thousand directors at companies headquartered in more than 
sixty countries revealed that men  were apt to attribute the continued 
underrepre sen ta tion of  women to a lack of qualified female candidates, 
an explanation pointed to by far fewer of their female peers (more 
than a third of men versus 7   percent of  women). Rather than this 
supply- side rationale,  women directors cited the per sis tence of male- 
dominated networks and said that despite all the talk, diversity is not 
a priority when it comes to recruiting new members.53 In another 
study we conducted with male and female directors based mostly in 
the United States, almost 30  percent of men cited a lack of experience 
and knowledge as an impediment to  women’s access to board seats, 
yet just 4  percent of  women directors agreed.54 And the traditional 
view that the ideal director has CEO experience, an approach that dra-
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matically limits the pool of  women candidates, persists. In 2018, cur-
rent and former CEOs made up 60  percent of all appointees to Fortune 
500 boards, an all- time high. “It’s clear,” one search firm pointed out, 
“that companies  aren’t consistently casting their nets widely.”55 Boards 
have yet to undergo a paradigm shift in how they think about, lever-
age, and value diversity.

Michele Hooper, whose profile appears  after this chapter, is impa-
tient with the notion that a lack of candidates is the major impediment 
to board diversity. “This  whole argument that we  can’t find qualified 
candidates is just so much hooey. Our markets, customers, and em-
ployees are becoming more diverse.  There are well- qualified diverse 
 people available for our boards. We have to expand the pools in which 
we search for  those candidates. We need to seek skills and experiences 
regardless of sex or ethnicity.” Fatima Al Jaber, who has served on the 
boards of several companies headquartered in the United Arab Emir-
ates and was the first  woman elected to the board of directors of the 
Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce, argues that even in the Persian 
Gulf region, where  women are less represented in the  labor force com-
pared to many other parts of the world, “ We’re qualified. We have 
the experience, and we have the right candidates. But the prob lem is 
we need the door to open.” And  women executives are trying to make 
their way through the narrow openings that currently exist. Numer-
ous academic institutions and nonprofit centers offer formal training, 
mentoring programs, and access to headhunting firms, all with the 
aim of preparing  women to navigate board search channels and step 
into directorships with the skills to be effective. Efforts to make fe-
male candidates more vis i ble to companies and search firms prolifer-
ate. Initiatives such as the 30% Club and 2020  Women on Boards focus 
dialogue and attention on the underrepre sen ta tion of  women on 
boards and advocate for accelerating the pace of change.

The  Women on Boards program at our own institution has seen 
runaway enthusiasm, igniting a network of past participants commit-
ted not just to their own board ser vice but to one another’s success. 
When the program launched in 2016, seats filled up at a faster rate than 
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usual for the school’s executive education courses, and demand has 
continued apace. To date, more than four hundred  women from 
around the world have been through the program, and interest ex-
ceeds capacity each year. Beginning with the inaugural cohort, par-
ticipants began holding monthly conference calls  after the course 
ended, to keep the momentum  going by trading referrals, advice, and 
professional connections. An active social media network is a forum 
for still more strategic support, as well as a way for participants to re-
main rooted in a global community of female leaders. The  women 
who have thus far secured board seats are working to pay it forward 
to their fellow participants and create a movement that extends far 
beyond their time on campus.56

This ever- expanding HBS- based network builds on a pre ce dent set 
more than two de cades ago by another or ga nized effort to get more 
 women onto boards,  Women Corporate Directors (WCD). The evo-
lution of WCD offers a kind of case study in why such groups con-
tinue to be necessary as well as some mea sure of optimism about their 
effects. Founded in 2001, WCD was at first simply a forum for  women 
already on boards. They rarely encountered fellow female directors.57 
In an interview, WCD founder Susan Stautberg explained how the 
need for such a group became clear to her:

I was on a board, and I was seeing how hard it was to get more 
 women onto boards. I also saw that  women  were constantly 
trying to get together informally to talk about how to be effective 
in the boardroom. How do you ask the difficult questions? Where 
do I go when I want to know more about a certain topic? And 
how to  handle the gender issues that did come up. What do you 
do when the CEO puts his hand on your knee? The  women who 
 were on boards at the time  didn’t  really have any place to turn.

A friend of Stautberg’s, Edie Weiner, was one of  those  women, hav-
ing resigned from a board where her expertise was questioned and 
her advice unheeded. “I  couldn’t get the guys to listen to me,” Weiner, 
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head of a strategy consulting firm, told us. “The CEO was  really not 
interested in anything I had to tell him.” Weiner had already served 
on other boards quite successfully but felt disheartened and frustrated 
at encountering such retrograde bias in the twenty- first  century. “I 
called up Susan and said, I know the next group of  women that  you’re 
 going to put together. Female directors need to be able to talk to each 
other.”

Over the next two de cades, WCD grew from a handful of  women 
who gathered at Stautberg’s New York apartment to many hundreds 
of  women at chapters in more than forty countries. It  wasn’t long be-
fore the directors assembled around Stautberg’s dining room  table 
and  later at conferences in vari ous US cities  were talking about the 
 women missing from their ranks, as founding member Elaine Eisen-
man described:

It started off in the beginning as a dinner group that provided 
mutual support, education, and experience- sharing about how to 
best contribute as the only  woman on our respective boards, more 
than anything  else. We  were fellow travelers in the same room, 
sharing stories about navigating the foreign land of the board-
room. But it also became a po liti cal force to say  there should be 
more  women on boards. As time went on and slowly but surely 
more  women joined boards, it started to morph beyond simply 
the support and sharing function, recognizing that  there’s more 
 women who sit on boards— asking why  aren’t  there even more  
of us?  There’s extraordinary talent out  there, and the need for 
diversity is critical, especially in terms of  today’s turbulent 
marketplace. You  can’t have singular vision for growth and impact.

When another founding member, finance executive Alison Win-
ter, moved to Chicago, she started a local chapter that was soon joined 
by chapters in Boston, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C. By 2004, the de-
mand was clear.  Women on boards  were hungry for opportunities to 
network with one another, sharpen their skills, and pave the way for 
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more female directors. Stautberg approached the professional ser vice 
firm KPMG to sponsor the organ ization, and WCD began hosting reg-
ular conferences for its growing membership. Chicago- based mem-
ber Joan Steel explained that WCD events both enhanced the skills 
 women could bring to boards and disrupted the closed networks that 
tended to keep them out of the  running for open seats:

We learn about cutting- edge, best- in- class governance practices 
on public and private boards from around the world. This is 
impor tant to our education and growth as directors.  There are 
also networking opportunities with other  women who are on 
boards or who are in the C- suite seeking to expand or refresh 
their boards or who know of opportunities. It’s the access to 
potential board opportunities, networking resources, educa-
tional resources and friendships that underscore the value of 
WCD. WCD has helped move the dial on placing  women on 
boards. For companies who say they  can’t find qualified female 
directors or search firms seeking to widen their candidate field, 
WCD is a reservoir of talented, capable, and experienced  women 
directors to be tapped. What ever director requirements you 
have—if  you’re a search professional, if  you’re a corporate CEO, if 
 you’re the chair of nomination & governance—we can provide 
access to our members, the best and the brightest female directors.

Getting more  women “into the flow,” as founder Stautberg calls it, 
of opportunities in governance means taking advantage of  every ave-
nue of influence. “For instance, we are  doing more and more events 
where we bring in private equity firms and have them meet with 
 women,” Stautberg told us, “ because private equity firms are very 
much putting men on the boards of their companies.” WCD  hasn’t 
shied away from stronger persuasive tactics  either. In 2016 as the group 
prepared for a conference in Chile, Stautberg took a call from the ex-
ecutive vice president of the Santiago Stock Exchange. He invited the 
WCD leadership to ring the opening bell, marking the first time a 
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 woman would do so. But Stautberg  wasn’t satisfied with the symbolic 
weight such a gesture would carry, not when the board of the ex-
change counted zero  women members. She recalled explaining to the 
chairman, “I  can’t do that. The stock exchange board is eleven white 
men. When you elect  women on the board of the stock exchange, 
 we’ll come ring the bell.” The executive vice president called Staut-
berg the next day and promised to appoint a  woman. In 2017 WCD 
held its Chile conference, and a local member was appointed to the 
Chilean exchange board as its first female director.58

As the organ ization passed the fifteen- year mark, Stautberg handed 
the reins to Susan Keating, who became WCD’s second CEO. Just as 
Keating prepared to take over in the fall of 2017, the #MeToo move-
ment took off. Asked about the group’s mission in light of this cultural 
shift, Keating saw an opportunity: “This is a big reckoning for many 
companies right now. I believe WCD can be part of the solution. We 
can ensure  these prob lems  don’t continue to be institutionalized and 
happen in the  future. The solution lies with good governance, and 
board diversity is part of that. We need to ensure that companies have 
the right culture, pro cesses, procedures, reporting and oversight.” 
Indeed, the #MeToo movement has made it increasingly clear that 
any attempts to tackle per sis tent gender disparities  will require top 
leaders— who remain mostly men—to do the hard work of identifying 
and addressing all the ways that gender inequalities are enabled and 
perpetuated throughout the structures and cultures they oversee.

For its part, WCD has been clear about the value of engaging men 
since its early days. Stautberg noted that men’s participation has been 
critical to the impact achieved so far:

In the early days around my dining room  table, we  were often 
bringing in male CEOs, male board members and just talking 
about vari ous issues in the boardroom and then also asking what 
we could do better. What do you think we can do to get more 
 women on boards? You get them relaxed and get some ideas. And 
you know, men are competitive, so then it becomes, “next time 
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we have a board opportunity, I’ll let you know.” They  don’t want 
to be left  behind. But it was also having them spend some time 
with  women executives and see that  these are competent  people. 
 Today, we do it with our chapters. Take the San Francisco chap-
ter. Once a year, they hold a cocktail reception, and  every female 
director who joins has to invite a male director, and ideally, they 
are inviting male directors who are on nominating committees. 
The chapter puts together a brochure of every one’s bio which 
they give to every one. And they have this cocktail party and just 
generally get to know each other. The men do come  because 
other men are  going to be  there. And the chapter has been 
getting  women onto boards  every single time afterward,  because 
the guys come and they see  these  really bright  people, they have 
the bio, and it  really works.

Hundreds of  women have secured board seats through the WCD 
network, but CEO Keating knows  there is still much work ahead:

I think some companies are leading the way.  Others are recogniz-
ing the importance of board diversity, but we have a long way to 
go.  There is some re sis tance. Any time  you’re  going against an 
institutional, cultural norm,  there can be re sis tance. So how do 
we break through that? We take leaders that are advocates for 
diversity and making headway with their boards to advance 
diversity and give them a platform.

Changing the status quo is never easy, but when  people in power act 
as allies and advocates, they can accelerate momentum. In the next 
chapter,  we’ll look at the role that men, inside and outside the board-
room, can play in advancing gender equity.
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PAVING THE WAY  
AND PAYING IT FORWARD

Michele Hooper

Michele Hooper grew up in a large  family in small- town 
Pennsylvania, the studious child of a homemaker  mother 
and a  father who worked in the local coal mine. “I was the 

one with, as my dad would say, my face stuck in a book. I just loved 
reading and loved learning,” she recalls. “And I got that from my 
parents. My  mother, while she was a  house wife, was very creative— 
she cooked, she was a tailor, she painted. She was always very 
interested in education—in sixth grade I was selected to learn 
Rus sian. I recall  going home each day teaching my mom the 
Russian- language lessons I had learned. And my Dad would quiz me 
about current events. He would come home from a swing shift and 
have me read aloud that day’s newspaper, and he would pose ques-
tions about what I was reading. This love of learning and curiosity 
has been a part of me since I can remember.”

While Hooper was an exceptional student, it  wasn’t clear to her 
what kind of working life might be available: “I  didn’t have anyone 
in my  family that had gone on to higher education. My  family was 
poor (although I  didn’t think so at the time), so I  didn’t know busi-
ness or have any professional role models.” If not for a University of 
Pennsylvania initiative to recruit rural students, she might have set 
her sights far lower than her ultimate  career path, as she explains: 
“Even though I was in advanced placement and took all  these 
college courses, my high school guidance counselor advised me to 
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be  either a nurse or a teacher, which is what they counseled young 
Black achievers to do at the time.” But fortuitously, the university’s 
Small Communities Talent Search was reaching out to rural parts of 
Pennsylvania to identify capable young  people who would other-
wise not be encouraged to apply to the state’s most prestigious 
university, and Hooper soon found herself on the University of 
Pennsylvania campus, fascinated by courses such as economics and 
corporate law.  After graduating, she applied to the business school at 
the University of Chicago and secured “a lot of scholarships and 
grants and very few loans” to attend.

Soon  after earning her MBA, Hooper began her  career as a 
financial analyst at the health care corporation Baxter International 
before moving into strategy and industry analy sis. In 1988 she was 
tapped to lead the com pany’s Canadian subsidiary, a critical move. 
“I was one of the first  women to be moved from a staff role into a 
se nior line role,” she remembers. Baxter Canada “was a microcosm 
of the com pany— I oversaw manufacturing, distribution, a 
 unionized plant, all of that. And being a thirty- eight- year- old African 
American  woman in that job gave me a slightly higher profile.” 
Hooper’s visibility soon resulted in offers to join vari ous corporate 
boards, although she  wasn’t at first seeking such opportunities, as 
she remembers:

Very few  women  were on boards in the 1980s. I mentor  women 
 today, and they ask “how do I position myself to get on a board?” 
Times have  really changed. For me, it was not a goal, but it was 
something I was encouraged to do. My mentor felt it would be 
very helpful for me as a leader in the business,  because part of 
what you gain from being on a board is knowledge and expertise 
you bring back to your own organ ization.

Hooper’s mentor, Baxter’s then- CEO, helped her evaluate the 
board offers she received, but more importantly, he actively spon-
sored her  career advancement, a benefit that, as much research has 
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demonstrated, is less available to  women, especially  women of 
color, than men: “He put me into the Canadian operation. He felt  
I had the abilities to move forward against, quite frankly, a lot of 
naysaying white, male, senior- level executives in the organ ization. 
He made sure I had a door that was open. I had to walk through it 
and be successful, but he made sure it opened.”

In 1989 Hooper joined the board of the Dayton- Hudson Corpora-
tion, now Target. It was an ideal introduction to governance, as she 
concludes in retrospect:

I  didn’t realize it at the time, but Dayton- Hudson was very ad-
vanced when it came to governance. A lot of the good- governance 
regulations that came up with the Sarbanes- Oxley Act  were 
 things Dayton had been  doing for years, so I came up in a 
foundation of governance that was very, very strong. And my 
fellow directors  were experienced CEOs, so dissecting the issues 
in the boardroom was like getting another degree. It was an 
incredible opportunity to grow as an executive.

Although she was the only  woman and only person of color as 
well as the youn gest director on the Dayton board, Hooper found 
her minority status undaunting. “I’ve always been the only one,  
my  whole life, starting from grade school,” she explains. “I grew  
up in a very small coal- mining town and was one of the brighter  
kids in the school, so I’ve always dealt with being the other. You 
have to figure out how to get  things done. I focused on bringing my 
A+ game to the boardroom.  They’ve elected me to this board, so  
I am their equal.” Hooper believes this conviction enabled her to 
succeed:

I was brought up to believe that I am as good as anybody  else. If 
you come in with an attitude that you belong, you just keep 
powering through. I  don’t recall being marginalized, although 
 women always have an issue of making sure their voice is heard. 
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Sometimes guys talk over you; it still happens. You just have to 
keep making your point, and if somebody makes a point I already 
made I  will say “ Didn’t I just say that?” I’ve always done that. 
That’s the only way as a Black female you can make sure that you 
get heard. Your role can also help. I was chair of the audit com-
mittee, I was on the CEO succession committee, so I was taken 
seriously as a peer. But I also had to have the attitude and the 
confidence that I was their peer, that I had something to 
contribute.

 After four years  running Canadian operations at Baxter, Hooper 
moved to Caremark, a unit that had just spun off from the com pany. 
While building Caremark’s new international business, she pursued 
additional board ser vice opportunities. “I  wasn’t restricted by 
 Caremark to serving on only one board, as executives sometimes 
are, so I actually served on a  couple of boards while leading our 
international unit. And when did I sleep? Who knows! But I have 
served on a number of boards in leadership roles.” By the early 
2000s, Hooper found herself exploring a full- time  career in corpo-
rate governance. “Caremark got sold off,” she explains, “and I went 
on to two small private companies but ultimately left both and tried 
to decide what to do next with my life.” Governance turned out to 
be a natu ral fit for Hooper. “I have held just about  every board role 
 there is. I was lead director for several companies. I’ve chaired audit 
committees for twenty- plus years. I’ve chaired nominating and 
governance committees. I’ve done CEO searches. I’ve sort of run the 
 table, in terms of what you can do in governance.” As her  career 
progressed, she became increasingly involved in governance leader-
ship, serving on the board of the National Association of Corporate 
Directors (NACD) for a de cade, leading the Chicago chapter of the 
NACD, and consulting on and teaching corporate governance to 
current and  future directors.

In 2003, Hooper cofounded the Directors’ Council. “I started the 
firm with some  women director colleagues, and we wanted to focus 
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on diversity issues in the boardroom. A lot of  people would come to 
us and ask for ideas about how to increase gender diversity, and we 
thought, well, this is a business.” The Directors’ Council helps 
boards identify and recruit white  women and  people of color to join 
boards and also provides mentoring and training for candidates. 
Although the council elevates both racial and gender diversity,  
the former—to Hooper’s disappointment— has received far less 
attention from companies and the business press. “The discussion 
about gender has been at the forefront for a  really long time,” she 
notes:

I think the focus is not  going to be on  people of color and diverse 
ethnicities  unless  there are champions. Right now, it seems like a 
lot of the oxygen in the room is being sucked up by gender 
equity, which is impor tant but not the only issue. I keep telling 
my peers— and anyone that  will listen, quite frankly— that we are 
moving  toward a more multicultural society. Our customers, our 
employees, our constituents, our stakeholders are becoming 
more and more ethnically diverse. I went to an event recently, 
and the stage was full of white men and the audience was full of 
white men and white  women. Where are we in the broader 
conversation of ethnic and racial diversity? When you look 
specifically at  women of color in the boardroom, for example, it is 
less than 4  percent. That’s ridicu lous when you look at demo-
graphics.  There are talented, experienced  people of color who 
deserve to be mentored and trained to join the se nior executive 
ranks and to be able to also take a seat at the boardroom  table. 
 There has to be a better path;  there is a larger conversation to  
be had.

Hooper points out that  people of color  don’t receive the same 
degree of grooming and development throughout their  careers to 
move into se nior levels as their white peers, resulting in a more 
 limited pool of board candidates. “Se nior executives are not  doing a 
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good job of identifying, retaining, and reaching down into their 
organ izations and pulling talented  people forward who are diff er ent 
from them. It’s the  whole supply chain. We are  doing a better, but 
not sufficient, job with white  women.” Despite this under lying 
prob lem, she believes  there are immediate steps boards can take to 
diversify, including requiring diverse candidate slates. Diverse 
slates, she argues, “allow boards and management teams to see a 
range of individuals who are qualified, so it debunks the notion that 
we just  can’t find qualified candidates.”

However, she notes that boards must be genuinely open to 
candidates who  aren’t already in their (largely homogenous) net-
works: “I used to do board searches, and I would bring in a slate of 
 people and the response would be ‘Do we know any of  these  people? 
Do my fellow board members know  these candidates? And it’s like 
no, you  don’t know them, that’s why you brought me in! That’s why 
you do reference checking.” In addition to sourcing and considering a 
range of candidates, Hooper also views boards as benefiting from 
more rigorous evaluation approaches: “We need to figure out our 
version of the blind orchestral audition, how we can take conscious 
and unconscious biases out. We could review résumés without 
identifiers, just as a first step, so  you’re selecting from a pool of 
résumés, looking just at qualifications before you get to the face- to- 
face interview.” The final piece of the puzzle, Hooper argues, is the 
investing community:

I do think  there is a role for investors to play that could be quite 
meaningful and effective. I look at some of the other governance 
issues that have been dealt with  because boards have got beaten 
up, so to speak, by investors.  There are  things like the annual 
election of directors that I would never have thought would 
happen when I first went on boards twenty- eight years ago. It 
happened  because  there was a very focused and consistent 
argument by investors. I am hoping we get to the point where 
investors say that if you  don’t have diversity, including multicul-
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tural diversity, on your board, we  will vote against you. That  will 
get directors’ attention.

In 2017, Hooper was named “Director of the Year” by the NACD 
in recognition of her profound impact on the field of corporate 
governance. Former Medtronic CEO and Harvard Business School 
se nior fellow Bill George served with Hooper on the Target 
Corporation board in the early 2000s and recalled her as “a power-
ful force on that board.” Having followed Hooper’s  career in the 
years since, George pointed out that she has continued to step up at 
key times: “She’s not just a board member— she’s taken on leader-
ship roles, chairing committees, being a lead director. Very time- 
consuming, very impor tant roles. She has such a broad range of 
experience, and she’s improved board governance, not just in terms 
of diversity.”

Asked about the role of organ izations such as the NACD in 
diversifying boards, Hooper is hopeful about the power of training 
and education. “Many organ izations do outreach through confer-
ences and other venues to try to get more  women and  people of 
color who are at the cusp of moving into a director role to under-
stand what it’s like to be on a board. We try to get  these individuals 
ready to be interviewed to go on a board and ready to participate as 
a new director.” Equipping underrepresented candidates to not only 
be seen as  viable possibilities but also be truly successful as direc-
tors, Hooper believes,  will help shift the balance of power in board-
rooms more fundamentally. “It’s impor tant not only to get on a 
board, but then to get into leadership positions on the board,” she 
explains. “Leadership is where you make the most impact. And 
when  women are on the board in a leadership role, you are model-
ing for male colleagues  women’s ability to lead— which then allows 
men to be more comfortable bringing other  women onto manage-
ment teams as well as other boards of which they are part.” 

Reflecting on her own role in normalizing the presence of  women 
and of racial minorities in the boardroom, Hooper sees her success  
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as inextricably linked to the larger proj ect of breaking down 
barriers:

I absolutely think of myself as a role model and a mentor, and I 
always have. I’ve always been one of the very few African 
Americans— much less African American  women—in any role. 
I’ve felt an obligation to succeed  because of that. I feel I have a 
responsibility to do well so that my success  will help  others to 
follow in my footsteps and go beyond. I stand on the shoulders of 
a lot of  people, and  there are a lot of  people who  will stand on 
my shoulders and go even further.
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CH A P TE R   4

ALLIES ON THE SIDELINES
The Role of Men

In the midst of writing this book, we began to hear speculations about 
the aftermath of the #MeToo movement. Some of the prominent men 
brought down by revelations of sexual misconduct and assault  were 
making tentative professional comebacks, even as journalists contin-
ued to break new stories about companywide cultures of sexual ha-
rassment.1 We also heard about changes effected by the movement, 
such as startup investors adding “#MeToo clauses” to their deals, re-
quiring entrepreneurs to disclose  whether  they’ve been accused of ha-
rassment, and executive contracts that now allow companies to deny 
severance pay and other benefits to bigwigs terminated for sexual mis-
conduct.2 Many firms set up new mechanisms for reporting harass-
ment and new mea sures for preventing retaliation, internalizing the 
movement’s outcry against silence. Companies pledged to be leaders 
in preventing and punishing discriminatory be hav ior. The status of 
 women in the workplace had taken on renewed importance and 
urgency.

Yet even as we saw massively increased awareness translate into 
orga nizational change, we also began to hear worried musings from 
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 women and men in a variety of industries. Speculation that the atten-
tion to men as perpetrators of harassment would create a climate of 
fear among them abounded. An anxious question followed: Would 
men start to limit their interactions with female colleagues— withdraw 
their mentorship, their advice, their professional friendship? Some pre-
liminary studies suggested that men did reduce their interactions 
with and their support for their  women colleagues as the #MeToo 
movement unfolded.3 More research is needed to understand the na-
ture of  these reactions—at least one study found greater #MeToo 
backlash in workplaces with hypermasculine cultures, which also pro-
duce more harassment in the first place— and we need to know more 
about the under lying  factors that drive them.4 It’s not clear yet  whether 
 those men who pulled back from their female colleagues are typical 
or if the reaction is concentrated among  those predisposed to devalue 
or exclude  women.

At an individual level, men who are loath to work closely with 
 women can of course have a damaging effect on the  careers of their 
female colleagues. But men who are apathetic about gender equality 
also, without necessarily meaning to, stymie  women’s advancement. 
 Today we are at something of a crossroads.  Women’s repre sen ta tion 
in leadership roles across sectors and industries has remained virtu-
ally unchanged since the 1990s.  Will men shrink from grappling with 
the complex and per sis tent conditions that perpetuate this state of af-
fairs, or  will they respond to the demand, surfaced powerfully in the 
#MeToo moment, that they actively work to dismantle discrimina-
tion? In the fight to create workplace cultures where  women can suc-
ceed,  will men retreat to the sidelines or join the  battle?

Gender Equality Is a Men’s Issue

Men have never been entirely absent from the strug gle to expand eco-
nomic access and professional opportunity for  women. The first Har-
vard Business Review article to examine biases  toward  women in 
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managerial roles, 1965’s “Are  Women Executives  People?,” was green-
lit and coauthored by then- editor Stephen Greyser. Around the same 
time the Society of  Women Engineers formed the Men’s Auxiliary, 
composed of the husbands and partners of Society of  Women Engi-
neers members, to raise money to support the organ ization.5 In 1984, 
the Speaker of the US House of Representatives, the governors of New 
York and Ohio, and New York City’s mayor— all men— spoke out in 
 favor of naming a  woman to the Demo cratic Party’s presidential slate; 
candidate Walter Mondale ultimately tapped Geraldine Ferraro as his 
vice president, the first  woman ever to run on a major party ticket.6 
 These examples help illustrate why men’s advocacy is critical: Men are 
in positions of power, authority, and influence. In 1984 men held the 
governor’s office in all but one US state, the mayor’s office in most 
major US cities, and more than 95  percent of congressional seats. Fer-
raro’s access to a prominent leadership role was the product not only 
of de cades of activism and agitation by  women but also power ful men’s 
endorsement of  those demands, a practice that continues to be impor-
tant  today. In 2020, Demo cratic presidential candidate Joseph Biden 
made a pledge to select a  woman as his vice- presidential nominee and 
ultimately shared electoral victory with  running mate Kamala Har-
ris, the first  woman and first person of color to be elected vice 
president.

In 2019, National Institutes of Health director Francis Collins issued 
a public call to “end the tradition of all- male panels” at science con-
ferences, pledging to look at  whether and how event organizers had 
worked to create diverse agendas and decline speaking engagements 
where inclusivity was not reflected in the program. In an interview 
with the New York Times about the statement, Collins noted that the 
#MeToo movement had impacted biomedicine and heightened his 
sense of urgency about creating environments where  women scien-
tists experience equal opportunity and treatment. Prince ton neuro-
scientist Yael Niv, whose website BiasWatchNeuro . com tracks speaker 
gender at neuroscience conferences, explained to the New York Times 
why Collins’s statement was so impor tant: “ People  really want him 
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at a conference—he brings the crowds. So if he says, ‘I’m not coming 
to your conference to give the keynote speech  because I  don’t see ad-
equate repre sen ta tion,’ that is huge.”7

Niv went on to point out that Collins’s influence runs along two 
dimensions: “It’s  great to have someone who’s a leading figure and a 
man” take this stance. Collins’s role leading one of the field’s most 
impor tant and respected organ izations  matters. As Niv notes, Collins 
“brings the crowds” as a famous scientist. But even more specifically, 
Collins is a man advocating for greater repre sen ta tion of  women, and 
scholars who study diversity advocacy have found that men’s efforts 
to combat sexism or support gender inclusion are often seen as more 
legitimate and viewed more favorably than  women’s are. Men can 
sidestep some of the backlash that  women receive; one series of stud-
ies found that  women who push for more gender balance in hiring and 
promotion are perceived as less competent, while their male peers who 
advocate for gender- parity experience no such penalty.8 Men’s voices 
are critical  because of, not in spite of, their gender. When men speak 
up against gender disparities or gender discrimination, they not only 
become vis i ble as allies who can be counted on to support industry 
or com pany initiatives to advance parity; they also foster awareness 
and ac cep tance about gender inequity as a shared prob lem, not a spe-
cial interest. Collins’s pledge highlights both of  these benefits: Con-
ferences that want to secure him as a speaker are incentivized to 
change their practices to include more  women, and at the same time 
his public statement frames the underrepre sen ta tion of  women as a 
prob lem for the field. Indeed, the impact of that framing was felt al-
most immediately, as the head of the Wellcome Trust, a prominent 
global health nonprofit, tweeted that he and his colleagues would also 
decline invitations to events that  don’t prioritize gender diversity 
among speakers.

We interviewed a number of men who have been advocates for 
 women’s advancement in their own companies and beyond, includ-
ing Doug Conant, former CEO of Campbell Soup, who saw female 
talent— and diversity more broadly—as central to his turnaround 
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strategy for the struggling com pany upon taking the reins in 2001. 
“We had to craft an employee value proposition that worked for every-
body,” he explained. Conant knew that employee perception of inclu-
sion and equity was low and that the com pany needed to demonstrate 
an investment in its twenty thousand– strong workforce. Early in his 
tenure, the com pany started its first employee resource groups, begin-
ning with  Women of Campbell: “All we had to do was sanction the 
first event and it went from something like twelve  women to, I’m 
 going to say, five thousand  women in about a year, all around the 
world. All we had to do was open the door and be supportive of the 
concept of  women helping a com pany perform better.”

Conant approached cultivating  women leaders as an individual re-
sponsibility too. Denise Morrison succeeded Conant as CEO in 2011, 
the first  woman to hold Campbell Soup’s top post; Conant had men-
tored Morrison for a number of years before Campbell’s board began 
looking at its CEO succession needs. He recalled, “I hired Denise Mor-
rison in a staff role as our first chief global customer officer, but then 
I got her into a profit- and- loss role, and she had a chance to show that 
she could  run line businesses for six or seven years before the board 
had to have a discussion about my successor. At that point she had a 
clear track rec ord of contribution and experience.” Boards often be-
moan the paucity of  women in the CEO pipeline, but Conant’s ex-
ample shows that this  needn’t be the case—if men in power ful roles 
 today open the door for  women to step in tomorrow.

Not only is men’s participation necessary to change the practices 
and norms that limit  women’s advancement, but men themselves also 
stand to gain from disrupting the status quo. The gender hierarchy 
that disadvantages  women creates pitfalls for men, who are penalized 
if they  don’t adhere to an idealized and rigid standard of male be hav-
ior. For men, showing vulnerability and empathy, being warm and 
agreeable, and expressing emotions (other than anger) have all been 
shown to elicit criticism. Even though  these characteristics and be hav-
iors are known to create greater trust and effectiveness within com-
panies (indeed, executive coaches often work with clients to improve 
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and enhance  these exact traits), men who enact them are viewed as 
less competent and likable.9

Deviating from the norm is perhaps most difficult and consequen-
tial when it comes to men’s role in caregiving. Even as men’s  careers 
can be boosted by gender inequities within companies, they pay a price 
when it comes to life beyond work. In the early 1990s, Harvard Busi-
ness Review suggested that men’s expectations for work and  family 
might be changing, noting that “the Corporate Amer i ca originally de-
signed by men  doesn’t work anymore for most of us,” with a new 
generation of men looking to be more involved  fathers and more equal 
partners.10 Yet nearly thirty years  later, men still find themselves locked 
into an outmoded set of expectations that call on them to diminish 
and limit their commitment to caregiving and parenting. In 2015, the 
New York Times reported that despite having more egalitarian beliefs 
about gender roles than prior generations, professional millennial men 
 were largely living the lives of their  fathers and grand fathers: work-
ing long hours and  doing  little childcare.11

This fact should come as no surprise given the way many compa-
nies approach men’s parenting responsibilities: at best as an oddity that 
renders them suspect or at worst as a lark not to be taken seriously. 
Although parental leave is a standard benefit at many large employ-
ers, men take leave at dramatically lower rates than  women. In 2018, 
the Society for  Human Resource Management reported that 36  percent 
of men who had access to leave took the total available time off, com-
pared to 66  percent of  women.12 In 2019, JPMorgan Chase agreed to 
pay a $5 million settlement in a class- action suit initiated by a male 
employee who was prevented from taking advantage of the bank’s 
sixteen- week leave for primary caregivers. The employee, a fraud in-
vestigator in Ohio, was told he could only qualify for the leave if he 
demonstrated that his wife  couldn’t be the child’s primary caregiver. 
It was inconceivable to his man ag ers that he might choose such a role, 
and in their view the bank’s parental leave benefit  wasn’t intended to 
support men in  doing so but instead was  really aimed at  women, even 
if it was on paper gender- neutral.13 In other cases, such expectations 
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become explicit and are wielded against men who  don’t toe the line. 
One former employee of Jones Day, one of the largest law firms in the 
United States, alleged in a 2019 suit that the firm’s parental leave poli-
cies discriminated against  fathers and that the firm’s partners encour-
aged harmful gender ste reo types. According to the complaint, one 
prominent male partner mocked a male associate for taking leave and 
asked, “What would a man do on parental leave— watch his wife un-
load the dishwasher?”14 Other similar suits against CNN and the US 
Transportation Department brought by male caregivers who  were de-
nied leave or retaliated against for taking it are a reminder that poli-
cies and cultures that treat men and  women differently not only put 
a ceiling on  women’s  careers but also constrain men’s choices.15 And 
bias  toward men who prioritize parenting  isn’t confined to stodgy, 
traditional workplaces  either; in 2020, a lawsuit filed by a former 
SoulCycle employee alleged that the com pany’s CEO chastised an 
executive about his upcoming leave, scoffing that “paternity leave is 
for pus sies.”16

Men on the Bench

If men’s full participation in combating gender- based disparities is not 
only necessary but also ultimately beneficial to both men and  women, 
why  don’t we see more of it? Men may strug gle to step out of line with 
traditional expectations, buy into zero- sum thinking about  women’s 
gains as men’s losses, or feel uncertain about their place in the con-
versation about gender in equality—or all three. When men act un-
conventionally in relation to work and  family, they can risk  career and 
reputational consequences. As a state senator, Barack Obama was ha-
rangued by a fellow legislator when he missed a vote due to his tod-
dler  daughter’s illness: “To use your child as an excuse for not  going 
to work also shows poorly on the individual’s character,” his fellow 
senator Donne Trotter told the press.17  These kinds of criticisms— 
whether explicit or unspoken— discourage men from bucking the 
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work- above- all expectation. One finance professional told a Bloomberg 
reporter that men who attempt to take all the parental leave offered 
by their employers “are practically asking to get fired.”18 In a 2016 
survey, a third of men said that taking parental leave could jeo pardize 
their position, and less than half said that their employers fostered an 
environment in which men feel comfortable taking parental leave.19 
Researchers have found that when work- family policies such as paren-
tal leave are in place, men are less likely to use them if they believe 
that their male peers subscribe to traditional beliefs about men’s 
roles.20 Men may fear the stigma that comes along with prioritizing 
caregiving and quietly accept a social script that discourages more 
egalitarian partnerships.

