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Further praise for Why Women Mean Business

“This is certainly a book I would recommend to CEOs preoccupied by winning 
the war for talent. It gives valuable insight into the core of the issue – how to 
adapt your systems and culture to attract ‘the other half of the talent pool’ to 
leadership positions.”
Hilde Myrberg, Executive Vice President, Orkla ASA

“There is now a growing body of evidence that gender equality is not only the 
right thing to do: it is good for business and good for economies. But the authors 
don’t just provide an excellent analysis. Through their concept of ‘gender bilin-
gualism’, they set out the practical measures organisations can take to imple-
ment a gender strategy. Whatever your line of business, you should read this 
book.”
Nikolaus G. van der Pas, Director-General for Employment, Social Affairs 
and Equal Opportunities, European Commission

“An extremely important and insightful book which blends together much of 
the current thinking about women, together with wisdom and thoughtfulness. 
All women will be the benefi ciaries of their efforts.”
Lady Barbara Thomas Judge, Chair, UK Atomic Energy Authority

“This is a great book – and more timely today than ever before. While there has 
been a lot of progress over the last two decades with regard to women in busi-
ness, there has also been an element of half-heartedness among many key 
stakeholders. This book makes it perfectly clear why the progression of women 
in business is an obvious ‘win-win’ proposition for all. It goes on to highlight 
some of the key implementation challenges and offers practical approaches to 
overcome these challenges. A must read for all leading managers!”
Professor Peter Lorange, President, IMD Business School

“Startling and sobering and immensely useful  .  .  .  an eye opening work. Wit-
tenberg-Cox and Maitland map the emergence of the female economic engine, 
trace its importance to the global economy and provide a thorough-going guide 
to how companies can better utilise female talent.”
Sylvia Ann Hewlett, Economist, Author of Off-Ramps and On Ramps: 
Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success, President of the 
Center for Work-Life Policy, New York

“Why Women Mean Business provides a fresh and well researched series of 
insights around some of the perennial issues about women at the top of organi-
sations. The economic arguments presented to support change, together with the 
solutions being suggested, combine to ensure that the book is a key resource to 
all those who have or should have a concern. It also quietly despatches some of 
the myths which have survived so long.”
Chris Thomas, Partner, Egon Zehnder International

“Talent is short again these days, but the promise of gender diversity remains 
elusive for many world-class companies. Full of examples from across the globe, 
Wittenberg-Cox and Maitland’s highly useful book shows how success comes 
down to treating a gender initiative like any other business opportunity. Practi-
cal yet profound, the ideas and steps outlined will help change the conversation 
about gender – and the bottom line.”
Herminia Ibarra, Chaired Professor of Leadership and Learning, 
INSEAD



“A brilliant, entirely new perspective that puts women squarely where they 
belong, at the centre of the economy and society.”
Aude Zieseniss de Thuin, Founder and President, Women’s Forum for 
the Economy and Society

“Many of us have a lot of catching up to do to realise that the answers to most 
of our questions about talent, leadership, fl exible working, and all that good 
stuff, are there already – if we just open both of our eyes and all of our imagi-
nations. That’s why women mean business.”
Austin Hogan, Head of Human Resources, Operations & Technology, 
AIB Group

“This timely book enables courageous business conversations on having a busi-
ness for women, with women. To enable a diffi cult conversation to get on the 
business table is a feat by itself. To have a means to tackle it is an even bigger 
achievement. The authors managed to achieve both with this book. This book 
sharply articulates the inevitability of the future of business – in women’s 
hands.”
Rhodora Palomar-Fresnedi, Former Global Head of Diversity, Unilever

“The authors clearly make the business case for supporting the career advance-
ment of women and show organizations – though it won’t be easy – how to get 
on with it. Their use of international company examples highlights worldwide 
interest expressed by the best-managed companies in using the talents of ALL 
employees. A must-read for enlightened 21st century executives.”
Ronald J. Burke, Professor of Organizational Behavior, Schulich School 
of Business, York University, Toronto

“Avivah Wittenberg-Cox and Alison Maitland know what they are talking 
about. They’re realistic, practical and determined not to let anyone – corporate 
managements or executive women – do less than their best. Any company that 
is serious about success must get serious about women, and this book shows 
them how.”
Margaret Heffernan, Author of The Naked Truth

“Wow! What the authors are doing is extraordinarily valuable. They draw upon 
a wealth of information and put it into a global frame. Why Women Mean 
Business establishes an inarguable, last-word-on-the-subject business case for 
why organisations absolutely must get better at attracting, retaining, inspiring, 
and promoting talented women. It will be at the top of the reading list I provide 
for clients!”
Sally Helgesen, Author of The Female Advantage, The Web of Inclusion, 
Thriving in 24/7

“Success for business will increasingly depend upon the ability of companies to 
fully utilise a diverse pool of talent. Understanding the business case for cham-
pioning women is the fi rst step, making gender diversity actually happen is 
slightly more diffi cult. This book is compelling reading for those who want to 
win the war for talent.”
Peta Payne, Managing Director, International Women of Excellence

“The authors are intrepid translators of the perils of today’s gender-imbalanced 
business world. They weave an engrossing business case as to why companies 
must begin integrating a gender lens into how business gets done. My advice? 
Stop reading the quotes on the back of this book and buy it now. Your employees, 
customers and shareholders will thank you.”
Joanne Thomas Yaccato, Author of The 80% Minority: Reaching the Real 
World of Women Consumers
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FOREWORD

The issue of women in business is one that has preoccupied 

me for many years. Alison and Avivah’s book is a timely 

contribution to the increasingly vocal debate about the 

economic importance of women. It is refreshing to read their 

comprehensive analysis of gender as a business issue, not a 

women’s issue.

I strongly believe that women leaders are critical for busi-

ness, and not only because they are 50 % of available talent! 

Women have different ways of achieving results, and leader-

ship qualities that are becoming more important as our 

organizations become less hierarchical and more loosely 

organized around matrix structures.

There is a feminine approach to leadership, which is not of 

course confi ned to women. It is about being intuitive as well 

as rational. It is about multi-tasking and being sensitive to 

people’s needs and emotions, as well as relationship building 

and generous listening.

To transform organizations, drive change, challenge conven-

tions, leaders need to inspire people and that is only possible 



xiv

if you connect emotionally with your followers; that you 

show self awareness and openness; integrity and 

authenticity.

Women have an inherent advantage in the softer aspects of 

leadership. These are also the areas where business is chang-

ing most rapidly. I feel that women are in a unique position 

today, and over the next few years, to make a step change 

in fi lling leadership roles.

I also believe it is increasingly important that women should 

stop feeling they have to be like men to succeed like men. 

This is going in the wrong direction. My advice is: do not 

seek to develop male strengths, just when female strengths 

may be in the ascent. Remain yourselves and encourage new 

patterns of male behaviour. We can’t make the future happen 

unless women help the men adjust. All our leaders, female 

and male, need to be skilled and confi dent in drawing on 

all aspects of their persona to be effective leaders.

Niall FitzGerald KBE, Chairman, Reuters

Foreword
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PREFACE
Michael Kimmel

My fi rst reaction to Why Women Mean Business was a bit 

apprehensive. After all, the title suggests that women and 

men might be so different in their approaches to work, busi-

ness, and economics – that there needs to be a separate 

category. I worried a bit that it might settle too comfortably 

into that prevailing (if inaccurate) wisdom that holds that any 

form of cross-gender communication is an event of interplan-

etary proportions.

And I’ve spent the better part of my career refuting the facile 

dichotomy that men and women are from different planets. 

After all, if we were so different, we couldn’t work together, 

talk together, live together, or raise children together. It turns 

out that women and men are not from Venus and Mars, but 

both are from planet Earth. The differences between women 

and men – as well as the differences among women and 

among men – are what make life alternately thrilling and 

frustrating, exhilarating and demoralising – but always 

worthwhile.
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Preface

That was before I read it. My second reaction was, well, I 

wish I’d written it. Because what Avivah Wittenberg-Cox and 

Alison Maitland have done is something that is rarely accom-

plished in books about gender in the workplace today: they 

have listened carefully to both women and men, and 

revealed not so much how women and men are different, 

but rather the sleight of hand that has portrayed “manonom-

ics” as “economics” – that is, substituted one exaggerated 

version of economics as the only game in town. (They title 

their fi rst chapter “womenomics” just in case you missed the 

point!)

In doing so, what we learn is that what we thought was 

“organisational logic” or “market-based decision making” or 

“rational choice” are not gender-neutral terms, but terms 

invented by one gender and then generalised to an entire 

organisational system as if they were the only way to or-

ganise things. What got left out was another voice.

Let me give you a now-famous analogy. When the develop-

mental psychologist Carol Gilligan began to research “moral 

development” in children and adolescents, she found that 

psychologists had typically created a developmental sequence 

in which a person’s moral decision making moved gradually, 

but ineluctably, from more concrete morality (is it good for 

me and the people I care about?) to more abstract concep-

tions of justice (what is right and fair, no matter who gets 

hurt).
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Preface

Oddly, she found that most women (and some men) were 

deemed less morally “developed” because their morality 

centred on the effects of decisions on those they 

cared about – what she called the “ethic of care”. On the 

other hand, most men (but by no means an overwhelming 

majority) and many women subscribed to the more 

formal and abstract “ethic of justice”. This second 

groups’ “voice” was heralded as more highly developed 

morally.

But what, Gilligan asked, if we turned it around? What if we 

decided that an abstract sense removes the individual from 

the network of affective ties that are the stuff of real life, and 

that connectedness, not abstract principle, is the highest form 

of moral development? Well, why not? Whoever said abstrac-

tion was all that great?

The point, of course, is not that men are simply committed 

to abstract justice and women to caring and connectedness. 

Women and men share both traits. But we have so over-

valued one at the expense of the other that our hearing has 

become distorted, and we barely recognise one voice at 

all.

It is that distortion that this book exposes. What we thought 

was rational organisational behaviour – preferring the unen-

cumbered worker, willing to devote himself slavishly to the 

company 24/7 – is actually a very skewed vision of the 
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world. It profi ts neither the company nor the worker in the 

long run. In fact, in today’s economy it pretty much guaran-

tees you won’t get the best workers.

What’s more, it suggests something surprising. Over the past 

40 years, women’s entry into the labour force has been the 

single greatest transformation of the labour force in European 

and American history. The trajectory has been dramatic, and 

the pace, in large-scale economic terms, has been as fast as 

lightning.

I often demonstrate this point to my university classes by 

asking the women who intend to have careers to raise their 

hands. All do. Then I ask them to keep their hands raised if 

their mothers have had a career outside the home for more 

than ten years without an interruption. Half put their hands 

down. Then I ask them to keep their hands raised if their 

grandmothers had a career for ten years. Virtually no hands 

remain raised. In three generations, they can visibly see the 

difference in women’s working lives.

Just over 45 years ago, in 1960, only about 40 % of European 

adult women of working age were in the labour force; only 

Austria and Sweden had a majority of working-age women 

in the labour force. By 1994, only Italy, Greece, Ireland, 

Luxembourg and Spain did not have a majority of working-

age women in the labour force, and the European average 

had nearly doubled.
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And women have found themselves able readily to adapt to 

this very “gendered” arena. They’re doing great, rising 

to managerial positions, and, in Europe at least, managing 

to do so without sacrifi cing family life, although they do 

often sacrifi ce rapid mobility into top-tier management pos-

itions. In the States, by contrast, women still sacrifi ce family 

life for career mobility and studies of top-level managers in 

the US fi nd that most women have sacrifi ced motherhood, 

outsourced it, or staggered the timing of career to follow 

raising children.

Women have adapted – and managed to remain women. 

That is, what this book reveals is that women have been 

able to claim those falsely assumed “martian” traits – am-

bition, assertiveness, competence – and not lose their falsely 

termed “venusian” traits – caring, nurturing, connectedness. 

Women may still struggle to “have it all”, in common par-

lance, but women are defi nitely able to “do it all”.

It’s hardly an either/or phenomenon. One needn’t choose 

between being caring and competent, between being effec-

tive and affective. By showing how “manonomics” has been 

an impoverished economics, this book shows us what “huma-

nomics” might actually look like. And it looks very good 

indeed.

Michael Kimmel, Professor of Sociology, State University of 

New York



xx

Preface



xxi

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book grew out of our parallel work on women and 

leadership in the business world over the past decade. In 

our respective professions as a consultant and a journalist, 

we have advised on or written about the huge changes that 

are taking place in the labour force and in the way people 

work, and spent much time examining why these changes 

have not been refl ected in the executive suite and the 

boardroom.

Among the many people we have worked with and con-

sulted for the book, we have encountered a combination of 

frustration at women’s lack of progress into leadership and 

of eagerness for new solutions. Both have reinforced our 

belief that there is an urgent need for a fresh perspective.

We are grateful to the business people and professionals we 

spoke to, both on and off the record, for giving us their time 

and their views. In particular, we would like to thank:

Jim Andrews at Schlumberger; Paul Adamson and Simon 

Wilson at The Centre in Brussels; Pia Bohlen of xByte; Frank 



xxii

Brown and Herminia Ibarra at INSEAD; Sarah Butler at Booz 

Allen Hamilton; Fiona Cannon at LloydsTSB; Nuria Chinchilla 

at IESE; Sarah Churchman, Ed Smith and Cleo Thompson at 

PwC; Sam Collins at Aspire Coaching & Development; Kevin 

Daly and Laura Liswood at Goldman Sachs; Caroline Detalle 

at Bain & Co.; the Equal Opportunities Commission in Britain; 

Kristin Engvig, founder & CEO of the WIN Conference; Alec 

Guettel, Troy Smeal and Wayne Henderson, pioneers of new 

ways to work; Jody Heymann at the Project on Global 

Working Families; Austin Hogan at AIB Group; Richard Jones 

at HSBC; Christine Lagarde for her support over the years; 

Ilene Lang and Susan Nierenberg at Catalyst; Gemma Lines 

at Cass Business School; Renée Mauborgne, co-author of Blue 

Ocean Strategy; Margaret Milan, Marie-Claude Peyrache and 

Mirella Visser, some of the key motors behind the success 

of the European Professional Women’s Network; the directors 

and managers at the OECD; Rhodora Palomar-Fresnedi at 

Unilever; Heikki Poutiainen at Abloy; Raj Ray at Lehman 

Brothers; Sandrine Tézé-Limal; Susan Vinnicombe and Val 

Singh at the International Centre for Women Business Leaders 

at Cranfi eld School of Management; Wanda Wallace at Lead-

ership Forum; and Aude Zieseniss de Thuin and her team at 

the Women’s Forum for the Economy and Society.

We would also like to acknowledge the business leaders 

who have shared their personal observations and stories: 

Helen Alexander of The Economist Group; Vivienne Cox of 

BP; Andrew Gould of Schlumberger; Lars-Peter Harbing of 

Acknowledgements



xxiii

Johnson & Johnson; Barbara Thomas Judge of the UK Atomic 

Energy Authority; Anne Lauvergeon of Areva; Marie-Christine 

Levet of T-Online; Anne Mulcahy of Xerox; Olivier Marchal 

of Bain & Co; Christophe de Margerie of Total. We would 

also like to thank all the CEOs and leaders who joined us at 

the “Men’s Corner” that we created at the 2007 Women’s 

Forum conference in Deauville: Carlos Ghosn of Renault and 

Nissan, Frank Brown of INSEAD, Jean-Paul Tricoire of 

Schneider Electric, Gerald Lema of Baxter International and 

the others who enthusiastically responded to the fi rst pre-

sentations about this book.

We have had invaluable advice and affectionate support from 

our families, colleagues and friends including Pascale Depre, 

Liann Eden, JoAnne Freeman, Kate Grussing, Margaret 

Heffernan, Judith Hunt, Janne Lambert, Dena McCallum, 

Margaret Milan, Peta Payne, Marie-Claude Peyrache, Helene 

Ratte, Ros Scott, Stephen Scott, and Joanne Thomas Yaccato. 

This whole project would never have launched without 

Jennifer Flock’s help with the initial push.

Grateful thoughts go to all the people who have shared their 

experiences, views and ideas with us over the past decade, 

too numerous to mention, including the thousands of women 

members of the European Professional Women’s Network 

that Avivah founded in 1996, the women in the corporate 

women’s networks we’ve had the pleasure of being involved 

in, and all the executives who have debated and evolved 

Acknowledgements



xxiv

with us during hundreds of workshops, seminars and confer-

ences on gender in countries and companies across the 

continent.

Our special thanks go to:

Roger Beale, for his wonderful cartoons

Niall FitzGerald, for writing the foreword

Michael Kimmel, for writing the preface

Andrew Lamb, for his genius with a camera

Colin Maitland, for his invaluable advice

The team at John Wiley & Co for all their support

The authors fi rst met in 2000, when Alison interviewed 

Avivah for a Financial Times article headlined “Not enough 

time to be superwoman”. We fi nally found the time. Our 

collaboration on the book began after a conversation at the 

Women’s Forum (the “female Davos”) in Deauville in October 

2006. It has been a stimulating and entertaining cross-Channel 

partnership, Avivah in France, Alison in Britain. In our book, 

we note the enthusiasm with which young women are 

embracing the internet. We have long believed that technol-

ogy is a girl’s best friend. This book is indebted to Skype, 

instant messaging and the economies of triple play 

technologies.

The project has been hard work and immensely fulfi lling. 

Some authors retreat to solitary beach huts or rural hide-

Acknowledgements



xxv

aways to complete their books. On refl ection, we’re glad we 

did not have this option. The bustle of family and work lives 

has helped to keep things in perspective during the most 

intense periods of writing and editing.

We have sought to be as accurate as possible, checking and 

re-checking our facts. We are grateful to our many interlocu-

tors for their patience and support in all our conversations.

Avivah Wittenberg-Cox

Alison Maitland

October 2007

Acknowledgements





1

Chapter One

WOMENOMICS

“Forget China, India and the internet: economic growth is 

driven by women”

The Economist, 12 April 2006

Carlos Ghosn, the CEO of Renault and Nissan, says that 

Nissan is not responding as well as it could to the needs and 

expectations of most of its consumers. Addressing 500 of the 

world’s most powerful women at a self-styled “Davos for 

women” conference in Deauville, France (Women’s Forum, 

2006), he said that women directly make or infl uence two-

thirds of car purchases in Japan. Nissan conducted surveys 

which revealed that 80% of women buyers would prefer to 

have women salespeople in the showrooms. So would 50% of 

men. Yet today, Mr Ghosn acknowledges ruefully, women 

represent only 10 % of salespeople in Japan and only 1.9 % of 

Japanese car industry managers.

This book is dedicated to the companies that are waking 

up to “womenomics”: the economic revolution created by 
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Why Women Mean Business

women’s growing power and potential. No business can afford 

to ignore it.

Guarantors of growth

The 20th century saw the rise of women. The 21st century 

will witness the economic, political and social consequences. 

Few developments have had such far-reaching effects on the 

lives of every man, woman and child today than the rapid 

change in the status and role of women. Over the past 30 

years, and for the fi rst time in history, women have been 

working alongside men in the same jobs and the same 

companies, with the same levels of education, the same 

qualifi cations, and comparable ambitions. Today, they rep-

resent most of the talent pool and much of the market. They 

have unprecedented economic infl uence. In America, for 

example, women make 80 % of consumer purchasing 

decisions.

Women’s mass arrival into the world of work in the 20th 

century is emerging as an economic revolution with enor-

mous consequences. In developed countries, women are 

becoming central to labour market solutions to the combined 

challenges of an ageing workforce, falling birth rates and 

skill shortages. In the developing world, women’s economic 

participation is increasingly seen as the key to sustainable 

development.
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Womenomics

There has never before been such a confl uence of inter-

national attention given to the economic importance of 

women and the need to enable them to fulfi l their potential. 

The position of women – in companies, countries and gov-

ernments – is seen as a measure of health, maturity and 

economic viability. The World Economic Forum, organiser 

of the infl uential Davos conference, created a Global Gender 

Gap Report in 2005, ranking 115 countries on how they score 

for women’s education, health, and participation in the 

economy and the political process.

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Develop-

ment (OECD) has declared that “gender equality strengthens 

long-term economic development”. In 2007, it set up a 

gender website to focus on “the implications of [gender] 

inequalities for economic development and what can be 

done to develop policies for parity” (OECD website, 2007). 

In a similar vein, the World Bank launched a Gender Action 

Plan (World Bank website) in 2007.

Goldman Sachs, the leading investment bank, is one of those 

now using the term “womenomics” to sum up the force that 

women represent as guarantors of growth. It points to the 

huge implications that closing the gap between male and 

female employment rates would have for the global economy, 

giving a powerful boost to GDP in Europe, the US and Japan. 

“Encouraging more women into the labour force has been 

the single biggest driver of Eurozone’s labour market success, 
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much more so than ‘conventional’ labour market reforms,” 

it says.

Reducing gender inequality further could play a key role in 

addressing the twin problems of population ageing and 

pension sustainability. Crucially, Goldman notes, female 

employment and fertility both tend to be higher in countries 

where it is relatively easy for women to work and have 

children (Daly, 2007).

Governments are looking anxiously for solutions to the per-

sistent undervaluing of women’s skills. Vladimír Špidla, the 

European Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and 

Equal Opportunities, points out that women have fi lled 6 

million of the 8 million jobs created in the European Union 

since 2000, and that 59 % of university graduates are female. 

“Women are driving job growth in Europe and helping us 

reach our economic targets,” he says. “But they still face too 

many barriers to realising their full potential.”

Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, has pointed to 

women’s under-representation in top jobs, arguing that this 

must be corrected to help Europe become the world’s most 

dynamic economy. In the UK, a government-appointed com-

mission on women and work has reported that the country 

could gain £ 23bn – or 2 % of gross domestic product (GDP) 

– by better harnessing women’s skills. “Many women are 

working, day-in, day-out, far below their abilities and this 
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waste of talent is a national outrage at a time when the UK 

is facing some of its strongest competition from around the 

globe,” said Baroness Margaret Prosser, who chaired the 

commission (Women and Work Commission, 2006).

Why Women Mean Business takes these powerful economic 

arguments for change to the heart of the corporate world. 

We analyse the opportunities open to companies which really 

understand what motivates women in the workplace and the 

marketplace. We explain the impact of national cultures on 

women’s participation in the labour force. We show how 

corporate policies that make women welcome will help busi-

ness respond to the challenge of an ageing workforce and 

the demands of the next generation of knowledge workers. 

We examine why many of the current approaches to gender 

have not worked and why we need a new perspective: one 

that sees women not as a problem but as a solution – and 

that treats them not as a mythical minority but as full partners 

in leadership. With the new perspective, we offer companies 

and managers a step-by-step guide on how to integrate 

women successfully into their growth strategies.

Gender is a business issue, not a “women’s issue”. The 

under-use of women’s talent has an impact on the bottom 

line. Taking action to address this will require sustained 

courage and conviction from today’s corporate leadership. 

This is an opportunity that must not be missed. It is time for 

CEOs to get serious about sex.
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The strategic side of the gender divide

Like countries, companies have forceful economic motives for 

making gender a top priority. The fi rst motive is fi erce com-

petition for talented people. “Talent has become the world’s 

most sought-after commodity,” announced The Economist 

magazine in 2006. “The shortage is causing serious problems” 

(The Economist, 2006). Harvard Business Review said in 2007, 

“Talent management: There’s no hotter topic in HBR ’s port-

folio, for the obvious, overwhelming reason that in the 

knowledge economy of the twenty-fi rst century, talent will 

always be the scarcest of scarce resources. Above all others, 

it is what companies compete for, depend on, and succeed 

because of” (Harvard Business Review Online, 2007).

Business knows that talent is scarce and is seriously worried 

about how to fi nd more of it. It could start by doing far more 

to optimise an important part of the talent it already has – the 

female part. Girls are now outperforming boys in many sub-

jects and at almost every level of education. Women account 

for a majority of university graduates in Europe, the US, and 

other OECD countries. They make up half the workforce in 

much of the developed world.

Yet many companies, both publicly listed and in private 

hands, have a long way to go in recognising women’s poten-

tial. Some have not even counted how many women they 

have. Others have made great strides in increasing the 
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number of women they recruit, but have not adapted their 

internal systems and cultures to ensure that women make 

the most of their abilities over the course of their careers. 

The issues that companies face in recruiting, retaining and 

promoting women need to be resolved. The negotiating 

power of employees – and the value of women’s contribu-

tion – is rising with the growing scarcity of skilled knowledge 

workers. As populations age across Europe, the US and Asia, 

companies tackling talent shortages will want to do a better 

job of understanding and managing the motivations and 

aspirations of the female half of the workforce.

The second motive for making gender a top priority is the 

importance of getting the right leadership team. Companies 

doing business in a multicultural, heterogeneous and unpre-

dictable world are beginning to acknowledge that changes 

in the make-up of their top teams may be a good idea. 

Executive committees and corporate boards composed of 

white men between the ages of 50 and 65 – often of the 

same nationality, sometimes with the same educational back-

ground – may not be best equipped to deal with so much 

cultural diversity and complexity.

Can organisations really believe, as they insistently say, that 

they are promoting the best talent, if 80 % or more of those 

they are promoting to the top are men? Would they perform 

better with a better gender balance? The research suggests 

they would. A US study of the Fortune 500 in 2004 found 
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that companies with the highest proportion of women in 

their senior teams signifi cantly outperformed those with the 

lowest proportion on both return on equity and total share-

holder return (Catalyst, 2004). This correlation between 

greater gender mix and better performance was strongly 

backed up in a subsequent study of Fortune 500 boards of 

directors in 2007 (Catalyst, 2007) and by McKinsey research 

(McKinsey & Co, 2007) into companies in Europe, America 

and Asia in the same year.

The third motive for companies is that women represent half 

the market – and more. After decades in the workforce, 

women now pack a punch in their pocketbooks: purchasing 

power. As noted above, research in the US shows that 

women are making 80 % of consumer purchasing decisions, 

covering everything from cars and computers to IT and 

insurance.

A spate of recent books on female consumers attests that 

selling to these “new” women is not the same as selling to 

men. The status and roles of women have changed dramati-

cally in a few short decades. Keeping up with this multi-

faceted and heterogeneous population is no small feat. Their 

expectations and motivations require innovation in customer 

relationships.

Responsive companies are adapting their consumer research 

and product development to take this reality into account. 
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An all-female team at Volvo designed a concept car based 

on in-depth research into women’s motoring needs and 

desires. Dove, the Unilever personal care brand, broke new 

ground in depicting women of different shapes, colours and 

sizes in its advertising, recognising that there is no longer 

such a thing (if there ever was) as a single “woman’s segment” 

of the market. The fi rst-mover advantages of understanding 

women can be great. As Volvo put it: “Meeting women’s 

expectations makes us exceed the expectations of men” 

(Widell Christiansen, 2004).

The investment opportunities have been highlighted by 

Goldman Sachs, which has created a “Women 30” basket of 

shares of companies benefi ting from growing female con-

sumer clout. These stocks have performed better than global 

equities over the past 10 years.

Opportunity cost

Women have been elected to the highest political offi ce in 

countries from Germany to Finland and Chile and made their 

way to the foreground of presidential battles in France and 

the US for the fi rst time. They make up half the governments 

of countries like Spain, France, Finland and Sweden. A few 

women also run major corporations, including PepsiCo, the 

US food and drinks multinational, and Areva, the French 

nuclear group.
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The rising infl uence of international women’s conferences is 

testament to female political and economic empowerment. 

One such is the Women’s Forum for the Economy and Society, 

which has become known in the business world as the 

“women’s Davos”. Created by Aude Zieseniss de Thuin, it has 

been cited by the Financial Times as one of six leading forums 

addressing global issues (Financial Times, 2007). The fi rst 

conference, in Deauville, France, in October 2005, attracted 

more than 500 participants from 43 countries. The following 

year, the numbers had grown to more than 900 participants 

from 61 countries. With big business backing, de Thuin has 

planned similar events in China and the Middle East.

Women are no longer a complete exception in the seats of 

power. Nor are they anything like the rule. On the whole, 

they have clambered their way relatively quickly up to middle 

management. Yet, despite the vast numbers of women in the 

workforce, only a tiny and highly publicised few have 

assumed leadership positions in big companies. When she 

was appointed to PepsiCo in 2006, Indra Nooyi swelled the 

ranks of women running Fortune 500 companies from just 

10 to 11.

This handful of exceptions highlights the yawning gender 

gap at the top of companies. The business world, so often 

adept at innovative approaches to emerging markets, has 

been slow to profi t from women’s potential as leaders. 

Current trends do not point to any imminent improvement. 
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In the US at the turn of the millennium – 25 years after 

women started to move into management in signifi cant 

numbers – half of the 1000 biggest companies did not have 

a single woman in their senior executive ranks. On this basis, 

women will probably constitute no more than 6 % of the 

chief executives of the Fortune 1000 in 2016, a US study 

estimates (Helfat et al., 2006).

Of course, there are not that many CEO jobs to go round. 

Many people might ask: “Who wants the hassle of being a 

CEO anyway?” A more relevant question, however, is this: 

“Would companies be better off with more women at the 

top?” Given the benefi ts of gender balance cited above, the 

corporate world stands to gain from ensuring that the best 

person for the job actually gets it. Women may not always 

fi ght as hard as men to get power. Does that mean they are 

ill suited to exercising it?

The rise of women into senior corporate jobs is hampered 

by the fact that less than a third of MBA students are women. 

The banking industry is one that particularly struggles with 

this. In their January 2007 lists of newly promoted managing 

directors, Citigroup had only 22 women (out of 188 names 

distinguishable by gender to an English-speaker), while 

Lehman Brothers had 23 out of 141. In the legal profession, 

despite years of virtually equal numbers of male and female 

law graduates, only 17 % of partners at top American law 

fi rms in 2005 were female (O’Brien, 2006).



12

Why Women Mean Business

Women, having entered many companies in parity with men, 

still frequently fi nd the culture foreign to their own leader-

ship styles, particularly the higher they go. Many decide to 

leave, to take control of their lives, and often to set up their 

own businesses. While entrepreneurship can be a viable and 

productive alternative for women, it represents a serious 

brain drain for the corporate world.

Valuing difference

“Business remains a world created by males for males,” said 

Jeremy Isaacs, chief executive offi cer of Lehman Brothers in 
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Europe and Asia, when he launched a research centre for 

women in business at London Business School. To gain 

competitive advantage, business had to recruit and keep the 

best people. “To do that will take more than merely training 

women to perform better in a male environment. It will mean 

making businesses more attractive to women, so that they 

are inspired and motivated to stay” (Isaacs, 2006).

Women have moved from a role centred on home and hearth 

to being joint, and sometimes principal, breadwinners in a 

remarkably short time. Companies and their managers – and 

the business schools that train them – have struggled to keep 

pace with these changes and are now trying to catch up.

As progressive leaders like Isaacs are recognising, the cor-

porate systems and cultures developed over more than two 

centuries of industrialisation and post-industrialisation are no 

longer suited to today’s workforce or tomorrow’s challenges. 

Companies were largely designed by men with spouses who 

took care of life. As a result, they perpetuate the attitudes, 

career cycles and motivations that characterised half the 

population, half a century ago.

Many employers have long believed that the best way to 

integrate women is to treat everyone in the same way. This 

approach was reinforced over decades by equal opportun-

ities legislation, and by women themselves demanding equal 

treatment. The only problem was that in pursuing fairness 
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and equality, companies resolutely ignored differences 

between women and the male employees on whom they 

had previously relied. They dealt with the arrival of women 

en masse by requiring them to fi t in – and to adapt to male 

career models and leadership styles.

A lot of companies have good intentions towards women. 

Chief executives and chairmen express their wish to see 

more women in senior management and on their boards. 

Some insist that it is their differences from men that bring 

benefi ts. If they have to adapt to a male-ordered world, 

however, the women who make it to the top in corporate 

life risk losing the very differences that are now seen as 

valuable.

Corporate cultures and systems were not deliberately 

designed to exclude women from power. They were simply 

left largely untouched as crowds of women swept through 

the door. Now, women have moved from marginal to main-

stream. Companies are learning that they need to change 

how they market to women. They also need to change how 

they manage them.

Employers who want to capitalise on their investment in 

women will seek to create cultures that value and appreciate 

gender differences. This will give women permission to 

achieve power on their own terms, using their own language, 

with their own style.
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These changes are emerging as a potent tool in the political 

world. While Angela Merkel and Hillary Clinton played down 

their feminine profi les in their respective bids for power in 

Germany and the US, Michelle Bachelet in Chile and Ségolène 

Royal in France made much of the female and personal touch 

in their campaigns, demonstrating how the road to equality 

in power can be paved with difference. Photographs seen 

around the world, like that of US House of Representatives 

Speaker Nancy Pelosi wielding the Speaker’s mallet sur-

rounded by a horde of celebrating children, have helped 

build a picture of women as perfectly able to combine their 

womanhood with strong leadership.

Becoming “gender-bilingual”

Businesses have invested vast sums in learning the languages 

and cultures of emerging powerhouses such as Brazil, Russia, 

India and China. Now it is time to invest in learning the 

language and culture of a large section of their own employ-

ees – women. Companies and managers, both men and 

women, will reap the benefi ts of “womenomics” by learning 

to become “gender-bilingual”. Understanding gender differ-

ences will enable them to manage mixed teams more effec-

tively and to respond more relevantly to a growing share of 

their customer base.

