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Women in Leadership: Time to Intervene?

Despite long-standing anti-discrimination legislation in
the US, UK and across Europe, women still remain
under-represented at senior level in most organisations.
During these uncertain times, many organisations are
restructuring, and senior leadership teams are being
forced to make important decisions about the future
direction of their organisation. The evidence suggests it
is important to have a diverse senior management team
that is truly representative of employees” and customers’
interests. This would mean that not only women, but
other under-represented minority groups, should be
encouraged and supported to aspire to a position of
leadership. The stereotype of white, middle-class, middle-
aged men holding the most senior positions is pervasive,
very often with justification.

Recently, several organisations that realise the importance
of a diverse senior team, and are attempting to address
inequality at this level, have asked IES to investigate
what is going on: what are the barriers stopping women
from getting to the top, are HR systems and processes
inadvertently discriminatory, and what actions should
organisations take? Although the majority of this client
work has explored the career paths of women and the
obstacles and enablers they have encountered, many of
the findings can be applied across all under-represented
employee groups. This short piece summarises the key
themes emerging from IES’s client work.

Work life balance

In a report for a management institute, we interviewed a
number of women in positions of leadership across the
globe about barriers they faced throughout their careers.
The salient personal barrier that all 12 interviewed
women discussed was that of maintaining a healthy
work-life balance. The women talked in great depth
about the conflict they had to overcome when balancing
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their career progression alongside their family duties,
and about the need to constantly monitor and manage
this delicate equilibrium. While this is an obstacle that all
senior managers must face, it was more challenging for
career women due to the added belief that they should
also be primarily responsible for managing family life
and childcare. This issue was further exacerbated for
women in countries where there was an ingrained
cultural stereotype of the female looking after the family.

Other client work yielded similar findings. During a study
for a UK energy company, two thirds of the senior women
we surveyed agreed that their career had affected their
private life, compared to less than a quarter of the men.

‘It is a business imperative. As we go
forward the talent gap will get bigger,
we will need to attract and retain across
all groups in society. We will need to
appeal to Generation Y and to men and
women as they age and start to have to
care for elders.

Cisco

In another study looking at how coaching can help to
encourage women into senior positions, many of the
women we interviewed spoke of the sacrifices they were
forced to make either in terms of their career or their
family life, due to the negative attitudes of society or
their organisation. Even in Sweden, famed for its
progressive childcare policies and provisions, women
described the negative opinions they encountered if they
returned to work too early after giving birth. In other
countries, women with children had been given a
‘Hobson’s choice’” option by their organisation, to return
to work on a part-time basis or not at all; this had limited
their subsequent chances of promotion.
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Flexible working

The majority of women involved in IES’s client work
emphasised that they have benefited from flexible
working arrangements. These have allowed them to
manage the conflicting demands of their career alongside
their family responsibilities. However, flexible working
can be a double-edged sword. In a report examining
flexible working for a consultancy client, many interview-
ees felt that senior managers were more likely to identify
with, and therefore promote, employees who outwardly
displayed similar working characteristics to themselves.
They were more likely to regard employees who often
stayed late in the office, and were more visible to them,
as harder workers and so more eligible for promotion.
Therefore, those working flexible hours or working from
home (in the majority of cases women) were less likely to
be seen around the office and so could be viewed as not
so dedicated to the job.

Female characteristics

Many women in senior positions spoke to us about
having had to assert themselves at work, especially in
male-dominated industries, in order to progress.
However, they commented that
assertive behaviour is sometimes
viewed unfavourably and seen as
aggression when demonstrated by
women, which places them in
something of a ‘double bind”: if
they are unassertive they do not
gain any development, but if they
are assertive then they are
perceived  negatively, = which
hampers their progression to the
top. In one study, the majority of
women said they understood the
need to adopt more masculine
characteristics on occasions, but were keen to stress that
women should not lose their femininity. Women, they
felt, need to work in cohesion with men at the top levels
of the organisation to combine both feminine qualities
with male qualities for the most beneficial decisions to be
made. Recent work within the NHS has tried maximise
the benefits of such ‘female qualities’ to the organisation,
by training Nurse Executives (both female and male) to
make more impact at Board level in order to give greater
prominence to quality of care and patient safety.

Development opportunities

Many of the women we interviewed acknowledged that
senior managers needed to be aware of cultural

‘We recognise that there is a huge
talent pool out there and if we are not
in a position to offer such effective
policies and practices then we will not
hold onto those employees. But if we
can help balance career opportunities
and growth with effective policies in
practice our employees and our business
will benefit hugely.’

differences, particularly when working within global
organisations, as they are frequently in contact with
people from different countries. While many senior
women were fortunate enough to have gained employ-
ment abroad and so were accustomed to other cultures,
this is not always the case. Other research from IES has
shown that women are less likely than men to be offered
the types of development opportunities abroad that are
viewed as necessary to support progression into higher
levels of management and board positions. Where
development opportunities have happened, they have
often either been sought out or created by the women
themselves.

Organisational culture and discrimination

There were some cases of direct discrimination reported
against women at senior levels, particularly in male-
dominated industries. However, more difficult to tackle
were the covert assumptions made by male colleagues
which, enhanced by organisational culture, often
damaged women’s career progression. Discriminatory
views within organisations (such as the assumption that
senior male executives would have a wife to support
their lifestyle), in addition to discriminatory attitudes of
some men currently holding
senior-level or board posts, meant
that many highly qualified and
competent women were over-
looked for vacant positions.
Further evidence shows that
women holding board positions
tend to be significantly more
qualified then men of a similar
position, suggesting women need
to work harder to overcome
discriminatory
cultures in order to progress.