Men may be reluctant to swim against the tide of conventional 
expectations out of a fear of backlash or a belief that their peers and 
colleagues prefer the status quo, but they may also see the playing 
field as more level than  women report it to be. A 2019 IBM study 
found that most male executives did not believe they would have had 
a more challenging  career path as  women; 80  percent said they would 
have been at least as likely to be promoted to a top leadership role 
had they been female.21 Vari ous other studies have demonstrated that 
men see gender as less of a barrier than  women. Even when final con-
clusions differ, a consistent gap emerges across this research wherein 
men see  women as having more opportunity than  women say they 
actually experience. In one study, men  were more likely than  women 
to say that opportunities and promotions are doled out according to 
fair criteria.22 A Pew Research Center poll found that 56  percent of 
men believe that obstacles to  women’s advancement are largely a 
 thing of the past; meanwhile, 63   percent of  women think that “sig-
nificant obstacles” to  women’s paths remain.23 A similar question in 
yet another survey yielded the same result, with 58  percent of men 
agreeing that obstacles for  women are largely gone.24 And in a 2020 
Gallup poll, 42  percent of US men claimed that equality in the work-
place has been achieved— double the proportion of  women who 
agreed.25

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   102588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   102 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Allies on the Sidelines 103

If men tend to see structural barriers as minimal to non ex is tent, is 
it any won der that they feel  little incentive to advocate for  women? 
Indeed, recent academic research has found that men’s lower support 
for workplace diversity initiatives is tied directly to the fact that men 
are less likely than  women to believe that gender discrimination is the 
cause of unequal outcomes.26 Apprehension about the loss of status 
or power may be particularly relevant for men who are skeptical of 
the role of gender biases in the workplace, and zero- sum thinking 
about  women’s advancement as a threat to their own standing is likely 
to produce re sis tance to the kinds of policies and practices intended 
to counterbalance or mitigate discrimination.27 We have conducted 
research on men’s views  after the #MeToo movement, and the results 
suggest that renewed attention to gender in equality at work is some-
times viewed through a zero- sum lens: In a survey of Harvard Busi-
ness School (HBS) alumni, 12  percent of male gradu ates felt that men 
have lost status in the workplace as  women have gained status. While 
clearly a minority viewpoint, it becomes disconcerting when added 
to the 27  percent of men who chose to “neither agree nor disagree” 
with the assertion that men have lost status as  women have made 
gains. That is, 40  percent of men  were, at the very least, uncertain 
about  whether  women’s advancement is harmful to men. And a 2020 
Pew study of gender equality found that over a quarter of American 
men felt that  women’s gains have come at men’s expense.28

However, even men who  don’t worry that  women’s gains result in 
men’s losses, who see gender discrimination as a real and continued 
prob lem and  wholeheartedly believe it should be rectified,  don’t always 
take up an active role. In fact, a belief that gender bias is real and per-
sis tent can sometimes, paradoxically, make it harder for men to speak 
up about it. Our research suggests that many men are well aware of 
gender inequities at work. As one young man from our study of re-
cent college gradu ates said, “As far as how I’m treated in the workplace, 
I feel like I’m favored as a male.” In a 2019 survey published in the HBS 
student newspaper, male MBAs ranked the severity of gender in-
equality at 6 on a 7- point scale, where 6 indicated “a very large 
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prob lem.”29 And in our study of HBS alumni, more than 40  percent of 
men said they believed gender had been an advantage to their 
 careers.30 If the thousands of men represented by  these statistics— 
not to mention their like- minded peers— were out spoken advocates 
for gender equality, change could accelerate.

Why are only some of them speaking up? “Even for men who want 
to engage,  there’s a natu ral question of  whether we should be the 
 people taking the lead on trying to solve  these prob lems or  whether 
we should be living the values of equity and stepping back so  women 
can lead instead,” explained 2019 MBA grad Matt Piltch, who worked 
on a number of gender equity initiatives during his time in business 
school. Accustomed to speaking with both male and female peers 
about issues of gender discrimination and in equality, Piltch observed 
that some men strug gled with finding their place: “If a person believes 
 women should be empowered to solve  these prob lems,  there’s a  little 
bit of tension” that can be felt by men who want to support gender 
equity. This sense of unease is well known to social psychologists who 
study men’s sense of “psychological standing” when it comes to being 
advocates for  women. Ironically, while men’s support for equity ini-
tiatives often lends legitimacy, as we noted above, men themselves 
may feel that their voice  isn’t an appropriate part of the chorus. The 
question Piltch identified (“Should I be the one?”) reflects a hesitation 
that correlates with reduced action. One series of studies looking at 
men’s participation in workplace gender- parity initiatives found that 
men  were indeed less engaged in such programs than  women, and 
their lower participation was driven by feelings that speaking up about 
gender issues  wasn’t their place, even if they believed that promoting 
gender parity was impor tant. But more crucially, the research revealed 
that men’s sense of psychological standing could be shifted simply by 
talking about their stake in gender equality and highlighting the im-
portance of men’s role in such initiatives. When companies and indi-
viduals frame the work of increasing gender equity as a collective 
imperative, men are empowered to take part.31
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Getting onto the Field

Advocates for  women are well aware that mobilizing men by increas-
ing their sense of standing is critical. The United Nations HeForShe 
campaign invites “men and  people of all genders to stand in solidar-
ity with  women,” and Lean In Together, a program of Sheryl Sand-
berg’s gender equity nonprofit, declares that “when men lean in for 
equality, they win— and so does every one  else.” Catalyst, a think tank 
focused on gender in corporate Amer i ca, offers to companies a pro-
gram called Men Advocating for Real Change, a suite of offerings to 
develop men as advocates and allies for  women’s advancement. Piltch 
participated in the Manbassadors program at HBS, a group of male 
students who pledge to “take meaningful action against gender bias, 
discrimination, and vio lence against  women” and to be “active 
participant[s] in the gender equity conversation at HBS and beyond.” 
(See the epilogue for more about the Manbassadors and their influ-
ence on the school.) Piltch’s classmate Kyle Emory, who led the Man-
bassadors during the 2018–2019 academic year, emphasized the promise 
embedded in that language: “ We’re asking them to act— not neces-
sarily through huge, sweeping changes but just by being thoughtful 
in their conversations and the way in which they engage with other 
classmates. By  doing a  little bit, we can make a  little bit of a change. 
But as more  people do a  little, the bigger the change  will be.” Emory 
knows that even incremental changes can be daunting but necessary: 
“I do think that every one should try to push themselves a  little fur-
ther than what  they’re comfortable  doing. That’s what I did in this role 
[with the Manbassadors]. At first, I was uncomfortable  because I’m not 
someone who’s typically out spoken, but pushing myself  really helped 
me better understand the importance of men engaging in more con-
versations around gender equity.”

At HBS, the Manbassadors have a clear role and a place in the cam-
pus conversation about gender. The group, though led by men, is spon-
sored by the  Women’s Student Association (WSA). Emory had female 
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classmates who collaborated with him on programming and activi-
ties, which lent validity to his own leadership and the group’s role as 
a collective of allies. Within the MBA community, the WSA and the 
Manbassadors endorse and promote the idea that men belong in the 
fight for gender equity, but without this kind of consensus, men’s en-
gagement can falter. Orga nizational psychologist Adam Grant has 
written about how advocating for  causes that  don’t directly benefit us 
can create fears of backlash. Men’s anxiety about their place within 
the movement to advance  women’s opportunities can stem from a be-
lief that their efforts may be met with suspicion or dismissal. Grant 
cites research on negative reactions  toward male advocates but also 
describes hearing from readers critical of his own articles on  women 
in leadership. “What business do you have writing about  women?” 
they asked.32 But emphasizing the role of men in gender- parity efforts 
 doesn’t mean succumbing to what researchers Brad Johnson and David 
Smith term the “pedestal effect,” whereby men are lavishly praised for 
the most minor gestures of solidarity or support. Rather, they write, 
men simply need to know that their voice  matters: “Evidence reveals 
that gender- parity efforts are most effective when men believe they 
have a dignified and impor tant role to play. . . .  The motivation for 
this role is often tied to personal examples and a sense of fairness and 
justice.”33 Men  don’t need to be given medals for confronting bias or 
supporting  women in their lives, but men do need to know that such 
actions are meaningful and impactful and to see greater gender parity 
as a collective benefit and social good, not a narrow special interest.

As Johnson and Smith point out, men’s values and lived experiences 
are often the motivation for taking an active part in gender- equity ef-
forts. A strong sense of fair play was the biggest predictor of men’s 
engagement in gender initiatives, according to one in- depth study. 
Moreover, the stronger men’s sense of fair play, the more likely they 
themselves had experienced being excluded or marginalized. “Their 
commitment to fairness ideals was rooted in very personal and emo-
tional experiences,” the authors wrote.34 This connection between 
personal stories and personal values is borne out in our research as 
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well. Manbassador leader Emory described his own inspiration in very 
personal terms: “My motivation  really comes from my mom. She has 
faced many difficulties in her  career both as a veteran and doctor but 
has always found creative ways to overcome them and has gone on 
to do momentous  things.”

Experiencing the discomfort and discrimination that come with 
being in the minority has informed the leadership of a number of men 
 we’ve interviewed. One South Asian CEO noted that “ there have been 
a hundred times when I have felt diff er ent from other  people in the 
room or in the business.” Even white men, such as one CEO from the 
rural southern US who found himself at a Washington, D.C., law firm 
early in his  career, sometimes experience being outsiders and carry 
forward an awareness about how hard that can be. In an in- depth qual-
itative study of two dozen CEOs from around the world, we found 
that male leaders who championed gender diversity and inclusion 
often had witnessed the  women in their lives experience discrimina-
tion or be denied opportunities based on their sex. “When I see that 
 women do not have the same opportunities as men,” one said, “it 
touches me a in personal way. I think it’s some kind of refusal related 
to my  sisters or to my  daughters.”35 Similarly, former Campbell Soup 
CEO Doug Conant told us that his interest in being an advocate for 
gender parity intensified when he considered how gender bias might 
impact his own  daughter’s trajectory. At an event focused on  women 
in the workplace, a female colleague asked Conant, “ Don’t you think 
your  daughter deserves the kind of opportunities  we’re talking about? 
 Shouldn’t she get a fair shot?” Conant recalled how the moment trig-
gered a new feeling of urgency: “I had intellectually thought about it—
of course, the concept of gender equality makes sense— but all of a 
sudden it was my  daughter. It  really forced me to take it even more 
personally, and it heightened my commitment. This was back in 
maybe 2007, and I’ve become even more passionate on the subject in 
the last de cade.”

Connecting  these kinds of individual experiences to the broader 
phenomenon of gender in equality incentivized the men we interviewed 
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to use their power and influence to institute programs and policies 
aimed at increasing opportunities for  women in their organ izations. 
Economist Paul Gompers has found something similar in his re-
search on the venture capital industry: The higher the proportion of 
 daughters among the  children of a firm’s se nior partners, the more 
likely they are to hire a female investor. The same study also found 
that firms that brought on female partners through this “ daughter ef-
fect” saw greater overall returns and more profitable exits compared 
to other firms.36 As discussed elsewhere in this book, a direct link be-
tween gender diversity and financial per for mance is not always iden-
tifiable, but the male leaders we interviewed for this chapter did see 
combating gender discrimination as both a moral imperative and a 
common- sense business approach. In the words of John Tracy, chair-
man and former CEO of Dot Foods, “It’s the right  thing to do and it’s 
consistent with our values, but the second  thing is that it’s  really prac-
tical. From a business perspective, why in the world would you want 
to go out and only recruit from a portion of the talent pool? It makes 
no sense.”

Changing the Game

Dot Foods’s Tracy understood that as a leader, he could educate and 
inspire his employees about why gender inclusion mattered. Increas-
ingly, businesses and business executives are being called on for moral 
leadership on the most pressing prob lems faced by society, but advanc-
ing gender parity requires more than a mission statement. CEOs and 
business  owners shape both culture and policy; although practices 
such as hiring and evaluation are executed throughout the hierarchy, 
leaders at the highest levels set expectations. Both Tracy and Conant 
spoke not only about instituting new talent management practices but 
also about how they strove to inspire employees to internalize the 
goals of  those initiatives. Tracy told us that when Dot Foods began to 
focus on improving gender as well as other forms of diversity in the 
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com pany, he made a point of explaining and promoting the efforts 
across the organ ization. When he spoke at the com pany’s annual na-
tionwide meeting, he visualized the prob lem of biased recruiting by 
presenting a slide with “a huge population of  people that overwhelm 
the slide” in which he would pinpoint a small circle and ask, “Why in 
the world would we want to just recruit from this portion?” At a grow-
ing com pany the answer was obvious, and Tracy tied diversity to 
business needs: “It was a pretty easy sell to say this makes ridiculously 
logical sense, and we need to get better at it. We need to become more 
inclusive in order to become more diverse, and we need to modify all 
kinds of  things in our business to make that happen.” As a white man 
at the head of the com pany, Tracy knew that championing Dot Foods’s 
commitment to hiring, developing, and promoting  people who  didn’t 
look like him or other members of the current se nior management 
was a core component of his leadership role.

Likewise, Duchossois Group chairman and CEO Craig Duchossois 
understood that cultivating female leaders meant more than simply 
hiring  women; when the com pany brought in JoAnna Garcia Sohov-
ich as new head of the Chamberlain Group, its operating com pany, 
Duchossois knew that he had an obligation to position her for success. 
“Any CEO that brings in talented  women has a responsibility to make 
sure they receive the proper mentoring on both the professional 
as well as cultural side of the organ ization. I worked to ensure that 
she had solid mentoring from  others on our board besides me.” And the 
com pany’s focus on female leadership sets the stage for growing the 
pipeline to leadership, as Duchossois was gratified to see: “Our larg-
est manufacturing operation is in Mexico. At JoAnna’s first plant 
visit, she gave a pre sen ta tion to a group of our high- potential female 
associates. And afterward, a young  woman came up and said, ‘I  can’t 
tell you how proud I am that  you’re  running the com pany. Does this 
mean I now have a higher ladder to climb?’ And of course, the an-
swer was ‘Yes!’ ”

It’s not only CEOs and executives who can be change agents; men 
at  every  career stage have opportunities to break down barriers and 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   109588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   109 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



110 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

catalyze new ways of thinking and working. Man ag ers  needn’t over-
see dozens or hundreds of employees to push back against gender bias, 
and one such action can create  ripple effects. We spoke to one man in 
midcareer who told us about wanting to make sure a ju nior colleague’s 
path  wasn’t derailed by biased feedback:

I was coaching a female associate who seriously underperformed 
in her first year and was being moved to a back- office role. To be 
clear, she had per for mance gaps, and the move  wasn’t unwar-
ranted. However, the written commentary in her review felt a bit 
heavy- handed, and the comments had some gender and also 
cultural bias embedded. It was a lot to unpack, but I did feel 
compelled to try to help or offset a bit by being more positive and 
pointing out that just  because “some dude” wrote it in a review 
 doesn’t mean it’s 100  percent true or fair. He’s your boss  because 
he’s good at investing, not coaching. It just  didn’t feel like an 
entirely fair assessment, and I  didn’t want her to walk away from 
this associate experience thinking she was hopelessly incompetent.

Mindful of the way subtle biases could be influencing how the as-
sociate was treated, he helped her distinguish job- relevant and action-
able feedback from the kind of vague criticism about likability and fit 
that is often grounded in bias and is nearly impossible for an employee 
to act on. As a raft of studies as well as stories from  women across in-
dustries have made clear,  women receive less, and less effective, guid-
ance than their male peers. Concerns about  women’s lack of access to 
mentors and sponsors becoming more entrenched through backlash 
to #MeToo are reflected in media reports of men avoiding female col-
leagues.37  Whether spurred by a genuinely felt anxiety or merely a 
con ve nient rationale for a preexisting preference, when men withdraw 
from the  women they work with, they limit opportunities for their 
coworkers to learn impor tant business information, hear about proj-
ects they could pursue, and increase their visibility.  Because men make 
up the majority of high- level decision makers, it is especially critical 
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that they choose to develop and sponsor  women, as Nicole Grogan, 
chief  people officer at a West Coast investment firm, passionately 
argued:

 There  aren’t enough  women in leadership roles that  women can 
just rely on other  women.  Women coming up in the organ ization 
need to rely on men too for their  careers to be accelerated or 
developed. And I sense that  there is a  little more hesitance or 
sensitivity now, with men not wanting to do anything that could 
be perceived as inappropriate or showing too much attention to 
 women. And that’s exactly the wrong  thing.  You’ve got to put 
yourself in the place of discomfort, and if  you’re uncertain about 
what’s appropriate, talk to somebody you trust about how to 
navigate  these relationships, but please  don’t disengage. This is 
not the time to pull back.

How men relate to female colleagues, especially subordinates and 
peers, has enormous implications for  women’s experiences at work, but 
what has received comparatively less attention is how men’s interac-
tions with other men can advance—or impede— gender equity. By in-
terrupting moments of bias or bigotry, men can foster, day by day, more 
gender- equal cultures. Even minor instances of discrimination or ha-
rassment add up, and when men call them out, they delegitimize the 
attitudes and be hav iors that marginalize their female colleagues. But 
 there is a gap between men’s acknowl edgment that sexism is wrong 
and their comfort with confronting it. In a 2019 study conducted by Pro-
mundo, an international consortium advocating for gender equality, 
most  women (59  percent) did not agree that “men are  doing every thing 
they can to advance gender equality in the workplace.” Focus groups 
revealed that  women  were skeptical about men’s willingness to chal-
lenge sexist be hav ior. While a majority of  women felt that men would 
be good listeners to  women about discriminatory experiences, they 
 weren’t confident that men would step up and confront other men.38 
Another study, focused on workplaces in Australia, found that the 
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number- one action that  women said was impor tant for male allies to do, 
“calling out instances of gender discrimination,” was ranked near the 
bottom in importance by men and was far from the top activity 
(seventh of sixteen activities) that men actually engaged in to support 
gender parity.39 In a study conducted in Mexico with male employees at 
three multinational corporations, the vast majority (86   percent) felt 
personally committed to addressing sexist incidents at work, but less 
than a third actually felt comfortable speaking up in the moment.40

This gap between conviction and action is especially troubling 
 because men’s voices can have a power ful impact on decisions and 
practices. We spoke to Santiago Ocejo, who earned an MBA in 2014 
and subsequently cofounded a social enterprise providing health care 
at low- cost clinics in Mexico City. When Ocejo came to learn that a 
director at the startup had instituted a policy prohibiting  women from 
working eve ning shifts, he knew he had to speak up about the prob-
lematic nature of basing staffing decisions on gender:

I think it was well- intentioned; we operated in high- risk locations, 
and it was saying “we  don’t want you to be exposed to dangerous 
situations.” But even though he was well- intentioned, I realized 
that we  were kind of institutionalizing discrimination against 
 women. So,  there was a huge internal debate that prob ably lasted 
for a  couple of months. Instead of just changing the policy unilat-
erally, I opened it up to a larger debate, and we did end up chang-
ing it. My feeling was, let  women decide what is or is not safe for 
them. We can acknowledge and accommodate the safety con-
cerns, but we should not close doors  because of gender.

Another time, Ocejo had to address a technology vendor that was 
using “humorous” ste reo typical images of  women to illustrate a pro-
cess manual: “I had to say, ‘I know you did this for fun, but it’s not 
acceptable. I’m the client, and if you worked for me this  wouldn’t be 
acceptable  either.’ ” Moreover, Ocejo  didn’t limit his advocacy to set-
tings in which he had formal authority. He also challenged peers on 
issues of sexism and bias, as with one friend who expressed reluctance 
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to hire an attractive  woman, despite her qualifications, out of worry 
that working with her would somehow undermine his marriage: “I 
was like, come on, dude,  you’re basically discriminating  because of 
some personal situation, and you need to sort that out yourself instead 
of discriminating against  women based on their appearance.”

Redefining the Goal

Men in the millennial generation to which Ocejo belongs are chang-
ing our expectations around what men can and should do about gen-
der in equality. One recent study of finance professionals found that 
entry- level men  were the group most concerned about unequal gen-
der repre sen ta tion at their firms, and in another survey across twenty- 
one countries, men  under forty  were the most willing to undergo 
bias- reduction training and  were more accommodating of coworkers 
with flexible schedules.41 Our own research on HBS alumni found 
that millennial men  were much more likely than older alumni to 
have assumed, upon graduation, that they would share childcare 
and  house work with their spouses.42 In Unfinished Business: Men 
 Women Work  Family, the follow-up book to her viral Atlantic article, 
Anne- Marie Slaughter argues that “the next phase of the  women’s 
movement is a men’s movement.”  Until it is not seen as exceptional at 
best and strange at worst for men to be primary caregivers, gendered 
divisions of  labor at home  will continue to disadvantage  women at 
work. A recent study of one large  unionized workplace where pay 
and promotions are highly regulated found that  women earned 
eighty- nine cents for  every dollar paid to their male counter parts, a 
difference that was entirely attributable to  women taking less advan-
tage of lucrative overtime opportunities and taking more unpaid 
time off. Why  were  women not maximizing their earnings? The re-
searchers found that  women had less flexibility to pick up additional 
shifts or change their schedules on short notice, meaning they 
 couldn’t take advantage of opportunities to work extra hours. Even 
when men also had  children, they  were more likely than  women to 
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work overtime.43 If this kind of earnings disparity  couldn’t be over-
come even when compensation policies are formalized and clear, is it 
any won der that it often blossoms in white- collar settings where man-
ag ers have greater discretion to set pay and distribute assignments?

 There is mounting evidence that men themselves are chafing at re-
strictive expectations that they prioritize breadwinning at the ex-
pense of caregiving. Slaughter recounts the backlash against a diaper 
ad that depicted  fathers as incompetent and hapless. One  father started 
a Change . org petition taking the brand to task for demeaning dads’ 
parenting, and the brand’s Facebook page was flooded with com-
plaints. Not long afterward the com pany pulled the commercial and 
issued a public apology.44 Despite continuing to face fairly rigid ex-
pectations about what fatherhood means (most Americans view 
 fathers’ financial role as more central than caregiving),  fathers  today 
are spending more time with their  children than any previous gen-
eration and feeling similar levels of stress as  mothers about balancing 
work and  family.45

Expectations for men to treat parenthood as less impor tant than 
work can come directly from employers, both explic itly and indirectly. 
In the Jones Day lawsuit mentioned above, a young associate was fired 
days  after he raised the issue of the firm’s lesser leave time for new 
 fathers, although his per for mance had been highly rated.46 While the 
pressure on  women to prioritize caregiving is intense, so too is the 
expectation that  fathers  will focus on work; according to the Boston 
College Center for Work and  Family, the vast majority of US  fathers 
want to spend more time with their  children than they currently do 
and would prefer an egalitarian partnership with 50/50 child- rearing— 
yet three- quarters of dads returned to work less than a week  after 
birth or adoption, and 96  percent  were back at work within two weeks. 
As the center’s 2014 report pointed out, “This failure of men to be ac-
tive co- parents in the first few months of the  children’s lives sets a pat-
tern in motion that is difficult to change. . . .  The  father is immediately 
cast in the role of a supporting actor.” 47 Research on dual- career fam-
ilies has found that many  couples fall into  these traditional roles 
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without consciously intending to and find themselves dissatisfied 
both at work and at home, with neither spouse feeling as though they 
are fulfilled as parents or professionals. In the absence of open discus-
sion about  career prioritization and parenting roles,  couples strug gle to 
find a balance that meets both partners’ needs, defaulting to social 
pressures, reinforced by the messages they receive in the workplace, 
for men to have a more  limited role at home.48

 There are high- profile dads taking a more conscious approach in 
their own families and advocating for a change to the policies and 
norms that make them such outliers. Reddit cofounder Alexis Oha-
nian took four months of leave  after the birth of his first child, which 
he contrasted, in a 2019 New York Times op-ed, with the single vaca-
tion day his  father used when Ohanian himself was born thirty- four 
years  earlier. Rather than fault his dad or any other  father who spends 
 limited time at home, Ohanian cited the stigma around caregiving that 
makes many men reluctant to put their professional role on hold for 
even a few weeks. And while Ohanian emphasized the need for pub-
lic policies that enable more men to choose to take parental leave, he 
looked to his status as a public figure as a vehicle for change. Ohanian 
offered up to readers his own story as a way to legitimize their desire 
to take advantage of leave time: “I took my full 16 weeks and I’m still 
ambitious and care about my  career,” he writes. “Talk to your bosses 
and tell them I sent you.”49

The fact that a lack of managerial support, not a lack of on- paper 
leave, can be the biggest obstacle to men’s caregiving is a reminder 
about the power of orga nizational culture. Even countries with 
government- sponsored leave policies do not always see equal uptake 
of benefits. In South  Korea, where  fathers can ostensibly take advan-
tage of one of the world’s most generous leaves (fifty- two weeks), just 
5  percent of workers who took leave in 2015  were men. A survey by a 
major Korean employment website revealed that the number- one rea-
son men chose not to take leave was com pany pressure.50 But compa-
nies can apply positive pressure too. Boston- based analytics startup 
Humanyze mandates that dads take the full twelve weeks of leave the 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   115588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   115 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



116 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

com pany provides to new parents. Like Ohanian, Humanyze’s (male) 
CEO penned an op-ed, his aimed at other com pany leaders with the 
power to set not only formal policy but also expectations about what 
high- performing employees do. When he and a cofounder both went 
on leave at the same time, “the com pany thrived, the world  didn’t col-
lapse, and we  were able to spend time with our new  children,” he 
wrote. “It was an easy call to make that leave should be mandatory 
for the rest of the com pany.”51

Enabling men to more fully show up in their lives outside of work 
is critical to advancing  women’s opportunities in the workplace. With-
out a change to men’s roles,  women’s  careers  will continue to be con-
strained by outsize burdens outside the office. Japan offers a case in 
point. Despite Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s much- touted “womenom-
ics” initiative to boost  women’s participation and standing in the 
 labor force, Japa nese  women’s  careers continue to be hindered  because 
they still shoulder the vast majority of  house hold  labor. While more 
 women are in the workforce  today than  were at the time of the initia-
tive’s launch in 2013, half of new female workers are in part- time jobs, 
and  women hold just 13   percent of managerial positions.52 The ex-
treme hours endemic to Japa nese work culture have changed but  little, 
and most men continue to adhere to expectations that they  will devote 
virtually all their time to work and work- based socializing. Men in 
dual- career families spend fewer than five hours a week on  house hold 
 labor, compared to twenty- five hours spent by their wives, who are 
also working fifty or more hours each week. “Theoretically, it sounds 
ideal to have me work fewer hours and Yoshiko work more,” one  father 
of three told the New York Times. “But realistically, it is not feasible,” 
given the goals he is expected to meet.53  There are some nascent but 
 limited signs that more men are willing to challenge  these norms; in 
January 2020, the country’s environment minister announced that he 
would take two weeks of paternity leave, spread out over a three- 
month period,  after the birth of his first child, an announcement that 
garnered international news coverage and social media fanfare.54

Even without  children in the picture, the expectation that the man’s 
 career is primary in a dual- career heterosexual partnership means that 
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men who go against the grain face friction. One example from our 
own research: David Rawlinson was offered a promotion leading the 
London- based online business for his Fortune 500 employer soon  after 
his wife Nadia Rawlinson began a new job leading  human resources 
for the US arm of a multibillion- dollar Japa nese ecommerce firm. 
David was  eager to take on the new opportunity, but the  couple had 
just relocated to San Francisco for his wife’s role. Accepting the offer 
on the condition that he could stay based in San Francisco, David found 
that it took numerous discussions with his new colleagues to assure 
them of his commitment to and excitement about the job; most of his 
peers  were men in more traditional marriages whose  careers had 
always taken pre ce dence, and they  were discomfited by the request. 
Ultimately the com pany supported his need for an egalitarian bal-
ance, and the  couple established a routine that enabled both of them to 
thrive in their  careers and model how men can pursue a high- 
powered path without subscribing to outmoded gender norms.

The real- life examples of Rawlinson, Ohanian, and Humanyze CEO 
Ben Waber remind us that the choices men make can break down bar-
riers for  women in their own lives as well as pre sent an example for 
men at their companies and beyond. The everyday actions of leaders 
at all levels send impor tant messages about what leadership is, who 
belongs in positions of power, and who is committed to changing the 
game. In our final chapter, we  will dig into the ways  every man ag er 
can recognize and combat the barriers that prevent  women in their 
companies from advancing. Every one— from CEOs to frontline man-
ag ers, men as well as  women— who hires, trains, and evaluates em-
ployees can use our framework to upgrade how they source, develop, 
and retain talent. We need change agents of  every gender, and they 
belong everywhere, not just in the  C- suite or the halls of Congress but 
also in the cubicles, on the shop floors, and roaming the open- plan of-
fices where day- to- day business gets done. But first, Chapter 5  will take 
a final look at the structures and systems that create unequal outcomes 
and how they might be transformed.
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CHAMPIONING GENDER 
EQUALITY IN THE MEDIA

Ros Atkins

Ros Atkins began paying attention to gender disparities as a 
teenager growing up in southwest  England, long before he 
entered the professional workplace.55 “When I was sixteen or 

seventeen, my mum, who was a voracious consumer of feminist 
lit er a ture, bought a copy of The Beauty Myth by Naomi Wolf, and I 
found it something that I was interested to read. While I  don’t agree 
with all the narratives in the book, it opened my eyes to the rela-
tionship between the media and the experience of gender in equality 
for  women. It planted a seed.” This seed grew as Atkins pursued his 
undergraduate degree. “I studied history at university, and I started 
to choose essay and paper topics that  were connected to gender. 
And for a short while I also worked on an eating disorders help line. 
I made vari ous decisions that  were connected to my interest in 
gender and that has just stayed with me.” Firmly established, that 
interest would ultimately spur Atkins to plant a change initiative in 
his chosen field of journalism, one that would blossom at his own 
media organ ization and far beyond.

 After graduating from Cambridge, Atkins launched his  career in 
South Africa, reporting for the Sunday In de pen dent and also working 
as a disc jockey and policy researcher. Not long  after returning to 
the United Kingdom, he joined the BBC as a radio news producer. It 
was 2001, and while  there was widespread cultural awareness about 
gender gaps, they remained pronounced in the media and across 
society more generally. Atkins soon noticed the imbalance at his 
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new employer, one of  England’s most trea sured public institutions 
and a leading source of news and information around the world. 
“I was twenty- seven, suddenly working in this huge organ ization, 
and I  wasn’t just observing what was happening in the media with 
reference to gender, I was now part of that media in a way I  hadn’t 
been before. Very quickly I became aware that the programming I 
was involved in making and the programming all around me was 
much more likely to skew male than female.” Atkins wanted to 
make a change, but, as he recalls  today, 

I  didn’t have enough understanding of the organ ization to  really 
do very much. In one instance, early on in my BBC  career, I wrote 
to my editor and said, “Look, of all the regular guests on our 
show, the vast majority are men,” and I  didn’t get a reply. I bumped 
into him a few days  later and asked if he had seen my email, and 
he said, “I did, and I  didn’t like your tone.” It was an in ter est ing 
lesson that I could notice  these  things and feel motivated, but that 
in itself was not necessarily enough to deliver any change.

For some time, Atkins continued to raise the issue of  women’s 
underrepre sen ta tion in BBC programming with vari ous colleagues, 
all the while building his own  career. He started occasionally filling 
in on World Have Your Say, a program on BBC radio, and by 2006 was 
one of the show’s main presenters. In 2014, Atkins created and 
began anchoring a new nightly tele vi sion broadcast, Outside Source, 
which he helms  today. As he advanced, he continued to try to ignite 
interest in gender- parity initiatives. Some of  these attempts  were 
more positively received than his first but still  didn’t yield much 
action. “I was far from the only person to be mindful of  these issues,” 
he explains. “When I was a radio presenter on BBC World Ser vice, I 
had a very close relationship with my editor, and I asked him if we 
could start counting the numbers of male and female guests, and he 
said ‘I  don’t think we need to.  We’re thinking about it all the time.’ He 
absolutely agreed it was an impor tant point; he just  wasn’t convinced 
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about the approach I was suggesting, which was to actually mea sure it 
 every day.”

Yet as time went on, Atkins became more and more convinced 
that rigorous mea sure ment was exactly what was needed to make 
pro gress. By 2016, with a prominent presenting role and the en-
hanced influence that came with it, he felt compelled to try analyzing 
his own show. “I was aware that my program had more men on it 
than  women,” he recalls, “and I started to think quite deeply about 
why this was happening and why we  weren’t making more pro gress 
when the goal of having fair repre sen ta tion of  women was so widely 
accepted.” The disjuncture between aspiration and results was, he 
observed, a general prob lem and a puzzling one. “We had accepted 
the goal but at the same time accepted that it  wasn’t pos si ble. A phrase 
popped into my mind one day on the bus  going to work, which is that 
we  were in a constant state of trying, where the trying becomes an end 
in itself.” The notion that the goal was unattainable kept  people 
resigned to the status quo and dampened any urgency that might be 
harnessed for action. “It creates a narrative that claims ‘we are trying 
and  doing better,’ and the goal actually becomes secondary.”

But Atkins knew that his colleagues did care about gender balance, 
and he believed that if he got them to pay closer attention to just how 
imbalanced the content was, they could— and would— move beyond 
that state of constant trying. “If you could prove that it was pos si ble 
[to increase the proportion of  women], then you would very much 
change that dynamic,” he explains. “But we just had no ability to 
gauge what we  were  doing.”  Toward the end of 2016, Atkins trav-
eled to Silicon Valley and,  after speaking with experts at compa-
nies such as Google and Facebook, left with even greater certainty 
that collecting and tracking the numbers was the right approach. 
“I left with an overwhelming sense that data was being used in very 
profound ways to drive ongoing cultural change in  those work-
places. And I ultimately combined  these two ideas— one, that data 
has the power to drive cultural change, and two, that you  aren’t 
 going to deliver this change  unless you prove that it’s pos si ble.”
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By this time, Atkins was no longer a ju nior producer finding his 
way but now was a fifteen- year BBC veteran and a respected journal-
ist. As he puts it, “I had enough influence over my own program’s 
production team to say, ‘Hey, can we give this a go?’ ” It  wasn’t an 
edict. As Atkins is quick to point out, “News anchors are not 
man ag ers. We have soft power but not hard power in terms of 
bud gets and line management.” Rather than an order from on high, 
it was an appeal to peers, whom he knew shared his desire to pursue 
gender parity. Looking back, it seems to Atkins that this collegial 
approach, powered by influence rather than mandate, was not only 
sufficient but perhaps ideal. 

Maybe, someone without hard power coming to you with an 
idea and suggesting “Why  don’t you try this?” is less intense than 
someone very se nior coming to you and saying “We need you to 
do this.” I’ve worked in parts of the BBC where management  were 
keen to implement some change or modernization, and you would 
spend a lot of time trying to persuade  people to do  things that 
they  really  didn’t want to do. I found it a largely unproductive 
exercise, which often  didn’t end up with  people changing their 
be hav ior and did end up with them being a  little frustrated with 
you. More unhappiness and not a  great deal of pro gress. 