Corporate initiatives on gender usually start by focusing on 

women as employees, rather than women as customers. 
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These “diversity” initiatives can actually reinforce stereotypes 

by over-emphasising parenting and work-life balance issues 

and framing them primarily as a “women’s problem” that has 

to be managed.

Aimed at creating more gender-balanced management and 

leadership teams, these approaches are based on the pre-

sumption that women are the ones who need helping, in 

order to be more competent at (male) corporate norms of 

behaviour. They launch women’s events and networks, and 

provide women with training, coaching and a variety of other 

support mechanisms.

These measures can be a helpful start in empowering women. 

Many still struggle with issues common to the out-of-power: 

lack of confi dence, stereotyping, exclusion from informal 

networks. The companies that provide the services and prod-

ucts they buy are mostly run by men, from Nestlé and L’Oréal 

to Citigroup and Nissan. Women don’t yet know what it is 

like to have their needs fully understood and catered to. 

There is an immense “blue ocean” (Chan Kim and Maubor-

gne, 2005) of opportunity in tapping into what are still only 

latent, unexpressed and probably unrecognised desires.

Yet companies that limit their gender initiatives to network-

ing or development programmes for women miss the bigger 

picture. This kind of “fi x-the-women” approach focuses its 

efforts on the wrong segment of the population. Women 
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don’t need “fi xing”. Most of the attention and money given 

to this would be better spent on fi xing the systemic issue of 

outmoded corporate attitudes and processes.

To accomplish this shift, companies need to make gender a 

business issue, rather than a women’s issue. This means that 

men are directly implicated. “It’s not just a women’s problem, 

it’s a leadership and a business imperative,” says Ilene Lang, 

president of Catalyst, the leading US research organisation 

on women in business, which advises Fortune 500 com-

panies. “Men are a key part of that.”

One of the challenges is that gender is routinely positioned 

within diversity programmes. Diversity is too often about 

making minorities comfortable with a dominant norm. As 

long as women are considered one minority among many 

to be managed, the issue will not be resolved. Women’s 

growing economic importance requires turning the analysis 

upside down and pointing out to those currently in power 

what their dominance is costing business.

As a business issue, it must be addressed at the level of the 

board and the executive committee, not in a diversity ghetto. 

Senior management must make, and sell, the business case 

before setting targets. Like any strategic initiative, gender 

needs a budget, not just teams of female volunteers. It 

involves making changes before claiming the high ground, 

and allowing dissent to be aired openly and addressed. The 
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challenge is to create workplaces more welcoming to both 

sexes – and thereby to reap the full benefi ts of their comple-

mentary perspectives.

Declining demographics is not destiny

The increased attention being paid to the role women play 

in boosting economic growth comes against a background 

of falling birth rates and ageing populations in much of the 

developed world.

The International Labour Organisation has forecast that the 

“Big 4” European countries of France, Germany, Italy and 

the UK would have to increase immigration nearly fi ve-fold 

to 1.1 million people a year just to maintain 1995 labour 

force levels. Preserving “social security” – in other words, 

maintaining a stable ratio of working age people to retired 

people – would necessitate a 37-fold increase in immigration 

to almost 9 million a year (Martin, 2003).

The OECD has warned that “the decline in birth rates that 

has characterised the past few decades is unlikely to be 

reversed in the near future.” Adding to the concern, an article 

in the International Herald Tribune says: “There is signifi cant 

risk that if Europe cannot fi gure out how to get its citizens 

to reproduce, the EU will be unable to evolve into a unifi ed 

economic community, and will instead end up fi ghting for 

people.” It cites a report from the RAND Corporation, a US-
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headquartered think-tank, which warns: “These develop-

ments could pose signifi cant barriers to achieving the 

European Union goals of full employment, economic growth, 

and social cohesion” (Rosenthal, 2006).

The media are mesmerised by the birth rate fi gures, predict-

ing that if the trend continues, entire countries may see their 

populations halve by 2050. Yet declining birth rates do not 

have to be our demographic destiny. As the Financial Times’s 

US managing editor, Chrystia Freeland, pointed out, some of 

the developed countries with the highest birth rates, such as 

Size of youngest and oldest working age groups2

2Source: Eurostat; 2004 onwards: 2004 Demographic Projections
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the US and Sweden, have far higher levels of women in paid 

employment than those such as Japan and Italy, where birth 

rates are lower, too (Freeland, 2006). The OECD, The Econo-

mist, and Goldman Sachs have also pointed out the correla-

tion between women working and bearing children.

Countries, like companies, can address the demographic and 

talent crises by adapting to the changing realities of women’s 

and men’s lives. Countries can update logistical systems 

based on the 20th-century notion of full-time mothers at 

home. The few countries which created societies based on 

the concept that both parents work – notably the former 

communist states of eastern Europe – actually went back-

wards on gender balance on their journey to “freedom”. For 

women in these countries, discovering what really happens 

on the other side of the Wall has been a bittersweet journey 

characterised by a dramatic drop in birth rates.

Policies and programmes need to respond better to women 

and their modern motivations. Recognising that today most 

children have two working parents is an important fi rst step. 

The necessary adaptations can be counter-cultural. In some 

countries, politicians are still attempting to raise birth rates 

by encouraging women to stay at home. As of January 2007, 

reported the International Herald Tribune, Germany is 

spending some * 3.5 billion on maternity benefi ts. “The gov-

ernment hopes that this ‘elterngeld’, or parents’ money, will 

give professional women an incentive to stay home from 
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work for a year and look after their children” (Dempsey, 

2006). But the assumption that families are not having babies 

because they cannot afford to stay home to take care of them 

is a misinterpretation of the falling fertility statistics. Women 

don’t want to stay at home. They want to stay at work.

In the 21st century, if forced to choose between working 

and having a family, women are opting for work (given 

record high divorce rates, it can be fi nancial folly not to). 

Birth rates will rise when governments and the private sector 

understand and support the reality of dual-income working 

parents. Instead of forcing people into outdated choices, they 

should facilitate a modern-day conciliation between work 

and family.

The more comfortable both parents are made to feel in com-

bining their multiple roles, the more children couples – and 

economies – are likely to have. Attempts to shift the debate 

are now catching on, helped in no small measure by the fact 

that many of the men currently ensconced in the upper 

echelons of political and economic power are beginning to 

see their own daughters face the dilemmas of adulthood.

The progress on modernising gender approaches is clearest 

in countries and companies which recognise that “women’s” 

issues are crucial political and economic subjects, ones 

requiring public sector solutions as well as private sector 

ones. To date, around the globe, the two have rarely acted 
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in tandem. The US has favoured private sector pushes, with 

individual companies developing and promoting their 

employees internally. The UK has looked to a combination 

of the two. Europe and Asia, as is their wont, have relied 

more on public sector pulls. So countries have designed 

policies that support political choices (supporting women’s 

working for some, like France and the Nordics, or not sup-

porting them, for others). As “womenomics” becomes more 

powerful, these approaches are becoming more integrated. 

The coming decade is likely to see the birth of combined 

public and private sector efforts to have the best of both 

worlds – allowing women both to make babies and become 

bosses, like the title of the series of OECD reports on the 

subject (OECD).

21st-century forces: weather, women, web

For most of the last century, the issue of women was pro-

moted mostly by women. More generally, women’s debate 

on gender has largely been a conversation among women. 

A review of the literature reveals a litany of books by women 

for women about women. From the lightning rod of Betty 

Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique or Simone de Beauvoir’s 

The Second Sex to the more recent “women are better” books 

like Sally Helgesen’s The Female Advantage and Helen 

Fisher’s The First Sex, it has been an important and empow-

ering discussion.
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Very little, however, has been written about the economic 

and political infl uence of women for an audience which 

includes the men currently in power. Women’s growing 

purchasing power has recently been described through the 

angle of “women as consumers” in a fl urry of books that 

incite companies to target this lucrative market better. But 

there is more to women than their – albeit swelling – bank 

accounts.

This book offers the bigger picture on gender. It does not 

take the view that women are better than men. A host of 

recent publications has announced the obsolescence of men 

and/or the superiority of women. This “them versus us” 

approach is as much cannon fodder for continuing gender 

wars as it is for religious and political ones.

The time has come for fresh thinking, less attached to “glass 

ceilings” and “opposite-sex-as-opponent” starting points. 

Women, and the professional issues they raise, are related 

to many other impending changes in the way we work. 

“Figuring out” females will help organisations understand 

and respond to these developments – from the evolving 

expectations and roles of men, to the fl exibility and 

adaptations needed by an ageing workforce and de-

manded by the generation now entering the workforce. 

Countries and companies that are women-friendly will be 

better placed to benefi t from these demographic and social 

trends.
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Our goal is an approach to gender that includes both halves 

of the human race. Our aim is a new kind of “bilingual” 

leadership, one that maximises the abilities and potential of 

both men and women by recognising the competitive advan-

tages of our complementary skills and natures.

We propose a reframing of the gender debate, taking it out 

of the various boxes into which it has been awkwardly 

pushed for the past decades – whether as a “women’s issue”, 

a dimension of diversity, or an equal opportunity argument. 

All of these categorisations underestimate both the impact of 

women on the world, and the opportunity in better harness-

ing their potential.

Women are one of three emerging forces shaping the 21st 

century, along with global warming and the internet. We call 

them the three Ws:

• Weather – the mass acceptance of the need for environ-

mental sustainability that is changing the way we think 

about the Earth and our relation to it.

• Women – the massive contribution women can make to 

future economic growth and leadership.

• Web – the extraordinary transformation of the way we 

live, work and communicate through new technology.

These are three huge and irreversible movements that came 

into view in the 20th century, but will reach their full impact 
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in coming decades. The fi rst presents a terrible challenge, 

but also an opportunity to build a more sustainable future 

for our planet. The other two offer enormous opportunities, 

fi rst and foremost, but also present risks if we misuse them 

or underestimate their signifi cance. Will we recognise them 

all for what they are?

While this book focuses on gender, progressive forces are 

often inter-linked. These are some of our century’s greatest 

developments. Let us weigh them well, and address them 

together.
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MOST OF THE TALENT

“Of our 8,000 partners worldwide, 15 % are women. We 

are white males – that’s where we come from. Our objec-

tive is not 50/50. It’s the best people. But that is closer to 

50/50 than it is to 85/15”

Samuel DiPiazza, Jr, CEO, PricewaterhouseCoopers 

(DiPiazza, 2006)

A French industrial company decided to examine its poor 

record on recruiting and retaining women. It invited all its 

human resources directors from around the world to a 

seminar. They were handed a two-page list of job openings, 

taken from their internal jobs website, and asked to check it 

for gender bias. The 16 men and six women scanned the 

pages and shook their heads. They could see nothing that 

would offend.

Of the 20 jobs listed, all but one began by describing the ideal 

candidate as: “He will be  .  .  .”. The exception was what 

brought the point home. It was for a secretarial post and 
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began with the words: “She will be  .  .  .”. The HR experts were 

doubly shocked: they found it hard to believe the ads had been 

written that way, and were dismayed that not one of them 

had even noticed, despite longstanding legislation in the 

European Union outlawing sex discrimination. The shock 

galvanised the company into action. It set itself a target to 

recruit 40% women (author’s case study).

The “talent wars” are here

Sometimes, a rude awakening is required for companies to 

start taking serious action on gender. Their motive for looking 

at the issue in the fi rst place is usually self-interest, rather 

than a desire to achieve gender parity for its own sake. 

Today, most companies have some sort of policy on gender 

or are thinking of having one, driven by the need to be seen 

as “equal” or “diverse”, or not to be missing out on the 

talent.

As the vast baby boom generation begins to retire (60-plus 

years after the men came home to their wives from WWII), 

the talent wars which the McKinsey consultants started 

writing about in the late 1990s are growing fi ercer, leaving 

economies from Germany to Japan and the United States 

scrambling for skilled workers. In some industries – like 

defence, oil and gas, IT and healthcare – these skills short-

ages are already causing serious problems.



29

Most of the Talent

Intense competition for skills and experience is widespread. 

Seventy-fi ve per cent of senior human resources managers 

around the world say that attracting and retaining talent is 

their top priority, while 62 % are concerned about talent 

shortages in their companies (The Economist, 2006). These 

issues are particularly preoccupying those responsible for 

nurturing the next generation of corporate executives. 

Pierre Nanterme, Accenture’s “chief leadership offi cer”, 

says that what keeps him awake at night is whether the 

supply of skills will keep pace with growth (Nanterme, 

2006).

Despite these concerns, much of the business world seems 

to have diffi culty recognising that one of the most sweeping 

and effective solutions is right there, staring it in the face: 

making better use of women’s potential. Although we would 

not necessarily equate the female sex with all the attributes 

of a pachyderm, the situation is akin to that of the “elephant 

in the room”, the big truth that people prefer to ignore. The 

Economist dedicated a special survey to the subject of tal-

ent in its 7 October 2006 issue. Curiously, women were not 

mentioned as a solution.

The challenge is often presented primarily as one of match-

ing mobile capital with a mobile workforce. Yet making the 

most of female brainpower represents an opportunity to 

maximise growth without the social upheavals, real or imag-

ined, that nations fear will accompany the mass migration of 
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people. Doing so will benefi t economies, companies and the 

boards which run them.

As research by Goldman Sachs points out, gender equality 

in the labour force could boost gross domestic product by 

as much as 9 % in the US, 13 % in the Eurozone and 16 % in 

Japan (Daly, 2007). Goldman’s Kevin Daly says that Scandi-

navia’s experience suggests such an outcome is achievable, 

“given the right government policies and a wide cultural 

acceptance of equal female employment”.

Closing the gap between male and female labour partici-

pation would help address the urgent problem of pension 

sustainability, Daly notes. Increasing employment among 

people of working age would reduce the dependency ratio, 

the ratio of retired people to workers. Old-age dependency 

is most worrying in countries such as Japan and Italy, which 

have ageing populations, low female employment and low 

fertility rates.

Female brainpower

Women now make up a majority (54 %) of university gradu-

ates across OECD countries (OECD, 2006a). Countries and 

companies which enable women to reach their full potential 

at work will reap the rewards of girls’ educational attainment. 

Among the general population of 25- to 34-year-olds, a third 

of women, on average, have tertiary education, compared 
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with 28 % of men (OECD, 2006b). In Europe, women now 

earn 59 % of university diplomas (EU, 2007) and 61 % of PhD 

degrees (EU, 2006). In the US in 2002–03, women also outdid 

men, gaining 58 % of all bachelor’s degrees and 59 % of all 

master’s degrees. In higher academic qualifi cations, they ran 

a close second, earning 47 % of doctorates in all fi elds, and 

48 % of “fi rst professional” degrees, which cover practices 

such as dentistry, medicine and law (US Dept of Education, 

2005).

Research shows girls doing better than boys in many subjects 

and at almost every academic level. Is this because girls are 

smarter all of a sudden, or have school curricula and a pre-

dominantly female teaching profession adapted education to 

the way girls learn, perhaps to the detriment of boys?

It is an important question. A Financial Times writer refl ected 

the concern over boys’ relative performance at school. “I am 

worried that if my sons have to share classrooms with high-

achieving girls at 13 and 14, their self-confi dence may suffer 

and they may take a longer time to learn who they are, what 

they are good at and what they want to do” (MacGregor, 

2006). The article examined the argument that girls do better 

in single-sex schools, while boys benefi t from the “civilising” 

infl uence of girls in co-education. Society certainly needs to 

address the underperformance of boys at school. But it also 

makes sense for business to get better at wooing, keeping and 

promoting more of these outperforming young women.
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Given their educational achievements and their entry into 

many companies in numbers equal with men, it seems only 

common sense to enable women to share leadership and 

power. Yet many companies and boards still seem to be 

unprepared for the tide, or else to be awaiting proof that it is 

good for business, before they address the issue seriously.

The evidence suggests that having more women at the top 

is, in fact, good for the bottom line. In a groundbreaking 

piece of research, Catalyst, the US think-tank, examined the 

link between women leaders and the performance of the 

Fortune 500 companies. It found that the group of companies 

with the highest average representation of women in their 

top management teams signifi cantly outperformed those 

with the lowest average representation. Return on equity was 

35.1 % higher, while the total return to shareholders was 34 % 

better (Catalyst, 2004). Catalyst followed this with research 

in 2007 looking at Fortune 500 boards of directors, fi nding 

that companies with the highest representation of women 

directors were more profi table and more effi cient on average 

than those with the lowest (Catalyst, 2007). The out-perfor-

mance was even greater where there were three or more 

women on the board, suggesting the signifi cance of having 

a “critical mass”, rather than a token woman. Companies with 

three or more female directors had 83 % greater return on 

equity, on average, than those with the lowest representation 

of women, 73 % better return on sales, and 112 % higher 

return on invested capital.
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Similarly, a 2007 McKinsey study found that companies in 

Europe, America and Asia with 30 % or more women in their 

senior management team achieved higher average scores for 

“organizational excellence” (things like leadership, account-

ability, innovation, work environment and external orienta-

tion) than those with no women. McKinsey, together with 

Amazone Euro Fund, also found that European companies 

with the greatest gender diversity in top management out-

performed their sector average in terms of return on equity, 

share price growth and operating result (McKinsey & Co, 

2007). Whether these studies mean that women’s presence 

can directly boost fi nancial performance or that more open 

and better-run companies tend to attract more women to the 

top, the arguments in favour of greater gender balance are 

hard to ignore.

Research from the Conference Board of Canada and from 

Cranfi eld School of Management in the UK offers further 

weight to the business case for top-level gender balance. 

Having more than one female director seems to be linked 

to better corporate governance, more activity and more 

independence on the part of the board, according to the 

Canadian study (The Conference Board of Canada, 2002). 

Cranfi eld’s International Centre for Women Business Leaders 

found that FTSE 100 companies which adhere most closely 

to guidelines on good corporate governance are far more 

likely to have women directors than those that do not (The 

Female FTSE, 2004). The research centre, which has tracked 
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UK board composition since 1999, has also found that com-

panies with women directors tend to do better at bringing 

more women on board (The Female FTSE, 2003).

Under-used talent

So what is the problem? A decade or so ago, it was thought 

that once the educational playing fi eld levelled out and equal 

opportunities legislation had achieved its effect, women 

would naturally take their rightful place in the world of 

work. It might take a little time, but patience would prove 

that parity at all levels, including the very top, was achiev-

able – even inevitable. Many women also accepted this argu-

ment, diligently put their heads down and got on with 

work.

It is now clear this expectation was wrong. Although women 

have entered the workforce en masse, they remain largely 

excluded from certain economic sectors – and from the 

senior ranks of companies. They are concentrated in 

areas such as healthcare, education and hospitality, often 

work part-time and earn less than men. Inequality tends to 

be greatest in the private sector. In the UK, for instance, 

offi cial data show a gender pay gap for full-time workers of 

22.5 % in the private sector, compared with 13.3 % in the 

public sector. Even Nordic countries, which have made so 

much progress on gender balance in the political and public 
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sphere, cannot boast similar accomplishments in the private 

sector.

Women’s representation is particularly low in certain areas 

crucial to economic growth and competitiveness, such as 

scientifi c research and development. A UNESCO study 

showed that just 27 % of researchers worldwide were female. 

In Europe, women account for only 32 % of state laboratory 

employees and 18 % of private laboratory staff, according to 

the European Commission. “Women are too often ignored 

and discriminated against in the scientifi c arena,” said 

UNESCO, in a joint statement with L’Oréal, the cosmetics 

group, expressing concern about the situation (L’Oréal-

Unesco, 2007).

The link between women’s under-representation and gaps 

in important skills is not lost on policy-makers. As Meg 

Munn, the UK’s deputy minister for women and equality, put 

it: “Skills shortages in the UK are matched to the areas where 

we have diffi culty recruiting women” (Munn, 2007). Male-

dominated sectors with shortages of workers include engi-

neering, construction, information technology and skilled 

trades such as plumbing. In the UK, 70 % of women with 

science, engineering or technology qualifi cations are not 

working in these professions.

Women are also largely missing from the leadership ranks 

in the corporate world. The private sector, more than any 
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other, is failing to capitalise on the talents of half the work-

force. The vast majority of women remains stuck in middle 

management or below, while boards and executive teams 

are still resolutely male-dominated. Even in America, where 

women represent nearly 40 % of the managerial workforce 

(Catalyst, 2005), their progress into positions of real power 

has been excruciatingly slow. A US study shows that as 

recently as 2000 – a quarter of a century after women started 

moving into management – almost half of America’s 1000 

largest companies had not a single female in their top execu-

tive layer (Helfat et al., 2006).

Managers mull over the statistics, extrapolate their regression 

analyses, shake their rational heads and ponder what to do. 

One large French multinational calculated that, on current 

career trends, if they recruited only women and no men for 

the next 20 years, they would still have just 20 % in senior 

management. If they stuck to their current level of recruiting 

40 % women, in 20 years they would have  .  .  .  8 % in senior 

management.

The role of business schools

One big barrier to a better gender balance in senior corporate 

management is that top business schools have, for decades, 

had far fewer women students (only 20 % to 30 % of the total) 

than either law or medical schools, which have been near 

parity.
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The constantly cited reason for the lack of women on 

MBAs is that the programme requires participants to have 

several years’ work experience and this puts them in their 

late 20s when they apply, a point at which they are likely 

to face strong personal demands, such as starting a family. 

Whatever one thinks of the qualities or lack thereof of the 

MBA degree, it is an important badge of talent for many 

big corporations around the globe. This apparently small 

requirement for prior work experience has limited the 

number of women moving into senior management 

careers. The deans of these schools acknowledged this 

issue years ago. But they were, in retrospect, in no hurry 

to do much about it.

Now that is starting to change. A fl urry of North American 

deans and professors is promoting the gender agenda in 

Europe’s business schools. The fi rst female (and American) 

dean of London Business School, Laura Tyson, said before 

her arrival in January 2002 that her appointment could help 

to boost the low numbers of female students (Business 

Week online, 2001). The number of women students has 

risen from 22 % at the turn of the century to 28 %, putting 

LBS third among the top European business schools on this 

criterion after Instituto de Empresa in Madrid (36 %) and the 

UK’s Judge Business School at Cambridge (31 %) (Financial 

Times, 2007). The female faculty at LBS is still just 14 % of 

the total, although this has doubled from a paltry 7 % in 

2002.
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At INSEAD near Paris, another American, Dean J. Frank 

Brown, is also pushing gender up the priority list. The school 

increased its female MBA intake from 18 % in 2004 to 25 % 

in 2007. It also launched its fi rst women-only Executive Pro-

gramme (run by Cuban-born American Professor Herminia 

Ibarra) in 2006, after IMD in Lausanne led the way with 

Canadian Martha Maznevski doing the same the previous 

year. The growing attention that business schools are afford-

ing women is in part driven by rankings that highlight gender 

imbalance and in part by comments in the media like that 

of one City of London bank recruiter that “the holy grail is 

a woman with an MBA” (Bradshaw, 2007).

A number of American schools have fi nally decided to change 

their entrance requirements. As of 2006, they were tempering 

their appetite for prior experience because of the competi-

tion from other graduate degrees, like law, which accept 

students with no professional experience. This meant they 

were lowering the average age of entry, and even allowing 

some students to come in directly from undergraduate 

degrees. This will probably have a big impact on the number 

of women who choose to do business degrees and could 

boost their participation to levels similar to those in law and 

medical schools. In a report on the changes, the Financial 

Times quoted Thomas Caleel, director of admissions at 

Wharton, saying: “We’ve come to understand that it’s a much 

different life choice for a woman to get her MBA at age 23 

versus 28” (Knight, 2006).
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There have been other moves, too, to increase visibility on 

gender. LBS launched a Centre for Women in Business in 

late 2006, in partnership with Lehman Brothers, to research 

into areas such as women’s contribution to innovation, the 

impact of gender in teams, and the career aspirations and 

business school experiences of MBA students.

Tapping into the pool

“It is not enough to wait  .  .  .  for the pipeline of female talent 

to drip through to our senior ranks”

Jeremy Isaacs of Lehman Brothers 

(Isaacs, 2006)

So far, this chapter has highlighted the disparity between 

women’s educational out-performance and the under-use of 

their qualifi cations, skills and experience in a corporate 

world crying out for talent. Correcting this disparity, for the 

benefi t of individual businesses and the wider economy, 

means doing a better job of managing women. It is not 

enough simply to recruit more women, as many companies 

have learned at considerable cost. Once they have recruited 

them, they still need to work out how to keep them and 

how to promote them into power. Otherwise their recruit-

ment efforts risk being expensively wasted.

Each of these areas – recruitment, retention and promotion 

– requires specifi c adjustments. Together, they require a solid 
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understanding of the issues women face at each phase of 

their careers. The next section offers an initial guide to how 

companies can make these adjustments through a better 

appreciation of the “other half” of the talent. Our recom-

mendations for creating a corporate strategy on gender are 

set out in detail in Chapters Four and Five.

Recruiting: attracting women
Companies with few women often say that they would love 

to have more, but that they “just can’t fi nd any”. They explain 

that women are simply not attracted to their company or 

their sector. This chicken-and-egg argument is no longer 

particularly credible. Women have moved into every occupa-

tion not originally designed for them. From the military to 

the moon, from oil fi elds to political minefi elds, women have 

proved that nothing is too big, too bad or too ugly. (The 

highest representation of women in parliament is in Rwanda: 

women represented 49 % of the lower house in 2007, against 

just 20 % in the UK and 16 % in the US (Inter-Parliamentary 

Union, 2007).)

Where a fi rst generation of women was willing to play 

pioneer in relatively unfriendly contexts, the current gener-

ation is more discerning. Today’s woman has more choice 

and is better informed, both as an employee and as a con-

sumer. There are more data on companies’ efforts on gender, 

and women are becoming less shy about asking a few basic 

questions, like “How many women are there on your board? 
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And on your executive committee?” If the answer, at the 

beginning of the 21st century, is “none” or even “one”, the 

company will have trouble convincing women of its equal 

opportunity credentials.

Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, global head of Nestlé, the world’s 

biggest food group, unintentionally illustrated the distance 

that many companies still have to travel. He was giving a 

keynote address to a high-level international conference of 

more than 900 women (Brabeck-Letmathe, 2006). He 

opened by suavely announcing how delighted he was to be 

there, and how automatically he had accepted the 

invitation, as women were the very heart and soul of his 

customer base. What he had not realised when he fi rst 

accepted, he continued, was that it was such a senior group 

of women.

The fi rst question after his eloquent and well-written speech 

was: “How many women are on your executive committee?” 

He replied that there were none. No woman had yet gained 

enough international experience to be promoted to this level. 

He then added that he was against quotas. He even expressed 

surprise at the question, saying that he had not expected 

such powerful women to be so defensive. The audience 

booed in displeasure – both at the statistics and at his mis-

understanding of the issue being raised. His speech had 

underlined how women represented the quasi-totality of his 

company’s customers and how important it was to build trust 



42

Why Women Mean Business

with customers and other stakeholders. The irony was lost 

on no one but the Austrian chief executive himself.

How attractive are companies to women? Reviewing recruit-

ment ads is a quick and effective way of checking whether 

companies understand how women think and feel. Many 

companies still communicate a tough, masculine image. The 

question is whether this is done consciously to warn 

women off, or unconsciously because it has not occurred 

to anyone and because the male creative director at their 

ad agency happens to like it (the majority of ad agency 

creative directors are men, according to Inside Her Pretty 

Little Head, a book by two women advertising industry 

directors).

Even in companies that have become more sensitive to the 

kind of linguistic faux pas in recruitment ads that we de-

scribed at the start of this chapter, other forms of unintended 

bias persist. There are positive, effective ways to deal with 

them.

One company was concerned about the lack of women 

applying for jobs. The problem was particularly acute in 

Europe, where only about 5 % of applications came from 

women. It assumed that its technical, sales-oriented business 

simply did not appeal to them. Its recruitment ad featured a 

yuppie man with dark suit and briefcase, and the text copy 

vaunted the need for dynamism, aggression and competitive-
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ness. This is pretty standard stuff in the business world. The 

company redesigned the ad. Instead of using a stock photo 

of an unidentifi ed man, it featured senior women from its 

own ranks instead. The text focused on very different 

messages with a different vocabulary about enthusiasm, 

innovation and audacity. The application rate from women 

jumped to 40 %, simply with a change of visuals and vocabu-

lary. The advert which proved so attractive to women was 

also found to be more effective in recruiting the type of men 

the company was looking for (Author case study).

Companies often say that they do not hire more women 

because their recruitment agencies do not provide them with 

enough female candidates. They conclude that “there are no 

women.” In some companies, this tale is told at all levels, 

from sales staff to boardroom directors. But recruitment 

agencies suffer from exactly the same sort of unconscious 

biases as many internal company recruiters and their ads 

often carry subliminal forms of discouragement. A few pro-

gressive companies have taken to training their agencies to 

make them more “gender-bilingual”.

Tips on recruiting women

• Do not assume your sector is “not attractive” to 

women.

• Audit current recruitment statistics by gender.

• Check how attractive your company image is to 

women.
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• Review recruiting ads and announcements for uncon-

scious bias.

• Do the same with the recruitment agencies you use.

• Develop gender-inclusive recruitment communications.

• Have enough women in leadership to be credible to 

female recruits.

Retaining: the leaking pipeline
Companies are trying to fi ll the “pipeline” of women by 

opening the recruitment tap. This essential step will be of 

limited use if they do not simultaneously plug the manage-

ment pipes out of which women are leaking further along 

in their careers.

Many companies have been hiring women for a long time, 

some with greater success than others. What most of them 

have not worked out is how to use their talents effectively. 

From the moment women walk through the door, their 

careers and aspirations are not understood or managed in a 

“gender-adapted” way. To develop the structural metaphor, 

it is not a mythical “ceiling” that needs to be dismantled. The 

renovation work required is more substantial. The whole 

edifi ce needs to be checked for what could be called “gender 

asbestos”: the values, systems and processes designed for a 

different era, which can cause permanent but hidden damage 

to women’s chances. The costs of not modernising the mana-

gerial edifi ce, in terms of a poor return on investment in 

recruitment and training, are huge.
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Although companies are used to analysing workforce turn-

over, they are not used to analysing it by gender. Few com-

panies have made in-depth comparative studies of when and 

why men and women leave. Those which have done so 

know that women do not generally quit to stay at home, 

although this is still a common assumption. Of course some 

do, especially if they have high-earning partners, but many 

leave for a more attractive workplace, for greater control over 

their lives, or for the renewed meaning and motivation 

offered by alternative careers like entrepreneurship.
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More and more highly educated managers are making such 

choices. They are described in detail in Herminia Ibarra’s 

excellent book, Working Identity, which discusses the process 

of reinvention people go through as they step out of one 

career and experiment with radically new things. The trans-

itions she describes apply just as much to men as to women. 

Indeed, policies making the workplace more attractive to 

women are likely to help retain men who also want a dif-

ferent model of work and leadership, as we explain in 

Chapter Eight.

Men and women have different career life-cycles, however. 

Women tend to leave at different stages, and with different 

consequences, from men. A major study carried out in the 

US revealed that 37 % of high-achieving women took time 

out of their career. All but 7 % of these women wanted to 

return to work. Yet fi nding their way back onto the career 

ladder proved harder than they anticipated. Only 74 % 

managed to rejoin the workforce and only 40 % returned to 

full-time jobs, according to the survey of 3000 women and 

men published by Harvard Business Review and the Center 

for Work-Life Policy in New York (Hewlett and Buck Luce, 

2005).

What were their reasons for taking time out? While childcare 

and elderly care were cited by many of the women in dif-

ferent economic sectors, the dominant trigger for those in 

business, banking and fi nance jobs was that they did not 
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fi nd their career satisfying or enjoyable. Only 5 % of all the 

women who took breaks – and none of the women from 

business and fi nance – wanted to go back to their previous 

employers, according to the study, “Off-ramps and on-

ramps”.

To date, there has been no equivalent pan-European research 

into this phenomenon. However, national and sector-specifi c 

studies are building up a striking picture of professional 

women moving out of corporate jobs to achieve greater 

control over their lives and work. They show that the most 

complicated decade for them is their 30s.

A survey of the top 300 companies in France found that, of 

the people who left them, women were fi ve times more 

likely than men to go in their early 30s. The research, pub-

lished by IPSOS and an association of alumnae of the 

country’s grandes écoles (GEF), showed these women left 

their jobs not to stay at home, but to fi nd employment where 

they could better manage their lives. Men were more likely 

to leave in their 40s (Grandes Ecoles au Féminin, 2005).

Childbearing is usually the fi rst visible fork in the career path 

for women, coinciding as it does with the time when those 

on the fast track are moving into their fi rst management 

positions. But it is by no means the only obstacle preventing 

women from reaching senior leadership, as we explain later 

in this chapter and in Chapter Seven.
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In some countries and in some cases, the childbearing issues 

that tend to dominate the 30s can emerge in the early 40s, 

especially if women start families later. In the UK, a recent 

study of one highly skilled profession – chartered surveying 

– found that women were leaving in large numbers after the 

age of 40. As with the French fi ndings above, many were 

quitting for other jobs such as teaching or administration, 

which allow them better to balance their careers with family 

life.