Accenture practices  and

Evidence from the studies carried out by IES also shows
that if an organisation has a ‘macho’ culture at senior
levels, the few females who do make it to this level tend
to feel very uncomfortable. Women in one organisation
felt that they did not fit in with the “testosterone filled
atmosphere’ at senior level, then they would not remain
in their position for long.

Organisational systems

Research highlights that a number of systems in place
within organisations can hinder the progression of
women or minority groups into more senior positions.

The first of these is the recruitment and promotion
process. Research in one company demonstrated that
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senior-level posts were more likely to be filled by
external recruitment than internal promotion. This tends
to disadvantage women or people from other minority
groups, as headhunters are inclined to select candidates
already in senior positions or people who fit the ‘typical’
profile. Not recruiting internally hinders the chances of
women, but also leads to organisational disadvantage as
it can lead to competent individuals feeling demotivated
and undervalued and, ultimately, leaving to join other
companies. In the same study, a further finding was that
men had higher rates of internal promotion at senior
levels than women — a ‘double whammy’ for women
wanting to get to the top. Another point, which has
already been alluded to, is that there is a tendency for
senior managers to recruit ‘in their own image’, that is to
recruit individuals who are as similar as possible to the
present job incumbents. This serves to enhance an
organisation’s resistance to change and can make it
difficult for women and other employees from minority
groups to be seen as potential senior management
candidates.

Alarming findings have surfaced from different studies
that we have done. It appears that, when senior women
are assessed, they are sometimes
judged on something other than
actual performance. Women in
senior positions tend to receive
poorer
performance management process
and as a
promoted more slowly, if at all.
Negative attitudes and beliefs
involve stereotypes which focus
on: assumptions about lack of
policy- and strategy-related ability
required for promotion success;
assumptions about poor reliability
associated with flexible working arrangements; and
assumptions about women’s career expectations and
desire for promotion. Also worrying is that each
additional contractual hour per week worked increases
the odds of being in the ‘above average’ (for
performance) group, by a factor of 1.043. This is
equivalent to changing a 50 per cent probability of
promotion to 49 per cent for each additional hour
worked - hence full-time staff receive better average
performance marks than part-time.

outcomes from the

apply.’

consequence  are

Research suggests that many occupations are segregated
along gender lines and that organisations can create
obstacles by marginalising women and other minority
groups into specific roles and activities. Moving people
into gender-segregated areas can have a lasting and
profound effect on career progression opportunities.
Senior and board level management candidates are
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‘We want to get the word out that this
job is great for females and that you
can’t know how great it is until you

‘Diversity and Inclusion is crucial, it is a
competitive advantage as it attracts
world class talent and supports achieving
excellence in performance.’

predominantly drawn from male dominated operational
backgrounds, or from specialist areas that contain a high
proportion of men (such as finance and engineering).
More ‘women-friendly’ areas such as HR are often
viewed as lacking the appropriate experience and
knowledge required for the highest levels of leadership.

Some organisations have considered introducing quotas
to increase the number of females and people from
minority groups at senior levels. However, unless
managed carefully, the working life of people selected as
‘quota employees’ can be quite difficult. Colleagues may
be aggrieved at people apparently being promoted for
reasons other than their competence, while they
themselves might feel that they are token promotions to
promote a positive image for the organisation and suffer
from a crisis in confidence as a result.

Board level aspirations

Although the women encountered by IES during the
course of these different client investigations have been
universally personally driven, ambitious and motivated,
a common finding is that not all senior women wish to
aspire to the top level in their
organisations. Those who do not
have  board-level  aspirations
usually give reasons linked to their
own personal goals or their
perceptions of the likely impact
that the role would have upon
their home life. In a study for a

British Gas

private sector company, while
women used words such as
‘energising’ and ‘empowering’
Standard Chartered  \hen envisaging a position at
Board level, words like “isolation,”
‘vulnerability,” and ‘insecurity’ were also used. Of those
women wishing to aspire to Board level, a number felt
that this would not be achievable without a move to

another company or sector.

Conclusion

The organisations that commissioned IES to carry out
investigations into the progression of women to senior
positions did so because they believed there was a
business need for diversity at senior management and
Board level. However, the studies show that, even when
intentions are good and apparently underpinned by
best-practice  HR policies, organisations often have
systems, processes and cultures that inadvertently
inhibit the advancement of women and people from
other minority groups.



About IES

IES is widely respected for its knowledge, insight and
practical support in HR, OD, L&D and people
management issues. The Institute combines expertise in
research with its practical application through our
consultancy work. Our approach is based on:

m building, exploiting and sharing the evidence base

m independence, objectivity and rigour

IES is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Charity no. 258390

m considering the whole people system, not just the
individual parts

m delivering practical, sustainable business benefits

m building our clients’ capabilities rather than their
dependence.

Whatever your professional and HR needs, get in touch:

T: 01273 763419
E: paul.fairhurst@employment-studies.co.uk

© Institute for Employment Studies

Women in Leadership: Time to Intervene?



	Women in Leadership: Time to Intervene?


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