Knowing all too well  these pitfalls, Atkins approached his conver-
sations with colleagues as opportunities to help, not occasions to 
impress. “I’d do a big pre sen ta tion for a group of editors, and you 
could see on their  faces that  they’re expecting the hard sell, for me 
to say ‘Who’s  going to start next month?’ And instead I just say, ‘It’s 
been in ter est ing for us. If  you’re interested, let us know. No prob lem 
if it  doesn’t work for you.’ That pressure point which  they’re 
anticipating never arrives.”

To test his theory that a data- driven approach would spark  
a shift in the gender ratio, Atkins first approached the producers  
and editors of his own program, Outside Source. “I simply made  
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the case to my team that we should try it, and between us we 
resolved to do it,” he explains. Calling it the 50:50 Proj ect, he 
proposed tracking, on a monthly basis, the number of male and 
female contributors (i.e., reporters, analysists, experts— anyone  
who was on the program to report or analyze the news). The 
makeup of contributors was not only integral to a program’s voice 
but was also a journalistic choice, and Atkins knew he needed to 
propose a way of examining gender balance that spoke to his 
colleagues’ sphere of influence and scope of work. Outside Source 
forged ahead. “For the first six months,” Atkins recalls, “we  didn’t 
 really talk to any other program or any other editors. It was only 
 after we had proved that it worked, and that was several months in, 
that I started to have conversations with man ag ers and editors.  
I waited  until I had something credible to underpin the 
conversation.”

Compelling results soon emerged. Outside Source first began its 
tally in January 2017 and by April had increased the proportion of 
 women contributors from 39  percent to 51  percent. Atkins’s theory 
had been proved: Tracking the data had spurred them to tap more 
 women to appear on the show and, consequently, achieve gender 
balance. “If  you’re sensitive to something and you notice it and you 
feel it,  you’re much, much more likely to act to resolve that issue,” he 
explains. “50:50 has  really been a gargantuan exercise in sensitiza-
tion. The numbers sensitize you to what is happening, and you feel 
disappointment if you  aren’t  doing as well as you’d like, and your 
motivation to do better is considerably higher.”

If his own program was any indication, Atkins knew that when 
 others became sensitized in this way, they too  were likely to create 
more balanced content. However, he was well aware that all news-
rooms juggle a number of impor tant priorities and that his col-
leagues  were already overloaded with work. How could he convince 
them that adding another task, even if quite straightforward, to 
their ever- growing lists was worthwhile? He knew he’d have to 
make a strong case, and he also felt that he needed to demonstrate 
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the seriousness of his own commitment. “I was asking a lot of them 
to join, to add to their daily commitments, and I felt the least I could 
do was meet them halfway and say if you invest in this, I’ll match 
you. I promise I’ll support you  every step of the way, and I’ll make 
sure your work on this is noticed.”

Atkins also thought hard about the potential objections he might 
hear:

I wrote down all the questions that I could imagine my most 
skeptical colleagues asking and wrote down what my answers 
would be. I needed to make sure that  those answers  were seri-
ously credible, so I asked a  couple of se nior female colleagues to 
meet with me, and we reviewed all the concerns I thought would 
come up. For instance,  there is some hostility  toward quotas in the 
UK media, so it had to be clear that while 50  percent  women was 
an aspiration, it  wasn’t a quota. And I also knew that  people 
would say “I’d love to do this, but I  haven’t got time,” so I had to 
be able to demonstrate that monitoring even a quite complicated 
program would take less than two minutes. The list went on, and 
we made sure we had very clear, solid answers to all the reasons 
not to try it— because my theory was that if  people tried it, they 
would realize that it  wasn’t that much work and that it was not 
about compromising the quality of their journalism. Indeed, it’s 
arguably about making their journalism better.

By the  middle of 2017 five new programs had joined 50:50, and by 
year’s end another dozen had signed on. The pace picked up as 
Atkins continued to meet with other teams and word spread about 
the proj ect. “In autumn 2017,” he recalls, “I landed three or four 
 really high- profile flagship BBC news programs, and it gave my 
conversations with other programs much more credibility, and we 
went from ten programs to sixty programs quite quickly. That was 
one tipping point.” More than eighty teams had joined by early 2018. 
In February of that year Atkins was invited to meet with the head of 
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the BBC, Director- General Tony Hall; that conversation further 
accelerated the momentum. “The BBC is a huge organ ization,” 
Atkins explains. “It  wouldn’t be normal, even for someone like me 
who’s reasonably se nior in the newsroom, to encounter the director- 
general. I think it was the second time I’d ever met him. A  couple 
of weeks  later, he referenced 50:50 in a speech, and that was like 
throwing a match on the fire. The fact that he had endorsed it, that 
he was saying ‘I know about this effort, and I want it to thrive,’ was 
incredibly power ful.” The proj ect picked up considerable steam 
from  there. In April the BBC press office issued the “50:50 Chal-
lenge,” exhorting programs to join. The Daily Telegraph, one of the 
largest- circulation daily newspapers in the country, put the chal-
lenge on its front page. The attention “transformed every thing,” 
Atkins remembers. The success that Outside Source had first achieved 
was soon replicated. In April 2019, 57  percent of all participating 
teams had reached a ratio of 50  percent  women contributors; among 
teams that had been following the approach for at least a year, 
74  percent had reached gender parity— compared to just 27  percent 
of teams that  were at parity before joining.56

From Atkins’s perspective, the success of 50:50 is a testament to 
the power of a group of committed individuals, most of whom just 
needed a way to activate their desire to close gender gaps. “What 
I’ve heard from a lot of colleagues is that they  weren’t sure how to 
talk about  these issues,” he says. “They  weren’t sure how to mea-
sure their pro gress  toward greater gender equality. They  weren’t 
sure if management was  really serious about reaching 50  percent 
 women. And suddenly this proj ect says to them, ‘Yes, we care. This 
is how  we’re  going to do it, and if you want to get involved go for it.’ 
That tapped into a passion a lot of my colleagues already had and 
just gave it some shape.”

As the next de cade began, the shape of 50:50 continued to expand. 
By early 2020 not only had more than six hundred BBC teams 
joined, but over sixty other organ izations in twenty countries had 
also signed on.57 In just a few short years, it had clearly grown far 
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beyond Atkins’s network. Speaking in January 2020, he recounted a 
recent example of how the proj ect had taken on a life of its own: “On 
Monday,  there was an event in Salford, just outside Manchester, 
about diversifying the BBC’s contacts for that newsroom, and I was 
looking at all  these photos of  people at the event, and they  were all 
tweeting ‘I’ve had a brilliant day at this 50:50 event.’ And with the 
exception of two  people, I  didn’t know any of them. That’s when it 
becomes very power ful, when you lose control in the best way 
pos si ble and it becomes a vehicle for something much bigger than 
you could ever create yourself.”

The 50:50 Proj ect became so big, in fact, that Atkins could no 
longer run it on his own. Two BBC colleagues joined Atkins to 
manage the program, and the BBC also invested in technology 
capabilities, building a dashboard for teams to input their data and 
track their own and  others’ pro gress. Yet even as 50:50 became more 
robust and operated at a much larger scale, Atkins continued to lead 
with a personal touch, driven by his conviction that a genuine 
person- to- person appeal was key to building real commitment. 
“ Because I’m a man, it’s entirely inappropriate for me to walk into 
an editorial meeting with a group of  people I  don’t particularly 
know, made up of men and  women, and start by being anything 
other than very  humble when talking about this issue,” he points out. 
“ There’s nothing strident about it.  There are no lectures being made. 
 Every time a new team joins, it means a huge amount that  they’re 
willing to invest their time and faith.”

The 50:50 Proj ect was clearly successful on the metric of member-
ship. But did the efforts that programs undertook make a real 
difference to news consumers and to the public more broadly? To 
find out, the BBC conducted a nationally representative survey, 
which revealed that 39  percent of respondents noticed more  women 
being featured by the BBC. Thirty-two  percent of female respon-
dents saw the greater repre sen ta tion as an improvement.58 More-
over, Atkins argues that gender balance is critical to high 
per for mance: “Journalism is about understanding the world, ex-
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plaining it and analyzing it to the  people who are consuming your 
work. You  can’t possibly do that effectively if you  don’t speak to the 
entire world. If  you’re only speaking to a section of the world or 
 you’re disproportionately hearing from one part of the world, that is 
sure to undermine your ability to fairly and accurately report and 
analyze what’s happening around you.”

Atkins is proud of the impact that the 50:50 Proj ect has had on the 
BBC and on the conversation about gender in the media, although 
he is not one to don rose- colored glasses. “My entire approach to this 
proj ect, and it remains my entire approach,” he says, “is that it not 
succeeding is by far the most likely outcome,  because gender 
in equality in media content has existed since media has existed.” Yet 
50:50 has been part of a movement that just may eradicate it. Look-
ing back over the last few years, Atkins can see a real change of 
pace: “If I compare the prominence of the issue of gender equality 
 today to three and half years ago when I started 50:50, a lot has 
changed. The conversations around how to make pro gress as 
quickly as we can have become easier with  every month that goes 
by.  There is an urgency not just within the BBC but within the 
media, and it would be a  great surprise to me if that urgency  doesn’t 
continue to increase.”

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   127588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   127 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   128588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   128 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



129

CH A P TE R   5

BECOMING A GLASS- 
SHATTERING ORGAN IZATION

 A Systemic Approach to  
Closing Gender Gaps

Companies  today are well aware of a pervasive gender imbalance in 
leadership, and the vast majority see this phenomenon reflected in 
their own executive ranks. In the words of one (male) C- level executive 
at JPMorgan Chase, “The more se nior the group, the fewer  women 
 there are. And yet, if you look at some of the younger groups— people 
that are right out of college and a  little further along in their 
 careers— there’s a more balanced repre sen ta tion.  We’re losing very 
high- quality talent, and  there’s no reason we should have this much 
asymmetry as we pro gress.”1 Such a statement could have come from 
nearly any com pany leader, given the per sis tent underrepre sen ta tion 
of  women in managerial and executive roles across sectors and indus-
tries. In Part 1 of this book, we examined gender barriers from the 
perspective of the  women who contend with them— identifying and 
exploring the expectations, biases, and judgments that steer  women 
off the leadership track and slow their ascent. Throughout,  we’ve 
also heard the voices of  women who have overcome  these obstacles 
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130 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

reflecting on how they did so and what changes they believe are most 
needed  today, de cades  after the removal of many formal barriers. To 
begin Part 2, we turned our attention to how men might— and must— 
take up the fight for gender parity. Thanks in part to the generosity 
of our interviewees, we learned how individual men are advocating 
for and enacting change. We hope their stories motivate  others to do 
the same, but we also recognize that broader, more systemic efforts 
are needed, which is why this chapter shifts our focus to the orga-
nizational level. It is only when companies mobilize to assess, up-
date, and improve their managerial practices— not in piecemeal 
fashion but systematically and thoroughly— that the patterns explored 
 earlier in this volume  will begin to shift and break down.

Fundamentally, eliminating gender disparities at work is about 
more effective talent management. Talent acquisition, engagement, 
and retention are critical for any com pany—be it a Fortune 100 corpo-
ration or an early- stage startup. Indeed, “attracting and retaining top 
talent” was ranked among the top three concerns of boards in a sur-
vey we conducted with over five thousand com pany directors across 
sixty countries.2 Talent management is also complex and multifaceted; 
it requires both an overarching vision from the top about how to best 
meet the com pany’s needs as well as day- to- day execution by man ag-
ers at all levels, typically in the midst of other pressing obligations. 
And yet, a study conducted by the Canada– United States Council for 
Advancement of  Women Entrepreneurs & Business Leaders found 
that less than half of companies had actually articulated a plan to ad-
vance  women to se nior leadership.3 Another survey of more than a 
thousand companies in fifty- four countries found that less than half 
of organ izations reported having a plan to advance gender equality, 
even though 80  percent said that it was impor tant.4 Despite broad 
acknowl edgment of gender gaps, many companies have not translated 
interest into action in the form of structural and cultural changes. As 
a result, the systems that organ izations use to hire, train, and retain 
employees continue to perpetuate an uneven playing field even as 
CEOs espouse a sincere belief in advancing  women’s opportunities.
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Becoming a Glass- Shattering Organ ization 131

The formal pro cesses that make up  people management are influ-
enced by gender biases that we all hold, often without even being 
aware of them, as well as by structural features of the workplace that 
hinder  women’s  careers. The unintentional nature of  these barriers 
has been described by management scholars as a second- generation 
form of gender disadvantage; unlike overt first- generation barriers 
such as sex- segregated job listings, second- generation gender bias is 
more subtle and therefore harder to identify and eliminate. When 
man ag ers’ unconscious biases influence how they assess per for mance, 
second- generation bias is at work, as it is when seemingly gender- 
neutral practices, such as assignment rotations, create uneven oppor-
tunities for men and  women.5 We dug deep into the research on talent 
management and talked to  women from companies around the world 
who came to Harvard Business School to attend vari ous executive ed-
ucation programs in order to understand when and how barriers to 
 women’s advancement occur  today and how they can be deconstructed 
or altogether prevented. Each step pre sents an opportunity to ensure 
that talented  women are not unnecessarily stalled in their  career pro-
gress or compelled to leave their companies for better prospects 
elsewhere.

Ultimately, this chapter pre sents a unifying framework for identi-
fying the systemic patterns that can lead to this kind of talent drain. 
The good news is that  these patterns are not set in stone; companies 
can eliminate or mitigate the inputs that create them.  Those in posi-
tions of more power can create greater change, but  there are steps even 
midlevel man ag ers can take to improve systems. (In Chapter 6, we  will 
discuss in depth the role that individual man ag ers can play even when 
their sphere of influence is small in scope.) Organ izations that tackle 
 these flaws and leaks in the system gain a real advantage over com-
petitors that accept a status quo, which leaves  women underdeveloped 
and derailed from the leadership track. As Dot Foods chairman John 
Tracy pointed out in Chapter 4, focusing on only part of the talent 
pool— white men who have an easier time navigating the workplace— 
deprives your com pany of the skills and insights of the many  people 
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132 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

who  don’t fit that narrow mold. Some exceptional  women  will break 
through, hammering an individual opening in the glass ceiling. But 
that piecemeal pro gress  will get you only so far— despite holes and 
chinks, the ceiling stays intact. Shattering it would be far more effec-
tive. To find out how to become a glass- shattering organ ization, read on.

Attracting Candidates

Before you even have an applicant pool, your organ ization might be 
inadvertently weeding out  women. Consider how man ag ers tend to 
source candidates. Is it by tapping personal networks for recommen-
dations? While this approach has the benefit of drawing on trustwor-
thy information, it’s likely that  those sources lack variation not only 
by gender but also by race, educational background, age, and other 
characteristics. All of us tend to be drawn to  people who share key 
aspects of our identities. This princi ple, called homophily, has been 
well documented by researchers and, more pertinently, has been 
shown to shape business decisions, sometimes with inadvertently dis-
criminatory effects.6 In one study of MBA students forming teams to 
launch microbusinesses, students  were 25  percent more likely to part-
ner with  others who shared their gender or ethnicity.7 Among white- 
collar professionals looking for work  after a layoff, gender- segregated 
professional networks result in  women getting lower- paying job leads 
compared to men who have similar professional backgrounds.8

An executive at LinkedIn described how homogeneity was perpet-
uated  there: a pattern of hiring too quickly, “not giving ourselves 
enough time to look more deeply,” and seeing the first candidate— 
who typically looked like existing team members—as the right can-
didate.9 One  woman we interviewed put it this way: “What I see 
happening time and time again is  people defaulting to their immedi-
ate network when  they’re hiring, especially the more se nior the posi-
tion.” We spoke to Francis Collins, director of the National Institutes 
of Health (NIH), about efforts to diversify the leadership ranks of the 
NIH’s twenty- seven centers and institutes, which required a new ap-
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proach to recruiting: “Of the last six [center directors] I recruited, five 
of them  were  women. In at least some of  those instances, I  don’t think 
it would have turned out that way if we had done the search in the 
usual crank- turning way of asking ‘who do we know that’s good’ and 
reaching out to them. It took some additional steps to make sure we 
 weren’t missing  people who  weren’t on  those short lists, which  were 
mostly populated with men.” Key to that pro cess was Hannah Valan-
tine, the NIH’s chief officer for scientific workforce diversity, a posi-
tion created by Collins in 2014: “[Valantine] has been engaged in 
virtually  every search committee pro cess, making sure that we are 
finding out about candidates that would add to our diversity. And I 
always spend a fair amount of time with committees, highlighting for 
them how crucial it is to do that kind of exceptional outreach and not 
just taking the easy way out, which is often just a call to men.”

Many employers routinely expose job opportunities to thousands 
of potential applicants through vari ous search engines and sites. On-
line job postings are particularly impor tant for roles lower in the 
hierarchy— perhaps the kinds of jobs that new NIH center directors 
themselves are trying to fill. Although such advertisements help make 
opportunities more widely known, what they say can discourage qual-
ified  women. One study of Canada’s top two employment websites 
found that numerous jobs  were presented in highly gendered lan-
guage, with occupations where men predominate described with 
terms connoting masculine ste reo types (e.g., competitive, dominant) and 
 those where  women predominate with traditionally feminine terms 
(e.g., support, understand, interpersonal).  These ads  were not merely re-
flecting the real ity of male-  and female- dominated jobs, they  were 
creating it:  Women  were systematically less interested in applying to 
roles couched in masculine language, even when they believed that 
they had the skills to actually do the job.10 Other research has con-
firmed that  women are less likely to apply for a job if the ideal candi-
date is described with traditionally masculine characteristics.11

One com pany that develops software for writing job ads has found 
a strong correlation between masculine-  or feminine- typed phrases 
and the likelihood of a man or  woman being hired into the role, using 
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data from its own clients. In cases where a man was ultimately hired, 
the job’s original posting had nearly double the number of masculine- 
typed phrases. Describing this discovery, the com pany founder noted 
the downstream effects of a skewed pool: “The language you use 
changes who applies to your job, and  you’re much more likely to hire 
a  woman . . .  if your pipeline has several  women to consider.”12

In addition, highly qualified  women may opt out of applying 
when descriptions are either scant and unclear or extreme in the 
other direction— over the top in describing the perfect candidate. A 
series of studies conducted in both the lab and the field discovered 
that clearly stated job requirements made qualified  women more 
likely to apply. Men’s likelihood to apply  wasn’t affected by clarifying 
the requirements, meaning that the applicant pool became larger 
and more gender- diverse.13 Meanwhile, a diff er ent study analyzed 
data from Uber’s corporate job advertisements to understand gen-
der differences in technical job applications. When postings  were 
stripped of language about exceptional expertise (e.g., by listing “cod-
ing skills” rather than “excellent coding skills”) as well as optional 
“nice to have” qualifications, the gender gap closed.  Women holding 
advanced degrees became just as likely to apply as men with the same 
qualifications, where  earlier fewer qualified  women  were throwing 
their hats in the ring.14

The Bottom Line about Attracting Candidates

Common approaches to sourcing candidates as well as overt and sub-
tle messages in job postings can artificially depress the number of qual-
ified  women who appear in an applicant pool.

What man ag ers can do:

• Track the proportion of male and female candidates and 
compare results to the average for your industry as well as to 
your internal aspirations for diversity.
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• Harness networks to increase rather than thwart diversity. 
Research in multiple settings has found that both white  women 
and racial minorities tend to refer applicants of their same race 
and gender, which suggests that companies can use targeted 
referrals to increase the diversity of applicant pools.15

• Assess the language used to advertise jobs and identify where 
it may suggest that  women candidates are less desirable. 
Technology can aid in this kind of analy sis, systematically 
flagging terms that connote gendered characteristics or ste reo-
types. But a technological solution  isn’t a replacement for 
managerial reflection; if the ideal candidate is assumed (explic-
itly or implicitly) to be male, the job description  will likely 
reflect  those assumptions.

Hiring

Once the pro cess of reviewing applicants is underway, gender biases 
have numerous opportunities to impact the hiring pro cess, beginning 
at the earliest stage. In multiple studies across a range of industries 
and sectors, researchers have examined the effects of indicating the 
gender, race or ethnicity, and sexual orientation on résumés where all 
other  factors are the same, finding that  those from historically disad-
vantaged groups (e.g., white  women, men and  women of color, gay 
men) are less likely to called for interviews by employers.16 One firm 
that we studied started tracking the gender ratio of applications re-
ceived, candidates interviewed, and offers extended in order to sur-
face where gender biases could be weeding out female candidates. The 
country head where this practice was instituted recalled that “ these 
metrics initiated a healthy dialogue that helped changed be hav iors. . . .  
We could positively highlight man ag ers that  were making conscious 
efforts to create a diverse team and understand the rationale of  those 
man ag ers who  were having difficulty hiring  women and address  those 
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areas where pos si ble.”17 This kind of acknowl edgment that barriers 
exist is a critical first step. Particularly in male- dominated fields, de-
nying the existence of gender bias is correlated with a lower likelihood 
to hire  women. By contrast, recognizing that  women face obstacles 
seems to help interviewers assess candidates impartially.18

Exactly why might the résumés of equally or better- qualified  women 
be set aside in  favor of men’s?  There are several  drivers of this kind of 
discrimination, which is often not deliberate. Man ag ers may not evalu-
ate men and  women candidates using the same standards; one study 
looking at the traditionally male- dominated role of police chief found 
that reviewers actually redefined job criteria to benefit male over fe-
male applicants.19  Women’s résumés are also held to a higher standard: 
One study found that  women economists received less credit for coau-
thored papers than did their male peers, resulting in lower promotion 
rates for  women.20 And beliefs about  women as generally less skilled 
than men in certain areas can diminish the likelihood of female candi-
dates being hired for jobs that require  those skills, even when the quali-
fications of the  actual applicant are in fact strong.21 And fi nally, the 
résumés of childbearing- age  women may also be evaluated less favor-
ably  because of a belief that  mothers are less committed to their jobs 
than men or  women without  children; when applicants’ parental status 
is known,  mothers are less likely to receive a callback from a potential 
employer, even when their résumés are identical to  those of male appli-
cants or  women without  children.22 This pattern occurs even when ap-
plicants come from top- tier educational backgrounds.23

Ensuring gender diversity among the  people reviewing résumés 
and conducting interviews can help disrupt the tendency of interview-
ers to look more favorably on male applicants, particularly if interview-
ers are empowered to point out instances where biased assumptions 
are made about female candidates. As one executive we spoke to 
explained, “When I’m looking at a se lection, where we get a list of 
names for jobs, I look at it very differently than someone  else does. 
 Because I’m a minority, I’m involved in diversity and inclusion. But I 
think that our men  aren’t equipped to look at it through that lens.” 
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As far back as the 1980s, diversifying interview panels brought ad-
vantages to a large Wall Street investment firm; more gender- diverse 
interview panels and an avowed commitment to developing talented 
 women resulted in a dramatic rise (more than quintuple) in the firm’s 
share of high performing female research analysts.24 Gender-diverse 
interview panels send a message to applicants. In the words of the Asia 
Pacific region president of a global health care com pany, the presence 
of  women became “a self- fulfilling prophecy:  Women  were attracted 
 because they saw more  women interviewing them; you build a repu-
tation of being a good and fair employer.”25

However, not all obstacles are mitigated through greater inter-
viewer diversity. A common pitfall is conducting interviews without 
a standardized format and rubric. When individual applicants are as-
sessed in a one- off informal manner, they may not be held to the same 
set of standards. By contrast, in a formal pro cess wherein job criteria 
are explic itly brought to bear as reviewers consider an entire slate of 
candidates, reviewers are more likely to focus on job requirements.26 
Multiple studies have demonstrated that unstructured interviews are 
ripe for unintended discrimination; the less clarity about how and on 
what basis to assess candidates, the more likely interviewers are to 
view potential employees through the lens of gender and other ste reo-
types. (Plus, it should be noted that unstructured interviews are not 
very effective for assessment qua assessment: A meta- analysis of eighty- 
five years of research on hiring found that they are significantly worse 
than structured interviews at predicting  actual job per for mance.27)

We spoke to one executive who was told that she  didn’t receive a 
job offer partly  because her husband “also had a job,” which made the 
hiring committee unsure “if you would stay if your husband went else-
where,” as she was told. Ironically, as she explained, “if they would have 
asked, I would have told them that my husband generally follows me. 
They would never have questioned this of a man.” Consciously or un-
consciously, interviews may fall back on assumptions about  women’s 
lower commitment or lower competence. The latter is a par tic u lar 
risk in highly technical fields where men predominate. Removing 
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information about candidate gender, through blind auditions and 
anonymized résumés, has been shown to increase the proportion of 
 women who advance in an application pro cess, effectively obviating 
the need to counteract bias by removing it from the pro cess at the out-
set.28 Of course, as candidates proceed to speak and meet with hiring 
man ag ers, it’s no longer pos si ble for evaluators to remove gender from 
the equation, but they can still take steps to minimize its impact. We 
spoke to the head of a large information technology organ ization that 
had implemented an interview rubric that equally weighted technical 
skills, leadership skills, and alignment with the organ ization’s values. 
 After implementation the number of  women hired increased, as inter-
viewers  were reminded and guided to take a holistic view of candidates 
and not overweight technical skills—an area where  women may be 
perceived as weaker. The US Federal Reserve made a similar shift in its 
hiring pro cess for research assistants, emphasizing candidates’ aptitude 
for collaboration and teamwork and discouraging reviewers from fil-
tering primarily on  factors such as the relative prestige of applicants’ 
academic backgrounds.  After  these and other updates, the proportion 
of  women hires increased by 5  percent over four years.29 And the mer-
chant banking division at Goldman Sachs saw an uptick in female hires 
when recruiters  stopped assessing  whether candidates  were “aggres-
sive” and instead asked a set of questions more focused on intellectual 
curiosity and candidates’ ability to articulate their points of view.30

The Bottom Line about Hiring

Biases on the part of interviewers and decision makers, particularly 
when coupled with lack of structure in the interview pro cess, result 
in fewer offers made to  women.

What man ag ers can do:

• Consider anonymizing résumés during initial screening.

• Diversify interview panels.
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• Educate interviewers and evaluators about commonly held 
gender biases and encourage self- reflection as well as conversa-
tion about  whether biases are coloring views about candidates.

•  Don’t make evaluations and decisions on a rolling basis. 
Instead, judge a slate of candidates together, comparing each 
applicant against an agreed- upon set of job criteria.

Integration

 You’ve progressed through finding, vetting, and hiring a candidate, 
so you now have a brand- new employee. Is she  going to succeed? She 
likely  won’t if she is positioned as an outlier or token rather than ef-
fectively integrated. When an employee  isn’t fully integrated into her 
team or department, she is not privy to informal conversations that 
build trust, and she lacks access to impor tant information that flows 
outside official communication channels. She may be seen as less 
impor tant to the team or even as less capable of taking on key assign-
ments. When  women are poorly integrated, they miss out on form-
ing and benefiting from relationships with their colleagues. We directly 
observed such a phenomenon while studying the investment banking 
industry.  Women stock analysts faced barriers in forming the kinds 
of relationships critical for success in the industry; their male col-
leagues, who made up the majority,  were simply less willing to spend 
time with them. One male analyst described his reluctance to form 
bonds with  women in his firm: “So many female analysts are no lon-
ger with the firm, so it feels like that mentorship was for nothing. 
Many female analysts leave  because it is just hard to succeed in this 
business; many leave for personal reasons. I still mentor, but I can un-
derstand  people that prefer mentoring men.”31 This sentiment was 
not unusual. Prior research on Wall Street had found that a quarter 
of  women missed out on opportunities to work on accounts and deals 
 because their male man ag ers preferred ju nior men.32
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Patterns of exclusion result in a lack of access to impor tant infor-
mation and influential  people. Poor integration has real  career conse-
quences, as a se nior health care executive described: “When boards 
or se nior leadership bring high- performing  women of color into 
companies, they often  don’t give them the right level of subtlety and 
counsel in terms of integrating and onboarding. I think it’s a real high- 
wire act from a cultural assessment perspective,  because likability is 
so profound—it sometimes is more about ‘who do I want to be stuck 
with at an airport?’ than anything  else.” As her example so vividly 
points out,  limited integration results in  limited  career advancement 
even if the employee is highly capable. An exemplary story was re-
counted by another executive we spoke to:

[A major sporting event] took place in our area last year. My boss 
and I had been spending [the past] six to nine months talking about 
how I could have a bigger role with clients. My com pany was 
hosting a major event, bringing clients in. And I was not invited; 
I was not asked to attend—as a se nior leader of the com pany— 
this client event. And why not? I think part of it is that  these guys 
always hang out together, and it’s easy and it’s fun. And I’m the 
anomaly. It’s funny,  because if you had asked me if I had access to 
the inner circle, I would have said yeah— I meet with  these guys 
all the time. But it’s always in a professional setting, rarely in a 
social setting, whereas  these guys socialize together all the time.

It’s well known that deals and decisions are very often primed, if 
not made, outside the office and that some of the most common set-
tings for such conversations are seen as masculine. Female board 
members and executives have told us about being instructed to take 
up golf, lest they find themselves left out of the real power struc-
ture.33  These kinds of social interactions are so power ful precisely 
 because they combine work with leisure, fostering deeper feelings 
of connection and closeness between colleagues that can lead to 
greater trust, cooperation, and mutual support in the professional 
realm.34
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The good news is that companies  don’t have to accept the inevita-
bility of such occurrences; they can put in place systems to encour-
age more cross- gender, as well as cross- race, contact, which has been 
shown to foster greater diversity in management. Studying more than 
eight hundred organ izations over a twenty- two- year span, research-
ers saw that when companies implemented collaborative work ap-
proaches, such as cross- training programs and self- directed teams 
with members based in diff er ent functions, the percentage of  women 
in management  rose, although the effect was stronger for white 
 women than  women of color.35 Meanwhile, research on cross- race re-
lationships has found that white executives who mentor African 
American employees play a crucial role in confronting and counter-
ing biased views about their protégés.36 To ensure that  women of color 
fully benefit from efforts to foster strong employee relationships, com-
panies must recognize that race influences what  women experience 
at work and support meaningful collaboration and connection across 
multiple lines of difference.

The Bottom Line about Integration

When employees are, even unintentionally, excluded from socializ-
ing and relationship- building interactions, they lack access to infor-
mation and  people who can support their success. In a self- perpetuating 
cycle, their outlier status can then be taken as evidence that they are 
not cut out for the team or the com pany.  Women who  aren’t integrated 
may leave or fail to pro gress to higher- level roles.  Either way, their 
leadership potential is lost.

What man ag ers can do:

• Create and implement opportunities for  people to work  toward 
shared goals in mixed- gender and mixed- race groups, and set 
genuine collaboration as an expectation for such teams.

• Ensure that new employees  aren’t left out of social activities 
where impor tant connections are made.
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• Set the tone for a post- #MeToo era by making clear that 
isolating female colleagues is not acceptable.

Development

Professional development is multifaceted; principal components in-
clude formal training (which might take place internally or through 
offsite opportunities such as executive education programs), hands-on 
experience through opportunities such as job rotations and develop-
mental assignments, and relationships with role models, mentors, and 
sponsors.  Career growth requires taking on new and more complex 
work, but the stretch assignments that enable employees to push them-
selves to new levels of competence and enhance their reputations re-
main most accessible to white men. In one study conducted with a 
phar ma ceu ti cal com pany, researchers found that se nior man ag ers fun-
neled challenging proj ects to men more than  women, even when 
controlling for workers’ age, education, job tenure, per for mance, and 
perceived ambition.37 In academia,  women are less likely to be invited 
to give talks— impor tant résumé boosters— than men, even though 
 women are no more likely to decline a speaking invitation.38 Another 
study across multiple industries found that men received more chal-
lenging assignments than did  women, even though men and  women 
expressed equal desire for such assignments. This discrepancy was 
driven not by acrimony  toward  women on the part of their man ag ers 
but rather by beliefs that  women needed to be protected or sheltered 
from difficult experiences.39 One executive we spoke to observed this 
dynamic firsthand at vari ous client companies:

[ Women] said, they  won’t give me the top roles, the ones that 
earn the most, or the ability to pre sent in this forum, or to travel 
overseas,  because they assume that as a  woman I have  family 
responsibilities that would interfere with my ability to produce, 
that I do not necessarily want to travel, or that I need a break. 
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The prob lem is that they make decisions for you based on their 
assumptions of what you want. Not what you want, but what they 
assume you may want. It is a paternalistic attitude.

When assignments that offer visibility and growth are not equally 
accessible to men and  women, work itself becomes gendered, with 
lower- status proj ects and roles seen as the province of female employ-
ees. Even within jobs “task segregation” occurs, with  women ex-
pected to  handle less rewarding work, compared to male peers  doing 
the same job.40  Women are also more likely to be asked to volunteer 
for duties that do not advance their standing or skills, so- called office 
 house work that adds  little to their résumés.41 Moreover, when they de-
cline to perform such tasks that  won’t be beneficial for their  careers, 
they are viewed negatively.42

Many of our baseline assumptions about what kinds of work are 
most valuable systematically disadvantage  women. As one executive 
who held both marketing and sales roles early in her  career told us, 
“When  women dominate or become a larger percentage of a function, 
the function becomes less valued. That’s actually why I chose to leave 
marketing at one com pany— I was concerned it was becoming the pro-
verbial pink ghetto.” In  today’s large global companies, serving in 
sales and/or operations roles and taking international postings are seen 
as prerequisites for leadership, and  women are less likely to do  either. 
While  these expectations have long been common practice, it  isn’t clear 
that they are actually necessary to prepare someone for a se nior role. 
Behind- the- scenes work that  women are more likely to perform, such 
as managing a crisis, is often undervalued but may be just as relevant 
for developing the capability to lead at higher levels.43 Too often, we 
default to what’s familiar instead of identifying what’s impor tant.

The path to  career growth  isn’t always explic itly laid out. In most 
white- collar industries, employees are expected to manage their own 
 careers and proactively aim for the next step. Opportunities to advance 
tend to flow through  people, be they direct man ag ers or other se nior 
colleagues. Allies in leadership positions play a defining role: steering 
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key assignments to ju nior colleagues, including them in high- level 
meetings, or keeping their names in the mix for promotions. Yet even 
 those  women identified as high- potential by their companies are on 
average less likely to receive such sponsorship than their male peers, 
and  women of color are at the greatest disadvantage.44 In one survey 
of more than seventy thousand workers, 10  percent fewer Black than 
white  women reported that their man ag ers had advocated for an op-
portunity for them, and Latinas  were also less likely than white  women 
to report that their man ag ers did so.45

In a longitudinal study  we’re involved in, 42  percent of  women in 
mid-  and late- career stages had not had access to mentors and spon-
sors,  either informally or through a standardized program. Moreover, 
a third of  those who lacked informal, organically developed mentor-
ing relationships said the absence was very or extremely detrimental 
to their  career trajectory. That perception seems to be objectively true, 
as our study also found that  women who had the benefit of mentors 
and sponsors  were more likely to be in se nior management. We spoke 
to a firm that had designed and instituted a sponsorship program tar-
geted at midlevel  women and racial minorities, not only providing 
them with access to se nior leaders but also educating sponsors them-
selves about the critical role they play in developing talent. “We al-
ways say the most impor tant decisions made about your  career usually 
happen in a room that  you’re not in,” explained the chair of the firm’s 
diversity committee in an interview. “We also know that men tend 
to find sponsors more organically, and it’s typically harder for  women 
and minorities. In any organ ization it’s so impor tant to have some-
one who is sponsoring you, who’s advocating for you.”