“This is about wasted potential at a time when surveying 

fi rms need all the skills and experience they can get in a 

fl ourishing market,” lamented Louis Armstrong, chief execu-

tive of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors. “If well-

educated, experienced women surveyors are working below 

their potential in other industries and sectors because they 

have not been able to make surveying fi t with family life, 

we need to re-examine the best ways to help them back to 

work.”

This widespread picture, evident across many countries and 

many sectors, represents a serious brain drain for all types 

of organisation. But it is a particular challenge for the private 

sector. Research by the Equal Opportunities Commission 

(EOC) in Britain, for example, shows that 20 % of full-time 

female managers in the private sector left the workforce in 

the year after giving birth, more than twice the 9 % fi gure in 

the public sector (Equal Opportunities Commission, 2007).
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The under-use of women’s skills, at a time when employers 

are fretting about talent shortages, seems to be worsening in 

some countries. In the UK, despite the growing numbers of 

women graduates in the workforce, only 45 % occupied 

higher paid jobs in 2007 – down from 65 % a decade earlier. 

In the US, a study of three classes of Harvard Business School 

MBA women revealed that only 38 % of those with children 

worked full time (Hirschman, 2007). What is the point of 

investing in education if we do not enable the benefi ciaries 

to make full use of their skills?

Career progression into higher paid jobs is similar for women 

and men until the age of 30, EOC research in Britain shows. 

But after that age, the proportion of men in these jobs 

increases steadily until their 40s and 50s, while the pro-

portion of women declines. See fi gure overleaf: Different 

Career Cycles.

“Client-driven” cultures

High-status professional service fi rms covering law, consult-

ing and accountancy face some of the biggest retention 

problems. These fi rms pride themselves on recruiting the 

very brightest graduates, among which is usually a sizeable 

crop of women, and then funnelling them through an “up 

or out” system. The fees charged by these fi rms are high 

enough for clients to expect 24/7 service (often despite the 

client’s own internal efforts to introduce some form of work-

life balance for employees).
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The culture in these fi rms refl ects a round-the-clock and 

round-the-world work ethos. They have struggled to keep 

women through their 30s, and struggle even harder to 

promote them to partner level. Despite having potentially 

one of the most fl exible forms of knowledge work in the 

world, many of these fi rms resist questioning whether theirs 

is the best way to serve their clients, and appear reluctant 

to adapt their model to integrate women’s needs and 

life-cycles.
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They believe they are being rigorously objective in treating 

men and women in exactly the same way – which they do. 

That is the problem. They are unaware of the bias inherent 

in assuming everyone is the same when everything about 

their culture and promotion tracks is based on a traditional, 

linear, single-income male career model. Since men and 

women are equal and the same in their eyes, the only dif-

ference that women appear to bring to the table is less time, 

less availability to travel and therefore less “commitment”. A 

majority of the male partners who run these kinds of fi rms 

have wives who do not work, while most of the women 

who work for them have husbands who do.

However, even these fast-paced fi rms are feeling the pinch 

of changing employee motivations. A younger generation is 

often less willing to put its professional life on a pinnacle 

of total devotion. Those who are still motivated primarily by 

making as much money as possible, as young as possible, 

have highly lucrative alternatives: investment banks, hedge 

funds and private equity fi rms where remuneration can out-

strip a consultant’s or lawyer’s annual pay by a factor of fi ve 

or even 15. So, in markets like London, some professional 

services fi rms are toying with the idea of marketing “prefer-

able lifestyle” offerings – once they have crafted them.

Deloitte, the professional services fi rm, was early to recog-

nise it had a problem and to set about dealing with it. Well 

over a decade ago, it realised it was haemorrhaging women. 
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Early in the 1990s, it organised two-day workshops for every 

management professional – 5000 people in all at a cost of 

some $ 8 m – to focus on gender issues. These events were 

“a turning point, a pivotal event in the life of the fi rm  .  .  .  ul-

timately, they converted a critical mass of Deloitte’s leaders,” 

wrote Deloitte Consulting CEO Douglas McCracken in a 

Harvard Business Review article entitled “Winning the talent 

war for women” (McCracken, 2000). “The message was out: 

don’t make assumptions about what women do or don’t 

want. Ask them.”

Case Study: Retention at PwC

When Sarah Churchman started working on diversity at 

PricewaterhouseCoopers UK in 2001, the fi rm was losing a 

lot of women from middle management grades. That trend 

has been reversed, but women are still not getting through 

to senior levels, says Churchman, UK director of diversity. 

When she presented the position to partners in early 2007, 

“they realised what was getting in the way was not obvious. 

As they said: ‘There’s something about our culture.’ ”

This is refl ected in a lack of role models at the top of the 

organisation. “In the last few years, of the students we have 

recruited, less than half are white men. But at the very top 

of the organisation, of the 800 or so partners, 90 % are male 

and 98 % are white. The top is not in any way like the 

bottom. That will pose problems. People tend to leave not 

because of family or childcare issues. They leave because 
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they look up and don’t see anyone like them” (interview 

with author, 2007).

The shortage of women at the top is a big challenge for PwC 

globally, as its CEO acknowledges at the start of this chapter. 

The PwC website also discusses it: “Our graduate intake each 

year is split equally between men and women. But as people 

reach senior manager and director levels, the proportion of 

women falls. Until this imbalance is corrected, we – and our 

clients – will continue to miss out on the full potential of 

our female talent” (PwC website, 2007).

Companies need to recognise that the solution to the reten-

tion challenge requires a deeper questioning of their culture 

than most have bargained for. While women may sometimes 

be pulled out of corporate jobs by personal aspirations and 

family commitments, more often it is the many cumulative 

factors inside companies themselves which force them out 

(see Close Up text overleaf).

While it can be relatively quick and easy to show improve-

ments in recruitment, retention requires greater adaptation. 

Companies usually approach it as one would a minor leak 

in a basement bathroom – not realising that the entire house 

needs new pipes.

Tips on retaining women

• Recognise the leaking pipeline in the fi rst place.

• Evaluate its size and cost.
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• Analyse when and why it occurs, and if the reasons differ 

by gender.

• Recognise that male and female career paths may be 

different, and non-linear.

• Acknowledge the systemic issues at the source of the 

problem.

• Implement the changes needed to plug the leak 

permanently.

Close Up: What alienates women

What is it that women fi nd alienating about corporate culture? 

Although periodic lawsuits demonstrate that overt hostility 

and discrimination sadly persist, it is more often to do 

with the subtle, undermining effect of cumulative “micro-

inequities” – messages or signals that unconsciously convey 

a bias or misunderstanding.

It may be things like having a senior manager who seems 

unable to distinguish his female colleagues from one another 

or recall what each of them does. So he feels free to call for 

secretarial help from whichever woman happens to be 

passing – much to their astonishment and irritation. Or he 

patronisingly takes over her ideas at meetings and – speaking 

rather more loudly than she does – presents them as his 

own.

Or it may be to do with communication styles. At Unilever, 

the dominant culture was refl ected in the way people 
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expressed themselves, as Niall FitzGerald, former co-

chairman, explained in an interview with the Financial 

Times. “It’s a very male, aggressive culture  .  .  .  the language 

people fall into using is sometimes unacceptable” (Maitland, 

2003).

Wanda Wallace, chief executive of Leadership Forum, a con-

sultancy operating in the US and Europe, sought to fi nd out 

what led senior women to quit, and how those who decided 

to stay felt about their situation. She interviewed 53 women 

in posts that were no more than four levels down from chief 

executive. The women worked for international organisa-

tions in the UK, Germany and the US. She also talked to 11 

women who had left similarly senior jobs.

Twenty-nine of the 53 in post had thought about leaving, or 

were considering doing so. Their reasons were varied: poli-

tics, a change in organisational structure, not getting a sought-

after promotion, not learning anything new, and not having 

enough fun.

Over the course of their careers, she found, the follow-

ing things had an impact on their effectiveness as senior 

leaders: lack of broad networks and of the kind of 

relationships they felt their male colleagues enjoyed; lack 

of operational experience; inadequate informal feedback, 

and over-reliance on a single boss. Since her original 

study in 2003, most of the women have left their 

organisations.
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Of the 11 women in the study who had already quit their 

jobs, only two said the decision was due to family responsi-

bilities. Some were fed up with the politics. Other reasons 

included: feeling undervalued; not winning the promotion 

they wanted; a change of boss; and just not enjoying the job 

any longer. Some, however, left because they felt there were 

other things to accomplish and they had achieved more in 

their careers than they had expected to (Maitland, 2003, 

2005).

Kate Grussing and Shirley Soskin had both left high-powered 

jobs when they decided to set up Sapphire Partners, a 

London fi rm matching experienced professionals who want 

to work fl exibly with companies seeking interim or project 

managers or non-executive directors. Most of their 1000-

strong “talent pool” are women and 90 % have worked for 

large organisations. They are typically in their early 40s, and 

not all have families.

The women’s reasons for leaving big companies are pretty 

consistent, says Grussing. “They want to do something where 

they feel they have more control, and they want to have 

more impact personally. Sometimes it’s because of a family 

crisis: an ill child, a divorce, or a parent dying. Sometimes 

it’s because their company was restructuring and it felt like 

it was not going to be a fun place to be for a while. For 

about a third of the women, it’s when they get to their 

second or third maternity leave and everything becomes less 
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do-able or more frustrating. They’ve tried the “fl exible” 

option, for example a four-day week, and it’s not working 

for them. They’re not taken seriously. Their pay is cut, but 

they’re doing the same job. They are looking for fulfi lment 

and a way to integrate their life and their work” (Interview 

with author, 2007).

Promoting: return on investment
Like PwC above, many companies recruit men and women 

into management in nearly equal numbers. But almost 

from the fi rst level up, a gender split begins to appear, with 

the number of women dropping off steadily and the number 

of men rising to fi ll the senior executive ranks almost 

entirely.

A typical graph on female representation at different manage-

ment levels in a multinational company looks something like 

the fi gure overleaf: Promotion Trends.

The result is that there are very few women at the top. The 

US can claim that 17 % of its board directors are women, 

Europe less than 9 % and Asia 2 % (EuropeanPWN, 2006). 

China, despite a dearth of reliable statistics, seems to be 

closer to the level found in Norway – above 20 %. While 

these fi gures are generally low, the number of women on 

executive committees – where operational decisions are 

taken – is even lower. The US is at 16 %, but the European 



58

Why Women Mean Business

fi gure is just 4 %, while Asia is in the starting blocks with 2 % 

(Ricol et al., 2006).

Nor are these numbers moving much. The European Profes-

sional Women’s Network’s BoardWomen Monitor found that 

Europe’s top 300 companies had only increased female par-

ticipation on their boards from 8 % on average in 2004 to 

8.5 % in 2006. It is wrong to assume that women will rise 

like the proverbial cream to the top of the company, while 

pursuing business as usual.

Companies have tried to boost the number of women they 

recruit, retain and promote with “gender diversity” pro-

grammes. These have generally not achieved the desired 

50/50

<20%

Entry positions Leadership positions

Men

Women

>80%

Promotion Trends



59

Most of the Talent

result. As The Economist put it: “ ‘Diversity programmes’ are 

as common as diversity on the board is rare” (The Economist, 

2005). Many programmes send women off for assertiveness 

training, or to join women’s networks, to try to teach them 

to behave more like men. In most companies, there is not 

yet anything that resembles an effective strategy.

There is growing impatience, among both women and com-

panies, at this persistently slow progress in senior ranks. The 

style and composition of the leadership team is a visible and 

increasingly measured indicator for stakeholders of all kinds, 

including shareholders. The media, non-profi t bodies and 

women’s associations all now focus on the gender gap at 

the top as a quick way to gauge the success of diversity 

efforts. Rating agencies do not like boards and executive 

committees which are entirely composed of white, middle-

aged men from similar backgrounds. European rating agency 

Vigeo claims that “diversity, if neglected, constitutes a risk 

factor both at a strategic and operational level. However, 

managing diversity can strengthen a company’s global per-

formance” (Vigeo website).

Even the men in the boardroom sometimes admit to getting 

a little bored. As one senior French executive remarked: 

“Better gender balance works because it makes women less 

bitchy and men less foolish” (the French original is even 

better: “la mixité marche parce que ça rend les femmes moins 

chiantes et les hommes moins cons”).
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Accountants and economists are developing ways of measur-

ing the impact of the under-use of women’s skills. But it is 

a diffi cult task. How do you measure the demotivation of 

women passed over for promotion while pregnant and 

never invited back onto the fast track, or the cost of the 

disproportionate channelling of women into staff roles rather 

than the operational roles that are the main highway to the 

top?

Fewer than 10 % of female managers in the US are in “line 

jobs” with profi t-and-loss responsibility, according to fi gures 

from the National Association of Female Executives (NAFE) 

(Newswise, 2006). This limits the next generation of women 

leaders to certain functional roles (legal, communications 

or human resources, for example). These expert roles are 

important. However, occupying them can drastically limit the 

scope for moving into the top positions of corporate power. 

On executive teams, there is only room for one HR, com-

munications or fi nance person, while the majority of the team 

are people with profi t-and-loss experience. One option for 

companies is to give greater weight to functional experience 

when considering candidates for the executive team and 

board. Another is for them to do more, and earlier, to encour-

age women to assume operational roles.

Staff jobs do not necessarily make the best use of women’s 

proven talents for pragmatic and participative management. 
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There are as many good female managers as male. Indeed, 

several internal company studies have shown women scor-

ing higher than their male colleagues on managerial 

competencies.

But women are often unaware, early in their careers, of the 

importance of operational experience. They may lack the 

networks which provide informal guidance about the right 

choices to make. The fi rst promotions into signifi cant oper-

ational jobs often coincide with the period when women are 

starting families. So their ignorance, and companies’ lack of 

communication about the consequences of early choices, 

hugely contribute to what senior managers consider one of 

the major things holding women back: a lack of experience 

of jobs with direct profi t-and-loss responsibility.

Many women remain wedded to the idea that “it will be 

different for me”, that they will succeed on exceptional per-

formance alone, that they will shine through. When that does 

not happen, they are often bitterly disappointed. “Because 

women now hold managerial positions at most American 

companies, women’s advancement remains a problem that 

many don’t recognise as one,” says NAFE President Dr Betty 

Spence. “In organisations where women are truly succeeding 

– where we fi nd women running divisions and country 

operations – they have implemented tough measures, like 

having the board review succession planning and compensa-
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tion for gender equity, and holding managers accountable 

with their own advancement and pay  .  .  .” (Newswise, 

2006).

Building better boards

We highlighted at the start of this chapter the evidence that 

power-sharing between men and women is good for the 

bottom line. Gender balance can also change the nature of 

boardroom dynamics.

Marie-Christine Lombard, head of TNT Express, was the fi rst 

woman on the board of TNT, the Dutch-based international 

delivery group. The year after her arrival, Peter Bakker, the 

chief executive, commented on the impact she was having. 

“The egos have left the room,” he said. Other male company 

bosses cited in Peninah Thomson and Jacey Graham’s reveal-

ing book, A Woman’s Place is in the Boardroom, say women 

“are better lateral thinkers”, “more sensitive to people-related 

issues”, “more idealistic” and “bring calmness and objectivity” 

(Thomson and Graham, 2005).

Some of these qualities were also on view when Angela 

Merkel, the German Chancellor, took the helm of the Euro-

pean Union for the rotating presidency. A laudatory article 

in France’s Le Monde newspaper acknowledged her unusual 

ability to bridge national disagreements on issues such as 
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climate change. “Member countries were profoundly divided 

on the nuclear question and on the share of renewable energy 

in the overall mix. It took all Mrs Merkel’s tenacity and savoir-

faire to rally the hesitant and convince the reluctant.  .  .  .  The 

Chancellor’s approach is based on listening, prudence and 

fi rmness. Without declarations or spectacular gestures, Mrs 

Merkel makes her way” (Ferenczi, 2007).

On boards, gender diversity appears to strengthen good 

corporate governance and lead to more gender diversity. 

Research from the Conference Board in Canada stated that 
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“far from focusing on traditionally ‘soft’ areas, boards with 

more women surpass all-male boards in their attention to 

audit and risk oversight and control” (Stephenson, 2004). 

Carol Stephenson from Canada’s Ivey School of Business 

added that “gender diversity on the board and senior man-

agement team helps organisations to attract and retain valu-

able female talent.”

In its Female FTSE Report 2006, Cranfi eld University noted 

the gap between those companies with growing numbers of 

women in senior management and on their boards and those 

with none. Just over half the FTSE 100 companies said they 

had women on their executive committees. In two cases – 

Lloyds TSB and Reuters – women comprised a third of the 

senior management team. In addition, Lloyds TSB had four 

women on its board, while Reuters had two.

A female director told the Cranfi eld researchers that having 

more than one woman on the board “balances behaviour 

and widens off-agenda discussions to cover more than foot-

ball and golf.” Another commented: “I enjoy working with 

other female directors, often because they have more highly 

developed emotional intelligence” (The Female FTSE, 2006).

Tokenism, on the other hand, can mean years of stagnation. 

Having a single woman on a board is neither much fun, nor 

very effective in ensuring that the difference women can 

make is actually realised.
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Legislating solutions – the controversial quota

A Scandinavian country with a population of just 4.6 million 

has taken a more radical (and highly controversial) approach. 

Norway’s politicians, half of whom are women, decided early 

this century that it was time for the private sector to feminise 

its leadership in the way the government had. So they agreed 

a target of 40 % women on the boards of all publicly quoted 

companies. It was a polite invitation – delivered with a stick. 

If the target were not reached voluntarily, it would become 

law.

In 2005, as voluntary progress had not been satisfactory, it 

was voted into law, with the quotas to be met by 2008. 

Between 2004 and 2006, Norway managed to raise the rep-

resentation of women on its largest company boards from 

22 % to 29 %. Near the end of 2007, it was close to 40%. The 

idea is spreading, in diluted form. The Spanish government 

is putting pressure on boards to give 40 % of seats to women. 

France tried, but rejected, a law to have 20 % female repre-

sentation on boards. Whatever companies feel about quotas, 

they should include them in their scenario planning.

In the US and Canada, a concerted focus on the issue of 

women and leadership by women’s associations and think 

tanks has achieved at least a token female presence. All of 

the top 100 companies in the US now have at least one 

woman on their board and executive committees, while 
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nearly a third have gone beyond the lone woman phase. In 

Europe, 82 of the top 100 companies have at least one 

woman on the governing body but only fi ve have more than 

the one. In Asia, however, only 34 % has even a single female 

representative (Ricol et al., 2006).

At the international Women’s Forum conference in Deauville, 

in northern France, in 2006, there was a wide-ranging debate 

on the relevance and effi cacy of quotas as a way forward. 

The audience was polled at the beginning and the end of 

the debate. At the start, 40 % were unconvinced by the 

system. At the end, 90 % voted for quotas, at least temporar-

ily, to redress some of the imbalances working against 

women.

This seems a fair summary of the debate. Most men and 

women are against quotas. But faced with decades of slow 

progress, some turn reluctantly to the option of shock treat-

ment. There are those, like Cherie Blair (Women’s Forum, 

2005), who think quotas are only applicable to governments, 

whose core business is representation. The private sector, 

she insists (and most business leaders with her) is “more 

about skills and competence” and should be left to choose 

the appropriateness of its leaders.

The debate is highly dependent on culture. Countries com-

fortable with a greater degree of government intervention 

are more likely to experiment with gender quotas. They are 



67

Most of the Talent

therefore likely to be fi rst to discover the benefi ts or draw-

backs of dramatically increasing the presence of women at 

senior levels in the private sector. Both Norway and Sweden 

regularly head global rankings both for economic per-

formance and quality of life. Will they soon show similar 

improvements to private sector performance?

Signs of awareness – if not solutions – are growing. Take a 

look at some recent annual reports. There used always to 

be attractive photos of the executive committee and board. 

Lately, these photos seem to be regarded as a liability. 

Although most companies have failed to diversify their lead-

ership teams signifi cantly, they have progressed to the point 

where they are uncomfortable with the uniformity of the 

image they project. So the traditional photos of the boards 

are now harder to fi nd. It is easier, though, to banish the 

pictures than to achieve greater diversity at the top.

Tips on promoting women

• Find out at what level or grade the percentages of women 

in your organisation start to drop sharply.

• Analyse the reasons why.

• Defi ne tomorrow’s ideal leadership profi le for your 

organisation and review performance evaluation systems 

to ensure that they deliver this.

• Defi ne targets for women in leadership programmes, in 

pools of high-potential employees, and on succession 

planning lists.
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• Make managers accountable for promoting women.

• Measure progress by division, department and manager 

to identify blockages and encourage progress.

The most progressive companies are realising that women 

represent a critical, and still largely untapped, source of talent 

for current and future generations of leadership. Demograph-

ics and skill shortages are starting to hurt other companies 

to the point where they are compelled to take gender more 

seriously.

The next chapter explores the other major reason why 

women mean business. Women are not only the majority of 

the talent pool. They also comprise most of the market for 

many companies. A handful of forward-thinking corpor-

ations, mostly in America, have understood the enormous 

potential that lies in better understanding and addressing the 

ocean of opportunity in selling to women. It is time for the 

rest of the world to catch up.
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MUCH OF THE MARKET

“The average American woman will earn more money than 

the average man within 20 years. Women make up 57 % of 

undergraduates and 59 % of graduate students. There is a 

perfect correlation between education and income. As a 

result, the balance of power at home has shifted and will 

shift further. We are seeing women ‘control’ and ‘direct’ 

family discretionary spend. ‘She’ decides when the family is 

going to eat out, when they will order the new kitchen or 

bath, go on vacation, buy a new car. It is the fi rst steps in 

the creation of a matriarchal society where the female uses 

economic and social power. This trend is most pronounced 

in the US. But the UK, Scandinavia and France are not far 

behind. There is evidence that Germany and China may also 

follow this trend eventually.”

Michael J Silverstein, Senior Vice President, 

The Boston Consulting Group1

Women’s mass presence in higher education and the world 

of work means an equally massive increase in their 

1Interview with author, 17 April 2007
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disposable incomes. The more women work, and the more 

senior they become, the more income they earn and the 

more they buy, both as individual consumers and as purchas-

ing agents for their companies.

“Women in the US today make 80 % of all consumer purchas-

ing decisions and the majority of corporate purchasing agents 

and managers are women. Women entrepreneurs account 

for 70 % of new business start-ups,” says Marti Barletta in her 

book Marketing to Women (Barletta, 2006). American women 

add up to the biggest national economy in the world, pre-

senting an opportunity that is “bigger than the internet”, 

declares Tom Peters, in his foreword to the book (Peters, 

2006).

Across the rest of the developed world, too, women are 

buying more of everything, from cars and computers to 

mortgages and insurance. Companies that understand this 

adapt their consumer research, product development and 

customer relationship strategies to take the new reality into 

account. This gives them the upper hand in the market now 

and in the future, because this is a consumer trend that is 

set to grow and grow. In the business-to-business market, 

women’s rise into management is making some of them key 

purchasing decision-makers across the spectrum of goods 

and services. A better understanding of women, in their 

multiplicity of decision-making roles, must be a crucial goal 

for any business wanting to compete for this market.
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Purchasing power – beyond parity

In North America, a host of books with evocative titles has 

been published in the past fi ve years describing the market 

opportunities presented by women. From Joanne Thomas 

Yaccato’s The 80 % Minority and Johnson and Learned’s 

Don’t Think Pink to Fara Warner’s The Power of the Purse 

and Barletta’s Marketing to Women, they are ramming home 

the message to corporate America that the future is female. 

A recent British addition to this growing library is Inside Her 

Pretty Little Head, by Jane Cunningham and Philippa Roberts. 

Continental Europe has not yet turned its attention to the 

phenomenon in this way. Yet the analysis of women’s pur-

chasing power is equally applicable to many parts of Europe 

and Asia.

Women’s growing economic infl uence is leading fi nancial 

institutions like Goldman Sachs to pinpoint investment 

opportunities in stocks that are benefi ting from this trend. 

The investment bank’s “Women 30” basket has outperformed 

global equities over the past decade and it is predicting 

similar trends in the next decade. As Goldman’s Kevin Daly 

says: “The relative rise in female affl uence is also likely to 

result in a shift in consumption patterns; a shift that is likely 

to be most notable as female incomes exceed the level 

required to acquire essential goods and services, and rise to 

the point where a signifi cant proportion of income can be 

spent on discretionary goods. Such a shift is likely to boost 
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both the consumption of goods and services marketed exclu-

sively to women (such as luxury women’s clothing and 

accessories) and also the consumption of products that are 

not gender-specifi c” (Daly, 2007).

In Japan, where women’s participation in the labour force is 

behind other developed countries but rising, young female 

consumers represent an interesting population for the global 

marketing industry, Goldman Sachs notes in another report 

(Goldman Sachs, 2005). The average disposable income of 

single women under 34 reached 86 % of that of their male 

counterparts in 2004. Their spending is increasingly going 
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on services, rather than more predictable goods such as 

clothes and watches.

At the other end of the age range from young salaried women, 

there is a growing contingent of elderly ladies in affl uent 

countries who outlive their spouses and have plenty of cash. 

Life expectancy of both women and men has risen sharply in 

OECD countries in the past 40 years and is forecast to con-

tinue to do so – although there are large variations across the 

group. On average, women now aged 65 have more than 19 

years of life ahead of them, and men 16 years (OECD, 2005). 

Across the OECD, the average number of years that women 

can expect to spend in retirement jumped from less than 14 

in 1970 to nearly 23 in 2004, while for men it rose from 11 to 

18 (OECD, 2006).

“In developed countries,” says Tom Kowaleski, an ex-Vice 

President at General Motors, “older consumers outspend the 

young in nearly every department, but business has been 

slow to adapt to this growing market.” Across a range of 

categories, “mature consumers have a 40 %+ market share, 

while in the US over-50 s account for nearly half of total 

consumer spending (Kowaleski, 2006).” Most of those over-

50 s, we would add, are women.

Female fi nances

The fi nancial services industry faces clear opportunities here. 

For many private banks, a substantial portion of their 
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Female life expectancy at birth in selected OECD countries 

(in years) in 1960 and in 2003/05

1960 2003/05

Japan 70 86

Mexico 59 78

Spain 72 84

Turkey 50 74

US 73 80

Female life expectancy at age 65 in selected OECD countries

(in years) in 1960 and in 2003/05

1960 2003/05

Japan 14 23

Mexico 15 19

Spain 15 21

Turkey 12 15

US 16 20

Female Life Expectancy3

3Source: OECD Health Data 2006

wealthiest clients is now composed of women, both young 

and old. In a report entitled “Targeting Women in Private 

Banking”, Datamonitor says that women in the US will control 

a mind-boggling $ 22 trillion by 2010. Women’s wealth is 
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increasing in many other parts of the world too (Datamoni-

tor, 2007).

In the UK, women are expected to own 60 % of all personal 

wealth by 2025. There are now more female than male mil-

lionaires aged between 18 and 44. There are also more 

female than male millionaires over 65 (Carter, 2006).

A majority of women is generating its wealth independently, 

largely from earnings and business ownership, but also from 

personal investments. A global survey by Barclays Wealth 

and The Economist Intelligence Unit found that these sources 

of affl uence have all become more signifi cant than wealth 

through marriage, inheritance or divorce (Barclays, 2007).

The survey also revealed that women are more cautious than 

men when it comes to investing in “the riskier end of the 

fi nancial spectrum”, areas such as private equity, derivatives 

or hedge funds. “Financial institutions need to appreciate that 

men and women’s motivations can be different, and that a 

one size fi ts all approach to managing this infl uential audi-

ence may not work,” according to Amy Nauiokas, managing 

director and head of brokerage at Barclays Wealth.

Datamonitor says that US private and investment banks are 

leading the fi eld with innovative methods of attracting wealthy 

women. Citigroup Private Bank has launched a service tar-

geted specifi cally at women, while other banks are beginning 
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to provide women’s website resources or networking 

events.

Many UK banks have yet to make a move in this area. While 

many private banks and wealth management divisions say 

they recognise the market signifi cance of the wealthy woman, 

only a few appear to have taken direct action, says Lauren 

McAughtry, fi nancial services analyst at Datamonitor and 

author of the report. Many banks are missing opportunities 

because they are not thinking strategically about the issue, 

due to a lack of specifi c budgets to research the female 

market.

A “champagne and chocolate approach” will not work, warns 

McAughtry. “Women are looking for more from their private 

bank than a spa discount and a pink website. The ability to 

add value hinges instead upon truly understanding their 

needs – day to day and long term – and providing relation-

ship managers who can relate and speak their language.”

There is also a fi nancial advice gap in relation to the wealthy 

female population. “We need more women advisers to attract 

more affl uent women. Only about 10 % of independent fi nan-

cial advisers in the UK are women, and there’s been very 

little growth in the past 25 years,” says Fiona Price, a pioneer 

of independent fi nancial advisory services for women. She 

set up her business, Fiona Price & Partners, in 1988 and sold 

it in 2004.
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Price makes a link between female talent and the female 

market, arguing that the same culture needed to nurture 

women in the corporate workplace is needed to nurture 

women as fi nancial clients. “In the fi nancial world, there’s 

an ageing male population, which is going to be retiring in 

the next 10 to 15 years, with very little chance of replace-

ments being found. The career [of fi nancial adviser] is suit-

able to women’s attributes and lifestyle, but nobody is trying 

to bring them through. It’s one of the last male bastions, 

highly driven by targets and quick results. Women don’t tend 

to respond to the carrot-stick approach. The environment 

encourages women to think they’re failing because they 

don’t produce the results quickly enough. But women tend 

to be better qualifi ed than the average man because they 

don’t like to sit there and bluff it. They are long-termers and, 

if they are allowed to develop more slowly and [are] encour-

aged, they are often top producers.”

In her experience, women fi nancial advisers tend to look at 

their clients holistically, rather than focusing immediately on 

selling them a product. “It’s about developing a life-long rela-

tionship with people. It’s also about talking in plain English 

and creating a space for women to ask what they think are 

silly questions, which are usually very shrewd questions. It 

shouldn’t be necessary to have a woman adviser see a woman 

client because fi nancial advice is unisex. But as long as it 

remains so male-dominated and patronising, there is a com-

munication barrier” (Interview with author, May 2007).



82

Why Women Mean Business

Female Factoids

Women contribute 40 % of the developed world’s GDP

US

Women make:
� 83 % of all consumer purchases including:
� 94 % of home furnishings;
� 91 % of new homes;
� 80 % of Do-It-Yourself purchases;
� 60 % of new cars;
� 89 % of new bank accounts;
� 80 % of healthcare.
� The number of women earning $ 100,000 or more has tripled 

in the last decade.
� Women will acquire over 90 % of the growth in private 

wealth between now and 2010.

UK
� 80 % of consumer goods decisions involve women.
� 75 % of over the counter drugs are bought by women.
� 80 % of healthcare decisions are taken by women.
� 66 % of computer purchases are the responsibility of 

women.
� A third of new businesses in the UK are started by 

women.
� Women make up 63 % of online shoppers who buy more 

than once a week.
� Women will be richer than men by 2025 and will own 60 % 

(up from the current 48 %) of the UK’s personal wealth.
� There are more women millionaires aged 18 to 44 than men, 

and more over 65.

Source: Cunningham and Roberts, 2006
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Other sectors also still have some way to go to understand 

women’s burgeoning consumer power. In the technology 

fi eld, the opportunities offered by female buyers – and the 

risks of ignoring them – are underlined by Gartner, a leading 

international technology research and consulting fi rm. 

“Women infl uence or control 80 % of consumer spending 

decisions; men design 90 % of IT products and services,” 

says a recent Gartner study. “If men only are designing IT, 

it’s a ‘going out of business’ sale. Diversity is not the issue; 

survival is.”

Women and men take different approaches to their IT 

purchasing decisions. “Women tend to look at convenience 

and productivity, while men tend to look at features. 

Business and IT organizations need new approaches to 

satisfy the growing consumer base of independent women 

– and doing otherwise is simply foolish (Morello et al., 

2006).”

A UK survey by Saatchi & Saatchi, the advertising agency, 

calculated that consumer electronics manufacturers and 

retailers missed out on £ 600 m in 2007 by “failing to connect” 

with female customers. It found that nearly one in three 

women did not consider technology advertising relevant to 

them. Only 9 % felt it was important that gadgets looked 

feminine. “This is supported by qualitative feedback from 

opinion leaders and consumers who feel ‘patronised’ and 

‘offended’ by the abundance of pink products available at 
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the expense of the sleek and beautifully designed and pack-

aged products they want to see,” said Saatchi (Saatchi & 

Saatchi, 2007).

Best Buy, the North American electronics retailer, has recog-

nised the rise of female purchasing power. We “used to be 

a boy store, built by boys, for boys, but four to fi ve years 

ago, there was a dramatic fl ip,” according to Julie Gilbert, a 

vice-president with the company. That change occurred with 

the rise of must-have products like digital cameras, MP3 

players, cell phones and other mobile devices, and products 

like fl at-screen televisions which have become fashionable 

accessories for the home. “Women are outspending men in 

our industry $ 55 bn to $ 41 bn,” she said. “Not only that, they 

are actually infl uencing 90 % of the purchases. It is a new 

day in consumer electronics” (Meece, 2006).