The Bottom Line about Development

 Women tend to have reduced access to the key  factors for professional 
growth  because they are provided fewer opportunities for formal and 
informal development and/or they have fewer and less robust relation-
ships with colleagues who can facilitate their upward movement. 
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Without the experience and visibility needed to demonstrate their 
ability to perform at higher levels, they plateau or seek opportunities 
to advance elsewhere.

What man ag ers can do:

• Assess the pro cess by which proj ects and teams are staffed and 
create objective criteria if none are codified.

• Track who receives developmental opportunities such as 
skip- level promotions, job rotations, and training programs 
and analyze the data for patterns by gender and race.

• Institute programs to increase access to mentors and sponsors. 
 Women who participated in a mentoring program sponsored 
by the American Economic Association obtained higher rates 
of publication and grants than  those who  didn’t, holding all 
other  factors constant.46

Per for mance Assessment

Gauging  whether an employee is contributing at, below, or above ex-
pected levels is a core managerial function, and regular per for mance 
assessments shape the paths of most professionals. Although this pro-
cess typically has some level of formality— evaluation rubrics, calibra-
tion meetings, review periods— the judgment of man ag ers ultimately 
determines how assessment tools are applied. And thus, man ag ers’ 
conscious and unconscious beliefs about how  women should or do act 
exert enormous influence on the outcome. As one executive we spoke 
to put it, “I did not understand how much likability was  going to be 
this big, unquantified  thing that  matters so much more than per for-
mance in some cases. I think for  women it kills you if  you’re not lik-
able.” In addition, assessment pro cesses are informed and undergirded 
by shared assumptions about what success looks like and what it means 
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to be a top employee. Such assumptions are not necessarily grounded 
in what serves the com pany’s overall health but may instead be based 
on standards that reward exaggerated forms of masculinity such as 
aggression and hypercompetitiveness. Researchers have termed this 
set of assumptions a “workplace masculinity contest.”  These contests 
come to shape orga nizational cultures, particularly when “winning” 
is seen as the basis for professional rewards.47 When the masculinity 
contest is endorsed, high per for mance becomes conflated with seek-
ing individual status and coming out ahead in cut- throat competitions. 
Not only are  these be hav iors often counterproductive in team- based 
and collaborative work, but they are also seen as more natu ral and ap-
propriate for white heterosexual men to display (think “boys  will be 
boys”). When  women—or racial or sexual minority men— play by the 
rules of the masculinity contest, they may experience backlash or sim-
ply be seen as “weaker” competition.

More broadly, the well- known double bind shapes how  women’s job 
per for mance is viewed and leads to backlash in all kinds of orga-
nizational contexts, even  those that  don’t have a strong masculinity 
contest component. Archetypal leader characteristics such as author-
ity, decisiveness, and directness have traditionally been coded as mas-
culine. Thus, when  women exhibit strong leadership, they violate 
feminine gender expectations and may be characterized as difficult 
to work with or temperamental. But when  women act in accordance 
with gender expectations, they are often seen as less capable and ef-
fective.48 For instance, researchers have found that expressions of anger 
are taken as signs of lower competence in  women but not in men.49 
And when  women in leadership positions speak more than their male 
peers, they are seen as less competent, while views of male leaders’ 
competence are unchanged regardless of how much or how often they 
speak.50 A study of students at the US Naval Acad emy found that even 
when male and female students had the same grade point average and 
com pany military ranking, per for mance evaluations of  women in-
cluded more negative characterizations (e.g., terms such as frivolous, 
inept, passive, and scattered).51
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 Women’s per for mance may not be evaluated objectively or against 
the same standard as that of their male peers. When our colleagues 
Frances Frei and Anne Morriss asked a group of se nior leaders at a gov-
ernment agency to identify men and  women they considered equiva-
lent performers and then circulated the per for mance reviews of 
every one on that list, the se nior leaders  were dismayed to find that 
the reviews did not convey that the men and  women in the group  were 
performing equally well.52 Experimental research has shown that 
 women’s per for mance on tasks is held to a more stringent standard 
than men’s, with  women having to demonstrate higher per for mance 
to achieve the same rating as men with lower per for mance.53 A study 
conducted at a  legal firm documented this phenomenon in the real 
world: Although male and female  lawyers received equally positive 
comments in their per for mance evaluations, men  were given higher 
numerical ratings.54 Other research finds double standards in the eval-
uation pro cess; whereas a female employee is seen as having “analy-
sis paralysis,” a male colleague is described as being thoughtful and 
thorough.55 Even among academics already at the top of their fields, 
 women need to put in more time and effort to reach parity with men.56

In addition, accomplished  women may be perceived, consciously or 
not, as threatening, which can suppress ratings of their  actual per for-
mance. One set of studies found that  women with college degrees re-
ceived lower assessments than  women with high school diplomas, 
even when objective per for mance (and all other  factors)  were held 
constant; the same pattern held true when the study varied the rel-
ative prestige and success of the companies where the  women pre-
viously worked, with  women who had worked at higher- status 
companies being rated more poorly than  women previously em-
ployed at less successful organ izations.57 And even if bias  isn’t pre sent 
when man ag ers evaluate the output and accomplishments of their 
reports, prior discrimination may have artificially depressed  women’s 
per for mance relative to their ability. A study of stockbrokers across 
two large firms revealed that  women’s lower sales  were the result of 
systematically receiving lower- quality accounts.58
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Many companies have implemented training to make  people aware 
of  these kinds of biases, which are often not consciously held. Re-
search on implicit, or unconscious, bias has established that ste reo-
types based on gender, race, and other social identities influence 
our perceptions and interactions regardless of our conscious beliefs 
about, for instance,  women’s capacity to lead.59 Educating employees 
about unconscious bias has the potential to encourage them to reflect 
on ways that bias might influence their decision- making and be vigi-
lant about preventing biased be hav iors. But how such programs are 
framed and communicated determines how effective they are. Sim-
ply making  people aware of the prevalence of unconscious bias can 
actually make them more likely to express bias. However, when 
training includes messaging about overcoming biases, it is successful 
at reducing biased expressions and making employees more willing 
to work with  people who challenge assumptions about how certain 
groups should act— such as a  woman who argues vigorously for her 
own promotion.60

In addition to educating employees about biases that may subtly in-
fluence judgment, companies can take steps to de- bias the evaluation 
pro cess itself by focusing attention on objectively mea sur able quali-
ties and eliminating reliance on gut feelings about who the top em-
ployees are. When we default to advancing  those workers who “seem 
like” stars, we can easily overlook hard data that tell a diff er ent story. 
For instance, recent research has found that  women tend to promote 
their accomplishments to a lesser extent than men with the same per-
for mance. Relying on employees’ self- assessments to inform ratings, 
this study suggests,  will lead to  women’s per for mance being under-
recognized relative to its  actual value.61 Organ izations can also ana-
lyze the outputs in their evaluation pro cesses to identify where more 
objectivity is needed. For instance, researchers looking at technology 
and professional ser vice firms found that the per for mance feedback 
 women received was less tied to specific business outcomes regard-
less of  whether the feedback was praise or constructive criticism. That 
lack of specificity meant that  women had less clarity about the  factors 
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contributing to strong per for mance and less insight into what they 
needed to do to advance.62 The feedback  women receive may even be 
less accurate; one study found that evaluators  were less candid and 
truthful with  women about their per for mance.63

Fi nally, the way that companies interpret feedback can be  shaped 
by inadvertent bias. One large Silicon Valley com pany discovered that 
men received greater rewards for take- charge be hav iors such as lead-
ing change or making innovative contributions. When men and 
 women had an equal amount of such take- charge language in their 
evaluations, the men received higher numeric ratings. In response, the 
com pany designed a checklist system to ensure that all employees 
 were judged against the same objective criteria and rewarded equally 
for the same level of contribution and impact.64

The Bottom Line about Per for mance Assessment

Having a formal per for mance assessment system does not guarantee 
outcomes based on merit. The design and implementation of assess-
ment pro cesses determines  whether employees are evaluated fairly 
and accurately and, in turn,  whether  women’s rankings and associ-
ated rewards are commensurate with per for mance.

What man ag ers can do:

• Educate every one about how bias might influence their percep-
tions of  others and emphasize a shared interest in overcoming 
such biases.

• Create and ensure the use of rubrics that mea sure objective 
characteristics of per for mance;  don’t rely on subjective assess-
ments; tie feedback to specific business goals and outcomes.

• Review evaluations across teams or departments to identify 
any systematic differences between men’s and  women’s evalua-
tions, especially in references to personality characteristics.
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Compensation and Promotion

One of the surveys we conducted for this book sampled female exec-
utives from around the globe, representing a cross- section of indus-
tries. Almost three- quarters of them agreed that when it comes to 
compensation, gender biases disadvantage  women “a  great deal.” De-
spite companies’ best intentions to base compensation on objective 
 factors, pay for per for mance is often a misnomer. A field study exam-
ining the evaluations and compensation of over eight thousand em-
ployees at a large service- sector organ ization discovered that  women 
and racial minorities whose evaluation scores  were equal to white 
men’s received smaller raises.65 Similarly, research on  middle and se-
nior man ag ers at a multinational financial ser vices firm found that the 
per for mance ratings of promoted men  were lower than  those of pro-
moted  women.66

The gender pay gap has long been one of the most talked- about 
challenges facing  women at work, and in recent years discussion has 
accelerated with investigations and lawsuits faced by high- profile 
organ izations such as Google, Walmart, Nike, and Microsoft and even 
the Boston Symphony Orchestra.67 Companies also face increasing 
public pressure to disclose pay disparities between men and  women, 
and some countries, including  England and France, have begun re-
quiring companies to report gender pay differentials. In early 2019, a 
US federal judge blocked the Donald Trump administration’s attempt 
to suspend an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
rule designed to help the agency collect pay data by gender and race.68 
(The EEOC  later discontinued the data collection.)69 In 2020, the Cal-
ifornia legislature considered a bill to require large employers to sub-
mit to the state data on gender, race, and compensation.70 Dialogue 
on the topic has expanded to include not only “adjusted” pay gaps, 
which control for  things such as job title and tenure and thus appear 
when men and  women are being paid unequally for the same job, but 
also companies’ “median” pay gaps, which simply report the overall 
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difference between what men and  women make and thus reflect the 
fact that  women are often concentrated at lower levels. In 2019, Citi-
group reported that while its adjusted pay gap was very small,  women 
at the bank earned 29  percent less than men, a result of its se nior ranks 
being male- dominated.71 In the face of increasing regulation and at-
tention, how can companies ensure that  women are promoted and 
compensated fairly?

Gender- based compensation disparities often start before an em-
ployee is hired. When the terms and par ameters of a salary negotia-
tion are unclear,  women consistently end up with lower starting 
salaries than men, even when controlling for  factors that should 
predict salary, such as job function and geographic location.72 Simply 
making explicit that a salary offer is negotiable eliminates the differ-
ential between men’s and  women’s likelihood to try to negotiate.73 
Ambiguity might reside in something as fundamental as the appro-
priate salary range for a position, as in this example described by one 
of the executives we interviewed:

I was evaluating where  people are, I had the  actual numbers, and 
I realized that this  woman who is [considered] top talent is making 
30  percent less than the average. I go to  Human Resources and 
say this is not pos si ble, we need to put her at parity and even above, 
 because she’s much better [than her peers]. And they said, we  can’t 
do a 30  percent increase. They said, when we hired her we gave her 
a very good increase from her previous salary. She had a lag when 
we brought her in. We gave a 30  percent increase, which was 
 great for her at that point, but even with that 30  percent increase 
she was still 30  percent below the average that was mostly male.

The candidate in this example  didn’t know that the job she was of-
fered was worth significantly more to the com pany than the rate she 
accepted and  wasn’t equipped to negotiate effectively for a salary com-
mensurate with that value. (And as this story illustrates, trying to 
redress the gap at a  later date can be difficult or even impossible.) But 
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companies can even the playing field by providing clear information. 
An online recruiting platform for engineers completely eliminated the 
gender salary gap for new hires simply by providing the median sal-
ary for the position. Prior to this change,  women asked for lower sal-
aries than men to the tune of more than $4,000. When candidates 
saw the median data, the salary requests equalized.74

While prior salary can depress the offer a female candidate receives, 
changing jobs can also be an opportunity to boost one’s compensa-
tion. In a cross- industry study, we found that when  women executives 
moved to new jobs, they  were able to attain higher salaries and nar-
row the pay gap with male executives in comparable roles.75 While 
it’s encouraging to see  women command fairer compensation, job 
switching is often a strategy borne out of frustration with stymied in-
ternal growth. The few  women who have managed to make it to se-
nior ranks, well aware that many companies are keen to address 
gender imbalance in leadership, are able to parlay that interest into a 
better deal, but the under lying systemic pattern of  women’s  limited 
advancement continues. One  woman we spoke to found that she was 
only able to move up to a higher pay grade when her organ ization 
learned she was considering an exit:

We have diff er ent levels of executives:  There’s first, second, and 
third level. I  couldn’t get past the first level; I got rejected some-
thing like six times for the second level. Well, I started getting 
courted by another sector, and I did some interviews. I  don’t know 
what happened, but I got jumped [to the next level]  after I was 
flown out to interview externally. I think a lot of the men in my 
situation would have announced “Hey, I’m  going to leave.” But I 
 didn’t. I just went and did the pro cess to leave  because I  didn’t feel 
entitled to that promotion. And I always was the first at any level. 
I was the first Latina at my level, which was sad—it was 2016!

Many internal promotion pro cesses require or encourage  people to 
self- nominate. While self- nomination empowers employees to pursue 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   152588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   152 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



Becoming a Glass- Shattering Organ ization 153

advancement, gendered social norms can disadvantage  women. 
 Women experience backlash when they are perceived as self- 
promotional, so the self- nomination pro cess can hold pitfalls that 
 don’t impact their male peers. Like negotiating for a salary offer, ad-
vocating for increased compensation can trigger this backlash, and 
consequently, qualified  women may be reluctant to put themselves 
forward for promotion. As has been covered in the media, Google im-
plemented interventions to  counter this gendered social cost, includ-
ing automatically prompting all employees who met promotion 
criteria to nominate themselves and having se nior  woman speak pub-
licly about the importance of self- promotion, signaling that it was nor-
mal and expected.76 But more importantly for man ag ers, the tendency 
to assume that the most vocal employees are the most productive can 
prevent man ag ers from accurately viewing the contributions of aspir-
ing and potential leaders, as one executive we spoke to explained:

 There is bias  toward  people who self- promote regularly, thus 
becoming the ones who are fresh in  people’s minds when  they’re 
talking about succession planning or new opportunities.  Those 
self- promoters are always advancing far faster, and at least in my 
experience they tend to be men who are totally confident and 
 really make it a part of their day job. And most  women wait for 
somebody to notice, wait  until they earn the recognition, or wait 
 until their annual per for mance review to say “I’m proud of 
 these five  things that I did” rather than making it a daily part of 
their life. It is even a subtle  thing, before a meeting starts: “Oh, by 
the way, I had dinner with so- and-so the other night.” Sharing 
what  they’re  doing, how  they’re out networking, what kind of 
work  they’re  doing. Even hitting forward on emails from clients 
or colleagues that are praising them. Men make it part of their job, 
and do it immediately without hesitation. And [as a result]  we’re 
missing actually gathering data and objective facts about  whether 
or not that person is performing well in their job, and making 
tremendous contributions—or they just think that they are.
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The further up a com pany’s hierarchy, the less defined the promo-
tion pro cess often is. With fewer roles at each level, employees look-
ing to break into se nior management must find ways to heighten their 
visibility and demonstrate their value outside of formal reviews. 
 Women may find themselves with fewer natu ral opportunities to do 
so, as another executive experienced:

You hit a certain level of se niority so you are squarely in  middle 
management, and you are trying to figure out how to break through 
to the next level. As I’ve educated myself in the subtle ways that 
gender bias comes about, I do think that  there was that, to the 
extent  there  were prob ably opportunities I  wasn’t considered 
for. And I think it’s  because I  wasn’t in the inner circle. The best 
example of that I can give is when we traveled. I had the occasion 
to travel on the [com pany] jet, and it’s the four seats and one 
extra— I’m always in the one extra, so I’m not in the conversation. 
 Little  things like that; it’s very subtle.

The difficulty that  women have breaking through to the top levels 
of leadership has for de cades been described as the glass ceiling— 
invisible but impervious. If and when  women do rise to an organ-
ization’s se nior ranks, they face new hurdles, and their prior strategies 
for managing gender bias may be inadequate or even counterproduc-
tive. And  there is evidence that implicit ceilings make it harder for 
more than one  woman to sit in the C- suite, as was found in a study of 
the S&P 1500: The presence of one  woman on a com pany’s top man-
agement team actually reduced the likelihood that the team had ad-
ditional female members.77 When  women ascend almost to the top, 
their gender becomes more and more noticeable in male- dominated 
se nior ranks, and more subjective criteria about their fit come to the 
fore. (See Chapter 2 for how  women wrestle with this barrier and what 
strategies seem to help some overcome it.)

Researchers have also identified a phenomenon known as the glass 
cliff, wherein  women are more likely to be appointed to se nior roles 
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at underperforming companies.78 Although the glass cliff effect does 
not appear to hold true across all contexts, insofar as it points to the 
relative precarity of many  women leaders’ positions it can serve to 
reinforce notions about men’s greater suitability for leadership. One 
of the executives we interviewed vividly described how such problem-
atic leadership opportunities undermine both white  women and men 
and  women of color: “Invariably, we put extremely talented  women 
and minorities into horrible roles  because it’s the open position that 
no one  else’s protégé  will take. It’s ‘Let’s bring in a high- performing 
minority,  because you know  we’re working on diversity.’ But now that 
person is  going to flame out in two years  because they  can’t possibly 
survive this horrific job. It happens all the time.”

The Bottom Line about Compensation and Promotion

 Women’s compensation and level can be artificially depressed by gen-
der biases within both formal and informal pro cesses for raises and 
promotions.

What man ag ers can do:

• Make negotiation par ameters clear.

• Establish standards for compensation tied to the market rather 
than a candidates’ previous salary.

• Systematically review the outcomes of promotion and pay 
decisions by race and gender.

• Make nomination pro cesses transparent and triggered by 
objective achievements.

• Look for patterns in who is being promoted into troubled or 
precarious roles.
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Retention

Not only does the pipeline narrow when  women get stuck at lower 
levels of the hierarchy, but employee exits also shrink the supply of 
potential female leaders. Over ten years ago Deloitte considered sun-
setting its  Women’s Initiative, but the firm’s leadership reconsidered 
 after looking at the data on educational and workforce trends, which 
revealed that  women  were earning the majority of accounting degrees 
and generally exceeding men in educational attainment. Realizing 
that underinvesting in  women employees was hardly a strategic move, 
the firm de cided instead to deepen its efforts. As Cathy Benko, who 
took over leadership of the  Women’s Initiative, realized, “We  don’t 
have trou ble attracting  women— they are 51–52% of our hires. What 
is hard is retaining them.”79 What drives turnover among  women? The 
data do not suggest that they are inherently less committed to their 
jobs. One study of managerial, administrative, and professional em-
ployees at a large ser vice firm found no evidence that  women system-
atically quit at higher rates than men; rather, both male and female 
employees who  were underpaid, relative to the average salary for their 
position,  were likely to leave.80

Barriers and limitations on advancement have been shown to in-
fluence  women’s departures. For example, one study conducted across 
the public and private sectors found that differences in  women’s and 
men’s intentions to quit dis appeared when job satisfaction, specifically 
as related to opportunities for promotion, was considered.  Women 
 were significantly less satisfied with their promotion opportunities; 
thus, what looked like a gender difference was actually a gap between 
employees who believed they could grow at their current organ ization 
and  those who felt stuck.81 In the health care industry,  women’s job 
departures are likewise influenced by their perception of the  career 
opportunities both inside and outside the organ ization.82 Studies of 
up- or- out professions such as consulting and law have found that the 
presence of se nior  women decreased the likelihood of departure for 
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their  women subordinates: seeing  women in leadership roles implies 
that  career advancement is  viable, thus encouraging ju nior  women to 
remain.83 When  there are more  women in positions of power, sexual 
harassment, another drain on the retention of  women, also declines.84 
Orga nizational cultures in which harassment flourishes tend to be 
ones that excuse or ignore bad be hav ior on the part of high flyers and 
star performers, sending the message to  women that their well- being 
is less impor tant than keeping rainmakers happy— a message received 
not only by  those actually victimized but also by bystanders who read 
the writing on the wall when it comes to their own value.85

Another widely held belief asserts that child- rearing is the primary 
driver of  women’s job departures. Some of our own research has found 
that both men and  women believe that “prioritizing  family over work” 
explains  women’s lagged  career advancement.86 Yet studies of profes-
sional  women who have ratcheted back their  careers have found that 
it is actually the loss of status and opportunity that comes with be-
coming a  mother that pushes  women to step off the leadership track 
and sometimes out of the workforce altogether. In fact,  there is a doc-
umented “motherhood penalty” that results in fewer opportunities 
and lower wages for  women with  children, driven by assumptions that 
they are less committed to work than  women who are not parents or 
than men, including  fathers.87 Research on highly educated  women 
who left the workforce finds that they believed they  were unable to 
advance at their organ izations, based on experiences of being passed 
over for key assignments or other wise diminished in standing, ulti-
mately an experience better described as being “pushed out” than “opt-
ing out.”88

One of the  women we interviewed described just such an 
experience:

The moment I said was pregnant my team was restructured, and 
two of the three  people that I had reporting to me  were put at my 
same level. And I was taken from a team of thirty  people to a 
team of six  people. It was a demotion. It was not that my salary 
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was reduced, but my responsibilities  were. I was not asked. Even 
though  there  were policies for flexibility at the global level, once 
you brought it down to the local level, it was up to your boss to 
actually decide if they wanted to give you flexibility or not. 
I said, look, I’m  going to work,  there is a flex policy  here, and 
I’m  going to take it. And they  were like yeah, but only if your 
boss lets you and if it’s feasible for your position. We do that for 
assistant positions but not for se nior positions. At that point, 
I already had sixteen years of work experience, and I was top 
talent. I [had been] sent to an MBA program which they had 
paid for.

As this example reveals, the stigma surrounding flexibility and other 
 family accommodation policies can derail  women’s  careers. In orga-
nizational cultures where extreme dedication to work is prized and 
superstars are  those who respond to email at all hours and overdeliver 
to clients, taking advantage of policies that promote work- life balance 
carries a professional cost.  Women working flexible schedules tend to 
be seen as less committed and less motivated to advance their  careers 
than  women working a standard schedule, even when their  actual per-
for mance is identical.89

Some forward- thinking companies have sought to avoid the derail-
ment of  women’s  careers by reframing flexibility as a business and 
orga nizational tool. This approach, known as work redesign, focuses 
on understanding how to enable employees to do their best work as 
well as questioning assumptions about when and where that work 
must be done. One such program, called the Results Only Work En-
vironment (ROWE) was implemented at Best Buy in 2004, not as a 
work- life balance program or a gender equity effort but instead as a 
business innovation. ROWE specified that employees should be “ free 
to do what ever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work 
gets done.” To implement ROWE, training sessions  were held to crit-
ically examine traditional work practices and develop effective new 
pro cesses for accomplishing work. Employees reported improvements 
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to their overall well- being and their work quality, and Best Buy saw 
reduced turnover during the program, which was discontinued in 2013 
at the behest of a new CEO.90 In 2016, Canada’s national housing 
agency, the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, implemented 
ROWE and saw increases in employee engagement and reported work- 
life balance.91

The Bottom Line about Retention

 Women are more likely to leave jobs when they believe their oppor-
tunities are  limited. A sense of  limited growth may come from see-
ing few  women in leadership, or it may be spurred by how  women 
themselves are treated.

What man ag ers can do:

• Collect data on attrition and retention by gender and race.

• Make the consequences for sexual harassment meaningful and 
concrete, regardless of the perpetrator’s role or per for mance.

• Assess when face time is truly needed for business reasons, and 
allow employees flexibility when their work can be done 
asynchronously and/or remotely.

• Audit your internal communications about flexibility policies 
and other work- life benefits to ensure they frame work- life 
needs as relevant for all employees and as tools for better work.

Review and Reflect

Understanding the barriers embedded at each of the above stages and 
acting to mitigate them is a cyclical pro cess. Putting new practices in 
place and training man ag ers are not onetime solutions; rather, any 
mea sures to combat gender- based inequities should be seen as tools 
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that need continuous assessment and improvement, just like many 
other business pro cesses. Speaking to Business Insider in 2018, the chief 
 people officer at Salesforce described the com pany’s annual compen-
sation analy sis: “ You’re  going to have to run the audit  every single year. 
That’s one  thing I aligned with [CEO] Marc [Benioff] very early on, 
that this was not a one and done  thing.” Salesforce has seen positive 
results from its commitment to diagnosing and closing gender pay 
gaps: since implementing the annual audit in 2016, employee agree-
ment with the statement “ People  here are paid fairly for the work they 
do”  rose by 12  percent to reach over 90  percent. The com pany has also 
seen the overall number of  women employees and the proportion of 
 women in leadership roles rise.92 And yet across the United States and 
Canada, less than 40  percent of companies analyze pay by gender, ac-
cording to a 2018 study.93

Collecting and analyzing data at each stage of the  people manage-
ment pro cess, from the diversity of your applicant pool to attrition 
rates by gender and other demographic characteristics, allows com-
panies to make informed decisions. In 2017, a large tech com pany 
began publishing an “attrition index” that looked at leave rates by gen-
der and race. The index revealed that in the United States, Black and 
Latinx employees  were leaving faster than the average rate. In re-
sponse, the com pany created a program in which “retention case 
man ag ers”  were empowered to connect employees with  career re-
sources, from training opportunities to affinity groups.94 Yet despite 
the usefulness of such data, reflected in the adage “you  can’t manage 
what you  don’t mea sure,” a recent survey of chief diversity officers in 
S&P 500 companies found that only 35  percent of CDOs had access to 
employee demographic data.95

With a foundation of assessment in place, man ag ers must incorpo-
rate tools and approaches to preventing bias into how they lead their 
teams day to day. Without  doing so, companies  will not move talented 
 women up through their ranks. Yes, tone at the top  matters, but with-
out translating messaging into practical action, it remains lip ser vice, 
as one executive pointed out:
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A phenomenon I’ve seen is super- senior men talking a lot about 
gender equity, racial equality, and the power of diversity, and at 
the very lowest levels of the com pany hiring classes that are full 
of  women and men of color, and then this gauntlet in between 
and a lot of mediocrity standing in the way of talented, capable 
employees. That frozen  middle. I spend a lot of time working 
with  women and minorities in director- level roles in my com-
pany,  because you may have a lot of VP- level, old status quo 
white guys who just are like, I  don’t care what they say at the top, 
this is how we do  things  here. And it can be  really challenging to 
hit that [layer], and then before you know it, [white  women and 
racial minorities] are opting out. [ There is] an unwillingness 
among se nior guys— the EVP, C- suite level—to truly take on 
their middle- layer VPs,  because they want loyalty and focus on 
operating results, so they  don’t challenge the be hav ior.

The chief product officer at one firm that implemented a wide- 
ranging gender equity program described initial re sis tance and how 
it dissipated as se nior leaders emphasized the strategic importance of 
the work: “When you talked about wanting to make certain that  we’ve 
got a fair number of female managing directors, the instant response 
was ‘Oh, so  you’re  going to lower your standards for  women?’ And 
now that  we’ve been  doing this for four or five years, you just  don’t 
hear that anymore. We have made it very clear that it was about cast-
ing a wider net. It was about eliminating unconscious bias.”

To ensure that any pronouncements about the value of gender di-
versity are reflected in your department or com pany’s day- to- day man-
agement,  there must be a commitment to continuous review on the 
part of all man ag ers. In our interviews with  women executives, we 
heard repeatedly that efforts to bring more  women into leadership 
founder when they are exclusively designed and administered by 
 human resource departments. As one executive pointed out, examin-
ing patterns in compensation sheds light on how a com pany defines 
success: “When it comes to  those individuals that we promote, that 
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have the highest compensation, and looking at the traits [we say we 
value], where would  those individuals fall? Are  these the traits that 
[their man ag ers] have valued? Is  there a difference between what se-
nior management thinks about what should be rewarded, versus what 
lower- level man ag ers are looking for and getting?”

More than forty years ago, scholar Rosabeth Moss Kanter pub-
lished Men and  Women of the Corporation, a groundbreaking study of 
gender in the workplace. Many of the barriers Kanter identified remain 
pre sent  today and involve, as described in this chapter, an interplay 
between structural  factors and individual actors. Despite the per sis-
tence of  these obstacles, Kanter remains hopeful, as do we. Speaking 
at the first annual Gender & Work Research Symposium at Harvard 
Business School, she emphasized the need to continue explicating 
how orga nizational pro cesses and man ag ers work together to  either 
perpetuate or mitigate gender disparities: “If we understand  these 
interacting ele ments, we can intervene and change them. Change is 
always pos si ble. That is what leaders do.”96
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What  Women Executives Say

We surveyed over 150 executives who had recently attended execu-

tive education programs for  women leaders, gathering their obser-

vations about each of the talent management pro cesses described 

in this chapter.  These executives, who  were based in companies 

across North and South Amer i ca, Eu rope, Asia, Africa, Australia, 

and New Zealand, represented a range of industries spanning the 

public and private sectors. They had jobs with significant responsi-

bility; most  were in profit- and- loss holding roles in large companies. 

And they  were experienced; three- quarters had been in their  careers 

for over twenty years.

Their perceptions  were not identical, but they  were consistent; 

across the board a strong majority agreed that individual biases and 

structural barriers disadvantage  women at each stage of talent ac-

quisition and management.  Women executives see an especially un-

even playing field when it comes to compensation and promotion, 

with 89  percent of our survey respondents agreeing that  women are 

at least somewhat disadvantaged in  those pro cesses. (In fact, 

71  percent said that  women face “a  great deal” of disadvantage in 

pay and promotion [ Table 5-1].)

The size of respondents’ employers did not consistently predict the 

extent to which  women saw bias in each management pro cess, sug-

gesting that larger (or smaller) companies are not necessarily better 

equipped to implement equitable pro cesses. Younger respondents 

sometimes, but not always, perceived less bias than  women who started 

their  careers a de cade or more  earlier. While we know that pro gress in 

gender equity has been made,  women continue to report that biases 

and barriers hinder their own and  others’ advancement.

Almost 90  percent said that auditing management pro cesses to 

identify gender differences was “essential” or “impor tant,” and an 
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even higher proportion believe that companies in their respective 

fields and industries should incorporate a gender lens into employee 

engagement efforts, specifically by analyzing gender differences in 

attrition and other key metrics, creating policies or practices aimed 

at engaging and retaining  women, or both. Two- thirds of our respon-

dents  don’t believe that companies are currently  doing enough to 

engage and retain  women.
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The Glass-Shattering Framework

Management 
pro cess The prob lem Question to ask Recommendations

Attraction You lack  women 
candidates, 
relative to your 
expectations 
and/or industry 
norms.

Are aspects of your 
recruitment turning 
away qualified 
 women?

• Seek candidates outside 
man ag ers’ individual 
networks, which may be 
homogenous.

• Assess the language 
used to describe jobs 
and your com pany.

Hiring  Women 
candidates do 
not make it 
through to the 
offer stage at 
the same rate as 
men.

Are aspects of your 
hiring pro cess 
eliminating  women 
whose qualifica
tions and potential 
meet and exceed 
 those of male 
candidates?

• Educate man ag ers 
about gender biases and 
how they might influence 
hiring decisions.

• Anonymize résumés.

• Diversify interview 
panels.

• Evaluate a slate of 
candidates as a group, 
against a set of defined 
criteria.

Integration  Women seem to 
be “on the 
outskirts” of 
their teams and 
departments.

Are new hires 
forming the 
relationships that 
enable them to 
contribute 
optimally and thrive 
professionally?

• Create opportunities for 
 people to work  toward 
shared goals with 
 people who are dif fer ent 
from them.

• Discourage exclusionary 
social activities, and 
make sure  women are 
not treated as outliers or 
extraneous team 
members.

Development  Women are not 
building out 
their skills and 
experience at 
rates similar to 
male peers.

Do employees have 
access to training, 
stretch assign
ments, and other 
components of 
development, 
irrespective of 
gender?

• Assess how training 
opportunities and 
developmental opportu
nities are assigned, and 
implement objective 
criteria.

• Increase  women’s 
access to mentors and 
sponsors.
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Management 
pro cess The prob lem Question to ask Recommendations

Per for mance 
assessment

 Women’s 
per for mance 
ratings are lower 
than  those of 
male peers and/
or lower than 
expected based 
on hiring 
assumptions.

Are your evaluation 
pro cesses and 
their implementa
tion influenced by 
gender biases?

•  Educate man ag ers 
about gender biases and 
how they might influence 
evaluation decisions.

• Assess the criteria used 
to rate per for mance, and 
eliminate ambiguous, 
vague, and malleable 
standards.

Promotion and 
compensation

 Women receive 
lower compen
sation than male 
peers and/or are 
promoted at 
lower rates.

Are your pro cesses 
for determining 
compensation and 
making promotion 
decisions 
influenced by 
gender biases?

• Make par ameters for 
salary offers and 
increases clear and 
transparent.

• Review the outcomes of 
promotion and compen
sation pro cesses by 
race, gender, and other 
identity characteristics.

Retention  Women are 
leaving your 
com pany at 
rates higher 
than men and/or 
your 
expectations.

Do  women believe 
they can advance 
at your com pany, 
and are they 
rewarded for strong 
per for mance?

• Track attrition and 
retention by gender.

• Combat flexibility stigma 
by focusing on mea sur
able aspects of 
per for mance.

• Don’t turn a blind eye to 
high performers who 
harass.
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SETTLING FOR EQUALITY

Qualcomm

In 2015, seven  women employed in technical and engineering jobs 
at Qualcomm sued the San Diego– based chipmaker on behalf of 
its female employees, claiming that the com pany’s pay and pro-

motion practices systematically discriminated against  women. The 
 women made a formal complaint with the EEOC and the California 
Department of Fair Employment and Housing, but before the suit 
was brought to court, Qualcomm agreed to pay $19.5 million and 
institute a series of measures aimed at rectifying the discriminatory 
practices brought to light by the action. Although the com pany 
claimed to have “strong defenses” to the allegations of unequal 
treatment, it agreed to overhaul its approach to employee develop-
ment, compensation, and work flexibility, in its words “mak[ing] 
meaningful enhancements to our internal programs and pro-
cesses.”97 A telecommunications  giant known for being on the 
leading edge of mobile technology, Qualcomm agreed to hire in de-
pen dent experts to implement reforms— when it came to designing 
an equitable workplace, the com pany was  behind the curve.

Qualcomm  isn’t unusual. The EEOC receives roughly a thousand 
complaints a year alleging violations of the Equal Pay Act, and 
discrimination complaints are filed at the state and local levels 
too.98 While  there are no centralized data on gender discrimination 
lawsuits brought to court, anyone casually following the news in 
recent years has likely heard about suits filed against Twitter, 
Google, Facebook, the Walt Disney Com pany, Microsoft, Oracle, 
KPMG, Kleiner Perkins, and Goldman Sachs, to name a few. While 
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170 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

explicit discrimination, including sexual harassment, is sometimes 
alleged,  today’s cases often focus on what researchers have termed 
“second- generation bias,” a subtler set of patterns and practices that 
disadvantage  women but can go unnoticed, so thoroughly baked 
into orga nizational cultures and structures that they seem natu ral 
or neutral.

The plaintiffs in Qualcomm’s case pointed to both overt and 
second- generation discrimination. Men received higher base salaries 
than  women in similar roles, a clear case of gender- based discrimi-
nation, but  women  were also kept off the leadership track through 
indirect and implicit means. The com pany’s promotion pro cess, 
which relied on man ag ers— the majority of whom  were men—to 
sanction employees’ pursuit of advancement, was one such mecha-
nism. Rather than systematically make employees aware of paths 
for professional development and growth, man ag ers meted out 
desirable assignments, training opportunities, and promotions in 
the absence of standard criteria. Statistical analyses carried out in 
negotiations between Qualcomm and the firm representing the 
class of over three thousand  women employees found differences 
in promotion rates between equally qualified men and  women. 
Compounding  these barriers, the plaintiffs claimed, was a culture 
that disproportionately rewarded long hours and constant availabil-
ity, creating in effect a second- class status for employees with 
significant caregiving responsibilities, primarily  women, and  those 
who took pregnancy leave. Employees who could or would be on 
call 24/7  were rewarded regardless of their productivity or per for-
mance, while  those working reduced hours or flex- time schedules 
saw their ratings prorated— effectively reduced— without regard to 
their output. In addition,  women claimed that the way Qualcomm 
set pay rates for jobs placed too  little emphasis on the core skills and 
responsibilities entailed, resulting in pay gaps between jobs of 
similar nature; while not an explicit practice of paying  women lower 
wages for the same work, the com pany’s approach nonetheless 
resulted in differential pay by gender.99 One of the  lawyers for the 
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 women described  these prob lems as revealing a gap between 
Qualcomm’s rhetorical endorsement of gender equity and the 
conditions for  women actually in place at the com pany: “The 
abstract commitment to workplace equality for  women  will never 
become a real ity without tangible commitments to transparency 
and guaranteed freedom from reprisal. Without  those and other 
concrete structural changes, lofty promises for diversity and 
equality go unfulfilled.”100

Qualcomm’s  legal team and the  lawyers representing female 
employees never debated  these claims of discrimination in court. 
Instead, they went straight to generating structural changes, spend-
ing months analyzing com pany data and rec ords to come up with an 
agreement about how  women  were impacted by Qualcomm’s 
management practices and what rectifying mea sures should be 
taken. By the  middle of 2016, both sides had agreed to a settlement 
that included monetary damages and an overhaul of many of the 
com pany’s managerial practices. The com pany agreed to implement 
 women’s leadership development initiatives to address disparities in 
access to promotions brought on by the informal “tap on the shoul-
der” system and to strengthen support for flex work and parental 
leave, such that utilizing those benefits would not sideline  women’s 
 careers. The com pany also agreed to collect and analyze data on 
employee evaluations, promotions, and compensation in order to 
identify gender gaps and to improve the internal pro cess by which 
employees could raise complaints about discrimination.101

Through the settlement, current and former employees who had 
been disadvantaged not only  were able to recoup a nominal fraction 
of wages lost (at about $4,000 per employee, the awards  were 
essentially symbolic) but also to effect orga nizational changes with 
the potential to positively impact  women at the com pany for years 
to come. More than just an ave nue of redress, the Qualcomm 
settlement was future- focused and if implemented with full com-
mitment  will make the com pany’s path to leadership more gender- 
equitable. It’s not a quick fix, and time  will tell if the com pany’s 
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172 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

pipeline to leadership becomes gender- balanced. One early sign of 
pro gress is a modest jump in the proportion of  women in technical 
roles, from 14.3  percent the year the lawsuit was filed to 16.4  percent 
in 2019.102 By institutionalizing the programs and practices outlined 
in the settlement and sustaining a commitment to gender equity, 
Qualcomm has the opportunity to become a leader not only in 
wireless technology but also in retaining and advancing  women.
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CH A P TE R   6

DAY- TO- DAY PARITY
How to Manage for Gender Equity  

and Inclusion

The talent management pro cesses explored in Chapter 5 make up a 
complex, multifaceted, and interdependent system. Individual man-
ag ers, especially  those at the  middle and frontline levels,  don’t always 
have the authority to initiate some of the systemic changes we rec-
ommend. Even man ag ers higher up in the hierarchy are typically 
 limited in how much they can alter or influence practices outside their 
function or geographic scope. What if  you’re not a CEO or managing 
partner who can overhaul how your organ ization  handles hiring or 
implement a new per for mance review system? Are your hands tied 
when it comes to breaking down gender barriers? Far from it. People- 
management pro cesses are interpreted and implemented by individ-
ual man ag ers, and  there is often room to do  things differently and 
more equitably within existing structures. Moreover, even the most 
forward- thinking programs initiated from on high  will fail if indi-
vidual man ag ers implement them in effec tively. A case in point is 
JPMorgan Chase’s  career reentry program, launched in 2013 to create 
ave nues into the firm for  women candidates whose time out of the 
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174 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

paid workforce might have other wise caused their qualifications 
and competence to be undervalued. Executive endorsement was just 
one part of the equation. As the head of diversity for the unit that pi-
loted the program explained, man ag ers  were just as impor tant:

We wanted to make sure we  were positioning  these  women for 
success, and we wanted to make sure that the man ag er was  going 
to be a willing participant in the pro cess. . . .  We wanted man-
ag ers that  were  going to take a more coaching- and- development 
perspective during the conversations [with the participant]. We 
wanted somebody who was  going to buy into the philosophy of 
the program, [who] want their participants to be well networked, 
[who] want them to be well developed, [who] want them to have solid 
understanding of not just their sub- specific line of business, or part 
of the business, but the broader context of the business as well.1

Improving the systems that shrink the pipeline of potential  women 
leaders takes time, precisely  because of the interplay between orga-
nizational pro cesses and the  people utilizing them. Without man ag-
ers committed to taking everyday actions to break down common 
barriers— such as access to mentors, development opportunities, and 
integration into the com pany as a whole— the reentry program would 
do  little to grow the number of  women moving up at the firm. (In-
deed, this kind of managerial support is necessary for anyone’s  career 
growth.) Research backs up the idea that man ag ers are the not- so- 
secret weapon in the  battle to break down in equality at work. An 
analy sis of numerous studies finds that well- intentioned training and 
policies consistently fall short when it comes to producing and main-
taining greater diversity. But engaged man ag ers who feel responsible 
for improving diversity, equity, and inclusion create results. Compa-
nies that encourage man ag ers to act as change agents through activi-
ties such as mentoring and participating in diversity task forces 
ultimately see more white  women and men and  women of color 
advance.2

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   174588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   174 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.
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As a man ag er, the culture you foster on your team and the approach 
you take to developing and engaging individual employees can enable 
 women to deliver the results they are truly capable of, which contrib-
utes to not only their success but also your own. Inclusive manage-
ment has the potential to be your competitive advantage especially 
as workers, particularly  those who are underrepresented in leadership, 
become more and more aware of how impor tant it is to their success. 
Working for a boss who  doesn’t practice inclusion is simply a non-
starter for many capable professionals. As one  woman whose thirty- 
year  career has included stints at consumer products companies, 
start- ups, and large professional ser vice firms, put it, “I advise  people 
to find out if a place/management [team] is inclusive. It  will make all 
the difference; it might be the only  thing that  matters about where one 
builds a  career.”

We wanted to better understand what inclusive management  really 
looked like from the perspective of  women themselves, so we sur-
veyed a group of about 130  women who had taken executive educa-
tion courses designed for female leaders. We gathered a wealth of data 
both quantitative and qualitative, including numerous examples of 
what a lack of inclusive management meant. The  women we surveyed 
are connected to our institution and know us from the classroom, so 
their candor was not surprising, but we are grateful that they  were 
willing to trust us with the unvarnished truth. They told us about leav-
ing jobs and companies they loved but where they  were treated dis-
missively or denied opportunities to grow. They moved on, but the 
experiences took a toll. As one  woman explained, “My tendency is to 
just become disengaged. Noninclusive be hav ior also hurts your soul. 
When I  didn’t feel I could be as pre sent as my male counter parts, I 
felt very tired and unworthy.”

Inequitable management  doesn’t happen only in male- dominated 
industries or in regions with greater overall gender in equality, and it 
 isn’t perpetuated only by men. The  women we surveyed  were work-
ing in public and private companies, nonprofits,  family businesses, and 
government agencies. The vast majority  were at least two de cades into 
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176 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

their  careers, and over 40  percent  were more than thirty years along. 
They came from a highly diverse range of industries, from manufac-
turing to health care to advertising to finance, and they hailed from 
North Amer i ca, Eu rope, Latin Amer i ca, Asia, Africa, Australia, and 
the  Middle East. Experiences of being dismissed, undermined, or ac-
tively excluded came up many times in our survey, underscoring the 
fact that no industry, region, or type of com pany is  free of barriers to 
 women’s  careers. Nor did we find that noninclusive management 
is characteristic of one gender. Most of the  women executives we 
surveyed have had noninclusive male and female managers (see 
Figure 6-1).

We did find some gender differences when it comes to the nature 
of noninclusive management. When female man ag ers  were not inclu-
sive, the prob lem was often hoarding— being unwilling to give credit 
or power to subordinates and taking a zero- sum approach to manage-
ment wherein  others’ success was seen as threatening their own. As 
a result, the  women who had such experiences with female man ag-
ers felt undermined and unable to see a clear path to advancement. 
We know from research  going back to the 1970s that  these kinds of 
so- called queen bee be hav iors result from orga nizational cultures that 
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devalue  women’s contributions; to succeed in such environments, 
 women distance themselves from their gender and from other  women 
in order to be seen as competent.3 Thus, we  weren’t surprised to see 
that the  women executives in our survey had had far fewer female 
bosses over the years; the average number across an entire  career was 
just two, compared to an average of nine male bosses. Though inves-
tigating the  drivers of noninclusive be hav ior is beyond the scope of 
our survey, the data suggest that this dynamic was at play in many of 
the organ izations where our respondents had worked.

By contrast, we heard about a wider array of exclusionary be hav-
iors from male man ag ers. They favored male subordinates, bestow-
ing on them more opportunities and larger rewards than  women 
with the same track rec ord. They also excluded  women from social 
events and even pushed them out of work teams, gravitating  toward 
other (typically white) men for both personal and professional net-
working. As one respondent described, “I took over from a man who 
systematically downgraded all of the jobs on his direct team held by 
 women and then removed all  women from his leadership team.  After 
that, he hired only white men to replace them.” This experience was 
echoed by another  woman: “One male man ag er fired/downsized and 
marginalized the three most se nior  women in [our] division.”  There 
 were also some instances of sexual harassment, demeaning and dis-
missive comments, and overtly sexist views from male man ag ers. 
(While we heard about both men and  women who held biased 
attitudes— such as one female man ag er “who expected me to make 
less than a male at a lower level  because I did not have a  family”— even 
noninclusive female man ag ers  didn’t belittle the capabilities of  women 
as a  whole or suggest that  women’s contributions  were inherently less 
valuable, for obvious reasons.)

 These examples of exclusion and bias illustrate much of what we 
have explored throughout this book. But we  weren’t interested sim-
ply in confirming the continued prevalence of  these barriers—by now, 
we hope that readers better understand where, how, and why they per-
sist  today. We wanted to gather data about the managerial styles and 
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practices that illuminate a diff er ent path. What are the everyday ac-
tions that make a critical difference? We know that they  matter: nearly 
three- quarters of the  women we surveyed (who, remember, had at-
tained se nior leadership) said that inclusive management had positively 
impacted their  careers.

Below we detail five key attributes of inclusive management and 
explain the under lying be hav iors and practices that enable man ag ers 
to develop  these capabilities. Inclusive management  isn’t feel- good 
fluff. It requires self- reflection, awareness of the  drivers of workplace 
disadvantage, and a commitment to changing the conditions, includ-
ing your own habits and assumptions, that perpetuate it. Granted, your 
actions  can’t always fix prob lems in the systems at your organ ization, 
but you can mitigate and push back against them. For example, you 
might not be able to change the fact that your com pany lacks an ob-
jective rubric for staffing impor tant proj ects or for putting employees 
up for promotion, but you can be sure to use standard and job- specific 
criteria when it comes to your own decisions. In so  doing, not only 
can you ensure that the  people you work with are being treated 
fairly, but you can also model inclusive management for  others. Espe-
cially in the absence of policies and procedures, normalizing inclu-
sive and equitable approaches is power ful. Being a change agent 
 doesn’t require being a CEO; you can help break down  those barriers 
that maintain the status quo.

Dozens of the  women in our survey said  they’d left jobs, compa-
nies, and even industries  because their man ag ers  weren’t up to par on 
inclusion. The  women went on to grow and lead but at a cost to them-
selves and to the organ izations they left. As one  woman explained, 
“Looking back on my  career, I left noninclusive leaders for new com-
panies. It prob ably helped me in the long run  because it forced me to 
change [jobs], but on the other hand, I  don’t think it helped the com-
panies they worked for,  because  those companies lost talent, and the 
current talent is also underutilized and not offering their best.”

Motivating and enabling your team to deliver its best work is cen-
tral to any managerial role. By focusing on fairness, you can remove 
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obstacles to per for mance and unleash employees to thrive in their 
roles. Call it your inclusive advantage.

Inclusive Man ag ers Develop an Objective Lens for 
Recruiting and Rewarding Employees

We  won’t argue that deliberate discrimination plays no part in per-
petuating gender in equality in the workplace. Certainly, the #MeToo 
movement quickly disillusioned anyone inclined to think other wise. 
However, we  don’t believe that most man ag ers set out to create bar-
riers to  women’s advancement. Indeed, over many years of teaching 
and studying man ag ers at vari ous levels in a wide range of industries 
and sectors from all over the world, we have consistently heard a de-
sire to do the opposite: foster a level playing field and lead in an unbi-
ased way that enables all employees to grow in their  careers. Yet our 
collective outcomes do not reflect  these good intentions.  Women, par-
ticularly  women of color, are significantly underrepresented in se nior 
leadership compared to their proportions in the workforce; clearly, 
they are not progressing at rates equal to white men, who make up 
the largest proportion of leaders across industries. The 2019  Women 
in the Workplace study conducted by McKinsey and Lean In found 
that  women lag men when it comes to first promotion to a manage-
rial role. From this early imbalance, the leadership pipeline becomes 
cumulatively more gender- skewed over time.4

Individual man ag ers have tremendous power over employees’ 
 career progression; not only do man ag ers create the opportunities 
through which employees grow their skills and competencies (more 
on that in the following section), but they also assess per for mance and 
put forward candidates for promotion, in many cases unilaterally de-
ciding if an employee advances to a higher level. The difference be-
tween a stagnant or sluggish  career and one that flourishes apace can 
be a single supervisor, as one  woman from our survey recounted: “An 
SVP at [one com pany] made it very difficult for my promotion to 
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director, despite overwhelming high remarks by my own director- 
manager as well as my peers. When he fi nally approved it, he said, 
‘You have very strong capability and work experience, especially for 
a female engineer.’ I wanted to ask him, do I not have strong capabil-
ity compared to male engineers?” Another  woman in our study noted 
how this phenomenon played out in her  career: “The observable im-
pact of noninclusive management was timing. My [male] peers 
appeared to have been given opportunity faster and promoted to ex-
ecutive levels sooner.”

It can be difficult for  women to break through a man ag er’s reliance 
on swift, subjective judgments. A health care executive described 
watching one strong candidate be summarily rejected based on no clear 
rationale: “I had a very talented diversity candidate that a very se nior 
person de cided not to move forward with, when on paper they  were the 
most qualified. I asked him to have a live conversation with this person 
 because she was top talent. He ignored my recommendation and de-
cided to just send an email telling her she did not get the job.”

While we  don’t know the views and attitudes of this par tic u lar man-
ag er, it may not be accurate to assume that he was deliberately side-
lining this candidate on the basis of her identity. In fact, it’s highly 
likely that he believed he was being impartial and that his preferred 
candidate was simply a better choice on the merits, that his intuitive 
sense, honed by years of experience, was his best guide. Yet at the same 
time, it’s also likely, given the fact that leadership in the health care 
industry is male- dominated (despite the strong repre sen ta tion of 
 women in the health care workforce overall), that he ended up hiring 
another man like himself.5 As a diff er ent  woman in our study put it, 
“ People that discriminate in the workplace are not always bad  people. 
Most of the time they are unaware of what they are  doing and 
have never seen a dif fer ent way.” This man ag er— and countless 
 others— failed to step outside his comfort zone, to stop and question 
his instincts, and to reflect on  whether he was giving adequate con-
sideration to a candidate who  didn’t fit the standard mold.

It’s well known that implicit biases (that is, the ste reo types we uncon-
sciously associate with diff er ent groups) can skew our perception and 
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decisions. While  there has been scientific debate about the mea sure-
ment and effect of  these biases, a number of studies have shown that 
they influence how  people interact with and treat  others, including in 
the workplace.6 If you work for a large com pany, or even a smaller one 
in certain industries such as tech,  you’ve prob ably had some form of 
unconscious bias training. And even if not,  you’re prob ably familiar 
with the concept and understand that your perceptions may be influ-
enced by subtle biases that are out of sync with your values. Is this 
awareness enough to help you stay objective and fair in your decisions?

While learning about unconscious bias provides helpful insight, 
that awareness is a first step, not the ultimate solution. In fact, research-
ers have found that bias trainings can actually increase discrimina-
tory be hav iors when they are delivered without any encouragement 
to overcome bias.7 What’s critical is a commitment to look for and ad-
dress its influence on your perception and judgments. What ever bias 
training  you’ve received,  whether through a formal program or just 
your own reading and learning, is a starting point. Knowing that un-
conscious bias exists  doesn’t automatically eliminate it, but you have 
the opportunity to dig into your pro cesses and identify ways to mini-
mize its impact. This can be as  simple as investigating patterns that 
are gender- skewed. If you observe that male candidates have won out 
over  women in three out of four recent searches, you might pull the 
résumés of each finalist and take a look at what ever evaluation mate-
rials are available, be they scoring sheets or simply your notes from 
debrief meetings. Look for differences in how men and  women  were 
described,  whether they  were asked diff er ent questions, and how their 
accomplishments and skills  were weighted.  These conversations, 
 whether with colleagues or yourself, should be inquisitive, not accu-
satory, and should encourage dialogue about how candidates are being 
perceived and vetted.

Your investigations are likely to reveal that gender and other dis-
parities show up in places where subjective judgments are more heavi ly 
relied on. Adopting evaluative methods that minimize the role of gut 
feel and provide an objective framework can help to reduce  these gaps. 
One executive in our survey, working at a large publicly traded 
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182 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

com pany in the United States lauded several of her past man ag ers for 
implementing blind screening, in which “all names, genders,  etc. 
 were taken off of résumés prior to meeting candidates.” And indeed, 
recent research has confirmed that anonymizing résumés reduces the 
chances that equally qualified  women are overlooked in  favor of male 
applicants.8 By pairing best practices such as blind screening and 
standardized per for mance assessment with an ongoing commitment 
to looking at how your decisions affect outcomes for both white 
 women and  people of color, you can equalize opportunities and 
paths for every one on your team.

Develop an objective lens for recruiting and rewarding employees by

• Deploying approaches that minimize subjective judgments 
that may be skewed by unconscious bias.

• Honing your ability to notice and explore patterns along lines 
of gender and other differences in hiring and promotion.

Inclusive Man ag ers Provide Developmental 
Opportunities and Feedback on an Equitable Basis

In a 2019 report from the Center for Talent Innovation, 71  percent of 
more than three thousand executives said that the ju nior employees 
whose development they  were guiding shared their gender and/or 
race.9 This tendency to mentor and sponsor “mini-me” protégés leads 
to leadership pipelines that look overwhelmingly the same at  every 
stage. It’s crucial for man ag ers to not only apply fair and consistent 
practices, as we discussed in the previous section, but also proactively 
provide guidance and support. Organ izations can— and should— 
establish guidelines for staffing proj ects, providing feedback, and 
sponsoring training, but at the end of the day the one- to- one relation-
ship between employee and man ag er shapes the extent to which 
 these policies meaningfully influence employees’ trajectories. Man ag-
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ers are able to offer the stretch assignments that raise visibility and 
expand skills, to provide insight into what employees need to do in 
order to improve, and to grant time and sometimes funding to spend 
on conferences and courses. In our survey of executive  women, ex-
amples of how inclusive man ag ers had facilitated respondents’ success 
through  these developmental supports  were numerous. When asked 
to provide an example of inclusive management they had personally 
experienced, nearly 30  percent shared stories of bosses who had pro-
vided key development opportunities and advice.

One  woman recounted how her man ag er “recommended that I 
apply for a new position that I had not even considered  because I  didn’t 
believe I was qualified. Turns out I was  great at it.” Similarly, another 
described how her man ag er offered “job opportunities that he knew 
I could do even if they  were a stretch for me at the time.” And one 
recounted her experiences at a large retailer: “I joined the organ ization 
as a VP from outside of the com pany in the field of logistics. My 
man ag er was very supportive of me, ensured that I felt I had what 
I needed to be successful and gave me opportunities to showcase 
my accomplishments.”

Many of  these man ag ers who provided critical development to the 
 women in our survey  were men. The profound impact of their men-
torship is reflected in the success of  women such as this executive, who 
 today works for a large US insurance com pany:

I was offered a position in executive management ranks associ-
ated with an assignment I was reluctant to take, as it was not in 
my wheel house. Despite my lack of confidence and my declara-
tions of incompetence, my boss persisted— helping me to define 
my  career goals beyond  doing an excellent job in my current role, 
helping me to understand what I brought to the  table, and assur-
ing me that I would be supported by him. This was in the late 
’90s in a virtually all- male– dominated industry. I would never 
have taken the job without that push, and  there  were men who 
 were raising their hands for it.
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184 Clearing the Path to Gender Equality at Work

This promotion was pivotal in her  career, as similar moments are for 
so many. Man ag ers’ role in enabling and encouraging employees to 
take up such opportunities means that  every day they are shaping the 
leadership pipeline in their companies and industries. In a longitudi-
nal study for which we serve on the research team, about half of 
 women who lacked supportive man ag ers found that absence to be 
“very” or “extremely” detrimental to their  careers. Conversely, among 
 those who’d had supportive man ag ers, the vast majority described the 
relationships as very or extremely beneficial to their  careers.

Yet man ag ers can only offer this kind of support if they strive to 
view employees through a lens that  isn’t distorted by assumptions 
about  women’s capability. If  you’re reading this book,  you’ve already 
chosen to educate yourself about some of  these misconceptions, such 
as the notion that  women are less committed to their  careers than 
men— a claim that has been debunked by social science. You can start 
putting that knowledge into practice  today by, for instance, tracking 
how you distribute plum assignments among your reports. When an 
opportunity comes up that is sure to be a  career boon but  will entail 
taking on a particularly challenging proj ect or working with an un-
pleasant client, do you decline to offer it to a qualified female employee, 
perhaps out of a desire not to burden her, as Ana Paula Pessoa’s boss 
once did, or do you pre sent the opportunity and let your employee 
weigh the decision? In our research with executive  women, we heard 
many stories of man ag ers simply failing to ask. One partner at a major 
auditing and consulting firm saw how it seriously hindered  women’s 
 careers:

I think one of the big  factors in the leadership gender gap is the 
microdecisions that happen along someone’s  career path. The 
experiences that a professional gains over the course of their  career 
 will qualify them for potential promotions down the road, so it is 
critically impor tant that  those opportunities are made available 
across genders. When leadership decides which professional to 
assign to a strategic proj ect, they may inject gender bias into their 
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thinking; for example,  these strategic proj ects may require more 
hours, lots of travel, an overseas assignment, or a relocation. I have 
seen many instances where business leaders make assumptions 
that  women  can’t do that or  won’t be willing to do that and count 
them out without even asking. Sometimes leaders even pat them-
selves on the back for “saving” a female from saying “no”— giving 
themselves credit for considering her, acknowledging she’s a fantas-
tic performer, but then not putting her in a position where she feels 
bad about declining the opportunity. It’s almost like “I’m taking 
care of you by excluding you,” and that mentality is a real issue. We 
should instead make sure she has a chance to decide for herself.

By contrast, another  woman told us about a man ag er who did not see 
her parental status as a reason for limiting her opportunities and in-
stead empowered her to lead: “My first male man ag er hired me when 
I was five months pregnant. He became my mentor in the banking 
industry. He pushed me to learn, make decisions, be creative and gave 
me opportunities to hold managerial positions at a very early age.”

In 2018, our colleagues Robin J. Ely and Catherine H. Tinsley re-
viewed the research on three commonly held beliefs about what 
holds  women back at work: that they lack negotiation skills or the de-
sire to negotiate, that they are less confident than men, and that they are 
risk- averse.10  After Ely and Tinsley reviewed multiple meta- analyses, 
each analyzing hundreds of studies, it became clear to them that  these 
assumptions simply  weren’t borne out by the data. While some differ-
ences between men and  women  were detectable, they  were also small 
to trivial in statistical terms. (By contrast, the relationship between sex 
and height is statistically large.) In other words,  these differences  were 
so slight as to be essentially meaningless in the real world.

If any of  these beliefs about  women ring true to you, we  aren’t sug-
gesting that your observations are mistaken or that  you’re prejudiced. 
Rather, you may simply be relying, as most of us do, on incomplete 
information that tends to confirm the dominant narrative. Our rec-
ommendation is to take an inquisitive approach. Ely and Tinsley offer 
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the story of a consulting firm with a gender gap in promotion, which 
was being attributed to a lack of confidence and drive among female 
hires. One regional leader was skeptical about that explanation, so she 
asked the researchers to help her investigate how supervisors  were de-
veloping men and  women on their teams. Together, they designed 
an experiment to understand  whether man ag ers’ assumptions about 
gender differences  were driving diff er ent treatment and what it might 
mean for  women’s per for mance. One group of supervisors was shown 
research on the lack of difference between men’s and  women’s self- 
confidence, subtly encouraging them to question gendered assump-
tions, while a control group was not shown the research. The control 
group gave less actionable, relevant feedback to  women employees, 
instead relying on vague praise and feel- good language, while the first 
group provided constructive comments to both men and  women.11 It 
became clear that default be hav ior  toward  women provided them with 
less useful feedback, which was likely the true under lying cause of the 
advancement gap. If the regional head had been content to rely on con-
ventional wisdom, she  wouldn’t have discovered the real prob lem, 
much less been able to address it through taking steps to ensure that 
all employees received meaningful feedback.

For man ag ers, getting curious instead of complacent is critical. In-
deed, it’s highly likely that individual supervisors at the consulting 
firm  weren’t aware of how differently they  were managing men and 
 women, but armed with insight, they could act to provide  women 
with the same level of feedback that men received. Even if you  don’t 
manage other man ag ers, you can investigate what you see on your 
own team; instead of assuming that a female employee is closing fewer 
deals  because she’s a weak negotiator, look into  whether she has access 
to the same information and resources her male peers do or review 
 whether her clients are systematically diff er ent in some way. Asking 
 these questions is especially impor tant for the  women of color you 
manage, who have been shown to receive less support than both men 
and white  women. Black  women in par tic u lar tend to get less encour-
agement, less advocacy, and less guidance from their man ag ers.12
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Provide developmental opportunities and feedback  
on an equitable basis by

• Tracking whom you mentor and advocate to ensure you  aren’t 
supporting only employees who share your race and/or gender.

• Challenging your assumptions about employees’ preferences 
and aptitudes.

Inclusive Man ag ers Foster a Culture Where  
Every one  Matters

Interpersonal exclusion— both subtle and blatant— was the most con-
sistent theme that emerged in our survey of executive  women. About 
40  percent of all examples of noninclusive management recounted 
some form of being marginalized or left out of both work- related and 
social interactions, from the overt (“I’ve had numerous male man ag-
ers who would golf only with men”) to the more indirect (“My man-
ag er would never come to me to chat about issues or seek my opinion, 
but he did with the  others— all men—on the team. He had all their 
cell numbers and texted them frequently. He did not once text me.”)

Your interpersonal interactions and the social patterns on your team 
can undermine the work  you’ve done to establish fairness in your for-
mal management pro cesses. When you form personal bonds only 
with employees who share your gender,  those who are diff er ent from 
you have less access to the information, advice, and insights that you 
hold. Recent research at a large financial institution has found that so-
cialization between male man ag ers and male employees measurably 
boosts men’s  careers. Men who report to men are promoted more 
quickly than  women (regardless of their man ag ers’ gender), and that 
advancement is associated with additional time that male man ag ers 
and male employees spend together.13 One  woman in our own sur-
vey described how a man ag er prioritized spending time with same- 
gender colleagues: “[I had] a man ag er whose busy schedule often had 
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him squeezing in one- on- one time with male colleagues  after hours 
(over drinks, dinners,  etc.), but female colleagues often had their meet-
ings  either cancelled or cut short to fit into the compressed workday.”

It’s natu ral to gravitate  toward  people who are similar to you, and 
we  aren’t suggesting that you  don’t form  those relationships, but man-
aging inclusively means getting to know the  people you  don’t con-
nect with as seamlessly. Not only does such a mindful approach help 
ensure you  aren’t inadvertently favoring some employees on the basis 
of gender (or race, or sexual orientation, or any other identity), but it 
also sets inclusion as the cultural norm for your team or department. 
Inclusive norms are critical to ensuring that employees who differ 
from the majority are valued and seen as full members of the group. 
One example from our survey illustrates how an inclusive culture 
enables employees to thrive even when they are in the numerical 
minority:

At the beginning of my  career, I was on a team of all men where 
we worked together on a  matter that was essentially 24/7. I was 
included in  every meeting,  every dinner,  every night out, client 
meetings, and asked to contribute substantively. On a par tic u lar 
issue, when I disagreed with another member of the team who was 
se nior to me, my view was given serious consideration. I always 
felt like an impor tant, contributing member of the team by all the 
men on the team. When a judge mistook me for a support person 
in open court, the leader of our team was quick to correct him.

By ensuring that she was a full participant in all aspects of the team’s 
work and recognized as such, her man ag er signaled that  women be-
longed, a message that not only enabled her success but also provided 
a counterpoint to any beliefs about  women’s lesser competence that 
teammates might have held, even unconsciously. This inclusive cul-
ture enacted and modeled an environment where  women and men 
 were on equal footing not just on paper but also in the day- to- day ex-
perience of the team.
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Inclusive cultures take effort, and leading them can be uncomfort-
able at times. In the example we just noted, the man ag er had to point 
out the error of someone in authority in order to preserve the dignity 
of an employee— something that, while perhaps minor in this instance, 
could be fraught in many contexts. In the profile that follows this chap-
ter, Wall Street executive Jack Rivkin makes a more confrontational 
move to call out bias exhibited  toward his female employees. His will-
ingness to swim against the tide of the dominant culture resulted in 
a high- performing department but  wasn’t always well received by 
 others at the firm.14

Staying  silent might seem easier in the moment, but the price is 
higher in the long run. One executive at a multinational telecommu-
nications com pany experienced firsthand what it was like to have 
colleagues who failed to consider how their actions impacted  others 
and what it meant that no one spoke up about it. The executive, a 
Black  woman, told us about sitting in a meeting when the following 
happened:

This guy who headed our most profitable business was complain-
ing about how we  were being treated in one market, and his way 
of explaining the unfairness was to say they treated us like the 
N- word, that commercially it was the equivalent of making us, 
quote, “sit at the back of the bus.” Honestly, I think I just shut 
down in that meeting. The comment just kind of sat  there. While 
it in no way defined or marred my overall excellent experience at 
the com pany, at the same time  there was no assurance that he did 
not represent the corporation in speaking that way.

If  others in the meeting, particularly white men and  those with the 
most se niority, had stepped in and pointed out that equating a mar-
ket disadvantage with racial oppression belittled the latter, it could 
have benefitted the entire team, especially if the conversation  didn’t 
end  there. Our executive would have known that her identity as a Black 
 woman was seen and valued and that the com pany  wasn’t cavalier 
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about racial in equality. The speaker and  others who may not have 
perceived the harmful nature of the comment would have been re-
minded that their perspective  isn’t universal. Without such an inter-
vention, the executive was left feeling that her com pany allowed “some 
 people in the work environment [to] get away with all kinds of  things 
 because they are performing,  because they are bringing in a lot of 
money,” at the expense of the team as a  whole.

In  these kinds of situations  others, as with our executive, are often 
reluctant to speak up, to be the one to call out colleagues. And under-
standably so—in working environments where relationships are 
usually key to getting  things done, no one wants to be branded as 
“difficult” or to confirm negative views about their gender or race. 
Man ag ers can stand up for  these employees and affirm their value not 
by avoiding uncomfortable moments but instead by embracing them 
as opportunities to grow.  Those in management can model a construc-
tive, candid approach that creates space for learning and deeper un-
derstanding and also makes it safe for employees to speak up when 
they feel marginalized or misunderstood. Man ag ers can do this by 
being open about their own learning, acknowledging  mistakes and 
missteps while reasserting a commitment to inclusive and equitable 
leadership.15 Even when addressing a prob lem requires decisive 
action— such as terminating someone for sexual harassment— you can 
signal to employees that you  aren’t brushing the issue aside by hold-
ing a town hall– style conversation or check- ins to gauge how employ-
ees are feeling. As one talent management executive we interviewed 
put it, “The ultimate leader, in my view, is someone who strives to 
stay objective and seeks to better understand how they themselves in-
teract and their impact on the  people around them.”

In contrast to the disheartening story above, another Black  woman 
told us about a time when white male leaders at her law firm did stand 
up for her:

A client showed up in my office to talk about a complicated 
provision that a partner had written, and he said, “This  doesn’t 
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make any sense. How am I supposed to understand this? This is 
not En glish. This is Swahili.” I just kind of looked at him, and 
I  didn’t say anything. We discussed something  else, and then he 
said it again. I responded, “You need to get out of my office right 
now.” I went to the partner who had actually written the provi-
sion and told him. He kind of laughed, and then he looked at me 
and could tell I was not happy. He asked me to sit down and tell 
him exactly what had happened,  after which he said, “Go back to 
your office, and  we’ll deal with this.” He went and told the head 
of the practice group, who came to my office and asked me to tell 
him what happened.  Later, he came back and told me he’d called 
the head of the client com pany and told him that was not the way 
his associates  were supposed to be treated.