Simultaneously, women are becoming increasingly important 

users of the internet. In the UK, the single biggest group of 

web users is women aged 18 to 34, according to a 2007 

analysis by Nielsen/NetRatings. “The internet is no longer 

dominated by young male adults,” according to Alex Bur-

master, the company’s European internet analyst. “The results, 

showing young adult women now account for 27 % more of 

total UK computer time than their male counterparts, indi-

cates how the internet landscape is shifting; a shift which is 

sure to send shockwaves through the entire online industry” 

(Nielsen, 2007).
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Overall, there are almost as many female as male web users 

in the UK. So women, especially the 18–34 s, should be big 

targets for online advertising. But many companies have yet 

to seize the opportunity. As the Financial Times pointed out, 

household goods, style and retail companies that have tra-

ditionally advertised heavily to women through television 

and magazines are still allocating only a relatively small part 

of their spending to the web (Financial Times, 2007).

Sex and segmentation

The fi rst thing for companies to do is to recognise that women 

today represent a myriad of different market segments. We 

sympathise with the marketing people. “Figuring out” females 

is not easy. The status of women has changed so dramatically 

over the past 30 years that it is hard for anyone, even some-

times women themselves, to work out “what women want”. 

There is no longer a single “women’s segment” of the overall 

consumer market, if indeed there ever was.

However, it helps to keep in mind that each of the recent gen-

erations of women has been born and raised in dramatically 

different contexts. This is also true of men, of course. But for 

women, opportunities and expectations have been dramat-

ically unleashed over the span of three generations. Looking at 

generational cohorts in the educated, salaried population 

gives an idea of the expanse of women’s experiences and the 

need to fi ne-tune market research and analysis.
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Young women – born and bred to be equal. These women 

have been raised with expectations of equality and ambition 

that are unprecedented. They don’t expect any barriers on 

their paths and fi nd the whole issue of gender distinctly 

historical. They take opportunity for granted. They buy 

houses, cars and investment plans on their own. They work, 

many of them marry later and delay having children, and 

many also have a high rate of disposable income. They 

expect a world adapted to their needs.

In-betweens – in the thick of things. These women are the 

“second-generation immigrants” who have followed their 

pioneer mothers en masse into the world of work. They are 

juggling many roles and identities on their own, or with the 

increasingly willing support of their partners. They want their 

accomplishments recognised and their needs met effi ciently. 

They are frequently time-pressed, caught between many 

confl icting demands, not least those of young adult children 

and aged parents. They are used to managing anything and 

everyone – at work and at home – but they often feel the 

jagged edges of the corners they have to cut in order to fi t 

everything in.

Mature women – the fi rst “young-old” generation. These 

are the women who changed the rules for the generations 

who followed. They struggled and worked hard, and those 

who got ahead are now enjoying the fruits of their revolu-

tion. Today’s affl uent retired population in the developed 
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world holds much of the world’s assets, still benefi ts from 

relatively healthy retirement plans, and is active and involved 

far longer than its predecessors were. The 60-year-old woman 

working out at the gym looks 45. Such women don’t want 

to hear about their age, they want to manage it, as they have 

everything else. Women entering this category have more 

time and money than almost anyone else  .  .  .  as well as 

increasing life expectancy.

Each of these segments, and the many sub-segments they 

cover (single/married/divorced, employee/manager/business 

owner, parent/non-parent, minority ethnic/white, and so on) 

offer signifi cant and still untapped market opportunities. 

Many of these segments are largely invisible in contemporary 

advertising.

But some companies have started to tap into the “60 is the 

new 40” idea. One much-remarked and much-rewarded 

example is Unilever’s advertising campaign for its Dove per-

sonal care brand. Running counter to conventional wisdom 

that women only respond to idealised images of young, 

rake-thin models, this campaign created a new range of 

products for women over 50, using “real” women, of differ-

ent shapes, sizes and colours.

The campaign trumpeted its intention to change attitudes 

about ageing “from anti and defi ance to affi rmative and cele-

bratory”. The brand did a survey of women aged 50 to 64 
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around the world and found that an overwhelming 91 % felt it 

was time society changed its views about women and ageing. 

87 % said they were too young to be “old” (Unilever, 2007).

Likewise, Marks & Spencer in the UK has run highly suc-

cessful advertising campaigns for its women’s wear using 

Twiggy, the 1960s fashion icon now in her 50 s, alongside 

younger models, cleverly appealing to the full age range of 

customers while reinforcing mature women’s beliefs that they 

can still be sexy and beautiful.

To many women, such campaigns are a breath of fresh air 

in a visual desert that resisted reality for too long. Fara 

Warner, a journalist with the Wall Street Journal, describes 

her shocked pleasure at seeing an ad from the diamond 

company DeBeers that read: “The left hand rocks the cradle. 

The right hand rules the world.” “In those two simple sen-

tences I saw a view of women I had not seen before in 

advertising. Here was a company  .  .  .  that had the guts to 

openly talk about what women were still struggling to under-

stand and embrace,” she enthuses (Warner, 2006).

The vast majority of campaigns, as well as the products 

associated with them, still feature women in far more limited 

roles, or force them to choose among one-dimensional depic-

tions (“young-and-on-the-make”, “mum-at-home” or “scary 

power-suit”) rather than recognising and celebrating the 

many roles and relationships that women enjoy today.
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Huge opportunities exist for companies to be innovative in 

addressing and servicing women as they are now, at every 

age and stage. Modern women represent a vast “blue ocean” 

(Chan Kim and Mauborgne, 2005) of largely unexplored 

opportunity, both as a source of talent and as a new market 

space. Discovering and exploiting the latter depends, at least 

in part, on being able to manage and promote the former. 

It is easier to understand women customers if you have a 

few of them in your leadership team.

As Cunningham and Roberts have put it, “there is a strong link 

between the characteristics of an organization (how mascu-

line or feminine it is) and its ability to develop relevant mar-

keting to the female audience. Respect for feminine differences, 

and therefore respect for female customers and employees, is 

essential to success” (Cunningham and Roberts, 2006).

The many faces of marketing to women

There are many ways of including women and gender in 

corporate sales and marketing strategies. Companies often 

start with highly focused “pink” pushes. The most progres-

sive approach, and the most sustainable in our view, is one 

that moves beyond “special treatment” to embracing both 

genders with a rainbow of different tastes and preferences.

Below is a quick overview of existing approaches to market-

ing to women:
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• Shut-your-eyes: this approach ignores the proportion of 

women among customers or end-users and any specifi c 

requirements they may have.

• Marginalise: this markets to a one-dimensional defi n-

ition of “female”.

• Specialise: this targets an exclusively female segment in 

a very focused way.

• Prioritise: this approach involves reviewing core sales 

and marketing processes to ensure that they include both 

women and men, in all their variety.

We present each of these in more detail below.

Shut-your-eyes
It is now fairly common knowledge that the majority of car-

buying decisions are made or heavily infl uenced by women. 

Yet most car marketing and sales techniques are still so 

unadapted to women that in the US specialised websites 

have sprung up to specifi cally address women’s purchasing 

and maintenance queries (see www.askpatty.com).

How many car companies actually cater to the reality of 

women as key buyers? How many car salespeople are 

women, and how much have sales forces been sensitised to 

the different priorities that research demonstrates women 

have in buying cars in the fi rst place? There seems to be 

enormous competitive advantage in better responding to a 

majority of the market. That only 10 % of Japanese car sales-
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people are female when most Japanese women car buyers 

would like to have saleswomen in the showrooms may be 

explained by the cultural context. But the same diffi culties 

persist in the US despite decades of “marketing to women” 

debates. That companies are unaware, unwilling or unable 

to adapt to market realities leads one to believe that they 

may not be quite such rational players as they think they 

are.

Case Study: Mini Magic

One of the authors [of this book] recently bought a car. She 

is deeply partial to design and wanted a small, city car. She 

was hesitating between an attractive new, lime-green Citroën 

and a bright red Mini, both of which she had thoroughly 

researched online. A trip to the respective showrooms facili-

tated the decision in a comically stereotypical way. Both car 

dealerships had only salesmen. In the Citroën dealer, the 

salesman was ill at ease and asked questions that felt like a 

test of the author’s homework. She said she didn’t want any 

special options, just a basic car with a radio and air condi-

tioning. Those were options, he responded. Then he frown-

ingly asked how she would pay for the car and looked very 

suspicious when she said it was a company car and that she 

was the boss. “I’ll need papers,” he said. She left, disgusted. 

At the Mini dealer, the reception was different. A congenial 

salesman came over straight away, explained how Minis 

were selling like hot cakes and said he quite understood 
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why because they are incredibly cute. He talked design and 

maneuverability and said the radio and air conditioning were 

basic components included in the base price (making it 

cheaper than the Citroën). She bought the Mini on the spot. 

When it was delivered, the same salesman went over every 

detail of how to turn on the motor and how the signals 

worked, yet avoided condescension. Then he opened the 

trunk with a fl ourish and produced a bouquet of fl owers. 

Needless to say, she is an avid fan.
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Marginalise
This is where companies know that their market is female 

but are still marketing to, and developing products and ser-

vices for, stereotypes of what women used to be.

A large American white goods company which makes every-

thing from washing machines to dishwashers, microwaves 

and tumble dryers, is run in Europe by a couple of hundred 

men – there is just one woman on the executive committee. 

In an interview, the R&D director, a gentleman of a certain 

age, insisted enthusiastically that his job “contributed to the 

liberation of women”. Asked whether his company could 

better contribute to women’s liberation by deploying its 

advertising to convince men to start doing some laundry, he 

stared in blank surprise. The interview took place in 21st-

century Italy. The company’s end-users are mostly women. 

But the management’s idea of what contemporary women 

need and want appears to be locked in a historical deep 

freezer. Since there are almost no women in the senior man-

agement team, it is hard for them to update their approach 

(Interview with author).

Even companies marketing almost exclusively to women, 

like cosmetics or luxury goods brands, often seem to be 

marketing to an image that does not quite resonate with a 

contemporary working woman’s perception of reality. 

L’Oréal’s decades-old tag line, “because I’m worth it”, (recently 

transmogrifi ed into “you’re worth it”) dates back to a time 
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when women thought they weren’t, and needed encourage-

ment. A more contemporary reading of today’s generation is 

that they no longer need to be convinced to spend on them-

selves, and might appreciate slightly more inspiring evalua-

tions of their current worth.

Specialise
Here, companies develop highly targeted products or market-

ing campaigns which focus on a purely women’s segment, 

but are not “mainstreamed” across the company. This is often 

the fi rst step companies take when discovering that women 

are a market – or as Cunningham and Roberts suggest in their 

book, when they are trying to distinguish from an otherwise 

highly male-dominated market segment or product line. It is 

the equivalent of the women-focused initiatives launched by 

companies internally on the talent side of the equation. It lets 

companies test whether there is really a women’s market, 

what it might look like and how it might be different.

Such approaches can be hugely successful or backfi re badly. 

It seems to depend a lot on the cultural context, and the 

sensitivity and authenticity with which they are launched. 

They are best received  .  .  .  where women themselves are not. 

So targeting women with “girls’ toys” appears to work best 

in countries where women are not given access to real 

power. This kind of approach needs to be handled with care 

to avoid condescension – but they can be wildly popular if 

women discover, often for the fi rst time, products developed 
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for them. In specifi c product areas, women may also enjoy 

reversing stereotypically “female” icons and reclaiming them 

with a very different sub-text.

Resona Holdings, one of Goldman Sachs’ basket of “women-

omics” stocks in Japan, (a country notorious for its barriers 

to women in business), launched an investment product 

targeted at women, with the name “Love Me!” The launch 

came after surveys of potential female investors, carried out 

by the company’s female employees, showed that women 

were less tolerant of risk than men and wanted a regular 

fi xed return from their funds. Perks for investors included 

beauty and hot spring treatments and fi nancial courses 

(Goldman Sachs, 2005).

In countries where women have made much greater strides 

in the workplace, such as the UK, the “girls’ toys” approach 

is still sometimes used in advertising – though in a rather 

more tongue-in-cheek way. Take the direct mailing cam-

paign (run in combination with television advertising) of 

Sheilas’ Wheels, the women’s car insurance subsidiary of 

Halifax and Bank of Scotland Group. The envelope features 

three pouting glamour girls in pink sequin dresses, perched 

inside a pink sports car, with the tag line “Something for the 

ladies”. The letter inside offers extra cover against handbag 

theft, “non-patronising garages” and even a counselling 

service, in addition to some hard-hitting statistics on how 

much safer women drivers are.
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The mobile phone market is an interesting example of where 

“pink” approaches have been tried around the world. Elec-

tronics has for so long been dominated by grey products for 

geeks that the new “pink” campaigns have blown in on a 

wind of design innovation and fun. So, for example, in Japan, 

a host of pink and pretty products has proved hugely popular 

with women – and therefore lucrative.

Few mobile phone companies have not developed a specifi c 

“women’s” phone. Motorola has its “pink” phone, Alcatel 

teamed up with Elle magazine to launch the GlamPhone, and 

Siemens developed a handset for women designed by an 

all-female team, complete with a screen that, at the touch of 

a button, turns into a mirror, and an advertising tag line that 

says “some phones are from Mars, this one’s from Venus.” 

It’s the kind of thing that presses all the right buttons for the 

“young women” segment described above.

Prioritise
The most alert companies research women’s needs and 

expectations and use this to rethink their entire business and 

marketing approach for their core customers – both male 

and female.

Volvo tried this when it used an all-woman team to design 

a “concept car” aimed at women. Many of its features and 

new approaches were integrated into the company’s other 

models because, as they found in their research, “if you meet 
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the expectations of women, you exceed the expectations of 

men” (Widell Christiansen, 2004).

Another innovative take on this notion of what we could call 

“gender-relevant” approaches is the series of award-winning 

ads developed by Johnson & Johnson (and visible on their 

website homepage). The series, entitled Having a Baby 

Changes Everything, features beautifully fi lmed black and 

white ads depicting the shift in lifestyle that parents face after 

the birth of a baby. The revolution in the warm, touching 

series lies in the fact that the ads feature fathers and mothers 

equally. This simple switch both speaks to men in their new 

roles and reaffi rms women in their efforts not to be the only 

parent given recognition in most contemporary advertising. 

It’s brilliant, effective, and inclusive.

Even in traditionally more male-dominated sectors, big shifts 

linked to gender are just waiting to happen. Apple revolu-

tionised both the computer and the MP3 player fi elds with 

its well-known design innovations. What has perhaps gained 

less attention is how female-friendly it has been – and how 

much both men and women appreciate this. All the charac-

teristics of female-friendly brands are present – attention to 

design, both in product development and marketing com-

munications, well-thought-out simplicity of use without any 

deviation into technology for technology’s sake, extreme 

attention to detail and packaging. Part of the revolution that 

Apple wrought was to bring colour and design into a dark, 
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techie world. Other technology companies still have not 

caught up, although they have tried to add colour to their 

computer boxes. These superfi cial efforts to target women 

serve only to show there is much more to gender-inclusive 

electronics than pretty outer things.

Do-it-yourself used to be a male pastime. But DIY stores 

around the world, from Home Depot in North America to 

Bricorama in France, have learned that women are a big 

growth market. In France, the feminine half of the population 

seems to have taken to home improvement with gusto. One 

study shows 80 % of French women have picked up their 

hammers in what has become an industry worth some * 19 

billion. “Infl uenced by the growing share of female clients, 

materials have become easier to handle and tools have been 

simplifi ed,” (Amalou, 2006) for the benefi t of all, one can 

only assume. Sales tactics have also evolved, with many of 

these stores integrating training presentations in their stores 

based on research showing that women appreciate educa-

tional approaches rather than a hard sell.

Taking gender into account in a holistic way can be relevant 

to even the heaviest industrial sectors. When BP started ana-

lysing customer research by gender in the 1990s, it discov-

ered that women felt uncomfortable and even unsafe using 

petrol stations. They did not like having to leave children 

sitting in the car to go and pay for their petrol in a distant 

and shut away shop. So BP innovated by creating payment 
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islands out near the pump or automated card payment 

systems. This kind of change, initially suggested by women, 

ends up benefi ting all users – women, men and the children 

in the car (Interview with author, November 2006).

Broad, inclusive approaches don’t need to be gender neutral. 

They need to be gender-bilingual. That means expertly and 

seamlessly adapting to the needs and latent expectations of 

men and women in everything from market research and 

segmentation to product development, advertising and cus-

tomer relationship management.

Bilingual companies know how to use humour, irony and 

realism as powerful tools in the race to keep up with women. 

They assume that their audience is as smart as their ad. Nike 

broke new ground with images of powerful, athletic women 

of all shapes and sizes accompanied by a voice-over extol-

ling typical “ideals” of beauty (blonde, long legs, 24-inch 

waists). The punch line concludes with a sudden shift – from 

looking at the last of the list of female attributes to spoofi ng 

the entire approach  .  .  .  “An ass  .  .  .  is what you are if you 

believe all that crap.” A Kellogg’s ad for Special K cereal 

gently pokes fun at women’s obsession with their appear-

ance. It features men agonising about how various parts of 

their body look, making every viewer realise how far from 

the average man’s preoccupations they are. These ads speak 

to women “knowingly”, as from one woman to another. They 

are still as rare as they are refreshing.
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So women are both a huge source of talent and a huge new 

market space. Discovering and exploiting the latter will prob-

ably depend – at least in part – on being able appropriately 

to manage and promote the former. It is easier to understand 

women customers if you have some of them in your leader-

ship team. In the next chapter, we look at what companies 

can do to start addressing the gaping gender gap at the 

top.

Tips for tapping into the female market

• Start by analysing what share of your existing market are 

women and how that share has been evolving.

• Know which generation of women you are targeting and 

what their expectations are.

• Audit your consumer research approaches for uncon-

scious gender bias (who defi nes the research, runs the 

focus groups, writes the questions?).

• Find out if there are women in your product develop-

ment, design, innovation and communications? Who runs 

these departments?

• Check the approach you take to marketing to women 

and make it a conscious choice and strategy, while also 

understanding the consequences:

— Shut Your Eyes – ignore women;

— Marginalise – market to women of yesteryear;

— Specialise – think pink;

— Prioritise – market bilingually across genders.
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Chapter Four

BECOMING “BILINGUAL” 
What Companies Can Do

“Figuring out the gender issue isn’t an option. It is do or 

die.”

Lars-Peter Harbing (President, Europe, 

Endo-Surgery, Johnson & Johnson)

To lay the groundwork for becoming bilingual in gender, it 

is fi rst necessary to understand why many of the efforts 

expended to date have not delivered the expected results. 

We evaluate traditional approaches to gender and some 

of their drawbacks, analyse where most companies start, 

and propose a framework to handle the issue more 

successfully.

A fresh look at traditional approaches to gender

As we have shown in the preceding chapters, there are 

powerful forces, both in the labour market and in the 
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consumer market, driving companies to take women seri-

ously. For some businesses, however, it requires a seismic 

shift in thinking to understand that women are less a liability 

than a giant opportunity.

This is partly because the issue of gender has for so long 

been associated with compliance. The business world started 

down the road more than 30 years ago, following directions 

on a map based on legal and ethical principles. Policies 

that emerged fi rst in America were founded on the laws of 

the land – and the discrimination lawsuits that women 

started to bring. In the US, the Equal Pay Act dates back to 

1963, while equal pay legislation was enacted in the UK in 

1970, followed fi ve years later by the Sex Discrimination 

Act.

It was an admirable cause: to keep everyone equal (and 

thereby to escape hefty payouts). The vocabulary that evolved 

refl ects this laudable aim – equal opportunities, non-

discrimination, pay parity – as well as the numerous barriers 

to achieving it – glass ceilings and, more recently, sticky 

fl oors.

In this legalistic framework, women have been depicted 

primarily as victims, men as oppressors, and companies as 

the scene of the crime. It began with pretty basic human 

rights. In one of the earliest sex discrimination cases, taken 

by Ida Phillips against Martin Marietta Corporation, the US 
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Supreme Court ruled in 1971 that an employer could not 

refuse to hire women with pre-school children while hiring 

men with pre-school children.

In the UK in 1977, Belinda Price won the fi rst indirect sex 

discrimination case, against the Civil Service. She had been 

told she was ineligible for an executive offi cer job at 35 

because there was an age limit of 28, a rule which the tri-

bunal found affected more women than men, since women 

took time out to have children. Today, women make up half 

the Civil Service workforce, and a quarter of senior jobs 

(Equal Opportunities Commission, 2005).

Since those days, the discrimination and harassment lawsuits 

have kept coming. Class action suits became common in 

employment disputes in the US, and the fi nancial fallout was 

potentially huge. For example, in 1992, State Farm Insurance 

Company in Illinois settled a sex discrimination class action 

for $ 157 m.

Lawsuits on Wall Street have attracted huge publicity. One 

example was Morgan Stanley’s $ 54 m settlement of a class 

action sex discrimination suit involving 340 female workers 

in 2004. The women claimed they were denied equal pay 

and opportunities for promotion – discrimination the bank 

denied, although it agreed to work with the US Equal Employ-

ment Opportunity Commission for three years to improve 

working conditions.
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In 2007, the bank agreed to pay at least $ 46 m to settle 

another class action lawsuit brought by existing and former 

women brokers who claimed they suffered discrimination in 

the way they were trained, promoted and paid. Reporting 

on the settlement, the New York Times pointed out that the 

case contained no accusations of the offensive use of strip 

clubs or crude antics, “but sought to tackle a subtler, if argu-

ably systemic, form of discrimination that has long troubled 

Wall Street”. As part of the settlement, the fi rm said it would 

overhaul its system for distributing new accounts among 

brokers, a system which the women argued favoured the 

men who dominated the business (Anderson, 2007).

Early in the same year came the biggest US employment 

lawsuit to date. A federal appeals court panel gave the go-

ahead to a sex discrimination class action against Wal-Mart, 

the country’s largest private employer, involving about 1.6 m 

existing and former women workers. The Financial Times 

reported that the panel ruling could make large corporations 

more vulnerable to costly mass actions. Wal-Mart said it 

would appeal to reverse the ruling (Waldmeir, 2007).

To ensure equality of treatment, and minimise the risks of 

lawsuits such as these, managers across the corporate world 

were put on parole and taught to treat everyone exactly the 

same. So most of them did. They complied with the letter 

of the law. They treated everyone equally and the same. 

Over the decades, many managers became deeply and 
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personally committed to the equality principle and convinced 

that the more they treated everyone the same, the fairer and 

more objective their management style was.

This approach had an unintended side effect, however. The 

more companies treated women equally and the same (and 

the more women militated for this equal treatment), the more 

the differences which women brought to the workplace were 

brushed aside. In this climate, women were encouraged to 

behave as much like men as possible and hide or ignore the 

strengths of difference.

This “sameness” is highlighted in some prominent research. 

Catalyst, the leading gender think tank in North America, 

now expanding into Europe, highlights empirical research 

demonstrating that men and women lead in very similar ways 

(Catalyst, 2005, 2006b). This is perhaps not such a surprising 

fi nding, since the women referred to might well not have 

reached top positions had they done otherwise.

Equal and different

We think it is still too early to conclude that women’s leader-

ship styles are the same as men’s, however. Women in cor-

porate leadership roles are still a small minority, and many 

who managed to get there either had to adapt their style on 

the way up or were naturally inclined to (and recognised 

for) a relatively masculine style.
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We suspect that women’s leadership styles, if allowed to be 

authentic, may actually be rather different from men’s. We 

have already highlighted evidence that mixed senior teams 

are good for business, which suggests women do bring 

something else to the table. There is a body of research (The 

Female Brain, by Louann Brizendine, The Essential Differ-

ence, by Simon Baron-Cohen, Leadership: a Masculine Past, 

but a Feminine Future, by Beverly Alimo-Metcalfe, Talking 

from 9 to 5: Women and Men at Work, by Deborah Tannen) 

describing how men and women are different in a host of 

fascinating ways. Why would differences in communication 

styles, biological rhythms, hormones, and brain functioning 

(to mention only a few) stop just short of leadership styles? 

More importantly, why would we want them to?

The “sameness” trend was ironically most true in the fi rst 

companies to try to support the advancement of women – 

mostly large American multinationals. As a result, both men 

and women complain about some of those in the fi rst wave 

of pioneering women who accepted the rules of the game 

and adapted their lives and management styles to succeed. 

They have attracted muttered labels as diversely corrosive 

as “pseudo-men” or “bitches” (Heffernan, 2004). Long-held 

social norms are at play here – and women are caught in 

the middle. Aggressiveness, still condoned in male bosses, 

is seen as unfemininely strident when deployed by women. 

Yet companies connive with this behaviour by organising 

assertiveness training for their female executives.
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The resulting hybrid seems to please no one, not even some 

of the individuals themselves. Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell is 

a distinguished Northern Irish astrophysicist who discovered 

pulsars (pulsating stars) while researching her PhD in radio 

astronomy, but had to struggle for recognition in the face of 

resistance at home and at work. In 1974, the Nobel prize 

was awarded to Antony Hewish, her thesis adviser, and 

Martin Ryle, a fellow radio-astronomer, but she was passed 

over. At a recent conference on female leadership, she sum-

marised in striking terms the price that pioneering women 

in all fi elds have to pay. “What did the few women that there 

are at the top of those fi elds, what do those women have to 

do to get there and what did getting there do to them?” she 
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asked. “Or put more crudely: Am I still a woman? Am I a 

little man? A she-male? A virago? An Amazon? There are a 

hell of a lot of words to describe women like me” (Bell 

Burnell, 2007).

Now, after 30 years of claims that we are all the same, the 

tide is shifting. There is a growing acceptance that women 

and men can be equal and different, and that what adds 

value is the optimisation of these differences, not their sup-

pression. A new tune is overwriting the old in the diversity 

songbook – one of competitive advantage rather than victim-

hood. After a half-century of revolution in the roles and 

infl uence of women and men in society, CEOs are realising 

the potential profi t in taking sex seriously. But many 

fragments of the old tune remain obstinately stuck in the 

head.

Diversity dilemmas

One of the obstacles to this coming of age is the tension 

between gender and diversity. The corporate application of 

the diversity principle is the management of minorities. The 

origin of the movement is a US-led drive to avoid lawsuits 

and better refl ect evolving social trends. Diversity – as it is 

currently spreading round the globe, led by a powerful 

group of American corporations – involves a wide array of 
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complex differences: ethnic minorities, sexual orientations, 

religious beliefs, cultural diversity  .  .  .  and gender.

One can’t help wondering if the unquestioned inclusion of 

“women’s issues” under the diversity umbrella is not simply 

a tidy (and effective) way of ensuring that women are still 

treated as a minority. It boils down to a numbers game. To 

manage a minority, companies take the view that it is impor-

tant to hear their views, adapt a bit, and welcome them, in 

representative doses, to the table.

Accepting a numerically equal partner into leadership is a 

different ballgame. The difference between managing diver-

sity and managing women is like the difference between 

IBM’s funding a start-up and merging with Microsoft. The 

underlying issue is fundamental: who changes? Women are 

half the population, a majority of university graduates, even 

a majority of employees in many companies, and they make 

the majority of purchasing decisions.

Women operating in male-dominated corporate cultures cer-

tainly share some of the experiences felt by minorities in 

society (see Chapter Seven). But including gender within 

diversity programmes positions it incorrectly – almost 

dooming companies to fail in their efforts. It also hugely 

underestimates the potential gains that better management 

of half the population could make.
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Integrating women fully into organisational leadership will 

require serious cultural change. This is spelled out, step by 

step, in the section on page 120 headed “A new approach to 

gender”. Positioning women as one of half a dozen subsets 

of an HR-driven diversity programme is unlikely to carry the 

conviction necessary to achieve this.

Most managers, however, feel much more comfortable with 

“diversity” than they do with gender. Many prefer to associ-

ate gender with something – anything – else. This may help 

explain why diversity has snowballed into an over-wieldy 

and vague concept, embracing everything – yet changing 

little. As The Economist reported: “So-called diversity pro-

grammes are as common as diversity on the board is rare” 

(The Economist, 2005).

Each of these groups of employees has important, and very 

different, issues in the workplace that need to be addressed. 

There are dangers in bundling them all up in one “diversity” 

package. One danger is that these very different, and legit-

imate, concerns are treated as one big problem of “minorities 

to be managed” and are therefore marginalised. The second 

is that it encourages a tick-list mentality, along the lines of 

“We’ve ‘done’ women, now we’re moving on to ethnic 

minorities”. The third, and most serious when it comes to 

the subject of this book, is that it obscures the strategic 

importance of women to companies, both as a market and 

a source of current and future talent.
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Case Study: Undermining Gender

A high-tech company was launching a diversity programme 

in Europe. It had identifi ed its key, business-driven, diversity 

challenge as women – it didn’t have enough of them in its 

management teams or pipeline to the board and knew that its 

market was becoming increasingly female. It hired a woman 

from an operational role to run the programme. The executive 

committee sponsor in Europe was an ardent advocate of 

people with disabilities. He asked his consultant on disability 

to sit on the diversity steering committee. Then the company’s 

US headquarters weighed in with its priorities for the year, 

focusing on sexual orientation. So the diversity policy that 

was launched in Europe covered women, disability, and gays 

and lesbians, losing sight of the original business imperative 

of adapting to female customers’ requirements.

It is time to stop treating gender as a minority issue. In the 

next section, we explain how to address managers’ unease 

over the issue head on, and how corporate leaders can 

become more familiar with a subject that has such huge 

implications for the future of business.

Recognise that “best” is biased

Building on the diversity discourse, managers in most organ-

isations today are convinced that they are resolutely egalitar-

ian – even when they haven’t a single woman on their 

executive committee or in the leadership pipeline. They 
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pride themselves on the objectivity of their systems. Their 

leitmotiv is that they reward and promote everyone based 

on competence, irrespective of gender. The subtext is that 

women are just not quite up to the task.

Women often set their bar of competence higher than men 

do. Internal company research at Hewlett Packard demon-

strated that women apply for open job positions if they think 

they respond to 100 % of the criteria listed, while men respond 

as soon as they feel they cover 60 % of the requirements, 

according to Cara Antoine, a general manager at the company 

in Europe. Worse though, she noted, is that hiring managers 

do the same. They recruit women if they respond to 100 % of 

the criteria, but they are ready to recruit men as long as they 

respond to 60 % (and women recruiters are tougher on 

women candidates than men are) (Antoine, 2005).

At a recent seminar for the OECD, run by one of the authors, 

a top manager summarised the point. “It’s not affi rmative 

action per se that we are discussing. It’s the need for a gen-

eralised acknowledgement among us that the female candi-

date we have ranked Number Two may actually be, in terms 

of our future needs and strategy, Number One. In fact, the 

woman who is ranked Number Three may also actually be 

Number One. It is time we recognise our biases and update 

our thinking about what Number One actually needs to look 

and sound like” (OECD, 2007).
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These fi ndings correspond with Catalyst’s studies showing 

that stereotyped views of male and female leadership qual-

ities hold women back. “Men are still largely seen as the 

leaders by default,” it says. “Women are often perceived as 

going against the norms of leadership or those of femininity. 

Caught between impossible choices, those who try to conform 

to traditional – i.e., masculine – leadership behaviors are 

damned if they do, doomed if they don’t” (Catalyst, 2007). 

(See also interview with Ilene Lang, president of Catalyst, 

below.)

Samuel DiPiazza Jr, Global Chief Executive Offi cer of Price-

waterhouseCoopers, knows that it will take work and focus 

to move beyond the 15 % level of women the fi rm counts 

among its 8000 partners worldwide. But he still labels this 

necessity a form of affi rmative action. “Without some form 

of positive discrimination,” he says, “we will not make pro-

gress” (DiPiazza, 2006). We would beg to differ. We do not 

recommend positive discrimination. Part of waking up to 

gender involves undoing the positive discrimination that cur-

rently exists – in favour of men.

Companies and managers will make more progress in attract-

ing and keeping women if they recognise that performance, 

competence and leadership are concepts heavily biased 

towards the prevailing norm, which for the most part remains 

overwhelmingly male.
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Close Up: Why the slow progress to the top in the US?

America has led the diversity drive for years. Why has it 

failed to get more women into corporate leadership? A 

census by Catalyst in 2006 found that the progress of women 

into top corporate jobs in the Fortune 500 had actually 

slowed over the previous three years. If it continues at this 

rate, the study showed it could take 47 years before women 

achieve parity with men in corporate offi cer roles (Catalyst, 

2006b).

Ilene Lang, president of the non-profi t research and advisory 

organisation, explains what she thinks are the persistent bar-

riers. “Catalyst has been working on this for 45 years. For 

the fi rst 27 years, our focus was on helping to get women 

into the workforce and helping mothers to re-enter. It was 

the movement for careers. Women wanted advancement. In 

the mid-80s, we shifted to saying: ‘This is not just about 

individual women. Women are running up against a glass 

ceiling. We have to do something about the workplace.’ ”

Lang likens it to peeling an onion. “You address the obvious 

problems and it turns out these are just symptoms of deeper 

problems. Originally, everyone thought this was about being 

a mother and work-life challenges and that if you put in a 

daycare centre it would solve the problem. We’ve learned 

that that is useful but not enough. Career development was 

a real challenge. Now it’s corporate culture and social culture 

that’s a real challenge.”
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Women’s networks have been useful in overcoming their 

lack of access to informal old boys’ networks, she says. 