Foster an inclusive culture by

• Nurturing relationships with employees who are diff er ent 
from you.

• Affirming the value of and publicly recognizing the contribu-
tions of team members.

• Speaking up against biased or hurtful comments.

• Embracing difficult conversations.

Inclusive Man ag ers Effectively Leverage  
Diverse Perspectives

Gender inclusion means more than making  women feel welcome. If 
 you’re not soliciting and using their knowledge and expertise,  you’re 
not truly including them in the  actual work of your team. In our sur-
vey of  women executives, one consistent characteristic of noninclu-
sive man ag ers, both male and female, was an unwillingness or 
inability to listen to and take advantage of  others’ views and insights. 
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Superficial recognition that  doesn’t allow  women to fully contribute 
 won’t placate employees who feel their voices are unheard. Indeed, 
lip ser vice can be all the more frustrating, as expressed by one  woman 
working in the health care industry: “I recently reported to someone 
I always thought was inclusive, but in hindsight he was not. He put 
 women in top roles, but they did not get an equal voice. Many times, 
I was told what decisions  were rather than being asked to make the 
decision or provide input.” This experience is echoed by a  legal pro-
fessional: “The CEO had an inner circle where all decisions got made, 
and despite the fact that I reported to him, I was not part of that in-
formal decision- making body. I was the only female on the executive 
team, and he made a point of including me in public events but not 
where information was shared and the decisions got made.”

Not only does this sort of inclusion in name only demoralize em-
ployees, but it also deprives teams of the benefits of diversity. By seek-
ing out and valuing perspectives grounded in employee’s diff er ent 
experiences, you can deepen engagement and are also likely to gain 
insights that contribute to better work culture and per for mance. If you 
are leading a diverse team, you might be inclined to minimize differ-
ences in hopes of fostering unity and connection. But research has 
shown that trying to play down differences actually backfires: it cre-
ates a sense of isolation.16 When team culture focuses on  going along 
to get along, offering a contrary opinion becomes a risky prospect. 
While it makes sense to align priorities and foster a shared ethos 
among employees, it is crucial that man ag ers welcome contributions 
and perspectives that challenge the status quo. One case in point hap-
pened at coworking space The Wing. In 2020 CEO Audrey Gelman 
had to address criticism that the com pany, despite a feminist mission, 
had inadequately addressed concerns among the  women of color on 
its staff and failed to live up to its equity and inclusion rhe toric. Writ-
ing in Fast Com pany, she explained that by failing to listen to employ-
ees, Wing had missed impor tant information about prob lems that 
worsened as they went unaddressed and ultimately damaged the com-
pany’s reputation: “Rather than creating a healthy feedback loop and 
addressing with urgency the issues that members and employees iden-
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tified, we prioritized business growth over cultural growth.  There 
comes a time when your employees and customers know your busi-
ness better than you do and when slowing down to listen becomes the 
smartest (and most strategic)  thing you can do.”17

The inclusive man ag ers we heard about in our survey made em-
ployees feel heard and respected. They solicited input from across the 
orga nizational hierarchy and focused on what was best for the team 
rather than listening only to a few voices and maneuvering to enhance 
their own standing. “Midcareer, I had a boss in Hong Kong who was 
quite inclusive and progressive. He was . . .  bringing in more diverse 
staff both locally and as expats and engaging many levels of the team,” 
said one  woman in our survey. One executive in consulting, who’d 
had dozens of man ag ers over the course of more than thirty years, 
pithily summarized the key actions of her most inclusive man ag ers: 
“Championed every one on his team. [Was a] supporter, equally, of all 
on his team. Allowed each person to speak at meetings and solicited 
input from  those that  were quieter.” We heard about man ag ers who 
made sure to bring in the voices of  women or other staff who  were in 
the minority, “call[ing] for the opinions of  women or underrepresented 
minorities if their voices  were more quiet.” Indeed, recent research has 
found that white men speak up the most and exert the most influence 
on group deliberation, even when white  women or  people of color in 
the group have more expertise.18 Making a proactive effort to tap into 
the knowledge of  others, as  these man ag ers did, can disrupt that pat-
tern and help you leverage the power of the entire team.

One  woman’s first man ag er left a lasting impression by setting a 
tone of shared problem- solving: “[He] was extremely inclusive. Most 
meetings he had with our team of seven  were together.  Unless  there 
was a reason for something personal to be discussed, every thing was 
transparent.” Inclusive man ag ers know that ultimately, diversity en-
hances their own per for mance through added insight, as another ex-
ecutive we surveyed explained:

Early in my  career I reported to  women. As I won more se nior 
roles, I started reporting to men, as they held the majority of the 
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most se nior roles. Only one of  these men was particularly 
focused on inclusion. He had a very vast and active network 
from his background as a con sul tant. His philosophy on teams 
was that “the most difference creates the best long- term re-
sults.”  Because of his network, he was able to draw in a large 
variety of  people with diff er ent backgrounds, cultures, and 
experiences.

Effectively leverage diverse perspectives by

• Recognizing the value of a range of perspectives.

• Ensuring the voices of  those in the minority are fully heard.

Inclusive Man ag ers Champion Diversity, Equity,  
and Inclusion as Values and Aspirations

The value of a diverse workforce and the importance of treating em-
ployees equitably and inclusively are rarely questioned  today.  Women 
who started working in the 1980s and 1990s, like many of  those in our 
survey, witnessed a shift in how leaders spoke about gender and race 
and how they approached  people management. One aerospace exec-
utive described this evolution:

Early in my  career, any reference to time off for  family issues was 
never spoken of. It would result in public, negative statements 
about employees who spoke of it. It was also not unusual to hear 
inappropriate jokes that reflected bias in both race and gender. In 
 later years— the 1990s and beyond—it was rare for leaders to 
speak publicly in a way that was not supportive of an inclusive 
workplace. In the early 2000s, our most se nior leadership (CEO 
and below) made it clear that creating an inclusive environment 
was a required skill for executive leaders. It changed the course 
for many at work.
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Naming inclusion as a value and a goal is not something that only 
top leaders must do, however. Despite much discussion,  women  today 
still  aren’t sure that their organ izations truly prioritize equitable treat-
ment. In a 2019 study, less than half of  women— and just 35  percent of 
Black  women— believed that promotion decisions at their companies 
 were fair and objective.19 In a 2018 study we conducted with a global 
sample of executive  women, only 19  percent felt that their field or indus-
try was  doing enough to engage and retain  women. What gives? It’s 
news to no one that a frozen  middle impedes change of all kinds, from 
implementing new technologies to improving orga nizational cultures, 
but the flipside is that frontline and  middle man ag ers can shape compa-
nies for the better. By being explicit about your commitment to inclu-
sive management, you indicate to your employees that  these values are 
a priority and unfreeze pro gress  toward greater equity.

One way to make that commitment clear is by treating activities 
and proj ects related to diversity as legitimate and impor tant. One 
 woman in our inclusive management study pointed to a man ag er who 
supported participation in employee resource groups and funded dues 
in  women’s professional organ izations.  These actions  don’t simply pro-
vide opportunities for skill- building and networking for the individ-
ual employees who participate, but they also send a message that 
engaging in efforts to advance diversity and inclusion within the com-
pany or industry are worthwhile endeavors, not superfluous distrac-
tions from “real” work.

In addition, you can elevate inclusion to a business priority by set-
ting concrete goals for yourself and your team. If you manage other 
man ag ers, setting an expectation for your employees to implement in-
clusive practices widens your impact. Tracking per for mance is criti-
cal to making such expectations meaningful, and you can mea sure 
not just outcomes (such as attrition rates by gender) but also pro cess. 
When it comes to the latter, you can look at what your employees are 
 doing in real time: Are they attending bias trainings when asked? Do 
they apply evaluation rubrics consistently? Are they favoring same- 
gender colleagues when it comes to sharing information and insight? 
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Do they ostracize new hires who are diff er ent from the existing team? 
Are team members able to talk about difference, bias, and in equality 
in ways that are constructive and lead to learning? Getting specific 
about what employees need to do to work and lead inclusively  will en-
able you to incorporate  those goals into per for mance objectives and 
hold your team accountable.

Champion values of diversity, equity, and inclusion by

• Affirming the importance of and endorsing participation in 
diversity, equity, and inclusion activities and groups.

• Setting concrete goals for equitable and inclusive practices and 
holding your team accountable.

Cultivating  these five attributes  will help you make decisions, com-
municate, and collaborate in ways that enable your team to do more 
than just function. With conditions in place that make it pos si ble for 
 people to contribute to their fullest potential, stay engaged, and feel 
invested in shared goals, your team can thrive. Even so, you might 
find that some be hav iors are more impactful than  others in the con-
text of your organ ization, or you may identify additional actions you 
can take to manage inclusively. Feedback from your team might spur 
you to rethink how you address disparities or set norms. You could 
find yourself wrestling with a new kind of challenge that  isn’t fully 
addressed in  these pages. What defines effective management has 
changed over time and  will continue to change, as  will what we un-
derstand about inclusive management. Our development of the princi-
ples in this chapter was partly inspired by one large tech com pany’s 
efforts to identify and mea sure the characteristics of effective man-
agement.  After implementing a program that trained and evaluated 
man ag ers on key attributes, the com pany saw mea sur able improve-
ments in managerial per for mance and effectiveness.20 Yet even  these 
attributes, as useful as they  were and are, have evolved over time. In 
2018, ten years  after the launch of the proj ect, the list was revised and 
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expanded. As the com pany had changed and grown more complex, 
so too had what it took to be a  great man ag er within it. The very na-
ture of managing, particularly in the complicated world we live in, 
means that this chapter cannot be an exhaustive and final guide. Re-
search  will illuminate new  factors that perpetuate in equality and need 
to be addressed. Employee expectations  will evolve. The social con-
text  will become diff er ent. And your own capabilities, insights, and 
aspirations  will grow and shift.

What is  here to stay is the understanding that inclusion is integral 
to good management. In fact, one of the changes the aforementioned 
com pany made was to its third managerial attribute, which in 2008 
read “Expresses interest/concern for team members’ success and per-
sonal well- being” but in 2018 was updated to “Creates an inclusive 
team environment, showing concern for success and well- being.” Rec-
ognizing that simply ‘paying attention’ to team members  doesn’t 
necessarily create an environment where they can all succeed and are 
valued equally, the com pany knew that it was time to explic itly pri-
oritize inclusion as a managerial competency. And the updated list of 
be hav iors proved to be even more highly correlated with team turn-
over, satisfaction, and per for mance than the original version.21 Man-
aging inclusively makes a difference—to your own effectiveness, to 
the  people you lead, and to your organ ization as a  whole.
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BRINGING INCLUSIVE 
MANAGEMENT TO WALL STREET

Jack Rivkin

The late Jack Rivkin is famous in finance circles for turning 
around a disor ga nized and underperforming investment 
research department, along the way creating practices that 

became standard across the field.22 Upon his death in 2016, he was 
widely remembered for taking the now- shuttered firm Shearson 
from fifteenth to first place in Institutional Investor’s definitive 
ranking of industry analysts and for mentoring some of Wall Street’s 
brightest stars. What fewer know is how the Shearson research 
department became an island of gender inclusion and fair treatment 
for  women in a sea that was not just male- dominated but charac-
terized by outright sexism.

In the late 1980s, when Rivkin was hired to head up Shearson’s 
global equity research department, Wall Street was well known for 
a hypermasculine culture, and  women  were a distinct minority 
throughout the finance industry. The proportion of female equity 
analysts— researchers who study industries and companies and 
make recommendations about the stocks that investors should 
trade— was roughly 15  percent across the field.23 When Rivkin 
joined Shearson in 1987,  women made up 20  percent of its analysts.

Many banks  didn’t see a prob lem with this status quo. Teena 
Lerner, an analyst tracking the biotechnology industry, explained: 
“During the late 1980s, top firms developed the unsavory reputation 
of being particularly difficult places for  women to work.  People 
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from some firms would brag that  every  woman  there had quit.” 
Judy Sanders, a  human resources executive at Shearson, concurred 
that “most of Wall Street had a power ful culture that allowed only a 
par tic u lar type of person to succeed.”24

Rivkin’s management approach ran directly  counter to this cul-
ture. Rather than participate in or ignore the ways that  women  were 
marginalized, Rivkin was vocal about women’s value and about 
inclusive management as effective management. In Chapter 5, we 
mentioned an investment firm that dramatically increased the 
proportion of  women hired  after diversifying its interview panels 
to include more  women. The firm was Rivkin’s, and  those gender- 
diverse interview panels  were designed to show candidates that in his 
department,  there was no single model for success. “Our recruiting 
pro cess was set up to evaluate talent and to send a signal that no 
 matter what strengths or weaknesses you have, we know how to 
make you successful,” he explained in an interview.25 Implementing 
 these inclusive pro cesses propelled Shearson’s research department 
to the head of the pack when it came to recruiting and hiring  women 
analysts. Five years  after Rivkin took the helm, Shearson’s propor-
tion of female analysts jumped to 30  percent, double the industry 
average.

Whereas most research departments focused on trying to hire 
away high performers from other firms, in effect tacitly endorsing 
traditional gender- biased definitions of success, Rivkin’s strategy 
was weighted  toward potential. He was attuned to the value of 
recruiting early- career  women and enabling their success before 
they experienced the biases and stymied growth that spurred 
women to exit the field at higher rates than men.  Women analysts 
hired at Shearson tended to be younger than average for the indus-
try and consequently attained ranked status  earlier in their  careers. 
The average age of a ranked female analyst at Shearson was thirty- 
one, compared to an industry average of thirty- five.

One of Rivkin’s first hires, Josie Esquivel, quickly became one of 
Shearon’s highest- performing analysts; just eigh teen months  after 
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joining, she was a runner-up on Institutional Investor’s annual list, the 
definitive ranking of equity researchers by their clients. In an 
interview, Esquivel described being able to flourish  under Rivkin’s 
leadership in large part  because he  didn’t expect her—or anyone—
to fit a narrow mold: “We have always been given the freedom to be 
ourselves and create our own style. As long as I was producing, my 
style  didn’t  matter.” (Esquivel in fact became well known for her 
distinctive style, writing lively reports with humorous titles and 
sporting fashion- forward attire— both of which set her apart from 
the more buttoned-up norm.) Overall, Rivkin fostered a culture 
where gender diversity was normalized, according to a con-
temporary of Eqsuivel’s: “[Shearson] had a unique ability to make 
 women welcome in the department and make us feel in the main-
stream socially. I never felt I had to pretend to be a male to fit in.” 
Cultivating a culture that was welcoming and fair was a guiding 
princi ple. Famously, Rivkin hewed to a no- jerk policy, which meant 
that while per for mance was critical, it  didn’t trump collegiality. Bad 
be hav ior was not to be excused, no  matter how brilliant the jerk; 
Rivkin knew that turning a blind eye was poisonous for the culture 
at large. “No  matter how good an analyst may be,” he explained, 
“given the structure we are trying to create  here, I am not  going to 
bring a jerk into the department.”26

As the no- jerk policy suggests, not only was Rivkin focused on 
removing barriers to female talent, but he also preferred to keep 
out  those who  didn’t share his belief that  women and men  were 
equally capable. “Some male analysts opted out  because they  were 
uncomfortable being interviewed by so many female analysts, who 
 were actually evaluating them and could possibly have become 
their team leaders,” he explained. “That was fine with us.”27 Nor 
was Rivkin uncomfortable challenging colleagues who exhibited 
bias. One female analyst who worked for Rivkin recounted a meeting 
she attended with another female analyst, several se nior male sales 
executives, and Rivkin. During the meeting, she recalled, one of the 
sales executives “turned to us and asked ‘So what do the girls think?’ 
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Jack turned to us and said we  didn’t have to answer that question.”28 
In prioritizing the dignity of his  women employees over camarade-
rie with other se nior leaders, Rivkin sent a clear message about his 
values and about the value of the  women on his team.

In tandem with preventing a toxic culture, Rivkin fostered an 
environment where  women  were rewarded based on per for mance, 
not assumptions about their commitment to work. He had long 
supported the  careers of  women with  children, including promoting 
an analyst with young sons to the position of research director at 
the firm Paine Webber in the early 1980s. At Shearson, flexible 
hours  were normalized and not equated with lower per for mance. 
Rivkin leaned on objective evaluation metrics and provided action-
able feedback (something that, as we discuss elsewhere in this book, 
 women are less likely than men to receive). As a result,  women saw 
a clear path to success; the firm remained a competitive environ-
ment but one in which opportunities for high achievement  weren’t 
restricted by gender. As Lerner described, “You felt that management 
was on your side, trying to improve you. They  were giving you 
 these mea sure ments and telling you how you stacked up for your 
own benefit.”29 Rather than haphazard development accruing to 
 those whom se nior colleagues de cided to take  under their wings, 
analysts had equal access to education, information, and advice. 
With longtime deputy Fred Fraenkel, Rivkin developed a program, 
designed around leveraging individual strengths, to accelerate 
analysts’ ability to understand and predict trends. As Esquivel 
explained, “Jack and Fred believed you could develop . . .  in a 
number of diff er ent ways;  there was no ‘right’ way to do it.”30

In response to  these innovations in hiring, training, and per for-
mance management, the best female analysts on Wall Street flocked 
to join Rivkin’s department.  Because of the male- dominated nature 
of the field,  women  were already attuned to  factors beyond compen-
sation and prestige when assessing new opportunities.  Women who 
 were willing to consider switching firms had questions beyond 
“what’s my salary, what’s my bonus,” as Fraenkel remembered in an 
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interview. “ Women  were much more focused on ‘Am I  going to step 
into quicksand where they hate  women,  there’s a glass ceiling, 
where they  don’t make accommodations for the  things I need?’ ”31 
 Under Fraenkel and Rivkin’s leadership, Shearson stood out for 
credibly telling  women they  wouldn’t get stuck in quicksand. 
Instead, they could expect to receive support to realize their full 
potential. And the numbers confirmed that Shearson was exception-
ally effective at developing its analysts: Just  under 12  percent of the 
firm’s analysts achieved ranked status, compared to  under 8  percent 
across the field. Shearson analysts also achieved ranking more 
quickly than  those at other firms— dramatically so in the case of 
 women, who made the cut with just 3.73 years of experience at the 
firm, compared to an average length of 6.26 years at other research 
departments. More than 60  percent of the  women analysts in 
Rivkin’s department held ranked status, compared to an average 
below 30  percent at competing firms and just 2  percent across the 
industry. By 1991 nearly a quarter of all ranked female analysts 
worked for the firm, compared to less than 4  percent in 1987. No 
other major investment bank employed as many of the industry’s 
top- performing female analysts. As it  rose steadily in the Institu-
tional Investor rankings, the Shearson research department appeared 
poised to begin a long run as an industry leader on the basis of its 
inclusive approach to hiring, training, and assessment.

However, Rivkin’s unconventional people- focused management 
style— which also included instituting casual Fridays and team- 
building off- site retreats— did not win him  favors with his superiors. 
While fiercely devoted to his own department, Rivkin had  little 
patience for the intricacies of firm politics, especially when dealing 
with se nior colleagues whom he felt  didn’t understand the complexi-
ties of equity research. In 1992 he abruptly left the firm, shocking 
many of the analysts who had become stars  under his tutelage.32 
Over the next handful of years, the department’s high performers, 
including Esquivel, followed, with turnover rates among ranked 
analysts  going from single- digit percentages to above 20  percent. 
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In 1994 alone, 57  percent of ranked  women analysts left Shearson 
for competing firms. Fred Fraenkel also departed, frustrated at his 
inability to maintain the culture and team he and Rivkin had built 
in the face of a new cost- cutting regime and attempts by firm 
leadership to force the research department to adopt a conven-
tional approach to hiring and managing talent. With  these depar-
tures, the department soon tumbled in the rankings. And it was no 
longer a leader when it came to gender diversity. By 1995, the firm 
was lagging instead of leading the industry in its gender composi-
tion;  under 15  percent of its analysts  were  women, and it counted 
no  women among its ranked analysts.33

This precipitous decline underscores the critical role of man ag ers 
in advancing and sustaining equity and inclusion. Rivkin had 
instituted numerous practices that helped level the playing field, but 
his departure and new restrictions from firm leadership left no one 
to champion and maintain them. Without a man ag er to steward it, 
the distinctive culture that Rivkin had cultivated was subsumed 
by broader firm and industry norms, and the advantage it once had 
when it came to recruiting and retaining talented  women evapo-
rated. No longer an island of inclusion or excellence, Rivkin’s former 
department held less appeal as a prospective employer—or a current 
one. As Esquivel recalled, in the months prior to her own depar-
ture, “ Every other day, analysts  were leaving the firm. If you  were 
not leaving, then you  were looking around.”34 The swiftness of both 
the firm’s rise and its decline underscores how man ag ers and 
systems work together. Leadership at the highest level is needed to 
implement and steward the latter, which is why Rivkin’s innova-
tions never made it past his own department and why they  weren’t 
sustainable once his superiors withdrew their tacit support. Without 
permission, much less endorsement, from  those at the top, the local 
systems Rivkin and Fraenkel had implemented  couldn’t outlast their 
tenure. Ultimately, leadership at all levels is critical to carry ing out 
even the most equitable and inclusive systems on a day- to- day basis.
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C O N CLUS I O N

A BREAKTHROUGH MOMENT

Tumble outta bed and I stumble to the kitchen,  

pour myself a cup of ambition.

— Dolly Parton, “9 to 5”

In 1980, long before the coauthors of this book entered the workforce, 
9 to 5 became the second- highest- grossing film of the year (exceeded 
in ticket sales only by Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back).1 At a time 
when workplace harassment, differential treatment, and demeaning 
language  toward  women  were widely accepted, the film offered a sat-
isfying fantasy of justice as three  women, played by stars Jane Fonda, 
Dolly Parton, and Lily Tomlin, exact revenge on their outrageously 
sexist boss. While the average workplace of  today is a vast improve-
ment over that of the film—in which  women are physically harassed 
and openly passed over for promotion in  favor of less capable men, and 
hardly anyone bats an eye at denigrating jokes and remarks— the lyr-
ics of the film’s title track, which became a Billboard hit and earned 
Parton a Grammy, continue to ring true. The song tells of aspirations 
that shrink and crumble  under the pressure of an unequal real ity, 
paths to advancement blocked, contributions that go uncredited and 
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unrewarded, and a profound sense of frustration with such unfair 
conditions. Forty years  later,  these themes recur in the stories of 
 women quoted in this book across the spectrum of industries, geog-
raphies, and  career stages.

But we  didn’t write this book to assert that the status quo is intrac-
table. On the contrary, we de cided to gather our own and  others’ re-
search about gender in equality at work  because we believe that the 
current moment is one of im mense opportunity. One of the execu-
tives we interviewed described feeling “like  we’re at the base camp at 
Mount Everest” when it comes to gender equity. “We still have a long 
way to go, but it’s base camp. We’ve made the seventeen- thousand- 
foot journey to reach the mountain.” She’s right on both counts. Col-
lectively,  we’ve surmounted and dismantled major hurdles to  women’s 
 careers;  behind us lies a trail of broken barriers. At the same time, the 
mountain before us has come into sharp relief. Deeply embedded ob-
stacles to  women’s advancement are consistently revealed through 
scholarly investigation, journalistic exploration, and real workplace ex-
periences. In the first half of this book, we endeavored to explain 
how  these obstacles evolve across  women’s  careers. Strategies deployed 
early on become less effective as  women move up, as we detailed in 
Chapter 2. At each stage, from entry level all the way to the board-
room, developing a toolkit for navigating an unequal workplace is a 
core competency— and an additional  mental load— for  women. We be-
lieve it’s crucial to understand the nature of  these barriers and the 
 factors that cause them to linger, which is why  we’ve taken care to 
explain the sources of gendered disadvantage and tell the stories of 
 women navigating through it. Without understanding the nature of 
 today’s gender gaps, they  can’t be closed— indeed, attempts to do so 
may even undermine best intentions. Yet arriving at the mountain 
means that we can begin to craft a path upward and onward; the climb 
may yet be arduous, but it’s surmountable.

One reason  we’re hopeful is that workplace gender in equality has 
become harder to dismiss. Social media, along with the increasing 
reliance of traditional media on social platforms, has meant that 
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 women’s lived experiences of bias and discrimination are part of the 
global conversation in unpre ce dented ways. When we first began put-
ting together our ideas for this book #MeToo  hadn’t ignited, and 
sexual harassment was not a high- priority topic for the companies we 
researched. But the movement forced businesses to take seriously their 
responsibility for orga nizational cultures that  were allowing harass-
ment to flourish in the shadows. In the most recent round of data col-
lection for an ongoing study we help lead, three- quarters of men said 
that post #MeToo, they had developed greater empathy for the chal-
lenges faced by  women at work. Other examples of changing expec-
tations are seen in new legislation. A few years ago it was considered 
vanishingly unlikely that mandates for gender diversity on corporate 
boards would appear in the United States. But then, California passed 
a law requiring that companies comply with a minimum level of repre-
sen ta tion for  women. Washington State enacted a similar mea sure 
two years  later. Likewise, it was virtually unheard of for companies 
to disclose gender pay gaps— until regulatory requirements in the 
United Kingdom spurred multinational firms such as Citigroup to 
share data even beyond the minimum required.

We also see cause for optimism as more and more attention is paid 
to the experiences of  women of color, particularly Black  women, who 
face both diff er ent and additional barriers compared to their white 
peers. Throughout this book, we have attempted to highlight some 
key research on the intersection of race and gender and call out phe-
nomena whereby  women of color are especially marginalized, though 
we have undoubtedly left some impor tant facets unaddressed. For in-
stance, we noted in Chapter 3 that  until very recently, the conversa-
tion about board diversity has been focused almost entirely on gender. 
(Michele Hooper, in the profile following that chapter, also makes this 
observation and rightly chastens boards and governance organ izations 
for it.) A failure to acknowledge and address how corporate gover-
nance is dominated by whites is all too clear in the abysmally low 
proportion of board seats held by  women of color. We are hopeful that 
attention is now shifting. Recent industry reports have devoted more 
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space to parsing the data on board racial diversity, and California leg-
islators have proposed a law, modeled on the gender mandate, that 
seeks to outlaw all- white boards in the state.2 In a similar vein, more 
conversations about race- based pay gaps are occurring. The UK gov-
ernment, which already mandates disclosure of gender pay dispari-
ties, is weighing a rule that would require companies to disclose data 
on differences in compensation by race and ethnicity.3 And the coro-
navirus pandemic has shone a spotlight on existing and increasing dis-
advantages faced by Latinas and Black  women in par tic u lar, including 
higher rates of unemployment and lower pay.4 To ignore the perni-
cious effects of racism and racial bias is to overlook all we need to 
do to advance the repre sen ta tion of all  women into leadership, a 
stance that we see more organ izations and gender- equity advocates 
adopting.

Moments of breakthrough are times of transition, and thus they are 
also moments of precarity.  Will business and society redouble efforts 
to address the inequalities that shape lives and  careers, or  will aspira-
tions for more just and inclusive workplaces crumble  under the weight 
of doubt and pushback? Skepticism and backlash  toward orga nizational 
and cultural changes are quite real. A 2020 executive order prohibited 
federal agencies from engaging in staff training discussing the con-
cept of white privilege or drawing on the field of critical race theory, 
referring to such programs as “propaganda effort[s].”5 The “Google 
memo” of 2017, in which an employee asserted that  women have less 
aptitude for and interest in technical jobs than men, was hailed by like- 
minded media commentators.6 Yet rather than reasons to despair, we 
see  these events and many  others like them as calls to action.  There 
are no magic bullets, but our aim is to arm readers with the knowl-
edge and tools to support a collective ambition to make change.

We have spent many pages explicating the often subtle nature of 
gender in equality  today to help readers better understand the condi-
tions that perpetuate it. Half mea sures that fail to get at the roots of 
in equality all too often produce  limited results. A poignant case in 
point is unfolding before our eyes. When we began writing this book, 
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the world  hadn’t heard of the novel coronavirus. As we conclude, it is 
contorting the world economy, straining health care systems, and 
transforming how work gets done. In this new real ity, parents have 
found themselves without childcare, thrust into being both full- time 
employees and full- time caregivers with  little support. Just as quickly 
as  these new conditions snapped into place came the awareness 
that  women  were bearing a disproportionate burden. As early as 
March 2020, a poll found that  women  were more likely than men to 
report that their lives had been disrupted by the virus.  Later in the 
year, studies of the pandemic’s effect on families found that  mothers 
had reduced their work hours four to five times more than  fathers and 
 were taking on more of the child care and  house work burdens.7 De-
spite all the gains  we’ve made for  women at work, a governing para-
digm in which men’s  careers are given priority remains in place. Yet 
many of the men we spoke to in Chapter 4 are charting a diff er ent 
course, demonstrating in their choices as partners and man ag ers what 
it looks like to enact and enable more egalitarian norms. A pandemic- 
era example was seen in a viral tweet from the education minister of 
Sierra Leone, who shared a photo of himself carry ing his young child 
while participating in a video call and inviting  others to “share with 
the world how you worked from home as a leader.”8

Every one has a stake in advancing gender equality. Men stand to 
gain from loosening the ste reo typical expectations that force an arti-
ficial and untenable divide between work and love— the men who are 
fighting to be both caregivers and professionals are  doing so not only 
to share the load but also to share equally in the joy and fulfillment of 
 family. Organ izations, too, win out when they stop adhering to out-
moded assumptions about gender and work. Biased beliefs (conscious 
and unconscious) and their associated be hav iors result in  women being 
systematically undervalued by employers. In the absence of a commit-
ment to advancing gender equity, man ag ers and companies need-
lessly limit their ability to leverage talent— widely acknowledged to 
be the most impor tant resource in a knowledge- based economy, where 
 people’s decision- making and problem- solving generate value. Creating 
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a workplace that enables  women to thrive  isn’t a  favor that compa-
nies bestow on female employees. Removing sources of systematic 
disadvantage means unleashing and reaping the full benefit of their 
talent. We  aren’t talking about a simplistic business case where add-
ing  women means adding profits. (See Chapter 3 for a discussion of 
the research on diversity and per for mance.) Rather,  we’re urging you 
to open your eyes to the shortsightedness of making gender equity a 
low- priority goal— nice to have but extraneous to your most impor-
tant work. Nothing could be further from the truth. When you over-
come the biases and change the structures that lead to  women being 
undervalued and stymied, you put yourself out ahead of peers who 
allow gender- based barriers to stand.

In our profile of Jack Rivkin, we pointed out that Rivkin saw the 
value in making his department a place where  women analysts could 
thrive and gained a clear advantage against competing firms  after put-
ting  those conditions in place. His team’s swift rise in the industry 
rankings provides one compelling case of how a gender- equitable en-
vironment can unleash  women to succeed—to become, in the par-
lance of investment research, “stars.” Dismantling the structures that 
marginalize  women can also improve the overall culture of an organ-
ization. A comprehensive study of multinational companies in South 
 Korea conducted in the mid-2000s found that they  were hiring and 
promoting more  women into managerial roles than peer firms based 
locally, pushing back against cultural perceptions that  women  didn’t 
belong in such jobs, especially if it gave them authority over male em-
ployees. The researchers discovered that the presence of  these female 
man ag ers disrupted hidebound norms that precluded transparency, 
inquiry, and debate, and  these cultural changes led to increased com-
pany productivity.

The researchers conducted in- depth qualitative fieldwork to under-
stand exactly how the presence of  women man ag ers was invigorat-
ing the firms that hired and promoted them. They found that men had 
been more immersed in command- and- control cultures at home, at 
school, and in military ser vice (which was compulsory only for men). 
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As a result,  women employees  were more  adept at fostering the col-
laborative, reflective management styles suited to the moment.9 
What’s notable about this explanation is the way in which  women’s 
greater fa cil i ty at what companies needed stemmed from skills they 
gained navigating an unequal world.  Women  hadn’t been exposed to 
the same training and development as men,  because gender roles dic-
tated that  women be more focused on home and  family than on work 
and leadership. Yet despite  these roadblocks,  women who did pursue 
managerial  careers took the talents they developed in this context and 
applied them to  great success.

In fact, discrimination has often propelled  women to develop, out 
of necessity, skills that make them exceptionally suited to leadership. 
Take the glass cliff phenomenon wherein companies tend to appoint 
 women to lead in troubled times.10 Broadly speaking, this pattern 
suggests that  women are likely to be quite familiar with managing 
through crisis, having watched plum assignments go to favored male 
peers while they, by contrast,  were often relied on to put out fires. Sim-
ilarly, we know that  women get excluded from the socializing and 
relationship building so critical to success in many fields. As a result, 
they are more resourceful about building their networks; they look 
outside their organ izations and rely less heavi ly on their immediate 
coworkers. This strategy, borne of exclusion, can mean that  women’s 
per for mance is less tied to their current workplace than men’s:  Women 
can switch jobs and bring with them a robust proverbial Rolodex, 
ready to hit the ground  running.11 Another example: in Chapter 2 we 
found that cultivating resilience was critical to the success of  women 
who had surmounted obstacles and attained leadership. Some of our 
colleagues conducted an in- depth study of African American  women 
who had reached the C- suite or managing partner level and likewise 
found that resilience was key to their climb.12 The per sis tence of gen-
der in equality at work spurs  women, especially  women of color, to 
develop extra mea sures of flexibility and toughness.

Readiness, resourcefulness, resilience: On a still-uneven playing 
field, it’s no won der that  these terms characterize the  women who 
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make it to the top. Yet even as we laud  these traits, we should remem-
ber that many  women still on the climb are finding themselves stalled 
or derailed even as they strive to cultivate all the right skills and ca-
pabilities. A 2019 study that collected data from 329 companies with 
more than thirteen million employees collectively found that between 
entry and director levels, white  women’s share of the leadership pipe-
line has already shrunk by 13  percent and  women of color’s by a shock-
ing 50   percent.13 Companies are losing talented  women, and it’s a 
vicious cycle.  Women leave companies when they  don’t see a path to 
advancement, and a lack of  women in positions of power can leave fe-
male employees feeling alienated and less trusting of each other and 
of female man ag ers.14

De cades ago, the three lead characters of 9 to 5 banded together 
instead, challenging a system that excluded and diminished them. 
The longtime man ag er who saw her promotion prospects blocked 
knew that she was fighting the same  battle as the secretary deflecting 
lewd comments and a new colleague entering the workforce postdi-
vorce. Rather than focus narrowly on how to overcome individual 
hurdles, all three  women saw a broader, more foundational set of 
prob lems and set about to rectify them (albeit in comedic fashion). 
We know that numerous gender- based disparities are outside the 
scope of this volume and acknowledge that our focus on professional 
 women leaves out scores of other  women workers who contend with 
more dire and more entrenched disadvantages. However, we hope 
that in making the case for systemic change, we have made clear that 
the commitment of every one—of all genders and at all levels—is 
needed in the movement  toward greater equality. We are heartened 
by emerging forms of solidarity in the fight against workplace dis-
crimination, such as the work of Time’s Up, a  legal defense fund 
founded by a star- studded list of entertainment professionals that 
works on behalf of  women across the economic spectrum. Gender 
equity profoundly enhances all our lives and all our workplaces, and 
now is the time to keep fighting for it. We should no longer be satis-
fied with seeing individual  women break through barriers— it’s time 
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for glass- shattering organ izations to clear away the sharp edges and 
shards that continue to keep  women from achieving their full poten-
tial. It’s time for ceilings to come down so that all of us— men, 
 women, business, and society— can turn  toward a sky full of greater 
possibility.
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FROM INNOVATOR TO ADVOCATE

Ilene H. Lang

A teacher said that I  couldn’t be a leader  because I was a girl,” 
Ilene Lang recalls. “I became a feminist at the age of eleven 
when I heard that.” Lang’s commitment to gender equality, 

which she terms her lifelong avocation, would ultimately bring her 
to Catalyst, a nonprofit focused on advancing  women in the work-
place. Along the way her own  career journey mapped the evolution 
in  women’s professional opportunities, bringing her from an era of 
normalized discrimination to one where gender is far less determi-
native yet still hinders  women’s advancement.