“They’ve helped women dig into leadership opportunities 

and get visibility around the business.” But, according 

to Catalyst research, gender-based stereotyping persists 

in the social and cultural norms of the workplace 

environment.

Catalyst has done a lot of research into this. “Regardless of 

the culture, women are perceived as being supportive and 

nurturing, which is not perceived as leader-like; it’s lady-like,” 

says Lang. “As we’ve investigated gender-based stereotyping 

both in the US and Europe, we’ve noted that, in many cases, 

whatever the leadership qualities the culture values most, 

men see women as not being effective. This is not conscious, 

but it is pervasive. It pervades performance management 

systems and creates a double standard that individuals 

aren’t aware of. In doing so, it affects how women are evalu-

ated and advanced – or not advanced – to senior 

leadership.

“Companies don’t want to have a double standard. They 

want a meritocracy. They look to the leadership of tomorrow 

and say that the talent has to come from women as well. 

But if you’re only looking to the traditional old boys’ club, 

then you are missing out on an untapped and growing 

pool of talent. The leadership is, then, going to become more 

and more estranged from the reality of who your workforce 

is.”
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What does she think about the plateau in progress in the 

US? “We’re disappointed about the numbers. The expecta-

tion, of course, is that there’s going to be progress every 

year. The trailblazers – the fi rst women – are getting to retire-

ment age and we’re seeing perhaps a leveling off of the next 

generation taking their place.”

Catalyst recently embarked on researching an important new 

area, one that we believe to be crucial. “We’ve observed 

that in the companies in which progress is being made, there 

are key men involved,” Lang says. “We’re trying to fi gure 

out how you can get more men involved in leading this 

transition. It’s not just a women’s problem, it’s a leader-

ship and a business imperative. Men are a key part of 

that.”

She suggests that men should not fear the arrival of women 

in power. As Catalyst’s research has shown, having more 

women in the senior leadership team is good for the bottom 

line. “If you can ‘increase the pie’, and increase business 

success, then you can bring in women and not set men back. 

It is good for business: the pie will get bigger.”

Surprising sectors

Interestingly, some of the sectors and companies most suc-

cessful to date in promoting women are not the most obvious 

candidates. Fortune’s listing of top international women is led 
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by Pat Russo at the head of telecoms company Alcatel/Lucent, 

Anne Lauvergeon who leads Areva, a nuclear energy company, 

and Anne-Marie Idrac who runs SNCF, the French rail company. 

In the UK, two recent female CEO appointments to FTSE 100 

companies were at Anglo American, the mining company, 

and Drax, the electricity generator. The Female FTSE 100 

Index produced by Cranfi eld School of Management fi nds 

that transport and banking are two of the sectors with the best 

representation of women directors. In the US, the few big 

corporations run by women include Xerox, eBay, and Archer 

Daniels Midland, the agricultural processor.

How do some of these more traditionally male industries allow 

women to succeed? Because companies in these sectors have 

often had to work very hard to attract women at all, which 

makes them try even harder to hold onto them and promote 

them, says Jacey Graham, a diversity consultant and co-author 

of A Woman’s Place is in the Boardroom. “In other sectors, 

there’s often a feeling that the cream will rise to the top, but 

then it doesn’t because of cultural barriers” (Maitland, 2006a).

So what do the best companies do when they want to correct 

the gender balance? They start to become “bilingual”, fi rst 

by recognising that the existing situation may not be as 

unbiased as everyone thought, and then by adapting leader-

ship language and behaviour to 21st century talent and 

market realities.



120

Why Women Mean Business

A new approach to gender

Before navigating across unfamiliar territory, it helps to plot 

your starting point on the map. While many companies are 

convinced of their egalitarian gender credentials, a little scratch-

ing below the surface often reveals a more complicated 

reality.

Understand the starting point
We have run audits of attitudes towards gender diversity in 

companies across Europe, asking male and female managers 

about their perspectives in order to evaluate the existing 

internal “climate” in organisations. In almost every case, atti-

tudes among managers can be split into three segments, with 

women managers usually evenly divided between the fi rst 

two. The three groups are as follows:

The Progressive: a third of managers are progressive, 

often sensitised to the issues because of personal convic-

tions, their own dual-career families or their daughters’ 

emerging ambitions. These executives are the natural 

champions of gender balancing. The male ones point to 

the benefi ts that mixed teams offer and cite positive ex-

periences of female colleagues and bosses. In fact, the 

progressive men are often far more direct and uncompro-

mising in their support of women than women can allow 

themselves to be: if men do it, it will be seen as selfl ess 

or altruistic, while women are handicapped by the risk of 
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a perceived self-interest. Women managers who fall into 

this group tend to have supportive spouses who have 

worked to balance dual careers. They believe that the 

advancement of women in their fi rms is likely to improve 

the culture for all employees. They are comfortable citing 

the “different” skills or approaches that women bring to 

the table and can usually explain why having more women 

will be good for business. These are the key change agents 

of any gender initiative. It is crucial to be able to identify 

and involve them.

The Patient: a third are neutral, convinced that time will 

solve everything, that women are already well on their 

way, that things are changing at a satisfying pace and that 

no specifi c actions are required. This group is the “swing 

vote”. They are the people who need to be convinced so 

that they may develop into progressives. They point to the 

number of women in management and say that there are 

some who make it, so things must be fair and accessible. 

They fear that pushing the issue of gender will create 

resistance or a backlash. They don’t usually see any press-

ing business reasons for having more women, and insist 

that competence and performance are duly rewarded in 

their organisation.

The Plodding: a third are clearly reticent, rejecting the 

goal as well as the means. There are still many men (the 

levels vary by country) who are hostile to women at work 
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for a variety of reasons. Not least is the fact that their own 

spouses have sometimes given up careers to support 

theirs. Backing women’s advancement, some will admit to 

feeling, would be committing the equivalent of marital 

treason. Or else they are convinced that women are 

just not relevant to the realities they face professionally. 

They look around and point to the growing number of 

women in their ranks – far more than there were before, 

and more than enough. These managers (mostly male) 

are deeply unconvinced that women will bring anything 

signifi cant or new to the table. They believe that if 

there are few women in their organisations, it is because 

of women themselves and they are quick to cite 

women’s lack of commitment and ambition, their family 

priorities or the dearth of women with relevant degrees. 

They argue that their sector, industry or company is simply 

not attractive to women or that family life allows only one 

career parent.

It is easy to imagine that deep-seated antagonism to women 

at work disappeared years ago. So thought Joan Bakewell, 

the eminent writer and television personality who was once 

herself described as “the thinking man’s crumpet”. Then she 

overheard a recent conversation between four elegantly 

dressed businessmen in a fi rst-class train carriage. “Talking 

of women colleagues, their conversation ranged over their 

‘buxom’ attributes, whether ‘wearing short skirts was asking 

for it’ and speculated that one of the women was ‘a bit past 
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it’,” she wrote in the Independent newspaper. They behaved 

like “masters of the universe”, she said. “No wonder there 

are not more women in the top boardrooms of industry and 

commerce” (Bakewell, 2006).

The three-part segmentation of opinion described above 

also exists at the executive committee level. Once the CEO 

has launched a gender initiative, no one is likely to 

object openly. But the “plodders” will block progress in their 

areas.

Overcoming resistance and getting the swing voters to 

become convinced and convincing proponents of change 

requires strong leadership and awareness. It means that men 

and women will have to become far more fl uent in each 

other’s languages. This involves understanding how we differ 

in order to appreciate those differences and manage them 

constructively.

“Gender-bilingual” leaders are easy to identify. They 

know that there are two important issues to keep in mind 

when opening a mutually positive dialogue with women: 

they personalise the conversation, and they watch their 

metaphors.

Personalise the conversation
Bilingual leaders understand that most women don’t compart-

mentalise their lives into personal and professional. They tend 



124

Why Women Mean Business

to mix it all up and are curious about – and comfortable with 

– the human being behind the professional. The traditional 

corporate norm of never speaking about anything personal at 

work is a particular weight on women, who are more 

comfortable multi-tasking among their many roles but often 

feel constrained in a male corporate culture to keep their 

personal lives under wraps. So leaders in the know usually 

make a point of talking about themselves fi rst, in a very per-

sonal way, in order to build the trust and credibility to be 

listened to.

Carlos Ghosn, the Brazilian-born Franco-Lebanese head of 

Renault and Nissan, knows this. Speaking at the Women’s 

Forum in Deauville on diversity, he explains how he person-

ally understands that “being a black sheep is always hard”. 

His childhood was one long experience of being “different”, 

he tells an empathetic audience, as he moved from his native 

Brazil to Lebanon, then to France and the US. “Working 

together towards a single goal is good – unless being together 

means negating one’s own identity. If you are all the same, 

you don’t ask yourself many questions about who you are 

or why you’re there. But you mostly learn from those who 

are different” (Ghosn, 2006).

The “bottom line” on the gender issue for him is that “I have 

three daughters and one son. It is intolerable to me to think 

that one day my daughters will not be able to do what they 
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want because they are women. Absolutely intolerable. And 

what is valid for the people I love is valid for the society I 

live in. CEOs have to play a role, particularly women CEOs. 

You have to prove that you can be at the top and women 

need a lot of examples.” At this point, he has the audience 

eating out of his hand.

Niall FitzGerald, the Irish-born chairman of Reuters and 

former head of Unilever, said in a Financial Times interview 

that his attitudes to the gender issue had been heavily infl u-

enced by his daughters: the fi rst, a “feisty” journalist, a young 

professional woman who successfully challenged his views, 

the second, still a pre-schooler, with whom he wanted to 

share precious time in the mornings and evenings (Maitland, 

2003).

Eric Daniels, an American of Chinese and German parentage, 

is chief executive of Lloyds TSB, the UK banking group. 

He has made a point of recruiting women into senior 

management. When discussing the importance of having a 

good balance of women and men at all levels, he often 

refers to his sister Diana, who was one of the fi rst three 

women to get into Harvard Law School. She rose to be 

chief legal counsel for the Washington Post and was, for 

many years, a lone woman in middle and senior manage-

ment. Through her experience, he understands what it feels 

like.
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These personal vignettes might seem out of place at the 

average business gathering, but are typical of the way women 

communicate among themselves. For men who wish to 

speak across genders, they act like a magic door opener, a 

password unlocking a mix of surprise, relief, appreciation 

and trust. And it’s cheap, requiring nothing more than emo-

tional intelligence and a readiness to reveal vulnerability. In 

a more masculine metaphor, it could be referred to as a 

laying-down of arms.

Manage the metaphors – the power of vocabulary 
and vision
This leads to another major issue of bilingualism. It’s not 

only what you say, but how you say it that counts. Vocabu-

lary is one of the interesting differences between genders, 

as Deborah Tannen, author and linguistics professor, has 

explored at length (Tannen, 2001).

There is one particular element of language that affects 

the business world, and men’s concept of it. Business is 

rife with the messages and metaphors of military con-

quest. Didier Lombard, Chairman and CEO of France 

Télécom, gave a demonstration at a conference. Speaking 

about innovation, one could feel him fully engaged and 

mobilised by a fi erce struggle in a highly competitive 

global industry. His language was unconsciously sprinkled 

with images of “charging up the packs” to be “ready for 
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battle” and get “experience of war”. He is obviously per-

sonally motivated and stimulated by the fi ght he faces 

and feels that rattling linguistic sabres helps to motivate 

the troops.

But as the troops include more and more women, the 

vocabulary needs to evolve. Michèle Alliot-Marie, France’s 

fi rst female Minister of Defence, (subsequently appointed 

Interior Minister under the Sarkozy presidency) has under-

stood this. She did not speak of war, but of peace. While 

defence minister, she explained she was shifting the com-

munication and recruitment campaigns of the professional 

army she managed to underline that its mission today is less 

about waging war than about keeping the peace around the 

globe. In this way, she said, the army was attracting a 

growing pool of women (Alliot-Marie, 2006).

Just as women need to understand prevalent modes of 

male communication, so men need to become familiar with 

women’s communication styles. “Ambition”, “politics” and 

“power” are uncomfortable words for many women, who 

prefer to deny their ambitious or political tendencies rather 

than come across as “bossy” or “pushy”. Merrill Lynch ran a 

programme for women to improve their political skills and 

found that they resisted the chosen terminology. Sue Henley, 

head of diversity in Europe, explained: “Women didn’t want 

to do politics. We changed the word ‘politics’ to ‘profi le’ and 

that was fi ne” (Maitland, 2006b).
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Close Up: Nature or Nurture?

Matt Ridley, author of best-selling science books including 

Nature via Nurture, argues that these types of differences are 

rooted in genetics. “The burning desire to get to the top and 

to overrate your ability to be able to get there is commoner 

among men than it is among women,” he told a conference 

on Women as Leaders. “That’s why some kind of affi rmative 

action in the workplace is a good idea – mentoring, informal 

shortlist-packing, and a general awareness among bosses of 

the need to keep an eye out for talented women. It’s not to 

redress different abilities, it’s to redress the tendency of men 

to push themselves forward too fast and the tendency of 

women to say ‘I don’t think I’m quite ready to take the next 

step,’ when they are.

“In our closest relatives, the chimpanzees,” Ridley con tinued, 

“most of the hierarchical competition happens between and 

among males. Females are not nearly so competitive about 

status. And so there is, in that sense, bound to be a biologi-

cal legacy of men having a tendency to trample on each 

other on their way up the tree and perhaps not even notice 

that they are actually in competition with women as well” 

(Ridley, 2007; interview with author).

Women can be unconsciously – or consciously – marked 

down in companies for using hesitant or deferential speech 

in preference to commanding, or “powerful”, language. 
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Hedging an idea with the words “I’m not sure if this would 

work, but  .  .  .” or prefacing a request for a job to be done 

with “Sorry, but perhaps you could  .  .  .” can be interpreted 

as a lack of confi dence or assertiveness.

Such assumptions need to be challenged. Commanding 

speech that excludes the listener’s opinion – “I need you to 

do this now”, “Make it 1 o’clock” – is out of place in modern 

organisations claiming to be collegiate and inclusive. Com-

municating this way is also quite possibly less effective at 

conferring status than the speaker believes. In teams of 

people heavily dependent on one another to complete a 

task, research has found that those who use more tenta-

tive speech styles actually command greater status (Fragale, 

2006). Moreover, many cultures of the world do not 

subscribe to Anglo-American leadership communication 

styles.

Perhaps not surprisingly, women tend to be more attuned to 

these differences in communication styles than men. At a 

mixed workshop on gender differences, a male middle 

manager from IBM, whether out of political correctness or 

conviction, denied that women and men communicate in dif-

ferent ways. At the same event, a senior woman from Ford 

remarked: “I’ve spent 25 years in the car industry making sure 

men feel comfortable with me, rather than the other way 

around.”
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The building blocks of bilingualism
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The four building blocks of bilingualism

There are four essential elements to implementing gender-

bilingualism in organisations. There is no hard rule about 

which is put in place fi rst. This depends on the organisation 

and its strategy, objectives and priorities concerning gender. 

However, each element is necessary to tap into the full 

potential of women – as stakeholders, customers, employees 

and leaders.

Most companies launching gender initiatives over-emphasise 

one of the four elements: they invest most of the resources 
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in “fi x-the-women” strategies. They create women’s events 

and networks, provide women with training and coaching 

and a variety of other “support” mechanisms. These 

measures can be a helpful step in empowering women. 

However, many such approaches are based, deliberately or 

not, on encouraging women to behave more like men. 

Rather than eradicate bias, these approaches unwittingly 

reinforce them.

One American multinational organised a day-long confer-

ence for its women’s network. It had run several workshops, 

one of them focused on “powerful communications”. The 

workshop started with a video of a speech given by the 

company’s very tough male CEO. For an hour, the workshop 

facilitator proceeded to analyse his strengths and encourage 

the women in the room to emulate them.

This “fi x-the-women” mentality focuses its efforts on the 

wrong segment of the population. Women don’t need “fi xing”. 

Most of the energy and investment would be better spent 

on the other elements presented below.

1 “Getting it”: top management commitment
As in any strategic change initiative, top management needs 

to be convinced of the business reasons for more gender 

balance in its leadership teams. This is particularly true of 

gender diversity since it is a subject which elicits strong reac-

tions and resistance. If the senior leadership team is not 



132

Why Women Mean Business

convinced and ready to show the way (which includes pro-

moting women to the executive committee), it is almost 

impossible to convince managers that this is an organis-

ational priority.

This phase includes leaders building the business case, per-

suading the leadership team to rally behind it and repeating 

the message about its strategic importance. It means speak-

ing, regularly and routinely about the issue, setting objectives 

and leading by example. This is an essential – and preferably 

fi rst – step.

2 Management bilingualism: proactively 
managing difference
This is the core of any gender initiative. It represents the 

majority of the effort and budget that should be spent. This 

is when change will happen – or not. It is where many 

gender initiatives fail to bear fruit. If successful, however, it 

can transform the cultures of organisations, making them 

more responsive to both men and women – in other words, 

more human.

This phase prepares all managers (male and female) to be 

effective, inclusive managers of men and women. It trains 

them to be fl uent in the differences between genders and 

helps to adapt management styles appropriately. It involves 

awareness-building workshops, training, individual or group 

coaching, mentoring and reverse mentoring programmes.
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The underlying objectives here are to:

• demonstrate the strategic business case for better gender 

balance;

• allow men and women to recognise and accept differ-

ences between genders and see those as opportunities;

• adapt management and leadership styles to become more 

inclusive of women, both as employees and customers;

• offer pragmatic examples of how to do this;

• use both intellectual approaches, and more emotionally-

driven experiential methods.

3 Empowering women: the knowledge and 
networks to succeed
As we shall examine in Chapter Seven, women are often not 

fully familiar with the “codes” of organisational politics, 

culture and rules of the male corporate game. With less 

access to the informal networks where much of this crucial 

information is exchanged, parallel systems need, for a time, 

to be created.

There are a variety of options here, and companies have 

experimented with many of them – women’s networks, 

tailored training, mentoring systems, individual or group 

coaching. Whatever the vehicle chosen, the ingredients are:

• making the corporate rules of career progression and 

promotion more transparent and explicit, particularly 

through the crucial 30 s decade;
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• getting senior executives – male and female – to pass on 

experience and facilitate introductions;

• establishing and extending professional networks in-

ternally and externally;

• empowering women by building their confi dence, polit-

ical competence and professionalism in a gender-tailored 

way;

• not expecting women’s networks to solve the issue of 

gender imbalance on their own.

4 Banning bias: identifying and eliminating systemic 
bias from corporate systems and processes
Progressive companies carefully scan existing processes and 

systems in a hunt for unconscious biases that may affect 

women’s careers or experience as customers. There are two 

dimensions to these efforts, one that focuses on employees 

internally, the other on the market.

Internally, it means looking at career management systems 

and data on promotions, and asking the following questions:

• Recruitment – Are recruitment campaigns effective at 

attracting women or do managers claim that they would 

love to hire more women but “just can’t fi nd any”? Where 

are jobs advertised, and what images are used to convey 

the corporate culture? Many companies fi nd that they have 

actively to brief and even train their HR and recruitment 

agencies to eliminate bias at the interview stage. 
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• Pay – Is there bias in the pay system? Do women stay 

longer in certain pay bands than men? Do employees 

only get increases if they ask for them? Auditing com-

pensation practices and trends is an ideal way to uncover 

hidden discrimination.

• High-potential identifi cation – Does the company 

have a structured programme to identify high-potential 

people, with a defi ned age for participants? If this age is 

capped (typically the age range of these programmes is 

28 to 35), it unwittingly discriminates against child-bearing 

women. Progressive companies are raising the upper 

limit to 40 or 45 or, like some Scandinavian companies, 

removing it altogether.

• Succession Planning and Promotion – Is there a target 

for mixed succession planning lists? If there are consis-

tently no women on these lists, this may be an indication 

of other biases at play. Is there a grade or ranking level 

at which the percentage of women precipitously drops 

off? This “glass ceiling” is usually bias at play.

• Performance Evaluation – Performance evaluations are 

often more subjective than managers would like to think, 

and more self-fulfi lling. They tend to reproduce a domi-

nant norm of leader aligned with each organisation’s 

culture and may not correspond to the style with which 

many women are comfortable. Training managers to 

understand differences between genders usually helps 

them look a little more closely at whom they are promot-

ing and why.



136

Why Women Mean Business

• Flexible working – Is this aimed primarily at women? 

Are the top jobs at the company excluded? Are men 

encouraged to be role models for fl exible working of all 

kinds? These programmes are still often treated as an 

“employee benefi t” aimed at women with children. This 

casts them into a ghetto associated with low commitment. 

Yet fl exibility and control are increasingly sought by 

employees of all kinds and can confer a competitive 

advantage on companies that encourage them (see 

Chapter Eight). UK research shows that regular working 

from home using a computer and phone (“teleworking”) 

is actually most common among highly skilled, senior-

ranking men. Flexibility needs to be rethought, taken out 

of the “gender” arena, and made a priority tool for attract-

ing and retaining all kinds of employees, both male and 

female, in response to changing social attitudes.

Externally, banning bias involves looking at all the ways in 

which companies analyse and respond to their customers 

and stakeholders.

• Market research – Is market research conducted and 

then analysed by gender? When BP fi rst analysed some 

customer research by gender, it discovered a decade ago 

that women felt unsafe paying for petrol far away from 

their cars (and children). That led the company to inno-

vate by introducing payment islands next to the pump 

and drive-by cashiers.
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• Product development – Are products developed to 

respond to the needs and expectations of male and 

female customers? Volvo developed a “concept car” 

designed by a team of women specifi cally for women. 

Many of its features were integrated into the company’s 

wider product range.

• Marketing and product communication – Are the 

company’s image and external communications attractive 

to both male and female customers? Leading DIY stores 

like Home Depot or Leroy Merlin have gone through an 

enormous transformation of their stores in recent years, 

for example creating in-store training and education, a 

potent sales tactic for the growing number of female 

renovators and craftspeople.

• Customer service – Is customer service tailored to 

women’s needs? Some banks are beginning to under-

stand that more and more “high net worth” clients are 

female – and to ensure that, if they want to, they can 

have access to another woman to talk to about money 

and investment.

The next chapter examines some of the key success factors 

in launching a gender initiative.

In conclusion, the essential step to becoming bilingual is 

recognising that a different language exists in the fi rst place 

– and that it is now spoken by an economically powerful 

majority. It is no longer useful – and will soon be harmful – 
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to insist (consciously or not) that women adapt to the exist-

ing norms and rules of the game. Companies wanting to 

harness this revolutionary economic force need to under-

stand that the days of women’s adapting to the work world 

are drawing to an end. Tomorrow’s female money and talent 

will go to the companies adapted to their needs, styles and 

motivations. This will require leadership, conviction and 

language skills. Getting the best out of women – as custom-

ers, employees or shareholders – requires managers and 

organisations to be genuinely gender-bilingual. Are you?

Traditional and bilingual approaches

Traditional Approaches Bilingual Approaches

•  Include gender in 

umbrella diversity 

approaches.

•  Position gender as a stra-

tegic priority.

•  Treat everyone equally 

and the same.

•  Audit and understand the 

existing reality of attitudes 

on gender – and their 

impact.

•  Assume fairness of 

performance assump-

tions and existence of 

meritocracy.

•  Analyse where your 

company currently stands 

on each of the four building 

blocks described above.

•  Approach gender 

through a “compliance” 

lens.

•  Adapt leadership language 

to signal an understanding 

of “difference”.
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SEVEN STEPS TO 
SUCCESSFUL 

IMPLEMENTATION

“This will give us a tremendous competitive advantage. The 

available population of top female talent to non-women-

friendly competitors is ever declining. We’re already fi ve 

years ahead of the game. And we’ll be increasing our lead. 

It’s a very hard issue to play ‘catch up’ on.”

Jim Andrews, Gender Diversity Manager, Schlumberger

Key success factors

Becoming bilingual begins with a shift in perspective. It 

depends on recognising that responsibility for better gender 

balance lies with all managers, not just with women. It 

focuses its efforts on teaching the current majority to become 

bilingual, fl uent in the language and culture of both men 

and women. Only once all managers understand that the 

methods and messages used to recruit, manage and evaluate 

men do not necessarily work for women will women’s talents 
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stand a chance of being accurately recognised and 

optimised.

Gender initiatives are far from simple. Companies often 

underestimate the reactions they elicit – both from men and 

women. To add a layer of complexity, attitudes to gender 

and the respective roles of men and women differ sharply 

from country to country and from region to region, as we 

explain in Chapter Six.

The way a gender initiative is launched is the key to its 

success. Getting it wrong can stir up resentment and hamper 

the very objectives it was meant to achieve, sometimes for 

years. Getting it right requires a sound understanding of what 

the issues are about – and what they are not about.

Below, we outline seven steps to launching an effective 

gender strategy, one that is inclusive of both men and 

women. We make liberal reference here to the management 

“spin” put on Malcolm Gladwell’s book The Tipping Point 

(Gladwell, 2000) by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne in 

their Harvard Business Review article, “Tipping Point Leader-

ship” (Chan Kim and Mauborgne, 2003).

The steps are as follows:

1. Awaken your leadership team.

2. Defi ne the business case.
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3. Let people express resistance.

4. Make it a business issue, not a women’s issue.

5. Make changes before making noise.

6. Don’t mix up the messages.

7. Give it a budget, not just volunteers.

Each of these steps is described in detail below.

1 Awaken your leadership team
The signal for change frequently comes from the CEO. Often 

he (or, more rarely, she) is new to the company, and brings 

with him a culture of gender balance from previous employ-

ers, or he is newly awakened to the issue and would like 

his fi rm to awaken with him. The CEO tells his executive 

committee to fi x the problem. Then the executive committee 

appoints someone to take responsibility for the topic, and 

everyone else goes about business as usual.

Break through the cognitive hurdle:

“To make a compelling case for change, don’t just point at 

the numbers and demand better ones. Your abstract message 

won’t stick. Instead, make key managers experience your 

organisation’s problems.” 

Chan Kim and Mauborgne, 2003

The fi rst step of an effective gender initiative is to convince 

senior management that gender is a business issue. For many 
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senior executives around the world, this subject is far off 

their radar screen. They have not necessarily been sen-

sitised to the dramatic changes described in the earlier chapters 

of this book. Many of them make the following assumptions:

• Gender is not an issue.

• Men and women are equal and the same.

• The business world is rational and performance-driven.

• The cream of managerial talent rises automatically to the 

top.

While all readily acknowledge the importance of national and 

cultural diversity for their globalising businesses, few are 

aware of the impending impact of gender. Raising their 

awareness of women’s evolving roles as employees, custom-

ers and shareholders (the latter also increasingly important 

given the rise in asset ownership described in Chapter Three) 

is an essential fi rst step. This awareness is particularly effec-

tive if it can be done experientially as well as intellectually.

Case Study: Hands-on Experience

One large Canadian DIY company, described in Joanne 

Thomas Yaccato’s book The 80 % Minority, sent its entire 

executive committee into one of its stores, equipped with 

imitation babies in baby-carriers on their fronts, purses in 

hand and the store’s huge and unwieldy shopping carts to 

push around. In the store, the vice-president of operations 

was bumped into by a keen young staffer who came rushing 
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round a corner not paying attention and clipped the front 

end of the executive’s cart. The “baby” on the executive’s 

chest was crushed in the accident. The whole national market 

was re-equipped with smaller and lighter shopping carts the 

following month.

Case Study: Role reversal

Another technique is getting male executives to address all-

women groups, something that many even highly experi-

enced men fi nd disconcerting. An executive committee 

member of one of France’s largest companies was invited to 

speak at the monthly lunch of the European Professional 

Women’s Network in Paris, (one of Europe’s largest, founded 

by Avivah Wittenberg-Cox). Faced with 50 friendly female 

faces, he discovered his hands shaking and sweat pouring 

down his face. He had the grace and the courage to laugh 

openly at himself, while wiping the sweat from his brow. 

He acknowledged that experiencing for the fi rst time in his 

life what many senior women face every day was unexpect-

edly uncomfortable.

These are tipping point experiences that sensitise men to the 

issues women still face, and make them more open to 

addressing them. Or, as diversity expert Jacey Graham, who 

runs the FTSE 100 Cross-Company Mentoring Programme 

with Peninah Thomson, frames it, such experiences engage 

both the heart and the head, and it is the combination that 

moves people to action.
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Close Up: Learning through reciprocal mentoring

Some companies establish reciprocal or “reverse” mentoring 

schemes, in which senior executives are paired up with 

younger high-potential women in their fi rms or in other 

companies. Under the joint leadership of Niall FitzGerald and 

Antony Burgmans, Unilever’s male executive team acknowl-

edged they had to challenge their own thinking if things 

were going to change for women in the consumer goods 

multinational. Each of them mentored, and was mentored 

by, senior women in the company who helped to open their 

eyes to some of the obstacles in their way. Focus groups 

with managers helped reveal that women felt excluded by 

the dominant culture.

“What will change the nature of the conversation will be 

when senior men talk about it honestly,” says Rhodora 

Palomar-Fresnedi, who set up the reciprocal mentoring 

scheme as Global Head of Diversity. “One of the things I 

fi nd is that it’s really one-on-one work with the men. It has 

to be personal, like when they fi nd that their daughters face 

these issues at work. Unless they can relate to it, nothing’s 

going to happen. FitzGerald and Burgmans both ‘got it’.” The 

Unilever board has since become more diverse, with the 

recent appointments of two women – Hixonia Nyasulu, one 

of South Africa’s leading businesswomen, and Professor Gen-

eviève Berger, a distinguished French scientist – and of 

Narayana Murthy, founder of India’s Infosys Technologies. 

In Unilever UK, the number of women in management 
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doubled in a decade to 40 %, with the biggest rise between 

2003 and 2006, which coincided with the leadership’s push 

on the subject. The most signifi cant increase in women in 

recent years has been at higher levels of management, she 

adds (interviews with author, February and May 2007).

There are also several recent examples of mentoring 

approaches established across companies, specifi cally 

addressing the issue of bringing more women onto corporate 

boards. The Confederation of Norwegian Business and Indus-

try (NHO) launched the Female Future initiative in 2003 to 

identify qualifi ed women – what it calls “pearl diving” – and 

prepare them for board roles through networking and tailor-

made mentoring.

Under the UK’s FTSE 100 Cross-Company Mentoring Pro-

gramme, mentioned above and publicly launched in 2004, 

chief executives or chairmen mentor senior women from 

other companies. An initiative modelled on the UK pro-

gramme was launched in France in 2007 under the name 

BoardWomen Partners. The primary purpose of these 

schemes is for the women to gain advice from, and access 

to, well-networked senior business leaders. A side effect is 

that top men begin to see the gender issues, fi rst-hand, from 

a woman’s perspective. Alison Wheaton, one of the women 

who has been on the UK programme, would like to see more 

female leaders as mentors, but takes a pragmatic view. 

“We’re going to have to be mentored by men until more 

women are in these positions,” she says (Maitland, 2006).
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2 Defi ne the business case
The next step is to spend time discussing the issue within 

the executive committee, whose overloaded agendas need 

to make it enough of a priority to include it. The senior team 

need to be able to voice their concerns and their scepticism. 

The CEO has to sell the idea to the team in a way that will 

allow them to sell it onwards to their own teams. Taking 

time to craft a convincing, company-specifi c business case 

for gender diversity within the executive committee is a 

crucial step. Why and how is gender a business issue for the 

company? What is the existing reality in the organisation – 

how good is the company’s current image and relationship 

with women customers and employees? What are the oppor-

tunities for growth in harnessing the talents or purchasing 

power of women? If top managers do not craft a strategic 

case for change, they are unlikely to address it effectively – or 

convince their colleagues to do so.

This phase involves getting executive committee members 

to debate their analysis and defi nition of the business case. 

These sessions can present the research and data on gender 

at work and in the market and the challenges described 

earlier in this book, benchmark how other companies in the 

same country and sector are responding, and analyse the 

existing situation in the organisation (through internal and 

customer audits). The aim is to align the top management 

team on why a gender initiative is necessary and win agree-
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ment on how to address it. These meetings are also helpful 

in identifying potential champions and supporters for the 

journey ahead.

Case study: Opening eyes

One such session at a large European industrial group helped 

to reveal to the highly committed CEO that there were dif-

ferent levels of awareness within the executive team and 

little agreement about the importance of the subject or how 

to evaluate the potential impact on the company.

During the ensuing debate, the group learned key facts about 

gender, realised that some of their main competitors were 

aggressively positioning themselves to attract female talent, 

evaluated each individual’s awareness of and openness to 

the issue, and learned from an audit that their female employ-

ees were stuck fi rmly underneath a clearly situated glass 

ceiling which they had previously been convinced did not 

exist.