Lang entered Radcliffe College in the fall of 1961, a member of 
one of the last classes to experience the separate and unequal system 
dividing Radcliffe from Harvard College, to which only men  were 
admitted. At the time Lang matriculated, Radcliffe gradu ates  were 
still being awarded a separate degree, despite being taught the same 
curriculum by the same faculty. That practice had been eliminated 
by the time Lang graduated in 1965, but  women  were not on equal 
footing. “ There was a four- to- one ratio of men to  women. We  were 
second- class citizens. We  couldn’t go to Lamont Library, which was 
restricted to Harvard undergraduates. At our fiftieth reunion, we 
 were still complaining about it—it was very formative,” she explains. 
( Women  were allowed access to Lamont in 1967, and joint admissions 
began in 1975. By 1977, “sex- blind admissions” eliminated the four- to- 
one standard.15)

Lang grew up in Chicago and was valedictorian of her high 
school class. The title of her valedictory speech, “Observe the 

“
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Opportunity,” reflected her desire to chart her own path—an 
approach that would  later inform her decision to enter the new field 
of computer technology. But before pursuing a  career in an emerg-
ing and rapidly growing industry, Lang experienced the social 
upheaval that was expanding  women’s opportunities. As she looked 
for a postgraduation job, technology was appealing— not only 
 because the proximity of schools such as Harvard and MIT meant 
new companies  were cropping up but also  because the young 
industry seemed like it might be open to  women. “A Radcliffe friend 
and I joked that we  ought to look at tech companies,  because it was 
an industry so desperate for talent  they’d even hire a  woman,” she 
explains. Indeed,  there  were open doors; Lang joined a technology 
consulting firm, and her friend went to work at IBM.

Lang’s new employer was largely made up of MIT engineers who 
had developed a massive data center. Lang was hired to write 
proposals and documentation, and the job was fortuitous not only 
 because it set Lang on the path to a tech  career. “The president’s 
chief of staff had gone to the Harvard- Radcliffe Program in Business 
Administration. She became a mentor to me,” Lang recalls, and she 
encouraged Lang to consider pursuing an MBA at Harvard, some-
thing Lang kept in mind as she spent several years working in 
technology and steeping herself in the emerging research on com-
puting. In 1970 when the stock market crashed, her growing com-
pany hit a wall, and she de cided it was time. Lang enrolled at 
Harvard Business School (HBS) in 1971, one of fewer than forty 
 women in a class of more than eight hundred students. While 
 women  were still very much in the minority at HBS, societal gender 
norms  were changing rapidly. “The 1960s  were an awakening,” 
Lang explains, “and the 1970s brought significant changes. The 
year I graduated with my MBA,  there  were two foundational 
Supreme Court cases in the span of just a  couple of months. One 
was Roe v. Wade, and the other was the AT&T class- action suit, 
where the com pany was found to be discriminating against 
 women.” (AT&T paid $38 million in back pay and raises to  settle an 
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Equal Employment Opportunity Commission case claiming gender 
and racial discrimination by the com pany.)16 “ Women raced into 
the business world, convinced that they would succeed,” she reflects. 
Indeed, much media coverage at the time held that it was just a 
 matter of time  until  women would achieve parity with men.

Against this backdrop, Lang was leveraging her early experience 
in software, her new degree, and her natu ral bent for adventure to 
launch her  career. “I have entrepreneurial genes—my grandparents 
on both sides  were entrepreneurs and built successful  family 
businesses. I was comfortable with a certain amount of risk taking,” 
she notes. By the early 1980s, venture capital money was flooding the 
tech industry, and exciting developments in computing  were hap-
pening, it seemed,  every day. “My next- door neighbor bought an 
amazing new computer from a com pany called Symbolics,” remem-
bers Lang, who soon parlayed her enthusiasm into a job with Symbol-
ics. “They needed someone to do communications and 
documentation— which fit my experience. I was in the right place at 
the right time.” Lang was one of very few  women at the com pany 
and the only  mother in a leadership role. “I had two young  children 
with a third on the way, so the com pany set me up with home 
computing, allowing me to work flexibly. I was a role model for 
 women and men alike, a responsibility I took very seriously. Years 
 later, former colleagues would reach out to tell me that they  were 
better able to navigate working while parenting  because of the 
example I set. ‘Pay it forward!’ I advised. That’s how change 
happens.”

As vice president of software, Lang helped to take Symbolics 
public and ended her tenure as vice president of marketing. In the 
early 1990s, she joined Lotus as vice president of international 
product development. She led a global team, with offices in Dublin, 
Tokyo, Singapore, and Cambridge, Mas sa chu setts. Partnering with 
IBM and the China Acad emy of Sciences, she established a global 
quality assurance lab in Beijing that enabled the com pany to bring 
products to the global market more swiftly: “We used technology, of 
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course, but the key was developing communication, formal proto-
cols, and trust to enable  people to work together in parallel. In 
 those days we  didn’t call it ‘diversity and inclusion,’ but that’s what it 
was. The cultural transformation at Lotus was profound.” Lang was 
promoted to se nior vice president of the desktop business group, 
responsible for 50  percent of Lotus’s worldwide business. When IBM 
bought Lotus, Lang was recruited by Digital Equipment Corpora-
tion, where she founded AltaVista, an early search engine that 
quickly outstripped the capabilities and popularity of its competitors. 
Digital Equipment Corporation took steps  toward an initial public 
offering for AltaVista but  later withdrew the filing, at which point 
Lang left, moving on to adviser, director, and CEO roles at four more 
internet companies.

Though Lang built a high- profile  career as a tech executive, when 
the dot- com  bubble burst in 2000, her entrepreneurial genes  were 
itching for a change. “I had led three dot- coms in five years. I was 
ready for something  else. I served on several corporate boards, I was 
advising early- stage companies, investing in women- led technology 
start- ups, and working with some of the venture cap i tal ists in the 
Boston area, but I was looking for what was next. I wanted a 
change.” Lang served on several nonprofit boards and was intrigued 
by the possibility of leaving the private sector, but none of the 
nonprofits she supported ignited in her the kind of passion she 
knew was needed for leading a mission- driven organ ization— until 
she heard about Catalyst’s search for a new president. Catalyst— part 
think tank, part consulting firm— had been advising companies 
about how to enable  women’s  careers since 1962, when founder 
Felice Schwartz championed the idea that  mothers had a place in 
corporate Amer i ca. By the time Lang got a call about the job, 
Catalyst’s work had expanded to address barriers to  women’s 
advancement into executive leadership and onto corporate boards 
as well as combating widespread gender biases such as the notion 
that  women lack ambition. Lang was immediately excited about the 
prospect. “I realized this was a  career capstone, that my avocation 
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would become my job. I was so passionate about advancing  women 
and equality for  women; it was the job for me.”  After breaking 
through barriers as a female leader, it was now time for Lang to 
devote herself to tearing them down altogether.

Lang’s time at Catalyst may have been a capstone, but her  career 
was far from over when she took the helm in 2003.  There was no 
shortage of leadership challenges. New York City was still recover-
ing from the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the forty- year- old organ-
ization needed to accelerate its embrace of technology as well as 
tailor its efforts to the increasing complexity of the modern work-
place. The meaning of gender equality was itself shifting, with 
greater understanding of how race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
and other dimensions of identity  shaped  women’s experiences. As 
Lang explains:

The perspective I have  today was sharpened by my experience at 
Catalyst, by understanding the frameworks of ste reo types and 
implicit bias, about structural and systemic barriers. I marvel that 
trillions of dollars are spent to make  women feel inadequate so 
they can spend trillions more being “fixed.” What we need to do 
is fix workplace policies, practices, and cultures! I recognized 
patterns in my own  career experiences— for example, the impor-
tance of sponsors as well as mentors. Mentors advise, sponsors 
put skin in the game.  Every opportunity that came my way, from 
Symbolics, to Lotus, to AltaVista, to Catalyst, resulted from 
sponsors,  women and men who knew me and put their reputa-
tional capital on the line for me.

 Under Lang’s leadership, Catalyst expanded its work on  women of 
color and LGBTQ issues, conducted more research and program-
ming outside the United States, and launched an initiative to engage 
men in advancing gender equity. Lang also steered Catalyst through 
some inauspicious times, most notably the 2008 financial crisis. “Two 
weeks into our new fiscal year, with a board- approved growth plan, 
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Lehman  Brothers melted down,” she remembers. “Many of our staff 
and board wanted us to hunker down and cut back.” Instead, Lang 
and her team asked the board to resist the urge to scale back. “Our 
chairman said, ‘You have cash in the bank for a rainy day, and it’s 
pouring outside. Our companies are cutting back, and we need to 
depend on Catalyst being  there for us.’ So, we  didn’t pull back. We 
did not freeze salaries; we gave raises and promotions. We  didn’t 
hire; rather, we invested in current staff. It was counterintuitive, but 
it brought the team together and sharpened our focus on our values 
and the  future.” It was a smart strategy. Catalyst emerged from the 
crisis in a stronger position, and two years  later, on the eve of its 
fiftieth anniversary, the board approved and funded Catalyst’s first 
major gift campaign, raising millions of dollars to expand the com-
pany’s global influence and its impact on the conversation about 
workplace equity.

Lang retired as president and CEO of Catalyst in 2014 and re-
mains an honorary director. She is also an adviser to Trewstar, an 
executive search firm that places  women on corporate boards, and is 
an investor in and adviser to the  Women’s Venture Capital Fund, 
which invests in gender- diverse leadership teams. Lang is particu-
larly excited about how collective understanding of gender continues 
to evolve. “By questioning the nature of gender,  we’re questioning 
the foundation of gender ste reo types.  Today we are learning that 
gender and race are social constructs, and this helps us define 
prob lems and opportunities differently.” Yet even as Lang considers 
how much has changed in her lifetime, she recognizes that we are 
still grappling with fundamental inequalities. Pro gress is not inevi-
table, she points out. “It’s harder to be an optimist  these days,” in 
light of backlash against advances in gender and racial justice. Never-
theless, Lang continues to see equality as a shared mission that we 
can all embrace. “Leaders speak out, set goals, act, take responsibil-
ity, and are accountable. Being a leader means being a change 
agent in times of challenge. We still have a lot of work ahead of us.”
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E PILO GUE

GENDER BALANCE SHEET
A Harvard Business School Case Study

In the introduction to this book, we referenced our involvement in 
the ongoing work to advance gender equity at our own institution, 
Harvard Business School (HBS). It’s not lost on us that HBS figures, 
in many re spects, as a bastion of male leadership.1 Scores of the men, 
most of them white, who dominate the top ranks of business and other 
sectors are gradu ates of the school. The school has yet to be led by a 
female dean.  Women students have not reached 50  percent of any 
MBA class. Only about a quarter of faculty members are  women, and 
the school has tenured only two Black  women in its history.2 We would 
be remiss to write about the barriers that working  women face without 
turning a clear eye to our own employer, which has enormous influ-
ence on business. What is the state of gender equity at the school  today? 
How far have we come, and what work still remains unfinished?

 Women began earning MBAs at HBS in the early 1960s. Obtaining 
a professional degree was one tool  women  were using to break into 
leadership at that time. Such credentialing provided a boost for what 
Ms. cofounder Letty Cottin Pogrebin called “the longest, most ardu-
ous journey” from “the cold steel typing  table” of secretarial work to 
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“the warm walnut desk” of the executive.3 Yet obtaining an MBA at 
HBS could be its own grueling journey. Speaking at a 2014 alumnae 
event, Dean Nitin Nohria apologized for the mistreatment  women had 
experienced at the school, acknowledging to a crowd of six hundred 
 women that many had been “disrespected, left out, and unloved by 
the school.” “The school owed you better,” Nohria said, “and I prom-
ise it  will be better.” 4 To be sure, as the following pages  will illustrate, 
HBS is a better place for  women than it was fifty, twenty, or even ten 
years ago. Yet as Nohria’s statement implies, we have room to improve, 
and the history and pre sent state of gender at the school deserve a 
close look.

In some re spects, the story of  women at HBS pre sents a case study 
in orga nizational change— its possibilities, its limitations, and its un-
even, partial nature. It’s not the story of a leader who did away with 
inequities in one fell swoop. Nor is it a story of  women’s demands for 
better treatment being consistently met. It  doesn’t provide a neat, lin-
ear narrative of continuous improvement— there are breakthrough 
moments followed by periods of inertia, along with cycles of momen-
tum and backlash. Across the last de cade,  we’ve seen significant pro-
gress but know that we must sustain it in the years to come. One 
example: In the early 2010s,  women students became represented 
among Baker Scholars, the highest academic honor at the school, at a 
proportion commensurate with their repre sen ta tion in the MBA class. 
 After years of a gender gap and efforts by  women students to investi-
gate its  causes and spark conversation about it, this development was 
a sign that the school had become a place where  women could reach 
their full potential. To be sure, as this epilogue  will detail, the culture 
of the school has changed massively since  women  were first admit-
ted. But in recent years the proportion of  women among Baker Schol-
ars dipped below representative levels.5 Our ongoing focus and 
commitment  will be critical to preventing gender gaps in achievement 
from reemerging.

The pages that follow  will attempt to identify where  we’ve made 
real pro gress on gender equity as well as expose where  we’ve contin-
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ued to fall short.  Today, HBS educates students in the context of wide-
spread awareness about multiple forms of in equality. Leaders and 
companies are expected to actively contribute to building a better 
world, and the continued predominance of white men in positions of 
power is being challenged with renewed force.6  Women  were first ad-
mitted to HBS in 1963, but the first Black  woman, who became a co-
founder of the African American Student Union, did not enter for 
another four years.  Women of color have by and large been less vis i ble 
in the discourse about gender at the school, and much of the history of 
pro gress  toward gender equity has failed to account for the ways in 
which their experiences differ from  those of white  women. It is our 
hope that examining our past and current efforts to address gender in-
equality  will enable the school to acknowledge its shortcomings and, 
as a result, redouble its commitment to becoming a place that enables 
every one to thrive. At the same time, by unpacking what has worked, 
we aim to illuminate some of the key components of institutional 
change and remind readers that transformation is always pos si ble.

Admitted— But Not Accepted

HBS faculty first began teaching  women in the 1930s, moonlighting 
at Radcliffe College’s certificate program in personnel administration. 
In 1959 HBS began admitting gradu ates of that program into the sec-
ond year of the MBA, although they  were still barred from applying 
to the full two- year program.7 The late US Supreme Court justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg, who entered Harvard Law School in 1956, was among 
the last cohort of  women to be formally excluded from applying di-
rectly to HBS. As she recounted in a 2015 New York Times interview, 
her decision to pursue a  legal  career was in part  shaped by the fact that 
“the business school  wasn’t taking  women. So that left law.”8 In 1962, 
the HBS faculty voted to directly admit  women; eight  women matric-
ulated the following year. That first cohort was made up of  women 
who, like the vast majority of their male peers,  were white. The first 
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Black  woman to directly enter the MBA, Lillian Lincoln Lambert, was 
admitted in 1967.

By the time it came up for a formal vote, the question of admitting 
 women was uncontroversial, suggesting that the school was lagging, 
rather than leading, societal views about the place of  women. As 
one faculty member who was at the 1962 meeting recalled, “ There 
had been a lot of discussion about it,  there was no question it was 
 going to be enacted and . . .  that meeting . . .  was  really kind of a 
light- hearted meeting. It was a foregone conclusion, and it was about 
time.” Yet despite the ease with which the school went coed,  women 
 were treated differently from their male peers. Early applicants  were 
considered in a separate pool, and  women students initially lived on 
the Radcliffe College campus, ferried to and from HBS by taxi at the 
school’s expense. Nor could they eat in the campus dining hall with 
the rest of their classmates.9  Women students  were well aware that 
they  were anomalous, even deviant, and  were accustomed to being 
asked to justify their presence on campus. One 1967 alumna developed 
a clever retort: “At first, I would give my earnest response about how 
I wanted to be a con sul tant,” she recalled. “And  after three or four 
times, I started saying, ‘I’m  here  because I want to be the CFO of Gen-
eral Motors, and if  you’re nice to me I might get you a job.’ ” She was 
not alone in turning to humor as a way of acknowledging and even 
embracing the challenges of being a female MBA student. In 1969, the 
student newspaper The Harbus published “Female B- Schoolers Get 
Screw- tinized,” in which the (female) author noted wryly that “one ad-
vantage of being a  woman at Harvard Business School is that you are 
a scarce and therefore noticeable commodity (and I use that term 
advisedly).”10

Although female students found a hostile reception from a num-
ber of male classmates— and at least one professor barred  women from 
enrolling in his popu lar course— attending HBS was nevertheless a 
pathway to opportunities that  were generally unavailable to  women. 
Upon graduating, Barbara Franklin, whose profile appears  earlier in 
this book, was pleased to receive several job offers, noting that “we 
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 women  were more concerned about [finding jobs], certainly more than 
the men  were.” One aspiring leader de cided to pursue an MBA  after 
realizing that the traditional  career ladder was one she would have dif-
ficulty even stepping onto, much less climbing. Working at a large 
technology com pany and seeing that virtually all of its se nior execu-
tives had come up through sales management, she asked her man ag er 
if she could go into sales. “He said the com pany had not had a  woman 
in sales since World War II, and ‘it  will take an event of comparable 
significance before we’d ever consider it again,’ ” she recalled in an in-
terview. It was at that point that she de cided to apply to HBS, hoping 
that a Harvard degree would help  future employers see beyond her sex.

In the early years  after  women’s admittance,  little  else about the 
school seemed to change. The few dozen  women who graduated in 
the 1960s sat in classrooms surrounded by men on a campus not de-
signed to accommodate them. Jay Light, who earned an MBA and a 
doctorate at HBS before joining the faculty and  later becoming dean 
of the school, described the environment that greeted his female 
peers at the time:

I came in to HBS in 1966, and I believe  there  were seven  women 
in the class of ’67. It was a difficult, lonely, frustrating experience 
for them. I mean, you can imagine;  these  women  were true 
pioneers. They  didn’t come  here  because it was a comfortable 
 thing to do. They  didn’t come  here  because anyone expected 
them to come  here, and in fact  people  didn’t expect them to 
come  here— neither their parents nor the faculty  here nor anyone 
 else expected them to do it. They did it  because they  really 
wanted to. And none of the place was set up in terms of physical 
infrastructure, in terms of social interactions, in terms of 
 every thing— nothing was set up to be hospitable to them.

By the de cade’s end, however, a shift was slowly beginning. As the na-
tional dialogue about  women’s roles in society ramped up, so too did 
the campus conversation. In 1969 dormitories for  women opened, and 
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a female student was named a Baker Scholar for the first time.11 As 
 women became more fully a part of the school, they began expecting 
more from it.

The number of female students was growing— fifty enrolled for the 
1969–1970 academic year— yet the school’s approach to their integra-
tion was more ad hoc and haphazard than deliberate and considered. 
Many  women “did not feel that their viewpoints  were pertinent or se-
riously considered,” as several alumnae remembered in interviews. A 
1976 alumna who spent two years working for a large multinational 
firm before coming to HBS recalled, “My experience in a factory in 
Texas still did not fully prepare me for HBS. The school was not very 
welcoming to  women students.  There was one ladies’ room in Aldrich 
[the main classroom building]. They  didn’t know what to do with us; 
professors  didn’t know what to call us. It was a period of social up-
heaval, and  people  were trying to find their way.”

Some male students did express derision and hostility  toward their 
female classmates and indeed  were disparaging of any students who 
did not fit the traditional white male mold.  There  were just fifty- eight 
Black students, of more than six hundred students, in the class of 1971.12 
One 1971 alumna recalled:

At the beginning of the first year,  there was a feeling on the part 
of some of the [white] men enrolled that the school had bent its 
standards to let underqualified African Americans and  women in 
and that therefore,  because of us, ten white guys per section 
 didn’t get in. It seemed that the white males resented the Blacks 
more than they resented the  women in terms of chair space. But 
we  were all sort of tokens, perceived that way.

And a 1972 alumna we interviewed was even less sanguine about how 
some of her classmates reacted to her presence:

Male classmates would occasionally approach me with vis i ble 
anger in the hallways and say, “What are you  doing  here? What 
right do you have to be  here?” They would actually come up to 
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my face and say this. I would tell them, “I intend to use my MBA. 
I want to do exactly what you want to do with it.” But that  didn’t 
stop it. They would say  things like “Oh,  aren’t you just  here to find 
a husband?”— not realizing I was already married— and “My best 
friend applied and  didn’t get in. Now  you’ve taken his place.”

Meanwhile, the faculty posture  toward female students was driven 
more by individual instructors’ dispositions than a clear institutional 
stance. Men remained the vast majority of faculty in the 1970s; 6 of 
180 professors  were  women, and none of them  were tenured. (From 
1908 to the early 1960s, just 2  women held faculty appointments at 
HBS, Henrietta Larson and Elizabeth Abbott Burnham.13) While some 
professors actively encouraged more  women to apply to HBS,  others 
 were visibly uncomfortable having  women in their classrooms. One 
alumna described faculty attitudes as ranging from indifferent to mar-
ginalizing: “ There  were a few professors that  didn’t care very much 
about us  women being  there; they just cared that you  were able to an-
swer the questions and do the work. But  there  were  others who never 
called on a  woman  unless it was a discussion of a  woman’s product— 
for example, something that he felt was domestic in nature.”

And some students contended with overt bigotry in the classroom. 
Recounted one 1971 alumna, “We had professors who, in the  middle 
of a class, would look at the  women and the African Americans and 
say, ‘Is this too difficult for you?’ ” Another remembered that “some 
[professors]  were very discriminatory, would not call on the  women 
and [would] dismiss you,” and yet another said, “One of the profes-
sors made it very clear that he believed  women did not belong in the 
classroom. Another actively discouraged  women from taking his 
second- year elective course.”

Starting a Movement

 Women students became more and more dissatisfied with this status 
quo and began to speak out against it. A Harbus opinion piece by a 
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first- year student named Ilene Lang, whose profile appears  earlier in 
this book, called out the “incredulity,” “condescension,” and “deri-
sion” that  women faced— from “jokes about  women’s work,  women’s 
liberation, and  women’s physical,  mental, and emotional frailties” to 
“case writers’ habit of referring to  women workers as girls.”14 In early 
1971, a group of  women met to discuss establishing a  women’s stu-
dent group. The club, then called Harvard Business  Women, held its 
first official meeting in April of that year, and  today it remains one of 
the largest and most active student organ izations at the school. Two 
founding leaders, Marnie Tattersall and Betty Eveillard, described the 
new group to the Harbus as a “clearing house” for  women students’ 
needs and interests, with the aim of fostering community among 
 women students and tackling what they diplomatically termed 
“sources of obstruction” to  women’s “optimal educational experi-
ence.”15 Early on, members stressed that the organ ization was prag-
matic in nature, “not a  women’s lib group or even a very radical 
 women’s group.” They  were keenly aware that, as the article put it, 
“many of the men students turn up their nose at the thought of a 
‘ women’s group.’ ”16

Despite strategically downplaying the club’s connection to the fem-
inist movement, its leaders recognized that supporting  women stu-
dents’ success would nevertheless mean confronting the ways in which 
they remained marginalized. Though the HBS administration was not 
opposed to the formation of the group, which soon became known 
as the  Women’s Student Association (WSA), HBS was still far from 
prioritizing women’s needs. Even something as fundamental as pro-
viding facilities for  women in Aldrich Hall, where virtually all classes 
 were held, remained a sticking point more than a de cade  after  women 
 were admitted. Leslie Levy, the 1975–1976 WSA president, recalled 
how this issue was more significant than it might seem on the sur-
face: “If  women wanted to go to the bathroom, they had to go to the 
basement. Fi nally, we got the administration to designate one formerly 
men’s bathroom on  every other floor.  There was a lot of joking, 
 because they  didn’t take out the urinals.” Susan Posner, 1977–1978 
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president, likewise explained that the bathrooms  were seen as a micro-
cosm of the larger prob lem: “We mentioned the fact that it  wasn’t 
quite sending out the right message to  women as being appreciated 
and wanted.”

Indeed, more than a de cade  after HBS became coed,  women stu-
dents questioned how truly welcome they  were not only in light of 
campus infrastructure but also given how few  women  were in posi-
tions of authority at the school. “I can specifically remember two fe-
male professors,” one alumna recalled. “But other than that, we did 
not see any other  women in any kind of leadership positions, nor in 
our cases.” (Case studies made up the majority of the school’s curric-
ulum, as they still do  today.) The fledgling WSA provided a mecha-
nism for  women to voice such concerns and press the school to adopt 
a more gender- inclusive culture. One of the WSA’s first goals  toward 
that end was to recruit female applicants to the school; Eveillard, Tat-
tersall, and their classmates accounted for less than 5  percent of the 
MBA class of 1972.

The WSA approached the school administration with proposals for 
attracting  women applicants but  didn’t receive much support, so the 
club mounted its own initiatives to make HBS more vis i ble to young 
 women. Beverly Brandt, also a member of the class of 1972, helped 
or ga nize  these efforts:

We wanted to increase the number of qualified  women who 
would consider HBS as a gradu ate school choice. We had no 
money for advertising, of course, but we approached some of the 
top  women in the world, the tops in their field, and invited them 
to speak on campus. We spread the word to all local colleges with 
female students, encouraging them to attend, see that we  were 
 there, and learn that they  were welcome to apply.

Bringing high- profile female leaders to campus also gave the  women 
already there a sense of their own potential at a time when the vast 
majority of positions to which MBAs might aspire  were held by men. 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   229588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   229 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



230 Epilogue

“One of the  things I think so many of us strug gled with was not 
 really having female role models,” said Tattersall in an interview. The 
WSA hosted a talk by Gloria Steinem in 1971, and Muriel Siebert, the 
first  woman to sit on the New York Stock Exchange, spoke in 1972 
at  Women in Management Day.17 The following year the WSA 
hosted its first  Career Day, featuring alumnae leaders from multi-
ple industries.

The WSA also turned attention to the portrayal—or lack thereof—
of  women in the curriculum. In 1972, the club presented to school re-
searchers “Guidelines for Avoiding Discrimination against  Women 
in Written Materials.”18 This effort was ongoing in 1975, when the 
WSA asked companies as well as alumni to send in case ideas featur-
ing  women. The club also began collecting examples of sexist and dis-
criminatory language in cases.19 By 1980, the WSA had launched its 
formal Case Editing Committee focused on “the equal treatment of 
the sexes in HBS cases.”20 That year John McArthur was named dean 
of the school, and the administration began to more actively support 
the WSA. Ginger Graham, 1985–1986 WSA president, explained how 
a partnership began to blossom:

 There  were almost no  women case protagonists, and often the 
 women who did appear in cases  were portrayed as secretaries, 
wives, or assistants.  There might be a  woman mentioned at the start 
of a case— “As Jim was packing to leave for his trip, his wife was 
folding his shirts, watching him ponder his big trip,” something 
like that. The WSA worked with the administration to initiate a 
proj ect to modernize some of the language and begin to address 
the lack of  women protagonists. The school had to be committed 
to this effort, as each of the changes in case material had to be 
approved, authors had to be contacted, revisions suggested and 
approved and materials reissued; it was not a trivial commitment 
for the school itself. The pro cess engaged all the students, and 
encouraged them to be editors of the case material in a way that 
led to more representative and appropriate language around 
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gender and other biases. Separate initiatives  were launched to 
identify  women in business who could be protagonists, and new 
case material was created. We had the commitment of Dean 
McArthur and Professor Regina Herzlinger, the WSA faculty 
sponsor, and support from the school for the resources to imple-
ment the changes. I think it resulted in higher- quality case materi-
als, and it continued the march to improve the context in which 
 women students read about other  women leaders, discuss  women 
in leadership positions, and see themselves as  future leaders.

As the curriculum slowly began to evolve, so too did the gender 
composition of the faculty. Professor Herzlinger, whose profile ap-
pears  after this epilogue, became the first  woman to earn tenure at 
Harvard Business School in 1980, although this milestone did not sig-
nal an immediate shift to a more gender- diverse era for the school’s 
faculty. Even as the number of female professors gradually increased, 
gender inequities  were a source of contention. A female professor of 
marketing brought suit against HBS, alleging that gender discrimina-
tion had contributed to her being denied tenure in 1983.21 The case 
polarized the campus, as a student at the time recalled: “Lines  were 
drawn. You  were  either for or against;  there was no  middle ground.”

As the school neared the twenty- year anniversary of  women’s ad-
mittance change was afoot, but the campus remained dominated by 
white, heterosexual, US- born men. Acknowledging this fact was not a 
part of campus culture, and students who  didn’t fit the mold often felt 
the need to minimize their differences from the norm. A 1982 alumna 
recalled, “ There  were five gay and lesbian students in our section, in-
cluding me, and none of us  were out  because it was  either not com-
fortable or not safe to be out. I heard lots of antiwomen rhe toric and 
homophobic comments. That was a very negative experience.” Another 
alumna noted that the default sense of who HBS students  were re-
mained male: “My spouse was invited to the garden club. . . .  They 
just sent out the mass mailing to all the spouses. He  wasn’t  offended, 
but it was awkward. We still had urinals in the  women’s rest rooms 
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almost twenty years  after  women had been admitted. So, it was pretty 
clear that Harvard  hadn’t quite embraced  women at that time.”

Confronting a Culture

Despite some pro gress, it was clear that simply opening the doors of 
HBS to  women as well as other marginalized and underrepresented 
 people  wasn’t enough to truly diversify the school. A more concerted 
effort was needed if the student body was to evolve past its homoge-
nous roots. In the late 1960s the African American Student Union had 
begun working with administrators to recruit more Black students, 
and the WSA followed suit. By 1982, the WSA and the admissions of-
fice had jointly developed a system through which alumnae could rec-
ommend female applicants.22 Collaboration on recruiting  women 
ramped up as the de cade went on, as 1988–1989 WSA president Carol 
Schwartz explained: “The school was trying to figure out ways to 
reach out and identify  women from nontraditional backgrounds and 
encourage them to come to HBS. During my term as president,  there 
 were a number of meetings where this was discussed.” In 1988, the 
Committee to Increase the Number of  Women at HBS was formed 
to investigate why only a quarter of the applicant pool was female, 
especially considering that  women made up 40 to 50  percent of appli-
cants to most law schools at the time. “I think [the administration was] 
conscious of the numbers,” 1989–1990 WSA president Julia Sass Rubin 
said. “They  were genuinely trying, but they  were fighting some 
broader societal trends. And we helped them think this stuff through. 
We gave them a way to focus on the issue.” The WSA also expanded 
its own in de pen dent programming for prospective  women, actively 
recruiting  women by hosting Admitted Student Days, mailing WSA 
brochures with personal notes, and  running phone- a- thons for mem-
bers to call admitted  women and encourage them to enroll.23

Meanwhile, the WSA maintained its advocacy for the  women al-
ready on campus. Although it was now far less common to have their 
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presence openly questioned by fellow students,  women  were not al-
ways receiving the full benefit of the MBA curriculum. In 1985 the 
WSA, drawing on interviews and surveys as well as admissions data, 
reported that first- year  women felt “not very comfortable in class” and 
 were less satisfied than their male peers with how often they  were 
able to participate in case discussions.  These findings  were particu-
larly worrisome given that a student’s class participation accounted for 
half of his or her grade. And indeed, the WSA’s research revealed that 
 women tended to outscore men on blind- graded exams yet  were un-
derrepresented in honors, making it clear that participation scores 
 were holding down  women’s marks.24 Karen Dawes, 1980–1981 WSA 
president, explained how the dearth of  women made it challenging 
to speak in class: “You  were in a room with eighty  people, and maybe 
ten  were  women. The first day you walk in, and you realize that  there 
are not many other  people who look like you. From my discussions 
with  women, and in my experience, it’s a  little tougher to jump in and 
be part of the discussion.”

In response,  women faculty, staff, and students created programs 
to discuss  these challenges and remind  women students that they in-
deed belonged at the school. Professor Lynda Applegate, who joined 
the faculty in 1986, recalled an effort to bring  women together, affirm 
their place in the classroom, and galvanize them to continue pushing 
the school  toward greater inclusion:

HBS students take all their first- year courses together in “sec-
tions” of several dozen students. When I first began teaching at the 
school, one of the first  things I noticed was that the  women 
students  were very focused on how to fit in within  these groups; 
 there  were only a few  women in each section. I worked with 
other female faculty and staff to launch something we called the 
“ Women Students’ Welcome,” where all of the  women on the 
faculty and MBA staff, along with second- year  women students, 
welcomed the incoming  women. We held it in the campus audito-
rium at the start of the academic year, and we opened the session 
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by asking the students to look at the accomplished  women all 
around them in the room. We then asked them to compare how 
this experience felt with what they experienced in the classroom. 
It led to a fantastic discussion, and we always closed by encourag-
ing them to join the WSA and to continue to work together to 
increase the power of  women at HBS.

Sometimes,  women’s experience of marginalization went beyond 
simply being in the numerical minority. As Robin Hacke, 1983–1984 
WSA president, described:

I did not plan to get involved [with the WSA]. But something 
happened in my section: Midway through the year, one of the 
guys thought it would be  really entertaining to take all of the 
students’ seat cards and put all the  women on one side of the 
room on a par tic u lar day. Talking about it now, with the distance 
of all  these years, it seems ridicu lous that anybody would care 
where they sat. But it was one of  those hot buttons that  really hit 
me. The idea that all the  women would be shunted off to the side 
got me thinking about the WSA as an organ ization of interest to 
me. And we  were in the years where it was common, on  people’s 
birthdays, to have belly dancers and strippers come into class. That 
kind of sealed the deal for me. I just thought, this is not a very 
congenial environment for  women. At the time I think  there  were 
nineteen  women in my section out of ninety- one  people. So that 
prompted me to get involved.