Many also realised that the subject of gender was a much 

bigger topic than they suspected – and that resolving it 

would have ramifi cations well beyond the limited HR initia-

tives tabled up until then. They decided that it was important 

enough to build awareness of the topic across the company, 

and rolled out similar sessions for all their top managers as 

a preparatory phase of a proactive strategy to deal with it.
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This is not usually how gender initiatives are launched. 

More often than not, companies start by taking a more 

numerically-driven approach, without recognising the rather 

complex social and emotional issues underlying gender. 

Often, once the CEO decides to move on gender, a typical 

next step is to settle on a numerical target. This number cur-

rently ranges somewhere between 25 % and 40 % of women 

in management in Europe, and at least one woman on the 

board and the executive committee. For professional services 

fi rms, where the level of women partners is currently in the 

low teens (despite recruitment fi gures that are often at parity), 

the target is more likely to be around 20 % or 25 %.

The argument put forward is often that the target statistic for 

women in senior management should at least refl ect the 

percentage of women graduates in the recruitment pool (for 

engineering-oriented industrial fi rms this is often argued to 

be around 20 %) or the percentage of women recruited into 

the fi rm at graduate level (a wide range depending on sectors 

and industries and the perceived attractiveness of the 

company to women).

The consequence of setting targets is that (most) people try 

to meet them. After an analysis of the existing gender statis-

tics, some benchmarking of the competition, and a deter-

mined plan to get the numbers right, targets are set, deadlines 

assigned and managers are told to make it happen. Scratch 

a bit beneath the surface, however, and you fi nd that many 
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of the executive committee members are unconvinced of the 

strategic case for such pushes. Many mutter under their 

breath that “quotas” and positive discrimination will affect 

competence (positive discrimination in favour of the current 

dominant group is rarely mentioned). Even those intellectu-

ally willing to give it a try are often far from understanding 

what the issue is all about, how to fi x it or how to sell it to 

their own teams.

So managers gamely start promoting any woman they can 

fi nd, occasionally knowing that she may not quite be ready 

for the job, and if she fails this is taken as proof that women 

just aren’t made for these kinds of positions. After a year or 

so of this, as one company manager commented, they have 

“shot all their bullets” and there is no one left to promote. 

Then they point their fi ngers at recruitment and the empty 

pipeline and wait for things to happen  .  .  .  next decade.

3 Let people express resistance
In every gender initiative, on every executive committee, and 

in every group of managers there exist the segmentations of 

opinion we described in Chapter Four: the progressive, the 

patient and the plodding. Recognising this reality is not as 

straightforward as it seems.

Most CEOs launching such initiatives are personally con-

vinced of the importance of the gender issue. But they often 

assume that their team does not need convincing, that all are 
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equally open and receptive to the idea of proactively promot-

ing women into management. It is diffi cult for progressive 

men to see that they are not (yet) necessarily representative 

of their gender. They are sure that setting targets will be suf-

fi cient to fi x the numbers and the problem will then disap-

pear. This approach usually ends up with a frustrated CEO 

asking two years later why the numbers aren’t moving.

It is better to address dissidence and disagreement head on 

(as any change management expert will tell you). Typically, 

this type of work involves surveying the attitudes of the 

executive committee and a representative sampling of man-

agers – men and women – across the company before 

designing remedies or setting targets. It is essential to get an 

idea of the culture and context in which you are working. 

Getting an external consultant to interview people on this 

subject can avoid much of the political correctness that sur-

rounds the issue. Most people are delighted to vent their true 

feelings to an outsider, allowing them to identify the natural 

champions and the potential nay-sayers – as well as their 

arguments. Open and wide-ranging discussions with an 

expert also serve as an effective fi rst step in raising the 

awareness of the people being interviewed.

These reactions can then be anonymously aired back to the 

executive committee and debated. A few group exercises can 

clearly position, in public, where people stand on the subject. 

This allows everyone to realise – including the CEO – that 
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the issue is far from being unanimously accepted. Those who 

are not convinced will not be effective implementers. They 

may, in fact, be powerful underminers. It is better to know 

who they are early on, hear their objections and answer them 

convincingly. Nay-sayers, once convinced, can become some 

of the strongest proponents of change.

In one large multinational company, a full day was spent 

working on the business case for gender with a group of HR 

managers. At the end of the day, a quick round table discus-

sion demonstrated that the largely female group of managers 

were defensive and uncomfortable with the whole topic and 

unconvinced of the company’s business case. Rather than 

taking their reluctance on board, in order to respond more 

persuasively, the head of human resources stood up and 

metaphorically stamped his foot. He angrily commented that 

they were not there to ask about why the company was focus-

ing on gender, but to implement the CEO’s decisions. This 

company can be sure to have alienated the very group on 

which it largely depends to embrace and roll out the policy. 

Recovering from this 10-minute error may take years.

The most ineffective scenario is simply to set a policy and 

assume that everyone will subscribe to it wholeheartedly. In 

the area of gender, in a management world still shaped by male 

norms, this is naïve and disingenuous. It takes time, persuasion 

and persistence to align people on controversial policies that 

touch them deeply, both professionally and personally.



154

Why Women Mean Business

Case study: Clearing the air

It took some subtle work by an external “change” consultant 

to tackle the thoroughly macho culture at a company’s media-

buying division. Swearing, heavy drinking, lewd jokes and 

sexist comments were so ingrained in the way people worked 

that some of the female employees joined in. On the surface, 

it was all seen as “a bit of fun”.

It was only when the consultant was brought in for a 

wider programme of culture change that his confi dential 

interviews with employees revealed discomfort about the 

way women were treated. Many of the women felt they 

could not object for fear of being singled out as a killjoy. 

They felt they had to swear and drink as hard as the men 

to be treated as equals. Because the culture was so antag-

onistic to working mothers taking maternity leave, two 

women did not tell their boss they were pregnant until the 

pregnancy showed. It also emerged that the younger men 

were offended by the verbal abuse perpetuated by the 

male old guard.

When the results of the interviews were fed back to people 

in groups of about 20, the problems surfaced publicly for 

the fi rst time. Some of the most ardent proponents of the 

behaviour denied it was offensive. They argued that if the 

work involved tough, down-to-earth negotiations, people 

had to behave that way. But once these men were con-

fronted by the impact of their behaviour on colleagues and 
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the issue was out in the open, some of the younger men 

and more courageous women felt able to pull them up when 

they fell back into old habits. “The biggest effect was achieved 

by disclosure,” the consultant said. “It was cathartic. It made 

it acceptable to acknowledge something that was like incest 

in the family” (Author case study).

4 Make it a business issue, not a women’s issue

Jump the motivational hurdle:

“To turn a mere strategy into a movement, people must 

recognise what needs to be done and yearn to do it them-

selves. But don’t try reforming your whole organisation; 

that’s cumbersome and expensive. Instead, motivate key 

infl uencers – persuasive people with multiple connections. 

Like bowling kingpins hit straight on, they topple all the 

other pins. Most organisations have several key infl uencers 

who share common problems and concerns – making it easy 

to identify and motivate them.”

Chan Kim and Mauborgne, 2003

The person traditionally named to run gender diversity proj-

ects is a woman. Often the HR director or one of the fi rm’s 

more senior women is assigned the responsibility of organis-

ing the analysis of the situation and drafting proposals to 

increase the number of women in management. In almost 

every company which has started a gender initiative, a 

woman is appointed to head it.



156

Why Women Mean Business

In addition, women are often requested to provide the 

answers. Most companies start by surveying women, asking 

them what they think the issues are. Or management asks 

women’s networks to say what is wrong and propose 

solutions. One educational institution surveyed women 

students, teaching staff and alumnae – inviting them to 

share their analysis with the entirely male leadership 

team. It’s like leaning down from above the glass ceiling to 

ask all the women below why they aren’t making it to the 

top.

This approach unwittingly undermines the solution. By pos-

itioning gender as a women’s issue, rather than an organis-

ational or business one, it unconsciously communicates that 

the lack of women in senior management is the responsibility 

(or fault) of women. So the “minority” is asked to fi x the 

issue. Progressive companies know that women are only 

partly responsible for their minority status.

The real reasons that women are not moving up do not lie 

primarily with women. They are embedded in systems that 

have evolved over decades and refl ect the values, motiva-

tions and views of a male majority. None of this is done 

intentionally or even consciously. It is simply the result of 

history and corporate evolution. But so long as these issues 

remain unseen, they form an intractable barrier to a more 

inclusive work environment.
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Lessons from Deloitte
Douglas M. McCracken, the former CEO of Deloitte Consult-

ing, wrote that at his company “we came to grips with the fact 

that women at Deloitte were on the march – out the 

door  .  .  .  Only four of our 50 candidates for partner were 

women even though  .  .  .  [we] had been heavily recruiting 

women from colleges and business schools since 1980. We 

also found that women were leaving the fi rm at a signifi cantly 

greater rate than men.” He went on to admit that for a long 

time, they did not really see this as a business issue, but more 

of a personal choice option. “To be frank, many of the fi rm’s 

senior partners, including myself, didn’t actually see the 
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exodus of women as a problem, or at least, it wasn’t our 

problem. We assumed that women were leaving to have chil-

dren and stay home. If there was a problem at all, it was 

society’s or the women’s, not Deloitte’s. In fact, most senior 

partners fi rmly believed we were doing everything possible to 

retain women. We prided ourselves on our open, collegial, 

performance-based work environment. How wrong we were, 

and how far we’ve come” (McCracken, 2000).

Knock over the political hurdle:

“Even when organisations reach their tipping points, power-

ful vested interests resist change. Identify and silence key 

nay-sayers early by putting a respected senior insider on 

your top team.”

Chan Kim and Mauborgne, 2003

Most organisations and managers are profoundly convinced 

that their systems and cultures are impartial, rational and 

perfectly fair. Having a woman – or a group of women – 

stand up and say that they are not is not the strongest guar-

antee of a mutually enriching dialogue.

A more convincing angle, which a few companies such as 

Schlumberger, the leading oilfi eld services group, are starting 

to experiment with, is to have gender initiatives headed by 

a senior male fast-tracker. In these cases, the executive’s 

reputation and obvious clout adds credibility to an initiative 
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whose key task is to convince a majority of male managers 

that gender diversity actually delivers value to the company, 

and that it presents a strategic business opportunity.

“I’m absolutely comfortable pushing it,” says Jim Andrews, 

recently appointed Gender Diversity Manager at Schlum-

berger. “It’s easier for me to push the subject with a male-

dominated management team. I’ve been with Schlumberger 

for 17 years, I’ve had both HR and operational roles, I’ve 

managed countries like Oman and Pakistan. I know our 

people – and, more importantly, they know me.”

Raj Ray, who is responsible for Lehman Brothers’ gender 

drive as European director of diversity and inclusion, is a 

qualifi ed solicitor and a former derivatives lawyer for Credit 

Suisse. Before being appointed to his current role, he was 

Head of Legal for Lehman Brothers’ equities division in 

Europe. “I had spent over six years at Lehman Brothers in 

various trading fl oor roles helping structure and execute 

complex capital markets transactions. Over this period, I 

forged many strong relationships with business unit heads. 

I fi nd this ‘track record’ to be a huge asset in my current 

seat. There is no doubt that credibility with senior business 

executives is essential if a head of diversity is to succeed in 

an organisation” (Interview with author, June 2007).

In Marshall McLuhan’s immortal phrase, the medium is the 

message. This applies to the choice of leader of a gender 
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programme. Appointing a male star to the gender champion 

chair sends a clear message – unless, of course, it’s a female-

dominated fi rm, in which case the appointment of a woman 

makes more sense. In either case, the champion should be 

someone who understands the issue and is seen by the 

majority as a mover and shaker in the company. It should 

be someone who would only be assigned to matters of stra-

tegic importance.

This needs to be done with extreme sensitivity, however. If 

the choice is a man, he must both command the attention 

of the leadership, and be attuned to the views of the mass 

of employees, both men and women. It would be easy to 

create resentment. There are many talented women diversity 

offi cers toiling inside large companies to bring about culture 

change. Some have moved on in frustration, having failed to 

change things in the absence of support from the top, or in 

the teeth of resistance from managers. The appointment of 

an infl uential male executive to the post needs to be accom-

panied by an open recognition of the obstacles that have 

prevented progress. (See Schlumberger case study at the end 

of this chapter).

Around the leader, create a team of high-profi le operational 

heads, both men and women, to steer the initiative. This 

approach has the advantage of refl ecting the kind of organ-

isation you want: one that is gender-balanced and knows 

how to optimise the talents and listen to the voices of both 
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women and men. It also allows committee members to carry 

on their operational roles in parallel, supported by HR or 

diversity specialists. This way, they keep a hand in the busi-

ness and stay relevant in the eyes of their colleagues, while 

carrying the gender message deep into the organisation.

In companies for which globalisation and an understanding 

of different markets and cultures are crucial to future growth, 

spending a couple of years on the gender committee should 

be an attractive developmental rite of passage.

The European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company 

(EADS) did just that. Its management carefully designed a 

steering committee made up of one operational person and 

one HR person, usually one man and one woman, from each 

division. The group met several times to prepare the business 

case for presentation to the executive committee. During 

their day-long meetings, they explored and analysed the 

gender-related opportunities and risks for the organisation, 

the obstacles, and the targets to be reached in recruiting, 

identifying high-potential people, and leadership develop-

ment. They analysed market trends and growing government 

pressure on the subject of gender across the EU. They com-

missioned further research and debated who would be the 

most credible representative to present the issue to the 

executive committee. By the time they were ready to present, 

they had all become strong and informed champions of the 

initiative – convinced that it was of strategic importance.
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5 Make changes before making noise
One company’s experience illustrates the value of doing 

before communicating. This multinational, dominated by 

male engineers with only a handful of women anywhere in 

management, was planning the launch of its diversity initia-

tive. Its fi rst step, after receiving the green light from the 

executive committee, was to be the announcement of the 

decision via its internal communications media. After some 

thoughtful debate within the launch team, however, the 

company decided an announcement risked backfi ring. They 

realised the dangers in stating baldly to a majority of men 

that they now wanted to promote women. What surer way 

was there to elicit a variety of unproductive emotions? So 

they adapted their approach, and started instead by explain-

ing, in structured sessions, why business imperatives were 

behind the need for better gender balance. This then pre-

pared the groundwork for a wider communications approach 

to be better received at a later date.

Before launching any gender initiative, communicate the 

strategic reasons why gender balance is important for your 

organisation. Communication has to be done very carefully. 

It is a delicate subject that can easily annoy both men and 

women – the former because they don’t want to have women 

thrust onto their promotion path, and the latter because 

many are convinced that they personally can make it on 

performance alone.
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Communication strategies need to be built for each stage of the 

initiative and the word should emanate from the top. The fi rst job 

is to convince senior management as well as key change agents, 

who should be infl uencers of opinion and operational heavy-

weights. This does not require the communications department. 

More typically, it will require targeted awareness-building 

sessions. These sessions can fi rst be aimed at the executive com-

mittee, then change agents and champions, and then wider 

groups. After the launch, such sessions can become a mainstream 

part of management and leadership development programmes.

The arguments about communication also apply to women 

in the organisation. It does not necessarily help them to 

trumpet across the company that you will support their 

advancement, before any action has taken place. Consider 

who are the leading female role models in the company. Do 

they understand the gender issues or refute them? Are they 

acceptable models for younger women? Are they ready to 

be champions on the topic? It is often assumed that women 

are automatically prepared to support gender initiatives. This 

is not necessarily the case. Women have a wide variety of 

attitudes to the topic, and not all of them are obvious cham-

pions. Some can be serious detractors. They need to be as 

carefully selected as the men to defend the topic visibly.

Finally, once the initiative has been clearly explained to key 

infl uencers – male and female – and their input has been 
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incorporated into your strategy and communications plan, 

you can start communicating more widely to sensitise all 

managers to the issues. This is often months after having 

launched.

Going public

Communicating externally on gender is another area that 

some companies would love to rush into. The pressure on 

the recruiting front to be known as a female-friendly organi-

sation is growing. Talented women are starting to study 

companies’ track records on gender before they sign a job 

contract.

Many fi rms are rushing into external communication and 

recruitment campaigns making huge and welcoming signals 

to women. But if relatively little has been done internally, 

new recruits join companies where they are shocked to dis-

cover a big gap between external image and internal reality. 

When they quit in dismay, it is costly both for them and the 

company.

External communication campaigns can be planned in 

parallel with internal ones. It is better not to overstate your 

case before you are ready. You will alienate not only your 

newest employees but also your current women em-

ployees. They will hoot derisively at promises and pro-

nouncements they may have never seen or heard of 

internally.
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One company took out a double-page spread in a national 

newspaper on Women’s Day (8 March), introducing their 

top 100 women, complete with photos, without having 

launched anything about gender internally at all. The com-

munications department had taken the initiative, without 

even informing the HR people. The backlash from within 

was almost immediate as the women objected to being used 

in this way.

Companies can get their messages badly unsynchronised. 

Deutsche Bank found itself in the media spotlight for the 

contradiction between its internal efforts to recruit and 

promote women and ethnic minorities and a series of adver-

tisements for the bank, which featured white men, including 

super-athletic males under the heading “a passion to perform” 

(Maitland, 2004). Tess Finch-Lees, a diversity consultant who 

drew attention to the disparity, says the unwelcome publicity 

made the bank change tack on its external imagery. “The 

series of testosterone charged images, all displaying the same 

male prototype, clearly equated white, able-bodied, mascu-

linity with success. In one fell swoop, Deutsche Bank’s 

marketing department undermined all the work to promote 

the organisation as a gender inclusive employer,” she says.

It is better to go slowly but surely in communications – and 

be certain you have researched and understood the current 

awareness levels and openness to gender in the organisation 

– and in the external national culture – before seeking to 

address it publicly. Communications on this topic (even more 
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than any other) need to be aligned and adapted to the 

context.

6 Don’t mix up the messages
Gender is not the same topic as work-life balance. Too many 

companies associate these two issues, often launching work-

life programmes within the context or the communication of 

their gender initiatives. This is not helpful. It simply reaffi rms 

in resistors’ minds that women have work-life issues  .  .  .  and 

that men don’t. Balance is an issue that affects all companies 

and both genders.

Barbara Cassani, who founded Go, the low cost airline, and 

led London’s successful 2012 Olympics bid, gave a personal 

view on the subject at a McKinsey-organised conference on 

women as leaders. “Even the issue of childcare, it is not a 

women’s issue; it is a family issue,” she said. “And frankly, 

some of the people who pose those questions to people like 

me are implying that women should feel guilty about the 

work-life balance, and should feel more guilty than men” 

(Women as Leaders, 2007).

Flexibility and choice are increasingly important to all current 

generations in the workforce, as well as those yet to enter, 

as we explain in Chapter Eight. Progressive companies 

understand that new ways of working will be an important 

magnet for the next generation’s talent. But it helps initiatives 

on women if this topic is kept distinct.
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Case study: Lloyds TSB’s multi-pronged approach

Lloyds TSB, a leading British banking group with 63 % women 

in its workforce, has grappled more than most with the 

gender issue. It has taken action on many fronts to help 

women reach their potential through:

• commitment from the top;

• high-visibility recruitment;

• succession planning;

• measurement;

• talent programmes;

• rethinking fl exible work.

It has taken time, but the bank is getting results. In 2007, 

the company had four women on its nine-strong senior 

management committee and two women executive directors 

on its 14-strong board. The number of women in manage-

ment generally had risen to nearly 39 % from 15 % in 1998, 

and in senior management to 21 % from 9 %, according to 

Fiona Cannon, group head of equality and diversity (Inter-

view with author, February 2007).

Eric Daniels, the American former Citibank executive who 

became CEO in 2003, “was utterly determined to get more 

women into senior management positions”, says Cannon. 

“He felt there needed to be a marker at senior levels to say: 

‘This is a different organisation’. He has been fundamental 

in the senior management shift.”
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Daniels decided to bring women in from outside to boost 

the numbers. They included Helen Weir, the fi nance director, 

who came from the retail sector, and Terri Dial, the American 

head of UK retail banking. He also brought the head of 

human resources – a functional role often marginalised in 

strategy-making – onto the group executive committee.

Every six months, Daniels reviews the progress of women 

at senior level with the managing directors of the business 

units as part of succession planning.

Having women at the top was not enough to bring culture 

change, however. It was essential, too, to develop home-

grown female talent, says Cannon. “It’s very demotivating if 

you see that the only way to the top is from outside.” The 

retail banking arm, where the female workforce is concen-

trated, runs talent conferences aimed at identifying and 

encouraging high-potential female junior managers to put 

themselves forward for promotion, while also asking what 

barriers they face.

Measurement and data analysis are an important part of the 

strategy. “It gives the issue more business relevance,” Cannon 

explains. “You’re telling the board something specifi c.” In 

1998, Lloyds TSB examined its workforce profi le in depth, 

including where women were in the organisation. This gave 

it a baseline from which to measure progress.

“We also measure performance of women versus men 

throughout the organisation. Women are 8 % more likely to 
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meet or exceed expectations than men are. They do a great 

job, but they don’t apply for the next level or don’t feel they 

can move on,” says Cannon.

So managers are stepping in to help them do so. “They’ll 

manage these women’s careers slightly more closely than 

men’s because we have a gap in the number of women 

moving up.”

In the late 1990s, the bank decided to turn the idea of fl exible 

working – which often puts women with children into a 

part-timers’ ghetto – on its head. It introduced a programme 

called Work Options that offered fl exible work arrangements 

to anyone, male or female, who wanted it, provided they 

could negotiate with their manager an arrangement that also 

worked for the business. “It took the male-female split out 

of fl exible working,” says Cannon.

However, there is still a pronounced tendency for women 

to work reduced hours, and therefore earn less money, 

because they are picking children up from school or child-

minders at a fi xed time. Men who work fl exibly, on the other 

hand, tend to choose to compress a full working week into 

fewer, longer days, which means they still earn a full salary. 

“Lots of very senior men take compressed hours.”

The next step in developing women’s potential is to redesign 

the way that jobs such as branch manager and local area 

manager are done. These jobs involve long hours. Area man-

agers travel a lot. Splitting the job between two people may 
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be the answer, says Cannon. “Women generally don’t get 

enough profi t-and-loss experience. This gives them the expe-

rience while managing their work-life balance. They can see 

they can do it, and the organisation can see it can be done 

differently. I suspect the minute we make these into job-

sharing roles, men will want them too.”

Such a solution is not easily embarked on, she adds. “There’s 

been a nervousness in talking about fl exibility for these 

linchpin roles. But if you can do that client-facing role fl exi-

bly, you can do any role fl exibly.”

7 Give it a budget, not just volunteers
For many companies, the issue of gender is seen as simply 

a redefi ning of HR priorities and numbers. Once targets have 

been set, the rest is up to the existing team with existing 

resources. Very few strategic change initiatives have no 

budget. The size of the budget and the seniority of the team 

communicate the importance accorded to the subject. Without 

a budget, gender initiatives end up as small efforts which 

create a lot of expectations and reactions without being able 

to address either properly. This is often the case with women’s 

networks, which remain “voluntary” rather than “business” 

initiatives, dependent on the personal dedication of already-

busy women to sustain them and struggle to gain continued 

corporate funding after start-up (Cranfi eld, 2004). If it is not 

worth investing in, don’t bother.
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Start smart and avoid the cost of corrections

Launching a gender initiative is a big decision. It can change 

the culture and context of the organisation more than its 

leaders may bargain for.

As mentioned above, Douglas McCracken describes this effort 

at Deloitte  – and its payoffs – in an article he wrote, evoca-

tively called, “Winning the Talent War for Women: Sometimes 

It Takes a Revolution” (McCracken, 2000). Deloitte’s Initiative 

for the Retention and Advancement of Women grew out of a 

task force headed by then-CEO Mike Cook. “A number of 

women partners initially wanted nothing to do with the effort 

because it implied affi rmative action.” But Cook drove the 

initiative with a mixed team of male and female partners, 

ensuring that it represented a broad range of views, including 

outright scepticism. It took a methodical approach, fi rst gath-

ering data and understanding before acting and communi-

cating. Deloitte prepared all 5000 of their professionals for 

change by holding a series of intensive, two-day workshops 

at a cost of some $ 8 million. Only once awareness had been 

raised did the fi rm move to policy implementation.

“Resistance was futile,” remarked one partner. McCracken 

himself admits his scepticism about “HR-type programs” and 

the mental calculations he made of the combined cost of the 

programme and the lost revenue of having so many consul-

tants in training. But he concludes that “I was dead wrong. 
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The workshops were a turning point, a pivotal event in the 

life of the fi rm  .  .  .  ultimately the workshops converted a criti-

cal mass of Deloitte’s leaders.”

Gender initiatives are change programmes which should start 

strategically and quietly and gradually pick up strength and 

steam on people’s carefully nurtured support and conviction. 

Launched incorrectly, gender initiatives are soon seen as 

management fads with no budget or infl uence. They end up 

being objects of derision doing more damage than good to 

women’s reputations and chances. Repairing this kind of 

negative initial impression is much harder than starting right 

in the fi rst place.

In conclusion, if you are convinced that gender is a strategic 

issue for the future of your business, take the time to start 

smart. Start at the top by getting your executive committee 

behind it, roll it out quietly by getting credible role models – 

respected by both men and women – to lead and champion 

the cause, and communicate with the outside world only 

when you have something to show, not just something to say. 

Then you will move beyond just “doing diversity” and start 

becoming gender-bilingual. It is a lot better for business.

We end this chapter with interviews with two senior male 

executives about the innovative approaches they are taking 

to addressing the gender issue inside their companies.
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Case Study: Schlumberger

A bold new approach to gender

Schlumberger has a long history of diversity in terms of 

nationalities. After 40 years of recruiting and training in each 

of the 80-plus countries in which it operates, the company 

considers that it has achieved complete cultural diversity at 

all levels. No single nationality dominates its board or execu-

tive committee and among its top 32 managers, there are 12 

different nationalities. There are, however, just two 

women.

Despite a decade’s worth of effort, Schlumberger’s leadership 

recognises that similar progress has not been made on 

women, and that the subject has become a strategic priority 

for the company. “Gender diversity is business driven,” says 

Andrew Gould, Chairman & CEO. “Why deprive the company 

of access to half of the world’s intellectual potential?”

In an interview, Jim Andrews, Schlumberger’s recently 

appointed Gender Diversity Manager, explains why progress 

has been slow to date. “The problem is two-fold. Firstly, the 

oil and gas business has not been successful in marketing 

itself to women. Secondly, we as a company had not fully 

realized the importance of adapting the working environ-

ment to benefi t from both genders,” he says.

The company decided the issue was absolutely crucial 

and the timing was right to push much harder. The fi rst 

decision was to elevate the role of the gender diversity 
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manager. “In the past, the role had been staffed by extremely 

competent women, but they simply reported too low in the 

overall organisation. However, when I tried to get our senior 

women to take on the role, I got push-back from every single 

one of them. They supported the initiative, but didn’t want 

to be seen as getting promoted because they were women. 

So I took it on. And I’m absolutely comfortable pushing it. 

It’s easier for me to push the subject with a male-dominated 

management team. I’ve been with Schlumberger for 17 years, 

I’ve had both HR and operational roles, I’ve managed coun-

tries like Oman and Pakistan. I know our people – and, more 

importantly, they know me.”

Andrews is frank and positive about the personal changes 

his new role has involved. “I’m fi nding it very pleasant to 

work all of a sudden with a majority of women. I’ve adapted 

my communication style. I’m marginally less direct and 

aggressive, although I’m careful not to change too much and 

I’ve certainly improved my listening style and become much 

more conscious of my body language. I was less aware of 

this before and it is helping me to develop. It is not always 

helpful for me to automatically take my natural style into a 

largely female setting where I need women to be completely 

comfortable. And, no, our women shouldn’t change too 

much the other way – I’m fed up with them all acting like 

men!

“There are such interesting differences. Almost all women at 

Schlumberger think it is harder to progress as a woman. And 
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almost all men think that it is easier for women. That means 

that at least we all have one thing in common – we all think 

it’s easier for the other gender!

“The more I see of other companies on this issue the less I 

think it is on their Chairman and CEOs’ agendas. True top-

down commitment to the issue is still rare. Schlumberger is 

very serious about this. It’s not a fad or fashion. We are 

utterly convinced of the business-driven need to get this 

right. And we’ll continue to invest the time and resources 

required, just as we did on nationality. The unwavering 

support from the top makes my job a lot easier.

“We’re still struggling with the ‘how’. The bit we got wrong 

was perhaps due to some complacency as a result of having 

been so successful with nationality diversity. We thought 

that if we could recruit highly talented women, we could 

just fi t them into a male-dominated culture and let things 

gradually evolve. The different nationalities we learned to 

manage over the previous 40 years were all men. We’ve 

learned that women are different and because of these dif-

ferences, we now need to adapt the workplace to their 

needs.

“A good example is the overalls that our fi eld engineers wear. 

They are sophisticated, fi re resistant, one-piece outfi ts 

designed to protect our people even in extreme weather – 

both hot and cold. The design necessitates that a woman has 

to remove the top to go to the bathroom and we had a few 
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cases of women not drinking for 24 hours before going out, 

to avoid this problem and its inherent exposure to the cold. 

These overalls were designed for men, before there were 

any women out in the fi eld. Now, we have 2000 female 

engineers in the fi eld. Is our workplace completely equal? 

No, and it’s time to adapt it.

“The other big challenge is the middle part of careers – the 

30s. Women, and perhaps men too, are a bit naïve early on 

in their careers and we haven’t done enough to help them. 

The basic issue is that we didn’t have enough fl exibility. We 

were comfortable with career breaks, but hadn’t made it a 

policy and hadn’t particularly applied it to maternity breaks. 

We were also doing this on a case by case basis, but now 

we write it down, which in turn helps managers apply it 

more consistently.

“Women don’t necessarily ask for what they want. That 

doesn’t mean they don’t expect recognition and rewards. 

And sometimes they quit because they don’t get it – even 

without ever having asked for it. So one of the fi rst things 

we did was to stop automatically accepting resignations from 

women without a serious effort from senior management to 

understand and fi x the underlying issues.”

How will Schlumberger know if it has succeeded? “When we 

have the same gender mix in our senior management team 

as we have in our new recruits,” he says. “The majority of 
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our senior management is home grown and has been 

developed internally rather than recruited externally. We’ve 

moved from 9 % to 16 % of middle managers being 

women in the past few years. Ultimately we should get to 

around 30 %, which is consistent with the percentage of 

graduating women we will hire this year. It may take us 

another 20 years to get there completely and across the 

board, but we are not prepared to let things stagnate in the 

future.

“It needs absolute management commitment – if you 

hope to let it happen naturally it just won’t. This will 

give Schlumberger a tremendous competitive advantage. 

The available population of top female talent to non-

women-friendly competitors is ever declining. We’re 

already fi ve years ahead of the game. And we’ll be 

increasing our lead. It’s a very hard issue to play ‘catch up’ 

on.

“We have little or no trouble recruiting talented women. The 

challenge is providing them with a career that allows them 

to balance personal and professional ambitions. When we 

fi gure it out for women, we will have created a better 

workplace for all our employees, the men included. It’s not 

about working less hard. It’s about taking the shackles off 

and letting smart, ambitious people decide how best to 

work.”
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Case Study: Bain & Co.

Women hold the key, but men control the lock

Bain & Co, the international strategy consulting fi rm, 

appointed a senior male partner in 2006 to head its efforts 

to increase the number of women in its leadership team in 

France. Olivier Marchal, Managing Director for France, 

explains the fi rm’s thinking.

“It is not a gimmick. Improving diversity at the highest ech-

elons of a company is both a very smart and a fairly diffi cult 

thing to do. Things just don’t move unless there is a clear 

commitment from the top. When we gave Bertrand Pointeau, 

one of our most senior partners, this responsibility we 

achieved three things:

1. “We demonstrated to the men and women in our organ-

isation that we were serious.”

2. “We provided women with a channel to communicate at 

the highest level.”

3. “We embedded the ‘women imperative’ at the heart of 

the management group agenda, through one of its more 

senior and respected members.”

“It is not just about appointing someone to wear the ‘women’s 

hat’. The responsibility is linked to clear objectives and per-

formance criteria. His job is to change the management 

team’s attitude toward the gender issue and to identify road-

blocks and implement specifi c action plans. He meets regu-

larly with the women in the organisation to identify with 
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them the levers that can improve the situation and to con-

vince them of the seriousness of the initiative. Our aim is to 

increase the proportion of women within the leadership team 

by 40 % by 2009, in line with the target set by our global 

Managing Director in 2007. Bertrand’s performance as a 

senior partner will be partly judged upon progress towards 

these objectives.”

Bain France also supported the 2007 Women’s Forum in 

Deauville, and in particular its “Men’s Corner” – designed for 

CEOs and other senior executives to discuss the challenge 

of getting more women into corporate leadership.

“We think the Forum is unique in bringing together two dif-

ferent perspectives: promoting the need for greater gender 

diversity and promoting the opinion of women on the most 

important issues facing our world,” says Marchal. “The idea 

of the ‘Men’s Corner’ was to have a space reserved for male 

CEOs and executives. It was to be more than just a safe haven 

where male leaders, unaccustomed to being a minority, could 

escape from the perhaps overwhelming dominance of women 

to a more comforting and secure environment. It also featured 

experience-sharing sessions, where leaders compared their 

analyses of the importance and diffi culties of responding to 

the gender challenge. To improve diversity, women may hold 

the key, but men generally still control the lock.”

Why does he believe CEOs should get serious about sex? 

“CEOs have constant quarterly hurdles to jump, but also a 
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more important and longer term responsibility for the 

company they lead: to plan and prepare for the future. This 

requires the ability to develop and communicate a vision, 

and to strengthen the team and the culture that will carry it 

forward.

“Not integrating the gender dimension into this agenda will 

mean failing this longer-term responsibility; one should not 

be too frivolous about sex  .  .  .  The reasons why diversity in 

senior executive circles is crucial are now increasingly 

accepted. It is a solution to the growing war for talent; an 

enrichment of the leadership team’s collective intelligence; 

and a social responsibility imperative.

“In other words, getting serious about sex is now an accepted 

necessity. But those who have thought about it and already 

worked at it know that beyond the easy communication 

phase lie the rocky diffi culties of implementation, and all the 

associated cultural barriers. Change in this area takes leader-

ship, patience and conviction. That’s why it is the CEO who 

must be the fi rst to get serious about sex.”
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CULTURE COUNTS
What Countries Can Do

“Countries that do not capitalise on the full potential of one 

half of their societies are misallocating their human resources 

and compromising their competitive potential.”

World Economic Forum

Making bosses and babies

Ageing populations and falling birth rates pose serious prob-

lems for many economies, especially in the developed world. 

One obvious, but still often overlooked, solution is greater 

female participation in the workforce. Many cultures, and gov-

ernments, still seem to believe that this confl icts with the goal of 

making more babies. In reality, the opposite is the case. Econ-

omic growth – through better use of women’s talents and skills 

in the workplace – goes hand in hand with population growth.

This happy combination has been receiving growing recog-

nition and endorsement from respected economic quarters. 
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At fi rst rather cautiously, the OECD noted back in 2003 that 

the evidence “suggests that an increase in the level of female 

participation does not necessarily come at the cost of a reduc-

tion of fertility.” It went on: “When the increase in female 

participation is supported by appropriate work-family recon-

ciliation policies, women tend to achieve a higher level of 

labour force participation without reducing fertility, and even 

perhaps with a small increase in fertility” (Jaumotte, 2003).

In 2005, in a report called “Babies and Bosses”, the same 

august institution stated that “high female employment rates 

are not incompatible with fertility rates close to replacement 

levels  .  .  .” (OECD, 2005). The following year, The Economist 

magazine followed up by pointing out that “the decline in 

fertility has been greatest in several countries where female 

employment is low (The Economist, 2006).”

Then in 2007, Goldman Sachs, the leading investment bank, 

pronounced confi dently in a study on gender, growth and 

global ageing that “in countries where it is relatively easy for 

women to work and have children, female employment and 

fertility both tend to be higher” (Daly, 2007).

About the same time, the European Union added its weight. 

“It is clear that countries that favour family-friendly policies 

in areas such as equal access to employment, parental leave 

for men and women, and equal pay, generally have higher 

birth rates and more women in work. They are also some 
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of the best performing countries in terms of jobs and growth” 

(Europa, 2007).

Norway is a pioneer of gender equality in parenthood. “Both 

women and men must be able to take part in working life, 

social life and family life,” said Kjell Erik Øie, state secretary of 

the Norwegian Ministry for Children and Equality, in a speech 

to the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. “It is 

a matter of democracy, and to be honest: It should be a matter 

of common sense  .  .  .  Europe faces two main challenges in the 

years ahead. Firstly; to ensure that more children are born. 

Secondly; to ensure that more people work and work 

longer  .  .  .” (Economic Commission for Europe, 2007).
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Women no longer want (or can afford) to be forced to 

choose between work and family. They want both. 

Countries, and their politicians, need to understand that if 

women fi nd work does not accommodate family, then it is 

the babies who get left out of the equation. This phenome-

non is still poorly appreciated, but it is scarcely revolutionary. 

It was once again the OECD, when advocating more family-

friendly employment policies, that pointed out in 2004: 

“Declining fertility rates are a concern in most countries, 

particularly in Japan, where birth rates are dropping as more 

people put jobs before childbearing. In Switzerland, as many 

as 40 % of women at age 40 with university degrees are 

childless.” Strong economies and manageable pensions 
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systems, it warned, depend on both higher fertility rates and 

higher employment rates (OECD, 2004).

Best and worst: surprising results

An understanding of the economic opportunities that women 

represent for countries and companies would be incomplete 

without an examination of the important role of national 

culture and public policy in realising – or stifl ing – their 

potential. “No country in the world, no matter how advanced, 

has achieved true gender equality,” says the infl uential World 

Economic Forum (World Economic Forum, 2005a).

Which countries do best, and which do worst? The answers, 

it turns out, are sometimes surprising.

Goldman Sachs, in its analysis of national policies affecting 

women’s participation in the workforce, fi nds that “the US – 

often considered the benchmark for structural economic 

comparisons – does not represent ‘best practice’ in terms of 

female employment.” (See table overleaf)

The World Economic Forum made a similar discovery in its 

2005 Global Gender Gap report. (Their subsequent rankings 

differ somewhat.) The 2005 research analysed women’s edu-

cational, economic and political well-being. The results for 

“economic opportunity” – referring to advancement and 

leadership – were particularly revealing. The top 10 countries 
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in this ranking included two Nordic countries, several of 

Europe’s ex-Communist countries, and France. The US came 

in 46th place, fi ve behind the UK (World Economic Forum, 

2005b).

World Economic Forum global gender gap ranking 

Focus on economic opportunity

 1 Denmark 12 Sweden

 2 Norway 23 China

 3 Hungary 28 Germany

 4 Czech Republic 34 Spain

 5 Estonia 41 UK

 6 Latvia 42 Switzerland

 7 Iceland 46 United States

 8 Luxembourg 52 Japan

 9 France 55 Korea

10 Russia

Not only do America and Britain not have a monopoly on 

women’s economic opportunity. On this count, they are 

actually trailing behind some considerably less developed 

countries. We examine this more closely later in the chapter.

In the developing world, too, public policy choices have a 

huge impact on the opportunities available to women, and 
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on the societies that these choices help to foster. As Danny 

M. Leipziger, World Bank vice president for poverty reduc-

tion and economic management, puts it: “The economic 

empowerment of women is not a women’s issue, it is a 

development issue. Under-investing in women’s economic 

opportunity limits economic growth and slows down pro-

gress in poverty reduction” (World Bank, 2007).

The Arab world has one of the lowest participation levels of 

women working (33 % compared to a global average of 56 %). 

“Full participation and empowerment of women, as citizens, 

as producers, as mothers and sisters, will be a source of 

strength for Arab Nations and will allow the Arab World to 

reach greater prosperity, greater infl uence and higher levels 

of human development,” said Kemal Derviş, Administrator of 

the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2006).

Contrast two neighbouring countries, France and Germany, 

to understand some of the multitude of issues affecting 

women’s progress. They represent culturally different atti-

tudes about women, work and families. They have taken 

almost diametrically opposite approaches since the 1950s. 

Today, France has the highest birth rate in the European 

Union after Ireland (where Catholicism still weighs heavily 

on the statistics), while Germany has one of the lowest.

France is also at the higher end of the European Union 

league table for the percentage of women combining work 
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and motherhood. Germany is close to the bottom. In France, 

67 % of women with children under 12 are in paid work, 

while the fi gure in Germany is 56 % (European Commission, 

2007).

Germany would desperately like to have more children. The 

current fertility rate of 1.3 is nowhere near the required 

population replacement ratio of 2.1. At current levels, the 

country’s population will be cut in half in a couple of gen-

erations. So Germany has sought to encourage mothers to 

stay at home, offering child benefi t allowances, and until 

now has  not provided the infrastructure, childcare and edu-

cational services to facilitate their combining work and par-

enting. The government recently voted for a new parent’s 

salary, called Elterngeld, that pays parents between * 300 and 

* 1800 a month to stay at home. It was a woman minister – 

who herself has six children – who pushed the legislation 

through. The initiative opens up the option for fathers to 

take some of the leave. The hope was to appeal to profes-

sional women by replacing lost income. It does not address 

the fundamental problem of lack of the daycare that would 

enable parents to maintain careers, however (Knowledge@

Wharton, 2007).

A tale of two countries

Annika is a successful young German IT entrepreneur. She 

runs her own company with her husband. The couple share 
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the management of their internet business, which has eight 

employees and was founded nine years ago. He looks after 

the technical and fi nancial side while she is responsible for 

marketing and account management.

They dearly wanted children, but Annika was convinced this 

was impossible if they were to keep the company going. She 

had no examples of successful work-and-family balancing 

acts anywhere around her. She also ran a community website 

for professional women where debate raged about choosing 

between family and work. So she had pretty well renounced 

having children. Then she got involved in a pan-European 

project, working with a group of French women. They were 

all senior and successful professionals, and they all had several 

children. They were astonished when she said she could not 

have a family and work. They assured her she could, with a 

bit of organis ation. She took their word for it, and a year 

later, her fi rst child was born, then three years later her 

second.

Balancing her entrepreneurial and familial roles was tougher 

for her than for her French counterparts. The delegation of 

childcare and household services was not easy to arrange, 

and her culture and social environment made her uncom-

fortable with handing over the whole day’s childcare to others. 

While she struggles with care issues for her children, her com-

pany’s business model – targeting online communities – is 
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increasingly successful. She wonders how she will survive all 

the different demands on her time and feels unhappy at being 

an exception in Germany, which leaves her isolated from 

other mothers and families. She is, however, happy to be able 

to have achieved fi nancial and professional success without 

renouncing a family life.

It is very hard for women to work and have children in 

Germany, as Annika found. In addition to the lack of logist-

ical support, the social pressure on mothers to stay home 

and take care of children is intense and comes from both 

men and women. Mothers who work are still referred to as 

rabenmütter, or crow-mothers, on the (mistaken) belief that 

crows make bad mothers because the chicks leave the safety 

of the nest before they can fl y. (Actually the mothers con-

tinue to feed the chicks on the ground!) Deutsche Welle 

School hours are complex, varied and short. Children are 

tossed out of school after lunch, with the expectation that 

they will be caught in waiting, maternal arms. Many will 

respond that it is a cultural issue – that German women want 

to spend time at home with their children. But the falling 

birth rate does not support this interpretation. Nor is it sup-

ported by OECD data that found that only 6 % of German 

couples with children under six wanted the father to be 

working full time and the mother not working – even though 

this was the actual division of labour for 52 % of couples 

(Jaumotte, 2003).
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Chancellor Angela Merkel has admitted that the situation 

whereby 40 % of German women with university degrees are 

childless is unsustainable, as is women’s absence from the 

country’s boardrooms. “I do not believe that more people 

will want to start a family unless childcare is available and 

compatibility of career and family is assured,” she said in a 

speech in early 2007 (Knowledge@Wharton, 2007).

France is geographically close to Germany, but on the subject 

of women and work, the two countries could not be further 

apart. France now boasts a birth rate of 2.0, the much sought 

replacement ratio. Although the Nordic countries grab the 

headlines on gender, France is an interesting model in its 

own right.

Half the graduates of the country’s elite grandes écoles busi-

ness schools are women. Surveys show that these alumnae 

actually have more children than the national average (2.2) 

and that over 80 % of them work full time throughout their 

careers (GEF, 2005, 2007). An IDC report about the skills 

shortage facing the European high-tech industry noted that 

“the French government has been proactive in creating more 

of a gender balance in many professions  .  .  .  Challenging 

careers, such as those in the networking industry, are more 

likely to be fi lled by full-time employees, regardless of 

gender” (Kolding and Milroy, 2001). Indeed in France, only 

31 % of employed women work part time, an option typically 

associated with poor career progression, compared with 43 % 
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in the UK, 46 % in Germany and a massive 75 % in the Neth-

erlands (European Commission, 2007).

France has not yet cracked the matter of women in leader-

ship, although the numbers are inching up. Only 7 % of the 

country’s dirigeants, or senior executives, are women (Les 

Femmes en France, 2007). But the talent pipeline is well 

stocked with highly educated women who have substantial 

professional experience in a variety of sectors and profes-

sions. Women in France account for the highest proportion 

of managers – 38 % – of any EU nation apart from Latvia and 

Lithuania. The fi gure for female managers in Germany is 26 % 

(European Commission, 2007).

The Anglo-American media often treat the French economy 

with incredulity, particularly its combination of the 35-hour 

week, infl exible labour markets and high youth unemploy-

ment. Nicolas Sarkozy was elected president in 2007 on a 

platform that included major labour reforms. Yet there is 

another side that is rarely highlighted, except in the stereo-

typed image of France as a hedonistic nation of wine, cheese 

and long-weekend lovers. It has accomplished what very few 

others have: a non-judgmental social norm of full-time, dual-

career couples, complete with numerous children (three is 

currently the fashion). The French are well known for their 

emphasis on family meals and gatherings. There is no talk 

of choosing between career and family. They are not seen 

as antagonistic forces. If anything, there is a negative social 
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judgment in affl uent circles on women who do not work. 

(French dinner parties can be ruthless on the “uninterest-

ing”.) The government supports working parents in a variety 

of ways – daycare, tax breaks, parental leave, after-school 

clubs and subsidised training for babysitters. Parents content-

edly tuck their children into excellent, full-time state-funded 

schools at the age of three. Guilt is noticeably absent.

“French family policy shows a more comprehensive commit-

ment to offering choices to all working mothers than many 

other European countries,” says a BBC report. It points out 

that paid maternity leave was introduced in 1913. Generous 

parental leave and family allowances were brought in to 

replace wages forgone, rather than as “wages for mother-

hood”, as in Germany. A quarter of children aged two and 

under, and 95 % of three- to fi ve-year-olds, were in public 

childcare, it said. Almost 80 % of women aged 25 to 39, the 

main childbearing years, were employed in 1995. “The French 

have never set out, in the way that other countries have, to 

restore the place of women in the home” (BBC, 2006).

Judith Warner is a former Newsweek journalist who worked 

and had her children in France before moving back to the 

US. In the book she wrote upon her return, Perfect Madness, 

Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety, she says of her time as a 

working mother in Paris that “I used to live in paradise, and 

I didn’t even know it” (Warner, 2005). She compares the 
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mothering styles of the two countries and says much of the 

pressure on modern American mothers comes from them-

selves. She describes a generation of professional American 

women who decide to “opt out” of work and then transfer 

all their considerable ambitions to their progeny and their 

performance as mothers.

Frenchwomen are comfortable demonstrating that woman-

hood and power are not incompatible – even if the country 

is itself not yet entirely comfortable with this combination. 

In her presidential campaign, Ségolène Royal, Nicolas 

Sarkozy’s defeated Socialist rival, made great play of being 

a woman and of her ability to understand people’s everyday 

concerns (although both she and Sarkozy have attracted 

much media attention for their respective, turbulent personal 

lives).

Two of the three women heading the 2006 Fortune 50 

ranking of leading international women were French – Anne 

Lauvergeon of nuclear company Areva, and Anne-Marie 

Idrac, head of the French rail company SNCF – and the third, 

Pat Russo of Alcatel-Lucent, was based in France. Sarkozy 

half-fi lled his new government with some of the country’s 

best female talent (Michèle Alliot-Marie as Interior Minister, 

Christine Lagarde, swiftly promoted from Agriculture 

Minister to Finance Minister, and Rachida Dati as Justice 

Minister).
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France is rarely cited in the literature on women or gender. 

Yet it shows how successfully public policy initiatives can 

support women in their various roles. What is lacking is a 

concerted attempt by the private sector to take advantage of 

the highly educated women that a high-quality, egalitarian 

state education has produced. French companies have woken 

up to the potential of women only very recently. It will be 

interesting to see, over the next decade or so, if the country’s 

public policy pull is matched by a more active private sector 

push, and whether France will be a pioneer in benefi ting 

fully from the talents and strengths of women as leaders as 

well as mothers.

Times are changing very quickly in Europe. France’s new 

government, formed in May 2007, is not the only one to have 

been crafted with parity as policy. It followed in the footsteps 

of José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero’s Spain. A traditionally 

macho, southern European country, Spain is being dramati-

cally transformed with gender as a catalyst. Zapatero’s social-

ist government is pushing companies to give women 40 % 

of the seats on their boards within the next eight years. There 

is even a movement afoot to change Spain’s business working 

hours, full of late lunches and even later dinners, to make 

them more family-friendly, spearheaded by Nuria Chinchilla, 

an activist professor at IESE Business School.

What France, Germany and Spain have in common is that, 

typical of Europe’s approach in many areas, the driving force 



199

Culture Counts, What Countries Can Do

behind parenting and work issues is public policy. The 

private sector in Europe has been relatively absent from the 

debate until now. This is a key reason why women are still 

lagging behind in leadership positions in Europe. Grooming 

women for private sector power depends more on internal 

corporate initiatives than on government work/life facilita-

tion. But France and the Nordic countries show how far 

societies can evolve with strong and thoughtful public policy, 

namely, that it is possible for women to work full time, and 

for families to have children, without exhausting the one, 

nor breaking the other.

Imperfect deal in America

This is very different from the American model. Here, as in 

most areas, the impetus for change comes from the private 

sector. Several companies have tried very hard and quite 

successfully to bring women fully into the workforce. IBM, 

HP, Procter & Gamble, Xerox and Johnson & Johnson are 

companies which have for decades supported and encour-

aged women’s employment and ascent into leadership. They 

understand the issues well, and have taught their managers 

to learn how to maximise the most diverse forms of talent – 

including the female kind.

Still today, and around the globe, American companies lead 

in promoting women all the way to the top, often proving 

to other countries that it can be done. The fi rst, and for a 
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long time the only, female CEO to feature in the UK FTSE 

100 was Marjorie Scardino, the American head of Pearson. 

She was eventually followed in 2006 by a compatriot, Cynthia 

Carroll, the new boss of Anglo American. The fi rst female 

CEO of a company in France’s CAC 40 was Pat Russo, the 

American head of the newly created Alcatel-Lucent merger. 

IBM’s head of Northern Europe is a woman, as is Microsoft’s 

country manager in Spain, and the head of Intel in France.

However, data coming out of the US do raise questions about 

the costs and sustainability of this one-sided, private sector-

only, approach. (See table on page 188, Policies Affecting 

Female Employment.) It was not until President Bill Clinton 

that the US’s fi rst legislation for (unpaid) maternity leave was 

voted in, so it is perhaps no surprise that women wanting 

to climb the corporate ladder have been faced with a very 

personal choice, echoed by feminist leaders. It was at a 

women’s conference in Europe that Sheila Wellington, the 

then-head of gender think-tank Catalyst, told a dubious audi-

ence that women had to choose: family or career. After her 

speech came Gro Harlem Brundtland, the feisty Norwegian 

who then headed the World Health Organisation. She insisted 

that women’s leadership was strengthened and informed by 

motherhood – and that this should never be seen as a choice 

or trade-off (WIN, 1999).

Corporate America has let women into the game – and 

allowed them to scale the heights – as long as they play by 
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the existing rules. So women adapt. The costs seem high to 

cultures less convinced that work is life. Sylvia Ann Hewlett 

of the Center for Work-Life Policy in New York has found 

that 49 % of women earning over $ 100 000 do not have chil-

dren. Forty-three percent don’t even have a spouse. This is 

in striking contrast to men in the same position, who have 

both. Only 19 % of men earning over $ 200 000 do not have 

children, and only 17 % aren’t married. “Across a range of 

professions,” concludes Hewlett, “high-achieving women 

continue to have an exceedingly hard time combining career 

and family,” and face “brutal trade-offs” (Hewlett, 2002).

So where men make it to the top, complete with spouses and 

offspring, the women in America make it to the top, half of 

them childless. No matter how much one likes power and 

private jets, the costs seem a bit steep. And it is taking its toll. 

The next generation just isn’t buying it. Depending on people’s 

perspective, there is lamentation or celebration about the “opt-

out revolution” among well-heeled professional women.

Without formally admitting it, some top US business schools 

whisper about the fact that a majority of their alumnae do 

not “work” at all. This is no wonder, if they marry their busi-

ness-school boyfriends. America’s 24/7 version of workahol-

ism, combined with an absence of public policy on the 

subject, pretty well guarantees that if children are on the 

agenda, one parent will have to gear down to fi nd some 

time to have – and to hold – them. Add to that the 
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competitive pressures put on perfectionist parents by a 

culture of excess, described in Judith Warner’s book Perfect 

Madness, and the whole idea of balance is blown apart at 

the fi rst sign of a nappy – or diaper.

As Joshua Holland, an independent American political jour-

nalist, wrote, it is not just the 20 % gender wage gap that is 

the problem, or that white men comprise under a third of 

the workforce but hold nearly 95 % of the top corporate jobs. 

“The real problem facing working women in the US is that 

we have the most infl exible workplaces in the developed 

world” (Holland).

The US is the only developed country – and one of only 

four countries around the world – which does not provide 

women with any paid maternity leave, according to the 173-

nation Project on Global Working Families. This extraord-

inary fact puts the world’s only superpower in a league with 

Liberia, Swaziland and Papua New Guinea. Ninety-eight of 

the countries studied in the project offer 14 or more weeks 

of paid leave (McGill University, 2007a) (see table on page 

205).

It is interesting to compare the sacrifi ces made by successful 

corporate women in the US with the results of a 2005 French 

study of a comparably élite group, the alumnae of the 

country’s top grandes écoles. The survey, carried out by an 

association of alumnae, Grandes Ecoles au Féminin, showed 
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that 97 % of these French schools’ former students worked, 

88 % of them full time. On average, 63 % of these women 

earned at least half their household income, two-thirds of 

those over 30 had children, and 80 % of these had two or 

more. In addition, they worked the same amount as their 

male colleagues at all ages (over 50 hours per week) (Grandes 

Ecoles au Féminin/IPSOS, 2005).

By looking back at a half-century of this transatlantic divide, 

with the US promoting private sector initiatives and Europe 

pushing public sector policy, it is clear that either/or 

approaches do not suffi ce. European companies, facing huge 

demographic challenges and talent shortages, have only 

recently woken up to the issues of women. It will be interest-

ing to see whether they can build on the strong female talent 

base created in countries like France and the Nordic countries 

to achieve both greater opportunities and balance.

In the US, it is hard to imagine that the rise of the conserva-

tive right and their professed belief in family values will lead 

to greater support for working families. Their allergy to gov-

ernment interference means they will want to see these kinds 

of choices remain where they are – individual decisions 

made within the four walls of the family home. Meanwhile, 

American feminists have never been terribly focused on 

children or marriage and have let the abortion debate over-

whelm decades of discussion, to the bewilderment of working 

parents in other countries.
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In contrast with US non-interventionism, the European Union 

sees a vital role for government. Vladimír Špidla, EU Com-

missioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Oppor-

tunities, says that “far too many men and particularly women 

in Europe still have to make diffi cult choices between family 

life and a successful career. We must create the conditions 

for people to have both.” He adds that “women continue to 

bear the lion’s share of care responsibilities, so unless we 

put a stronger emphasis on gender equality and equal oppor-

tunities, low birth rates will persist, Europe will not meet its 

employment targets and we will not achieve our goal for a 

more prosperous and inclusive Europe” (Špidla, 2007).

The 2008 elections in the US are an opportunity to address 

these issues head on. We would like to think the opportunity 

will not be missed. In his book, The Audacity of Hope, the 

presidential hopeful Barack Obama discussed the dilemmas 

and sacrifi ces facing parents – usually mothers – who work. 

He pointed out that most American workers cannot take a 

day off to look after a child without losing pay or eating into 

their vacation days. Obama threw the social conservatives’ 

arguments back at them. “If we’re serious about family 

values, then we can put policies in place that make the jug-

gling of work and parenting a little bit easier,” he wrote. “We 

could start by making high-quality day care affordable for 

every family that needs it” (Obama, 2006). It is time for more 

Americans – women and men – to get involved in the 

discussion.



205

Culture Counts, What Countries Can Do

How the US trails the world

•  Sixty-fi ve countries grant fathers paid paternity leave or paid 
parental leave, with 31 offering 14 or more weeks. The US 
guarantees fathers neither paid paternity nor paid parental 
leave.

•  At least 107 countries protect working women’s right to 
breastfeed – breastfeeding breaks are paid in at least 73 of 
these countries. The US does not guarantee the right to 
breastfeed, even though breastfeeding is demonstrated to 
reduce infant mortality by between one-and-a-half and fi ve 
times.

•  At least 145 countries provide paid sick days for short- or 
long-term illnesses. The US provides unpaid leave only for 
serious illnesses through the Family & Medical Leave Act, 
which does not cover all workers, and it has no federal law 
providing for paid sick days.

•  137 countries require employers to provide paid annual 
leave. The US does not.

•  At least 134 countries have laws fi xing the maximum length 
of the working week. The US has neither a maximum 
working week nor a limit on mandatory overtime per week.

•  At least 126 countries mandate that employers provide a day 
of rest each week so workers are not required to go for long 
periods without a day off. The US does not.

“The US has been a proud leader in adopting laws that 
provide for equal opportunity in the workplace, but our 
work/family protections are among the worst,” says Dr Jody 
Heymann, who is lead author of the study, founder of the 
Project on Global Working Families, and director of the 
McGill University Institute for Health and Social Policy. “It’s 
time for change.”

Source: “The Work, Family, and Equity Index: How Does the 
U.S. Measure Up?” (McGill University, 2007b)
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Continents of contrast

We have already looked at western Europe, in particular 

France and Germany. One of the less-reported aspects of the 

gender question, however, is the egalitarian environment and 

relatively powerful social and economic position of women 

in the former Soviet Bloc countries of eastern Europe. The 

International Labour Organization says that “countries in 

central and eastern Europe  .  .  .  are among the highest ranking 

for women in management” (Wirth, 2002). Under Communist 

rule, for all its oppression, women worked and had children, 

and there were well-organised and highly subsidised schools 

and day care to take care of the children. It is no surprise 

that Germany’s fi rst female Chancellor, Angela Merkel, is an 

East German. She was raised in a system that taught her to 

think she could lead.

When the Wall fell, East German women discovered what 

“freedom” meant, was all their support mechanisms were 

discarded as relics of a backward Communist past. Once they 

learned the new West German rules of the game, the birth 

rate tumbled. The percentage of women in management has 

also gone into decline in recent years in countries like the 

Czech Republic, Poland, Slovenia and Romania (Wirth, 2002). 

The ex-Communist countries now have some of the “lowest 

birthrates in the world – and the lowest sustained rates in 

history: 1.2 per woman in the Czech Republic, Slovenia, 

Latvia and Poland” (Rosenthal, 2006).
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Like Germany, the Czech parliament voted unanimously to 

double the payment given to women on maternity leave. The 

population of the Czech Republic is projected to drop by 20 % 

over the next 40 years (from 10 million to 8 million). “In this 

year’s election, every political party had a platform on family 

issues,” said Professor Jitka Rychtaríková, a demographer 

advising the government (Rosenthal, 2006). The country is not 

likely to shift the statistics if it adopts German policies.

There are other big contrasts on gender and work policies 

between countries across Europe. While more than 40 % of 

women work part time in Sweden, Austria, Belgium, the UK 

and Germany, very few women workers are part time in 

Bulgaria, Slovakia, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Latvia 

(European Commission, 2007). Holiday allowances – which 

impact on family life – diverge greatly too, according to 

Mercer, the human resources consulting fi rm. In France and 

Lithuania, full-time employees have an average of 40 days’ 

holiday, including statutory leave and public holidays. But 

workers in the UK, the Netherlands and Romania have just 

28 days, against an EU average of 34 (Mercer, 2007).

The diversity in attitudes and policies is even greater across 

Asia. Where the Philippines boasts one of the higher percent-

ages of women in management in the world (56 % in 2003), 

(Caparas, interview with author) Japan has one of the lowest 

(9 %) (Goldman Sachs, 2005). Women are Japan’s “most 

underutilized resource”, says Goldman Sachs.
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Interestingly, the Philippines is one of the very few countries 

in the world where women are more active in starting busi-

nesses than men (Center for Women’s Leadership, 2007). 

What makes it so different, in addition to having a female 

president, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo?

“The Philippines is a matriarchal society,” says Rhodora 

Palomar-Fresnedi, the Filipina former Global Head of Diver-

sity at Unilever. “Men pretend they run the show, but it’s 

actually the women. There are a lot of jokes and puns about 

being afraid of the wife, the mother or the mother-in-law. 

It’s the fun side of respect.

“A lot of women run the fi nancial side of the household. It’s 

common for husbands to hand all of their income to the wife 

and then get an allowance. So the concept of women in 

leadership positions is not alien. It’s socially acceptable. 

Well-educated women have a lot of options to ‘off-ramp’ and 

‘on-ramp’ again because there’s a support system of maids 

and drivers and extended family. It makes working hard and 

delivering results easier, by taking away all the chores” 

(Interview with author, 22 February 2007).

Japan is poles apart in terms of gender. It has an extremely 

low birth rate (1.29). Goldman Sachs economists estimate 

that its workforce will shrink by 10 % over the next 20 years. 

“The Japanese government has attempted to raise the fertility 

rate by offering everything from child-rearing subsidies to 
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gifts  .  .  .  but none of these have proven effective,” says a 

Goldman report entitled “Womenomics: Japan’s hidden asset” 

(Goldman Sachs, 2005). Japan still suffers from the traditional 

M-curve of women’s careers, where women enter the work-

force in their 20s, but leave between the ages of 30 and 44 

to raise their children, only returning afterwards, and usually 

into part-time roles. Strong cultural roles and expectations 

make Japan in some ways comparable to Germany, with 

similar challenges ahead, although more extreme.

Japan has much to gain from better optimisation of women’s 

talents. “Increased female participation implies higher income 

and consumption growth which we estimate could lift trend 

GDP growth by 0.3 percentage points to 1.5 % from 1.2 % 

and boost per-capita income by 5.8 % over the next 20 years,” 

says Goldman Sachs (Goldman Sachs, 2005).

There are signs of change in response to the ageing work-

force, the crash in fertility and consequent skill shortages. 

The new buzzword in Japan is “daiba-shitii”, alias diversity, 

as the International Herald Tribune explained in a colourful 

report on how large Japanese companies are beginning to 

pay attention to the need to break down barriers which force 

high-potential women to leave the corporate world. It quoted 

Hiroko Amemiya, a diversity offi cer at Tokyo Electric Power, 

as saying: “There is a whole generation of women employees 

who joined after 1987 that are missing, who would be eli-

gible for management jobs by now” (Tanikawa, 2007).
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Women are putting off marriage and having children, accord-

ing to Professor Mariko Bando, former head of Japan’s 

gender equality bureau. More than 17 % of women in their 

40s are single, she told Britain’s Daily Telegraph newspaper. 

“It’s not so bad in the civil service, but business remains the 

last stand culturally for the Japanese man” (Evans-Pritchard, 

2007).

China is in some ways comparable to the former Soviet bloc 

countries on gender. The burgeoning market economy is 

affecting the more egalitarian roles that women had previ-

ously, says Fanny Cheung, head of the Gender Unit of 

Chinese University of Hong Kong. The pressure to cut costs 

and boost productivity is eroding investment in childcare 

support and infrastructure. Relatively few reliable data exist 

about the situation of women in management in China. In 

large cities, some sources cite levels of 35 % in senior man-

agement. Cultural norms are very different from those in 

Japan as women are used to working full-time and exercising 

leadership roles in a more matriarchal country.

The World Economic Forum’s ranking put China in 23rd 

position in terms of economic opportunity for women, far 

ahead of Japan. Women’s economic participation is ranked 

9th in the world, compared to Japan’s 33rd. The country’s 

one-child policy has, perhaps unintentionally, lessened the 

impact of motherhood on women’s participation in the labour 

force. Yet it is storing up huge problems in the form of an 
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ageing population and severe gender imbalance. Demogra-

phers have highlighted China’s millions of missing baby girls, 

the result of infanticide, sex-selected abortion or neglect and 

abandonment. Chinese state media reported in 2007 that 

there would be 30 million more men of marriageable age 

than women in less than 15 years because of the one-child 

policy. In a front-page report, the China Daily said social 

instability could result from the inability of tens of millions 

of men to fi nd wives (Associated Press, 2007).

China is one of the countries covered by a fascinating survey 

of medium-sized, privately owned businesses, which reveals 

women’s prominence in senior management in many Asian 

countries. Grant Thornton, the business advice fi rm, com-

pared the results with the UK, to striking effect.

Its International Business Report (Grant Thornton, 2007a), 

covering 7200 companies in 32 countries, put the Philippines 

in top place, with 97 % of businesses employing women in 

senior management. In China, 91 % have women in the top 

echelons. This compares with only 64 % of UK businesses.

The Asian region also showed the biggest growth in the 

percentage of women in senior management – from an 

average of 17 % to 23 % – in the three years to 2007. The 

highest numbers are in the Philippines, where women make 

up 50 % of senior management, in Thailand (39 %) and in 

Hong Kong (35 %).
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“At fi rst sight it may seem staggering that our supposedly 

enlightened western democracy lags behind countries such 

as the Philippines, mainland China and Thailand,” com-

mented Alysoun Stewart, head of Grant Thornton’s strategic 

services group. “This clearly challenges the commonly held 

perception that East Asia is less developed than the UK both 

economically and in the area of gender equality” (Grant 

Thornton, 2007b).