The kinds of incidents that galvanized Hacke continued well into 
the next de cade, coming to a head in the spring of 1998 when six male 
students  were disciplined for sexual harassment, including passing 
 explicit notes to female classmates and class visitors. The incidents 
received considerable coverage in the press; first publicly revealed by 
Inc. magazine, they  were also reported on by the Associated Press, the 
Boston Globe, the New York Times, and the Wall Street Journal. The 
media coverage came at the end of a long period of strug gle within the 
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school, beginning in late 1996 when students who had experienced 
harassment met with administrators. No formal action was taken in 
response to  these initial meetings, although in the spring of 1997 sev-
eral faculty and administrators— including the chair of the MBA pro-
gram and the director of student standards— wrote to students about 
harassment, pressing them to “think about  these issues” and “help in 
identifying inappropriate be hav iors.”25 The WSA was unsatisfied 
with the muted response: “It felt like we  were being placated,” one 
member recalled.

The club  didn’t accept the school’s initial reluctance to do more than 
provide a general admonishment. Although administrators first 
claimed that  there was  little they could do to address specific incidents 
 unless a student initiated a formal complaint, victims feared that com-
ing forward with such complaints would harm their  future  career 
opportunities and professional networks, as the student newspaper 
noted at the time.26 To spur more action from the school, WSA mem-
bers began tracking communications between students and adminis-
trators, investigating relevant laws and regulations, and soliciting 
support from individual faculty members whom they thought would 
be sympathetic. As one alumna explained, “In some ways we  were 
proj ect man ag ers, trying to collect [information], to see whom we 
could find that would be an influence. [It was] per sis tence. Collecting 
the notes, collecting the stories, refusing to just let it dis appear.”

Soliciting support from faculty proved crucial. “We booked ap-
pointments, and we tried to figure out who could be an ally and who 
might be concerned about  these issues. And we tried to be strategic 
about it, to think about who had influence, who might be open to it, 
and fi nally we found enough [faculty] that could be helpful,” recalled 
another alumna. Ultimately, around the time the scandal became pub-
lic, another memo to students acknowledged the pattern of incidents, 
and six students  were formally sanctioned.27 The pro cess had been 
flawed and halting but ultimately compelled the HBS community 
to acknowledge and address the harassment. “[Without the WSA], 
it would have just languished,” one alumna argued. The incident 
also prompted the school to articulate and disseminate its set of 
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“Community Values,” which continues to be displayed in classrooms 
and other locations on campus  today.

Embracing Change?

By the early twenty- first  century campus dynamics had evolved con-
siderably, not least  because of the reckoning occasioned by the harass-
ment scandal. And HBS had begun to look very diff er ent. Classrooms 
once crowded with white men in ties and with crewcuts  were now 
filled with a more diverse set of students; by 2005,  women made up 
35  percent of the MBA class, and over 30  percent of students came from 
outside the United States.28 Even so, a sense of true belonging could 
still be elusive for female students. A 2006 alumna found the school 
inclusive and respectful about some kinds of cultural difference but 
still somewhat retrograde when it came to gender dynamics: “I think, 
 because it’s such a global school, that  people are used to  others being 
diff er ent. But  there’s still a sense that  women  aren’t supposed to be in 
certain roles or that you can treat  women a certain way. Tone is huge.” 
Nitin Nohria, who taught a required orga nizational be hav ior course 
in the early 2000s, observed such attitudes whenever his students dis-
cussed case studies that featured female leaders:

When  there  were  women protagonists in a case,  people had 
questions about how they managed work/family balance. Men 
had families too, but we  didn’t seem to ask  those questions about 
men. So, if the  women in the classroom experienced the conver-
sations around  women protagonists as always having  these 
gendered dimensions, then it prob ably made it harder to imagine 
further opportunities that felt equal relative to the men.

As gender disparities moved ever higher on the agenda of school 
leadership, the WSA pressed for more dialogue. In 2009, the club once 
again analyzed data on grades and found that female students  were 
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still underrepresented in the ranks of honors recipients as well as 
overrepresented among students who failed their first year.29 Mary 
Ellen Hammond, 2008–2009 WSA president, was startled to see the 
disparity:

First- year honors got released, and I just looked at the list. I remem-
ber putting the numbers together and sending it to my copresident, 
Anne Himpens, with a note saying “Nearly 40  percent of the 
class, and well below 10  percent of  those receiving honors?” And 
Anne did some Google searching, and she came up with a list 
from a few years  earlier; she worked the numbers, which showed 
a similar result. My response was, I think  we’ve got something we 
should talk about.

The following year, a team of  women students worked with a fac-
ulty adviser, Professor Kathleen McGinn, to examine the under lying 
 causes of the gaps. Their findings pointed to a range of likely  factors, 
including unconscious biases among instructors and a shortage of fe-
male role models in the form of both faculty and case protagonists. 
Subtle biases about female leaders also pervaded the classroom. Nohria 
had observed a pattern in his own classes, wherein “for all of our 
 women case protagonists, somehow the discussion almost inevitably 
raised questions such as ‘Did  these  women succeed  because they  were 
lucky? Or did they succeed  because they  were competent?’ We  didn’t 
seem to ask the same questions about the men.”

Speaking up in class was still fraught, with  women often feeling 
more constrained in voicing their perspectives. As a Harbus article on 
the results of the student study noted, “many  women admit to self- 
editing in the classroom to manage their out- of- classroom image.”30 
As the school neared its sixth de cade as a coed institution, many 
 wondered—in the pages of the Harbus, in club meetings, and in con-
versations with one another— whether an MBA held as much value 
for  women as men. “If HBS points to the fact that some number of 
CEOs in Fortune 500 companies are HBS alums and is willing to take 
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credit for that, then the school should also  factor in the proportion 
of  women—or lack thereof—[in leadership] and take some responsi-
bility for that,” said a 2011 alumna. “I do think the learning environ-
ment is a  factor.”

Nohria became dean of the school in 2010 and believed he had a 
clear mandate to address gender differences in academic achievement. 
“While admissions and enrollment statistics revealed [that] we  were 
accepting and enrolling male and female students with similar scores, 
experiences, achievements, and aptitudes,” he explained, “we  were not 
seeing parity in terms of per for mance once they  were on campus.” 
The WSA’s advocacy and investigation had brought the issue to the 
fore, making it hard for both students and faculty to ignore.  Women’s 
underrepre sen ta tion in honors began to be acknowledged and dis-
cussed in official faculty meetings as well as informally around the 
campus. In 2013 the school commemorated the fiftieth anniversary 
of  women’s admission, further spotlighting lingering gender dispari-
ties. For Nohria, the year offered an occasion to underscore the cen-
trality of gender equity to his role as dean. At the official anniversary 
cele bration in the spring of 2013, he declared to a crowd of more than 
eight hundred alumni that “if feminism means to be deeply commit-
ted to equality of men and  women, then I am a feminist.”31

Writing Dif fer ent Stories

A number of programs to address gender gaps  were implemented in 
the early 2010s.  There  were assessments of calling patterns to look at 
 whether  women had equal opportunities to speak in class, and class-
room “scribes” who monitored student contributions provided hard 
data that faculty could rely on when evaluating participation, which 
made up a third to half of a student’s course grade. Workshops on ef-
fective participation  were offered to all students, in line with the idea 
that  women might undercontribute relative to their knowledge and 
expertise. (Indeed, research confirms that formal encouragements for 
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 women to contribute their ideas, especially in ste reo typically mascu-
line areas such as finance, can help ensure that female students with 
relevant expertise speak up.)32 Plus, a new required course that  didn’t 
rely on the traditional case method but instead employed experien-
tial, small group– based learning techniques was  adopted.

The school also made efforts to cultivate new norms outside the 
classroom, such as switching from self- selected study groups to as-
signed clusters that put students together with a diverse range of 
classmates.  There was re sis tance and backlash— some students con-
sidered the changes, according to a 2013 New York Times article, “in-
trusive social engineering.” Yet even so, student satisfaction ratings 
went up, and a satisfaction gap between men and  women closed.33

The individual impact of each of  these vari ous interventions is hard 
to fully tease out, but they  were part and parcel of changing culture. 
Grade gaps in many required courses and in honors recipients had 
closed just prior to the implementation of many interventions, sug-
gesting that heightened dialogue had sparked a broad commitment 
to tackling the prob lem. The tools and innovations that the school em-
braced likely then strengthened and legitimized this shared desire to 
close the gaps and helped institutionalize our initial burst of pro gress. 
The formal mea sures also reflect a prioritization of the issue that is 
essential to fostering change. Time  will tell if HBS has dedicated ad-
equate resources and attention to gender equity over the long- term, 
but  these initial formalized efforts reinforced a sense of urgency and 
import that had bubbled up.

Some disparities have lingered. Narrowed gaps in satisfaction may 
have been driven by white  women’s experiences, thus obscuring ways 
in which  women of color, who are in the numerical minority,  weren’t 
reaping the benefits of some of  these changes. Nonetheless,  women 
students are no longer seen as anomalous, and their male classmates 
are certainly not questioning their very presence on campus. In 2016, 
LaToya Marc and Libby Leffler became the first all- female ticket to be 
elected copresidents of the student body. And in 2019, eight out of ten 
section presidents  were  women, the highest-ever proportion.34 (Each 
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MBA class consists of ten sections of about ninety students who take 
their first year of courses together and elect classmates to serve as com-
munity leaders.)

Along with many colleagues, we ourselves have tried to tackle what 
we believe continues to be a root cause of lingering gender inequity: 
an overrepre sen ta tion of white male leaders in the curriculum. At 
HBS, cases make up the overwhelming majority of assigned readings 
and form the basis for most class sessions, particularly in the first year 
of the MBA when all students take a standard set of courses. In 2015, 
we did a thorough analy sis of pro gress  toward diversity in cases over 
the preceding six years.  There had been an increase in cases published 
with female protagonists over that time period, bringing the total pro-
portion close to 25  percent. We also looked at what was happening 
across required and elective courses as well as in HBS’s executive ed-
ucation programs. The required curriculum had the greatest repre-
sen ta tion of female protagonists, and current data show that this 
proportion has increased over time, although such cases remain in the 
minority at 23  percent (vs. 67  percent with a male protagonist and 
11  percent without an identifiable protagonist).35 While we  don’t have 
current comparative data for the elective curriculum or executive ed-
ucation, new offerings in both programs feature courses with a focus 
on  women leaders— the elective “How Star  Women Succeed” dis-
cussed below and the  Women on Boards executive education pro-
gram, which thus far has educated more than four hundred  women 
and seen increased demand year over year. (For more about  Women 
on Boards, see Chapter 3.)

 Because the case method is the core of students’ academic experi-
ence, a lack of female protagonists can mean that leadership itself 
seems to skew male, as one recent alumna told us: “In our leadership 
class, out of maybe twenty- five protagonists, maybe three  were 
 women. We read about many  great leaders, but it was hard to person-
ally see myself in their shoes.” One faculty member we interviewed 
agreed that our images of leadership remain too  limited. “I think we 
all— students, faculty, every body— need to be exposed to a range of 
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types of  people that are in leadership positions,” she noted. “Partly it’s 
role modeling—to have students in the class say, ‘Oh I could see my-
self  doing that.’ ” Indeed, a long line of social science research has found 
that female students’ self- perception and per for mance are influenced 
by the presence or absence of  women role models. For instance, stud-
ies looking at the effects of reading about or seeing portraits of suc-
cessful  women found that  these activities boosted female students’ 
belief in their own competence and their public speaking ability.36

Male leaders dominate business education, even beyond the curric-
ulum at our own institution. An analy sis of data from the Case Cen-
tre, a global clearing house, found that just 11  percent of bestselling 
and award- winning cases published between 2009 and 2015 included 
a female protagonist.37 Another study, of cases published by Ivey, the 
second- largest ( after HBS) case publisher in the world, found that only 
19  percent of cases published in a one- year period featured female pro-
tagonists. Even when they appear,  women leaders can be marginal-
ized. The same study found that female protagonists  were minimized 
relative to other characters in their cases and that female- protagonist 
cases included fewer direct quotes from the protagonists, compared 
to  those cases featuring male leaders.38 Moreover, students may bring 
biases, often unconscious, into their reading. We spoke to a dozen fac-
ulty members about gender in the classroom, and we analyzed stu-
dent evaluations for one required MBA course. In that course, cases 
with female protagonists received lower ratings from male (though 
not from female) students, holding other  factors, such as the faculty 
member teaching the case, constant. We  don’t have enough data to 
understand what drives  these lower ratings, but they may reflect sub-
tle biases about gender and leadership. Anecdotally, we heard that 
cases about highly accomplished  women sometimes elicit skepticism. 
One instructor who taught a case about a Black female executive ex-
plained: “The prob lem with having it be a case about  great success is 
that students still dismiss the female protagonist,  because then ‘it’s all 
PR.’ ” Such a comment can be a learning opportunity—if the instruc-
tor chooses to make it one. One faculty member told us how he tried 
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to turn such assumptions into questions that encourage students to 
reflect on why  they’ve doubted a female leader. “When it comes up in 
class that Fred is brilliant but Jane is lucky, that’s a real teaching op-
portunity,” he explained. “I can point out, hey, in the last class we did 
with Fred as a protagonist, he was  great, brilliant, blah blah blah. Why 
do you think that Jane or Ingrid or Christine is lucky?”

We thought that one way to  counter the per sis tent sense that 
 women leaders are anomalous would be to flip the script, so to speak, 
and offer a course in which they  were the rule rather than the excep-
tion. The course we developed, “How Star  Women Succeed,” is aimed 
partly at equipping students with the skills necessary to navigate work-
place challenges but also seeks to inform them about how they can 
enable  women on their own  future teams to succeed. Through explor-
ing the leadership experiences of  women in a range of fields, includ-
ing finance, law, telecommunications, and consulting, the course offers 
a diff er ent experience to students who are accustomed to a male- 
dominated curriculum and, in many cases, a male- dominated work-
place prior to business school. As one 2013 alumna who took the course 
explained:

I enrolled  because  there is a dearth of female protagonists in the 
cases we study in the required and elective curricula at HBS. I 
was intrigued to take a class where the majority of the case 
protagonists  were female and to learn what, if anything, is 
diff er ent about  women’s leadership style and how  women 
navigate some of the complexities and challenges that may be 
specific to gender. That was compelling to me, especially as I 
looked at graduating in the near  future and reentering the 
workforce with fewer  women at management levels. I know as I 
continue to move forward, that  will increasingly be the case. It 
was for me a way to gather war stories, examples, and role 
models that I could draw on as I progressed in my own  career.

In interviews we conducted with other former students of the 
course, we found that the impact of studying the trajectories of female 
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leaders— and often hearing from them directly as class speakers— 
improved their ability to navigate  career decisions and obstacles. As 
one interviewee explained, “ There  were a lot of  things that other 
 women had done that made me aware of  things that I could change 
about my own actions or be hav ior.” And similarly, another said, “I 
think it better equipped me just in the anecdotes and stories and les-
sons learned—if I encounter similar situations, I can recall some of the 
lessons and the cases and decide what to do about my situation or avoid 
certain situations altogether.” Beyond  these practical tactics, we also 
heard that the course expanded students’ aspirations, as one inter-
viewee described: “The course inspired me to think  really,  really big 
and to think much more strategically and spend a lot of time on ac-
tive  career planning.” Another alumna echoed, “It’s helped me chal-
lenge myself to think, am I  doing what I  really want to be  doing? Why 
am in the job I’m in? What am I gaining? What’s the long- term goal?”

Just as importantly, the course also gave students tools with which 
to advocate for gender inclusion, as recounted by several former stu-
dents. While most students who took the course  were  women, men 
also enrolled. One male student found himself becoming more aware 
of the gender biases all around him:

 There are  things I learned from [the course] that I use all the time 
in the workplace. I find myself calling out be hav iors. And it spurred 
a  whole bunch of conversations with the [2016] election. One of 
the other men who took the class and I would text, effectively 
daily, with the hashtag #HSWS [How Start Women Succeed], 
with regard to anything that Hillary did,  because  there was this 
double standard. I was very attuned to that.

Another alumnus pushed for changes to his firm’s hiring approach 
 after he returned to his finance  career postgraduation:

It makes it much easier to speak up once you feel like you have 
some subject- matter knowledge. Just recently our team was 
reviewing a list of potential first- round interviews, and I and a 
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colleague went to our HR team and said, “ There’s one female on 
a list of fifty interviews.  You’ve got to be kidding me; what are we 
 doing?” They unfortunately gave us blank stares and blamed the 
“pipeline,” so the two of us took it upon ourselves to fix the prob lem 
short- term and push for a more recurring solution in the  future.

The male students who enrolled in a course on advancing  women’s 
leadership  were, admittedly, a small and self- selected group. But they 
 aren’t the only men on campus who joined the conversation about gen-
der equity. Not all male students  were supportive of the growing 
focus on gender in the early 2010s. Alexandra Daum, copresident of 
the WSA in 2013–2014, recalled that some felt that “ women  were get-
ting too much attention and that is  wasn’t actually helpful for them 
or the school.” Yet at the same time, she and the other WSA leaders 
 were hearing from men who wanted to contribute but  didn’t know 
how or even if they should. For de cades, gender at the school had 
been purely a “ women’s issue”; combating gender in equality had 
been a part of campus life but one that men had  little engagement 
with. That began to change on the heels of the fiftieth anniversary of 
 women’s admission, as more and more men de cided to join in.

A New Chapter, an Uncertain Unending

In response to both criticism and enthusiasm from their male class-
mates, the WSA launched a new program called Manbassasdors in 
2013. Alumna Tara Hagan helped found the group as the WSA’s vice 
president of male involvement. She wanted men on campus to know 
“[they] are invited into the conversation.” As she explained in an in-
terview, “Some men  haven’t talked much about gender equality, and 
it’s hard to go from ‘I’ve never talked about it’ to ‘I can talk about it 
eloquently and say all the right  things.’  You’re still trying to figure it 
out. Manbassadors delivers the conversation but also tries to lower the 
bar for jumping in.” Two hundred men (over 30  percent of male MBA 
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students) joined the inaugural Manbassadors cohort. Hagan saw a key 
aim of the program as “chang[ing] how  women feel in the classroom, 
knowing that  there are men advocating for gender issues. Part of it is 
to create a social movement, changing the dynamic.” Likewise, Daum 
felt that Manbassadors could create a culture change: “Just by sign-
ing up  they’re adding fuel to the fire, saying I care about this, I’m on 
board.” The program also meant men had a way, as 2014 alumnus and 
Manbassador cofounder David Wolfish put it, “to engage with the 
WSA in a clear, open way” and see that issues affecting  women  matter 
to every one. Wolfish’s classmate Santiago Ocejo described the pro-
gram as fostering a more sophisticated discussion: “I  don’t see the 
Manbassadors as ‘supporting’  women in a simplistic way but as a venue 
for men to get involved in  these issues. Men should see this as an 
impor tant part of their training and education.”

The Manbassador program became a permanent arm of the WSA 
and over time an increasingly vis i ble group— especially when the na-
tional dialogue about workplace gender discrimination grew louder 
in the late 2010s. As Matt Piltch, an active member of Manbassadors 
from 2017 to 2019 and a member of the WSA board for the 2018–2019 
year, pointed out, “#MeToo made the world, including HBS, a lot more 
aware of the systemic nature of  these issues.” Piltch’s classmate Kyle 
Emory led the Manbassadors in a campaign to expand participation: 
“We made a  really big push to involve and engage the community. 
And we changed the Manbassadors pledge to be more focused on ac-
tion, not just talking about gender equity,” explained Emory.  The 
number of male students affiliating themselves with the group more 
than doubled, to 480 (nearly 90  percent of the men in the class of 2019). 
Now, it was no longer only  women students who challenged school 
administrators to address issues of sexism. Piltch recalled that “we  didn’t 
receive any comment [about #MeToo] from the administration  until 
December of 2017, and I was surprised and frankly found that to be 
problematic. So, I started working within the Manbassador cohort on 
a memo about what HBS could do to address diversity and inclusion 
broadly, but specifically issues around sexual vio lence and gender 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   245588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   245 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



246 Epilogue

 inequity.” Piltch also worked with WSA copresidents Erica Santoni 
and Alexis Wolfer on a series of proposals for further curricular 
changes, including a call for greater diversity of case protagonists, 
coaching for faculty, and integration of implicit bias and other kinds 
of diversity trainings into the student experience. By insisting that 
attention to gender as well other axes of in equality should be part of 
management education, allied male and female students hoped to 
impact not only the school but also business at large.

MBA students are on campus for just two years, but their influence 
on companies, industries, and vari ous communities might last for de-
cades. As Emory explained, changing the world also means changing 
students’ mindsets: “ We’re trying to grow, and it’s an uncomfortable 
space to be operating in. How do we improve as men, as allies, in tak-
ing  these incremental steps?” Despite the profound changes in business 
and society since the 1960s, many of  today’s student leaders see a long 
way to go, and the numbers bear out their view.  Women are still out-
numbered by male classmates, making up 43  percent of the HBS class 
of 2021.  Women’s lower repre sen ta tion at HBS and in MBA programs 
more generally is out of sync with broader trends in education. In 2018 
 women earned 38  percent of MBAs, and a 2017 study found that the 
proportion of  women applying to MBA programs has remained vir-
tually unchanged since 2012.39 Yet by 2016,  women made up a slight 
majority of medical students in the United States, and in 2017 female 
law students surpassed the 50  percent mark at US law schools.40

Moreover, despite the changed nature of the MBA experience  today 
as compared to fifty, thirty, or even twenty years ago,  women gradu-
ates’  career prospects still lag men’s. Even among this elite population, 
the value proposition of an MBA has yet to equalize. A longitudinal 
alumni study  we’re involved with has found that  women gradu ates 
are significantly less likely than men to be in supervisory roles, have 
profit- and- loss responsibility, and be in top management positions. 
They are also less satisfied with how their  careers play out:  Women 
report lower satisfaction then men on multiple fronts, including 
 opportunities for advancement, professional accomplishments, and 
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 opportunities for meaningful work.41 Related research comparing 
Black with white alumni has found some of the same disparities, with 
more white alumni in supervisory and leadership positions and the 
largest differences existing between Black  women and white men. 
Black alumni also reported lower  career satisfaction than their white 
counter parts.42

 These findings accord with other research, including a global study 
of four thousand MBAs from multiple institutions whose authors 
found that  women experienced slower  career advancement and 
evinced less  career satisfaction than their male counter parts and that 
male grads  were twice as likely to be CEOs or se nior executives.43 
Likewise, a study of University of Chicago MBAs from the classes of 
1990 through 2006 found that  women’s postgraduation starting sala-
ries  were on average $15,000 less than the salaries of their male counter-
parts, and this pay disparity only widened over the years.44 A recent 
survey by the Financial Times of gradu ates from the paper’s ranked 
business schools found that three years postgraduation, men  were 
making more than their female peers in  every sector including  those 
that employ more  women, such as health care and education.45

This book has focused on the change still needed in organ izations 
and industries to shift  these trends, but it’s clear to us that educational 
institutions such as our own have a role to play in mitigating work-
place inequalities. The stated mission of HBS is to educate leaders who 
make a difference in the world. Business leadership lacks diversity of 
all kinds, thereby constraining, we would argue, the potential for its 
positive impact on the world. Our Black  women gradu ates are system-
atically less likely than their peers— Black and white men as well as 
white  women—to see someone who looks like them in se nior man-
agement and are most likely to say that their race and gender created 
 career obstacles.46 The world is certainly not reaping the full benefit 
of their talents. Moreover, HBS  doesn’t always deliver a truly equal 
educational experience, even  today. In the summer of 2020, rising 
second- year student Chichi Anyoku spoke at a school- wide discussion 
on race and racism held in the wake of the murders of Black citizens 

588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   247588-93320_ch01_5P.indd   247 2/4/21   10:48 PM2/4/21   10:48 PM

This document is authorized for use only by Alexandra Pontón Larrea (apontonliup@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



248 Epilogue

across the United States by police and vigilantes. Anyoku recounted 
racist incidents she both witnessed and was victimized by in and out-
side the classroom.47 It was a sobering reminder that, as an institution, 
we  haven’t dismantled the barriers, both cultural and structural, that 
diminish the experience of being a student at HBS.

Yet the school has been profoundly transformed by the  women, in-
cluding  women of color, who have made their way  here. The seeds of 
this book  were planted nearly a de cade ago, when HBS de cided to take 
a look at the school’s history on the occasion of the fiftieth anniver-
sary of  women’s admittance. As we, along with numerous colleagues, 
researched the experiences of  women on campus across the years, it 
became clear that the school, for all its continued limitations, is as wel-
coming to  women as it is  today in large mea sure  because  women in-
sisted that it truly include them. Even when  women  were a tiny 
fraction of the MBA class, they claimed their place in the classroom 
and asked a power ful institution to make room for their needs and 
ambitions. In this epilogue  we’ve seen how the WSA played a pivotal 
role in illuminating what was missing at HBS.  Women students 
brought female leaders to campus when almost no  women faculty 
stood at the front of the classroom, and they called out biases in the 
course materials they  were supposed to learn from. They also asked 
questions: Why  were so few  women applying to HBS two de cades 
 after the school opened its doors to them? Why  couldn’t students re-
port sexual harassment anonymously? Why  were  there so few  women 
leaders featured in the curriculum? Why  didn’t  women achieve aca-
demic honors at the same rate as male classmates?

Putting such issues on the  table opened up space for the school to 
address them and to make real pro gress on the under lying prob lems 
the questions revealed. Not unlike the employee resource groups at 
many companies, the WSA has been a venue for students who share 
an impor tant identity to give voice and visibility to challenges they 
face. All too often, such groups are not leveraged effectively. Instead 
of being seen as a resource for diagnosing inequities and charting a 
path  toward orga nizational change, they become a way to ventilate 
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concerns about in equality in hopes that air time alone  will satisfy con-
cerned employees. Or they help to attract candidates who see the 
group as a sign of commitment to diversity and equity yet are not ac-
tually empowered to take action or influence decisions. This lip- 
service approach is a missed opportunity of im mense proportions. At 
HBS, the WSA and other student clubs advocating for underrepre-
sented communities have helped administrators understand what 
drives disparities, pi loted programs to address them, and made many 
inequities discussable. In response, school leaders have leaned in at key 
moments, using their power to make institutional change. As this epi-
logue makes clear, the journey  toward true equity and inclusion is a 
marathon, not a sprint. HBS is still in the race, and we hope that our 
story inspires other educators, as well as the organ izations that em-
ploy our gradu ates, to keep  running too.
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A PIONEER’S PATH

Professor Regina E. Herzlinger

Growing up in a tight- knit Orthodox Jewish community in 
1950s Brooklyn, Regina Herzlinger was determined to have 
a  career. “I was always a  great reader and very curious— I 

read an entire  children’s encyclopedia by the age of five— but I was 
also interested in being financially secure,” she explains. “My  family 
 were Holocaust victims who had lost every thing— family and 
resources— and I wanted to become financially secure in a way that 
 couldn’t be taken away from me, and to be a professional.” To further 
this goal, she took the unusual step of leaving the community to enter 
MIT, studying economics, in the early 1960s.  After graduating, she had 
to forge a path that actualized her capabilities and ambitions at a time 
when virtually no role models for working  women existed. Although 
her choices  were  limited, Herzlinger did find a foothold in 
management:

Finance, my first choice of occupation, is still  today an industry 
with a notable shortage of  women, and this was also true in the 
mid-1960s. I would have wanted to go work for an investment 
bank, but I had zero chance of being employed. So, I went to 
work for a consulting firm, and I had a staff of forty by the time I 
was twenty- six years old. I was very successful, but I wanted to 
have  children, and as a con sul tant I was constantly on a plane and 
rarely saw my husband. [Herzlinger had married an MIT class-
mate in 1966.] So, I thought, well, what do I like to do? I  really 
liked the research and interaction of consulting. And I thought 
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about how I could replicate that experience without being on a 
plane all my life.

Harvard Business School (HBS) seemed like an ideal place to 
fulfill her goals, and Herzlinger applied. “It was the only place I 
applied, not only to get a doctorate but also to join the faculty,” she 
recalls. “That was a ‘denial’ kind of activity— there  were no  women 
on the faculty;  there  were hardly any  women students. But  because 
I am who I am, I see my path and I’m not  going to be easily 
deterred.”

Herzlinger’s determination proved fruitful: She was admitted to 
HBS’s doctoral program, studying financial control, where she 
became interested in nonprofit management. Her doctoral thesis on 
mea sur ing productivity at a local medical center piqued her interest 
in the health care sector, and she built a research and teaching 
agenda on  these interests, despite  there being virtually no pre ce dent 
at the school for the kind of scholarship she pursued. “When I was 
tenured,  people said, she’s okay but she has  these strange interests. 
She is interested in nonprofits and health care, and  those are verti-
cals that do not fit at HBS. As usual, I paid no attention.” In the early 
1980s, Herzlinger became the first  woman to advance to tenure at 
HBS and is  today a renowned scholar of the health care industry— a 
topic no longer seen as strange by her colleagues and indeed studied 
by many  others.48 By 2020, she had published more than fifty field- 
based teaching cases, numerous New York Times and Wall Street 
Journal editorials as well as six books. She was also at work on a new 
book and teaching materials about health care innovation.

Yet, for a time it was uncertain that Herzlinger would even be 
able to have an academic  career at HBS. Although asked to join the 
faculty as an assistant professor upon completing her doctorate in 
1971, she was initially told by the dean that as a  woman, she would 
not be permitted to teach MBA students. Realizing that this 
arrangement would seriously hinder her  career, she de cided to 
leave. “This is a teaching school,” she recalls thinking. “So [without 
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teaching] I’m not  going to have a  career  here. I  didn’t leave angry; I 
just thought, this is not the right time for me to be  here.” She went 
to work for the governor of Mas sa chu setts, but before long she 
received an invitation to return— this time with the full status of 
teaching faculty: “The dean called me and said,  we’ve changed our 
minds. You can come back, and you can teach. And I came back. 
That was what I wanted.” Herzlinger would  later become one of the 
first two faculty members voted ‘best instructor’ by students.

Herzlinger was not inhibited by her unusual status as a  woman 
teaching at an institution with few female students, let alone faculty. 
While she was certainly a pioneer, she was driven less by the desire 
to attain a precedent- defying position than by an interest in using 
HBS as a platform to address what she saw as urgent questions:

 Women of my age  were generally the first to do what they did 
professionally, but rather than being “the first,” I was more moti-
vated by the Hebrew phrase tikkun olam. It means you want to fix 
the world. But I was aware of and tried to be helpful to my female 
colleagues. For example, amid widespread debate about the “glass 
ceiling” in the 1990s, MBA applications from  women declined. I 
was worried that  women  were needlessly depriving themselves of 
a wonderful  career, and I wrote a Wall Street Journal editorial that 
argued that the prob lem of a shortage of  women CEOs was 
caused as much by a shortage of  viable candidates at the time as 
by sexism. I predicted  there would be more than twenty  women 
CEOs of public firms in the twenty- first  century as the pipeline of 
 women with such interests and skills grew. I believe that this was 
helpful in reversing a worrisome downward trend among  women 
in our applicant pool.

Over the years, Herzlinger continued to explore new professional 
territories even  after breaking through one set of barriers. In the 
1980s she launched a medical device com pany with her husband, a 
PhD physicist, which, as she explains, “ wasn’t that much diff er ent 
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from coming to HBS when I did. We  were just  going to do it, and 
we did it.” At the same time, the Herzlingers  were also raising two 
 children and found themselves navigating work and  family as that 
topic became increasingly prominent in the discourse about  women’s 
 careers. They pursued an egalitarian partnership that allowed both 
spouses to pursue professional goals—an approach perhaps still 
ahead of its time. As she describes:

It  wasn’t true in my own marriage, but in most marriages, 
 women still have primary responsibility for the  children, and the 
 family’s social life, and every thing  else. So, you have to have a 
 career that enables you to balance  those  things. When my stu-
dents come and ask for my advice, the number of men who ask 
about work- family balance— I could count them on one hand over 
fifty years, whereas for  women it’s a very impor tant issue.

Through her roles as a teacher, researcher, and entrepreneur, 
Herzlinger has impacted many thousands of students and scholars, as 
well as health care prac ti tion ers and their patients. In addition, she has 
been a groundbreaking presence in numerous boardrooms and has 
also helped shape policy debates. She has served on the boards of 
more than a dozen publicly traded companies, typically as chair or 
member of the audit or pension committee, given her doctoral 
training in accounting, and often as the first  woman at the  table. 
With characteristic frankness, Herzlinger draws on her own obser-
vations to note the drawbacks to boardroom homogeneity:

I think boards need diversity of all sorts, but what they  really 
need are  people who understand the business. And what you 
frequently see on boards are  people who are CEOs, who come 
from the same kind of roles as the top management of the com-
pany they oversee. And that similarity between directors and 
management could ultimately be a negative; when their fellow 
CEO gets into trou ble, directors are very sympathetic, perhaps 
unduly so. That’s when boards are  really impor tant, when the 
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com pany gets into trou ble— and  you’ve got the wrong kind of 
board if every one on it is a CEO who does not  really understand 
the business.

 Today, Herzlinger continues to be a leading voice for innovation 
and consumer focus in health care. Like a number of her HBS 
colleagues, she has spent considerable energy translating the in-
sights of research into guidance for policy makers. She authored 2008 
presidential candidate John McCain’s health care plan and has 
addressed the US House of Representatives on the health care 
sector. A 2018 Wall Street Journal editorial coauthored with Joel Klein, 
former Bill Clinton– era assistant US attorney general, helped make 
the case for expanding the use of health reimbursement arrange-
ments, a rule the federal government  adopted the following year. 
Herzlinger’s work on expanding consumer choice in health insur-
ance was also cited in a Wall Street Journal editorial jointly authored 
by the US secretaries of health and  human ser vices,  labor, and 
trea sury,  after the publication of which she chaired a Washington, 
DC, panel on health care innovation.49

Herzlinger’s influence on the health care sector has also extended 
from her long- running MBA course, “Innovating in Health Care.” It 
was the first health care course to be offered at HBS and has evolved 
with the changing nature of the industry. (Student business plans 
written for the course have to date launched at least six billion- dollar 
firms.) In 2014, Herzlinger launched “Innovating in Health Care” as 
a massive open online course, making the course available to thou-
sands of learners beyond HBS.  Today, she continues to break the 
mold in her academic field, developing a nontraditional textbook 
on health care innovation. As she explains, “I’m very excited about 
it,  because the subject  doesn’t get taught. Innovation gets taught, 
and health care gets taught, and how to do medical research gets 
taught. What  people  don’t teach is how you actually innovate in 
this environment, and that’s what my course focuses on. It’s not a 
standard course.” To spur more teaching on health care innova-
tion, Herzlinger founded the Global Educators Network for Health 
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Innovation Education (thegeniegroup . org), a nonprofit aimed at 
helping schools and instructors develop curricula; since the group’s 
founding, it has helped more than twenty schools around the world 
to create programs or courses on health care innovation.

Regina Herzlinger’s path has itself been innovative. Over a  career 
spanning six de cades, she has often been the first to explore impor-
tant questions and lay claim to seats typically occupied by men. Her 
pioneering work and pioneering presence have presaged dramatic 
changes to  women’s roles in business and society. Looking back, 
Herzlinger notes that she always believed in an inexorable and 
positive trend  toward more diversity, including greater repre sen ta-
tion of  women, in management and leadership, and is glad that she 
has survived long enough to see meaningful pro gress.
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