In the table overleaf, we summarise the situation in the 

countries and regions we have examined, in relation to 

private and public sector approaches.

Public policy pull, private sector push

What can countries do? One of the items on the list must be 

to drop the exclusive link between mothers and children – 

just as companies would benefi t from treating fl exibility and 

work-life balance as part of business, rather than “a working 

mother’s problem”. If countries want people to have chil-

dren, they need to enable them to combine dual careers with 

parenthood. This means investing in day care and all-day 

school rather than paying parents to stay at home. Studies 

show that subsidising childcare boosts the labour supply of 

women.

An essential lever in lessening the impact of maternity on 

women lies in greater involvement by men. The Nordic 
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countries have tried to make parental leave neutral by letting 

parents share the allotted, paid year off for childbirth between 

them as they choose. In Scandinavia, fathers can take most 

of the time instead of mothers. Most other countries that have 

considered fathers have introduced paternity leave timidly, 

usually limiting it to a couple of weeks, which many men 

still do not take because of competitive corporate pressures. 

Whether mothers or fathers take time off for childcare, the 

costs and impact of their decisions on their employers should 

be the same.

As studies such as Sylvia Hewlett’s “Off-ramps and on-

ramps” (see Chapter Two) have shown, taking a break for 

children puts women at a disadvantage in getting back onto 

the career path. The longer the break, the harder it becomes. 

We are not suggesting that women or men should be told 

how much leave to take – this is an intensely personal 

matter – but simply that they should not be penalised in 

career and fi nancial terms for the choices they make. If 

more fathers were able to share parental leave, this would 

be a big step towards reducing the damage to women’s 

career prospects. It would also allow men to be fathers and 

make it the organisational norm for parents to take some 

time off for the important job of caring for their young 

children.

Progressive public policy is not enough to optimise women’s 

talents, however. As the International Labor Organization 
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has put it, “even Scandinavian countries, which stand out for 

their high level of women’s participation in political decision-

making and generous family-friendly policies, rank relatively 

low [on gender equality in the labour force] due to the low 

participation [of women] in private sector management jobs” 

(Wirth, 2002).

In an article on boardroom quotas in Norway, Pilita Clark of 

the Financial Times pointed out that Norwegian men were 

fi nancially penalised if they did not take their allocated “papa 

leave” for new babies. (This rose from fi ve to six weeks in 

2007, and the government was preparing a proposal to 

extend it much further.) “This [increase] will be excellent, a 

businesswoman said over a glass of wine one night, because 

until employers look at male staff and think ‘he’s going to 

disappear when the baby comes,’ nothing will really change 

for women in business” (Clark, 2005).

Countries grappling with these issues have other policy tools 

to consider. “Governments could do much more to narrow 

the gender employment gap: reducing tax distortions that 

discourage female employment, eliminating differences in 

retirement policies and subsidising childcare are three obvious 

examples,” says Kevin Daly of Goldman Sachs (Daly, 2007). 

Other economists have suggested reducing tax distortions 

and boosting women’s employment by lowering income tax 

for women and raising it slightly for men, an idea we cover 

in Chapter Eight.
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So far, no country in the world has successfully combined 

progressive public policy with strong corporate initiatives to 

optimise women’s skills. As the parallel pressures of demog-

raphy, skills shortages and global competitiveness grow, a 

better conjunction of private and public sector forces will 

allow both parents to work and care for their families. 

Otherwise countries could fi nd themselves losing out on 

both economic growth and sustainable population growth.
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The fi nal word goes to Britain, which in recent years has 

witnessed public and private sector initiatives to help women 

advance in the workplace. Labour government initiatives 

have included the right for parents of young children to 

request fl exible working, extended paid maternity leave, and 

help with childcare costs through tax credits for lower income 

working families.

Some leading employers, meanwhile, have taken part in 

private sector initiatives such as benchmarking their gender 

practices through the Opportunity Now campaign, and men-

toring women for directorships through the FTSE 100 Cross-

Company Mentoring Programme.

Still, the progress of women into the senior ranks of companies 

remains painfully slow, even stagnant. At the current rate, it 

will take 60 years for women to win parity in FTSE 100 board-

rooms, the Equal Opportunities Commission calculated.

Further government measures on childcare, making it both 

more fl exible and less costly, would do much to help women 

maintain and pursue their careers – currently more than 50 % 

of women who work part time are in roles which under-use 

their skills. The government has pledged that all schools will 

offer extended hours for pupils from 8am to 6pm by 2010.

The economic potential of using women’s talents to the full 

is huge, as Meg Munn, deputy minister for women, under-



218

Why Women Mean Business

lined in 2007. “Enabling women to move into higher-paid 

occupations and roles could be worth between £ 15 billion 

and £ 23 billion a year to the UK economy.” Munn also 

pointed out the crucial role of employers in tackling the 

under-representation of women in senior management.

What still holds women back from reaching leadership pos-

itions in the corporate world? Professor Susan Vinnicombe, 

director of Cranfi eld University’s International Centre for 

Women Business Leaders, says focusing on motherhood and 

career breaks misses the bigger point that women are often 

alienated by prevailing corporate behaviour and expectations.

“A number of fi ndings come out of all our research studies,” 

she says. “One is that it’s clear that women do want to make 

partner level or CEO, but they are very reluctant to engage 

in the process of “impression management”. They feel very 

uncomfortable with it. They don’t like promoting themselves. 

It’s diffi cult to network, there are sexual innuendos and it’s 

not easy for them to hang out with the men. So they’re not 

looking up and saying: “I don’t want that job”, they just don’t 

want to engage in the process that gets them there. Also, 

they feel that if you’re a very good manager or leader then 

it’s your job to spot talent, not to require talented people to 

have to promote themselves to you.”

It is not just a case of women not wanting to engage in 

“impression management”, she says. “It’s also that the selec-
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tion of directors/leaders/partners is a very subjective process 

in which the clear bias is to choose individuals that look like 

the existing directors/leaders/partners. Inevitably this ends 

up being a very masculine model of leadership which 

excludes many women.”

Vinnicombe believes it is time for the UK to move on from 

corporate benchmarking exercises and awards for diversity. 

“I think these benchmarking studies have deluded organis-

ations into believing they have made progress. We’re now 

into a culture of just winning awards. It’s all about getting 

ticks in boxes for policies and processes, not about whether 

these things are actually having an impact and changing the 

numbers. Companies have made some progress, but not very 

much. The numbers of women at the top haven’t changed” 

(Interview with author, June 2007).

Shifting the numbers will take a concerted effort on the 

part of companies, and of the men and women inside 

them, particularly those at the top. This is a universal 

requirement, not peculiar to one country or one industry 

sector. Changing the current trends requires a deeper 

understanding and appreciation of each other’s ways of 

thinking, working, behaving and leading. The next chapter 

opens the door to this deeper understanding. It takes a 

closer look at 21st-century women, their careers, their 

expectations of work, and their attitudes to leadership and 

power.



220

Why Women Mean Business

Further Reading
Associated Press (2007) “China’s gender gap widening”, Beijing, 12 

January.

BBC (2006) “Right time for a baby, UK vs France”, 14 June.

Caparas, A., Assistant Professor, Master of Science in Management 

Programme, University of Asia and the Pacifi c, in interview with 

author.

Center for Women’s Leadership at Babson College and London 

Business School (2007) “Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2006 

Report on Women and Entrepreneurship”.

Clark, P. (2005) “Europe’s Top 25: The accidental feminist”, FT 

Magazine, 15 October.

Daly, K. (2007) “Gender Inequality, Growth and Global 

Ageing”, Goldman Sachs Global Economics Paper No. 154, April 

2007.

Deutsche Welle, www.dw-world.de.

Economic Commission for Europe (2007) “Gender Equality: a key 

component of a modern growth strategy”, keynote speech to 

UN, 27 April.

Europa (2007) Press release, 10 May, IP/07/643.

European Commission (2007) Report on equality between women 

and men, 7 February.

Evans-Pritchard, A. (2007) “Japan leads world in demographic 

decline”, Daily Telegraph, 1 June.

Goldman Sachs (2005) “Womenomics: Japan’s Hidden Asset”, 19 

October.

Grandes Ecoles au Féminin/IPSOS (2005) “L’ambition au féminin”.

Grandes Ecoles au Féminin/IPSOS (2005, 2007) “Etudes sur les 

Carrières au Féminin”.

Grant Thornton International (2007a) “International Business 

Report”, conducted by Experian Business Strategies and Harris 

Interactive www.internationalbusinessreport.com.



221

Culture Counts, What Countries Can Do

Grant Thornton (2007b) “Growth of women in UK boardroom 

stagnates as Asian counterparts go from strength to strength”, 

UK press release, 8 March, www.grant-thornton.co.uk.

Hewlett, S.A. (2002) Creating A Life: Professional Women and the 

Quest for Children, Hyperion.

Holland, J. “Womenomics 101”, www.AlterNet.com.

Jaumotte, F. (2003) “Female labour force participation: past trends 

and main determinants in OECD countries”, OECD Economics 

Department Working Papers No. 376, December.

Knowledge@Wharton (2007) “Falling Behind: Working Women in 

Germany Grapple with Limited Child-Care Options”.

Kolding, M. and Milroy, A. (2001) “The Networking Skills Shortage, 

How Women Can Narrow the Gap”, IDC (International Data 

Corporation), November.

Les Femmes en France, http://www.quid.fr/2007/Femmes/Les_

Femmes_En_France/1.

McGill University (2007a) “McGill study: US protections for working 

families worst of all affl uent countries”, McGill University press 

release, 1 February.

McGill University (2007b) “The Work, Family, and Equity Index: 

How Does the U.S. Measure Up?”, from The Project on Global 

Working Families, Harvard School of Public Health, and the 

Institute for Health and Social Policy, McGill University. Available 

online at www.mcgill.ca/ihsp.

Mercer Human Resource Consulting (2007) “Holiday entitlements 

– large disparities between EU member states”, press release, 

London, 4 June.

Obama, B. (2006) The Audacity of Hope, Crown.

OECD (2004) “Babies and Bosses”.

OECD (2005) “Babies and Bosses”.

Rosenthal, E. (2006) “Europe, East and West, wrestles with falling 

birthrate”, International Herald Tribune, 3 September.



222

Why Women Mean Business

Špidla, V. (2007) Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and 

Equal Opportunities quoted on EU website, Europa.eu, “Support 

for families is key to reach Lisbon targets”, press release May 

10.

Tanikawa, M. (2007) “Japan Inc. embraces diversity”, International 

Herald Tribune, 2 June.

The Economist (2006) “Womenomics” 12 April.

UNDP (2006) launch of the Arab Human Development Report 

2005: Toward the rise of women in the Arab world, 6 

December.

Warner, J. (2005) Perfect Madness, Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety, 

Penguin.

WIN Conference (1999) Milan, October.

Wirth, L. (2002) ILO, “Breaking Through the Glass Ceiling: Women 

in Management”, Luxembourg conference.

World Bank (2007) “Economic Status of Women”, web.worldbank.

org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS, 22 February.

World Economic Forum (2005a) The Gender Gap Report.

World Economic Forum (2005b) “Women’s Empowerment: Measur-

ing the Global Gender Gap”.



223

Chapter Seven

FIGURING OUT FEMALES

“ ‘Powerful women’: I must admit that phrase took a little 

getting used to. As a group, I think we’ve been taught that 

power is bad or scary. It needn’t be either. Power is an 

opportunity – if we have the courage to use it. You’re not 

given power. It doesn’t come with position or title or 

wealth. To exercise power over the long haul – to sustain 

power – you have to earn it and you earn it by developing 

‘followership’. Power is a privilege, not a right. You have to 

use it in the service of others – or lose it. You have to have 

the interests of the institution at heart, not your own celeb-

rity or ambition. Power demands integrity. The role of 

power is to have the courage to decide – to infl uence – and 

then to take responsibility for the consequences.”

Anne Mulcahy, CEO, Xerox1

What companies need to know about women

Do women really want power? Are they ready for the top 

executive job or the seat in the boardroom? These questions 

1Fortune conference, 2005
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are rarely voiced openly, but they form an uncomfortable 

undercurrent through discussions in senior teams about how 

and when to promote women. Men who want power usually 

push for it, navigating organisational politics as natives of a 

familiar homeland. They look at women and think that if 

they wanted power they would do the same. But most 

women do not thrust themselves forward, especially if it 

means trampling on the opposition. They need to be pulled, 

or coaxed into it, and given some breathing space to accli-

matise when they get there.

Rhodora Palomar-Fresnedi has seen this happen at Unilever, 

when she was Global Head of Diversity. The leadership team 

was considering appointing a woman to a senior role heading 

one of the businesses but decided that she was “not ready”. 

Palomar-Fresnedi challenged this perception. “I said to them: 

‘I know when she’s going to be ready – when she becomes 

a man.’ ” The woman in question got the job, and, at Palomar-

Fresnedi’s suggestion, was given support and protection from 

the limelight in her early days so that she could fi nd her 

footing without feeling that people were waiting for her to 

fail.

This kind of intervention is important if more women are 

going to take the risk of running for the top corporate jobs. 

Women are not yet natives of the business world. They are 

like second-generation immigrants, with one foot in the 

culture of business and one foot in the culture of “women”. 
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They have arrived en masse and are seemingly fl uent in the 

language of business, but are not as familiar or as comfortable 

with the unwritten codes and rules as men are. Most women 

retain their own ways of speaking and behaving. Or as one 

female managing director of a large American multinational 

put it: “It’s just so tiring trying to be yourself. You have to fi ght 

so hard to resist attempts to modify your behaviour.”

The current assumption is that only those who visibly want 

power are ready to exercise it. We question that assumption, 

with regard to both men and women. Perhaps those best 

able to exercise the responsibility and service of leadership 

(as defi ned by Robert Greenleaf, the author of the newly 

relevant Servant Leadership (Greenleaf, 1977)) are those not 

particularly hungering after power. Promoting more “power-

reluctant” women could open the way for a greater variation 

in accepted male leadership styles as well.

We explore the differences which women bring to the cor-

porate world in this chapter. They are differences that com-

panies need to assimilate, rather than ignore, if women are 

to thrive and if companies would like men to demonstrate 

a variety of leadership styles too.

Discomfort with “politics”

Women in the business world look and sound resolutely 

modern, yet many still struggle with the internal stereotypes 



226

Why Women Mean Business

and expectations of an earlier era. They often lack self-

confi dence, and believe it is a personal weakness, not realis-

ing that lack of self-confi dence is a general trait of the 

out-of-power, and even of very senior women. They are not 

yet convinced that they deserve all the opportunities open 

to them. This is not entirely surprising. A sense of great 

opportunity, tinged with insecurity, is a sign of the times: 

overt discrimination is less common today, but most women 

who make it into corporate power have stories of the farcical 

attitudes they faced not so long ago.

Anne Lauvergeon, CEO of French nuclear group Areva, who 

often features at the top of Fortune’s international Most Pow-

erful Women list, likes to tell the story of when she was 

interviewed for an early job. To her amazement, her boss-

to-be said: “You’re a woman, why are you here and not at 

home?” Three months later, she reminded him of the remark, 

asking if he didn’t agree that she was up to the job. He 

answered: “Yes, but you’re not a woman.”

When she chaired Qantas, the Australian airline, Margaret 

Jackson recalled how men in various walks of life seemed 

to fi nd a confl ict between her sex and her seniority. She told 

the Financial Times about an incident when she was on the 

board of BHP, the Anglo-Australian mining group, interview-

ing potential directors. “I walked into the room and this 

candidate handed me some papers and asked me to photo-

copy them. I explained to him who I was and he went puce. 
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It still happens. People look at me and they say ‘but you’re 

a woman’. It makes me laugh” (Tucker, 2007).

Catharine Furrer-Lech, a managing director and head of busi-

ness development and strategy at UBS investment bank in 

Switzerland, remembers the 60 interviews she had when she 

joined Swiss Bank Corporation 18 years ago. “They told me 

I was far too overqualifi ed for any job they would ever offer 

a woman, and then asked if my husband knew that I was 

out looking for such a job.” When she worked her way up 

to the Executive Committee, the CEO asked for her help in 

suggesting what they should talk about over lunch. “They 

usually talked about the military or women, and with me 

there, they felt they couldn’t do either but were at a loss to 

know what else to discuss” (Furrer-Lech, 2006).

Many of these more obvious barriers have now been dis-

mantled. What women are still working on are more deep-

seated and harder-to-eradicate issues below the surface – both 

in others and in themselves.

Right from their fi rst job, research shows that women do not 

negotiate their salary (or much else) – and that men do 

(Babcock and Laschever, 2003). So women end up with the 

salaries they are offered and men launch their professional 

lives by getting more. This simple matter of not asking, com-

pounded by a less acute angle of salary trajectory from the 

outset, can amount to hundreds of thousands of euros or 
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dollars over the course of a career. Eva, a Swiss entrepreneur 

running a high-tech fi rm, needed to hire 200 people. She 

was struck by the difference in interviewing and negotiating 

styles of the men and women she saw. “Women tried to 

prove why they deserved the job and how much they could 

deliver, while the men asked what the company could do 

for them and their careers” (Author’s case study).

There is a deep-rooted belief among women that if they do 

a good job they will be promoted, recognised and rewarded. 

Telling them this is not true is an unsettling eye-opener. But 

companies would be doing them a service if they made clear 

to women that moving into leadership roles (as opposed to 

expert functional roles where women are better represented) 

takes more than doing things right. It also takes doing the 

right things, making sure that the right people know about 

them and having the political and communication skills to 

get others to support your ideas and objectives.

Women do not usually feel comfortable with the power 

structures in their organisations. Hierarchy itself, and its 

implicit positioning of people into one-up, one-down pos-

itions, is actually far from women’s search for establishing 

series of relationships between equals, as Deborah Tannen 

has effectively documented (Tannen, 1994). So they refuse 

to get involved. They disdain “politics” as being about self-

promotion and power-grabbing, or they go to the opposite 

extreme, getting so involved that they fi ght more bloodily 
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than men and leave casualties, male and female, in their 

wake.

Wanda Wallace, chief executive of Leadership Forum, a con-

sultancy working with top teams and women leaders, says 

women can do a lot to help themselves. “I talk to senior 

men and women every day who are frustrated at the inability 

of women to make the organisation work for them,” she 

says. “I think women struggle with how to use power, and 

how to compete without trying to kill someone. Competition 

is often more personal for women. Rather than saying: ‘You 

win this one and I’ll maybe win the next one?’ they see it 

as black and white. Women need some understanding of the 

middle ground.”

Does she believe companies have a responsibility here too? 

“I’m not saying it’s women’s fault. I do believe that you can’t 

be a victim, and that you have to take some ownership, 

power and responsibility for your career and interactions 

with the organisation. The organisation has a responsibility 

too, to increase people’s skills and to improve the ability to 

give quality feedback. Men are terrifi ed to give women feed-

back because they are afraid it will become part of a lawsuit 

– that’s probably more fear than it is rational. Companies 

also have a responsibility to make the talent succession and 

promotion processes more transparent. That could stop some 

of the biases that get in the way of women. It could stop 

this tendency to say of a woman: ‘She’s not strategic enough,’ 
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and substitute that with ‘How do you know she’s not? What’s 

the evidence? What does she need to do to show strategic 

capability?’ ” (Interview with author, 20 February 2007).

When women condemn politics and stay away from it, they 

effectively remove themselves from the game, without con-

sciously acknowledging it. They spend all of their time on 

carrying out the content of their job description. Smart 

employers know this – and love them for it – which is why 

women are so appreciated in middle management. They 

make great worker bees. But the worker bees become frus-

trated when they see that the colleagues who get promoted 

are the ones who have spent a lot of time networking, build-

ing alliances and “managing up”, and a lot less time, at least 

from a woman’s perspective, actually getting things done.
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In recruiting interviews, women who are unable to take on 

international assignments tend to say so if they are asked. 

At a meeting about gender issues with an HR director and 

her young male colleague in a large Norwegian company, 

the ambitious and successful young man said that doing this 

was “just stupid”. “It hurts your image and potential. My wife 

works and I’m not really mobile, but I certainly said that I 

was. When the time comes, and if I’m proposed for a move, 

I’ll simply decline it.” His female boss was shocked at dis-

covering these “rules of the game”, realising that she, like 

other women, had been transparent about her lack of fl ex-

ibility in job interviews.

Women value authenticity. According to a survey of 516 

executive and professional women by Aspire, a UK coaching 

and leadership development fi rm, the top things that moti-

vate them are, in order of importance:

• making a difference;

• being challenged;

• believing in their company’s direction;

• a sense of satisfaction in their team; and

• recognition.

Just under half said “fl exibility”. Money came bottom of the 

list (Aspire, 2006).

The women were asked how they would improve diversity 

programmes in their company. Many of them said they 
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would put greater emphasis on appreciating “individual 

uniqueness”. Separate research from the Center for Creative 

Leadership, which operates campuses in North America, 

Europe and Asia, put authenticity at the top of women’s list 

of values (Ruderman and Ohlott, 2002).

The head of Europe, Middle East and Africa at a large Ameri-

can company was giving a keynote speech to a high-profi le 

gathering of his region’s top women. He insisted that mobil-

ity was a key part of leadership development in the fi rm and 

described the ideal female career of the future, showcasing 

a young woman called Juliet. Juliet had a fast-paced and 

brilliant career, moving countries every few years. His audi-

ence was incredulous. He neglected to mention that he 

himself had never moved, and was actually still living in the 

same neighbourhood of the city where he was born.

How, then, should women align the need for “political” 

competence, which often requires hiding thoughts and feel-

ings, with their deep-seated need to do just the opposite?

Let us start with the politics. Being politically savvy can help 

in setting priorities and managing time. One of us fi rst heard 

about the 80/20 rule – as applied to organisational politics 

– from a very young male colleague, fl ush from his MBA. 

The concept is simple, he said. You spend 80 % of your time 

doing your job, and 20 % of your time telling others what a 

good job you did. When women hear about this application 
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of the rule, generally they hate it. They are much more com-

fortable, particularly in their 30s, with doing things their way: 

to spend 100 % of their time on the specifi cs of their job, 

preferably behind the closed door of their offi ce, and then 

rush home to take care of the rest of life.

Globalisation and corporate restructuring have ensured that 

almost everyone in business today has too much work. Man-

agers have little time to manage anyone any more, especially 

people who do not make any demands or remind their 

bosses of what they have accomplished. In this high-intensity 

environment, those who keep their heads down and simply 

work are appreciated when something needs doing, but 

passed over when the search is on for people to promote.

One woman executive described it beautifully. She was 

senior director in her division of a big consumer goods 

company. When a new country manager was appointed, he 

moved into his offi ce four doors down from hers. She was 

so busy with her work that she never quite made it down 

the corridor. One day, a month after he arrived, he knocked 

on her door and said: “Why don’t I know you?” She raised 

her head from her over-brimming desk and sighed: “Because 

I’m so busy doing my job.” He said: “Then you’d better 

rethink your job defi nition.”

This is where management and leadership training tailored 

to women’s needs is useful. As Linda Babcock and Sara 
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Laschever outline in their book Women Don’t Ask, training 

is one of the great ways to improve women’s sense of control 

and readiness to negotiate. It helps them understand the 

reality of the workplace and produces “dramatic results, 

completely eliminating the gender gap in [negotiating] per-

formance” (Babcock and Laschever, 2003).

We agree with Warren Farrell, the author of Why Men Earn 

More (Farrell, 2005), that a better understanding of the work-

place, its rules and its opportunities helps women make 

choices to correspond with their ambitions. Training specifi -

cally designed for women is an effective mechanism for 

waking them up to the reality of the business world. We also 

agree that it is preferable not to recreate same-sex ghettos 

internally to combat the informal same-sex networks that 

exist. Which is why we recommend that organisations use 

external leadership programmes for women. It is a compli-

cated reality that women benefi t from these courses but that 

they can create unfortunate backlash or resentment if they 

are delivered internally (especially since men are not usually 

offered similar treatment). Outsourcing women’s training is 

a compromise that allows companies to reap the benefi t of 

empowered women while reducing the negative impact on 

men.

Programmes of this kind are just beginning to emerge in 

Europe after having been launched by business schools like 

Harvard. A host of private companies have offered courses 
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across North America for the past decade. Several business 

schools (Harvard, IMD, INSEAD, Cranfi eld University in the 

UK) and private companies (Aurora, DIAFORA, women’s 

associations) have created tailored development opportun-

ities for women since the turn of the century.

Even the most sceptical women are usually converted, 

delighted to discover that the issues they face are not theirs 

alone. Probably the most striking feature of such programmes 

is the sense of relief that permeates the room. For many 

senior women still working in largely male environments, it 

is the fi rst time in their careers that they can let their hair 

down, relax and behave naturally, surrounded by a group 

of empathetic peers.

The growing popularity of women’s conferences and leader-

ship training is testament to the fact that women fi nd value 

in learning and developing in an environment specifi cally 

designed for them. Here, self-effacing communication styles 

are not interpreted as lack of ambition. Women can express 

themselves in their own language, and be heard. They can 

step back and get a wider perspective of their situation and 

how they can advance their own careers. They feel energised 

and strengthened.

In Chapter Two, we looked at what business schools are 

doing to increase the low numbers of female students and 

staff. The learning environment which many women prefer 
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is utterly different from the typical business school model. 

Sharing vulnerabilities, exchanging stories, swapping advice, 

and thinking together in non-competitive ways contrasts with 

the bell curves, case studies, self-promotion and competitive 

team structures that are the building blocks of the typical 

MBA.

As we noted in the section above, however, women can still 

feel insecure in the corporate world – and men can feel they 

are walking on eggshells around women. It may be hard for 

a woman to explain to her boss why women-only leadership 

courses matter. She may think it is dangerous to be explicit 

about issues of self-confi dence because it could feed the 

view that she is not quite up to the harsh realities of a com-

petitive world. He may doubt that differences matter, and 

see any focus on them as discrimination or condescension. 

Some women also buy this argument. If they have succeeded 

themselves, they do not see that others may have more dif-

fi culty or need a little coaxing and support. It can sometimes 

be men who are fi rst to spot that there is an issue.

Close Up: The conversations that matter

Women can miss out on the informal conversations men 

have at work, which can ultimately identify who has real 

infl uence on the business. “These are informal, deep, off the 

record conversations,” says Austin Hogan, head of human 
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resources for operations and technology at AIB Group, Ire-

land’s largest banking group. “These are the most important 

conversations that we have and they usually result in great 

decisions or interesting avenues to follow. As males, we’re 

very comfortable having them. My observation is that women 

aren’t as comfortable with this. And most of my male col-

leagues aren’t comfortable having them with women. Both 

parties have to ‘learn’ the value of informal sharing of ideas 

that build trust and confi dence – the very things that help 

to identify leaders.”

He says conversations of this kind between senior men often 

take place very early or very late, outside the normal working 

day, and at a time when women are often occupied with 

other commitments – mostly essential family time. “I have 

four women managers working for me who are absolutely 

fantastic. But they don’t naturally get a chance to take part 

in these informal conversations at work. I make a point of 

taking them along when I’m going to see a senior male col-

league so that they get an opportunity to hear how these 

conversations go, and to get asked and give their opinion 

on the business. It’s really important that everyone has every 

opportunity to shine – my managers have the best ideas and 

that must be true in most organisations. Perhaps it is a back-

handed compliment, but I think I have the managers that I 

deserve and more than just me needs to know that directly 

– that’s what these conversations are all about.”
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Careers are not linear

One of the biggest and least managed differences between 

men and women is that of their career “life cycles”. Like 

many of the other differences between genders, this one is 

largely socially and culturally constructed, but identifying its 

historical source does little to alleviate its consequences. 

Recognising the realities of modern life, and the many per-

sonal and professional responsibilities increasingly shared by 

both men and women, will help companies minimise these 

consequences. “Divided responsibilities,” writes Warren 

Farrell, “are the wave of the future – not just for women, but 

for many men, too  .  .  .  making use of the gift of working 

women, then, involves treating women as pioneers in helping 

companies adapt to the divided responsibilities that will be 

a twenty-fi rst-century reality” (Farrell, 2005).

Colleen Arnold, General Manager of IBM Europe, a company 

that has invested more than most in diversity, described an 

archetypal “female career moment”. She was competing with 

a male colleague for a promotion to vice-president. Pregnant 

at the time, she did not dare announce her pregnancy to 

her boss until he had made his promotion decision. So she 

held off, working hard and wearing increasingly large and 

loose-fi tting outfi ts. One day, he called her into his offi ce to 

tell her that she had the job. He was horrifi ed to see his newly 

appointed VP faint at his feet. As he bent over her in con-

cern, he asked: “Is there anything I can do for you?” Having 
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recovered, she cheerily answered: “No, but I’ll need the summer 

off” (Arnold, 2006). That women still feel the need to take 

on these kinds of disguises, even in the most enlightened 

companies, shows how much progress still needs to be 

made.

Women, particularly if they have children, have what has 

been described as an M-shaped career curve. This reality 

differs from country to country, depending on the amount 

of support for working parents the environment offers (see 

Chapter Six). They start out strongly, encounter some turbu-

lence in their 30s which often makes their career progression 

plateau or dip, then pick up again somewhere in their 40s. 

Men traditionally start out in their 20s, rise in a straight line, 

then stop abruptly at retirement. Of course, both men and 

women may plateau at some point, or be “downsized”, 

“delayered” or “re-engineered”.

These broad differences in career and work cycles may help 

explain why women and men differ when it comes to 

naming the decade of their lives they consider best. Accord-

ing to HSBC’s “Future of Retirement” surveys, being in your 

20s is the best decade for both sexes. What is interesting, 

however, is that more men than women choose the teens, 

20s or 30s as their best decade, while more women than 

men choose the 40s or 50s.

Women’s careers often peak a decade later than their male 

peers. Retaining 30-something women who leave to balance 
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life is a big issue, as is an understanding of how to manage 

their return after a career absence. Leading investment banks 

such as Goldman Sachs, JP Morgan and Lehman Brothers 

have all recently launched programmes to lure former 

employees back from career breaks.

In 2005, Harvard Business Review published an article by 

Sylvia Ann Hewlett and Carolyn Buck Luce called “Off-Ramps 

and On-Ramps” which has elicited much attention and inter-

est, and which we cite in Chapters Two and Six (Hewlett 

and Buck Luce, 2005). It was followed by Hewlett’s book of 

the same name. The terminology was not universally appreci-

ated by women, however, highlighting important differences 

between the US and Europe in perceptions of gender and 

careers. At a small lunch of senior women leaders in Paris, 

hosted by then-French Trade Minister and subsequently 

Finance Minister Christine Lagarde, there were objections to 

the implication that having babies was “off-ramping”. What 

was needed was simply a redefi nition of what careers 

look like, not an image of women “leaving” and then “return-

ing”, with the inevitable costs in terms of earnings and repu-

tation. They felt the terminology reinforced the belief that 

the “normal” career path is an upward ramp with no 

bumps.

Getting the metaphors right may seem like quibbling but, in 

this area, vocabulary and language are extraordinarily impor-

tant. In altering attitudes, language is one of the more pow-
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erful tools available. It can refl ect an acceptance of, and 

adaptation to, an existing system, or it can signal an entirely 

new way of approaching the issue.

For a future in which 40- or even 50-year working lives are 

likely to encompass multiple, fl exible and non-linear careers, 

getting a grip on new terminology is essential. A good meta-

phor is one of building blocks, not the old-fashioned, square, 

wooden kind that need a solid, wide base, but rather those 

new, colourful, Frank Gehry-style systems, which clip into 

each other in endlessly creative ways. They can be built 

upwards, sideways or star-shaped in an infi nite number of indi-

vidual patterns, crafting new concepts that move beyond 

“career as pyramid” to a more exciting notion of “career as 

snowfl ake”.

As our societies age, and people work longer, the career 

experiences of burned-out men in their 50s and 60s may well 

start to resemble those of women in their 30s – full of a desire 

for fl exibility and balance. Women in their 50s and 60s may 

start to resemble men in their 30s and 40s – set on promotion 

and power. Successful older women may be delightedly 

wading deeper into the world of work while their husbands 

are just as delightedly dreaming of sailing off to sea or retiring 

gently on a golf course in the South of France.

This is not fantasy. Some of the most powerful women in 

the corporate world have partners who have taken a back 



242

Why Women Mean Business

seat or early retirement. Moreover, a study of mothers’ and 

daughters’ attitudes to retirement, commissioned by the 

MetLife Mature Market Institute in the US, found that most 

of the younger women expect to retire later than 65; 17 % 

expected to retire at 70 or later, and 6 % said they may never 

retire (MetLife, 2007). Here, as in so many other areas, large 

companies stand to gain by managing these complementary 

cycles rather than suffer the rather costly consequences of 

ignoring their existence.

Below we describe the three key phases of female career 

cycles.

Phase 1: ambition
Alison is 28, British of Chinese origin, and going places. Born 

of modest immigrant parents, she is ambitious, energetic and 

attractive. With low expectations from her parents (who 

reserved their ambitions for their son), she has run headlong 

into success at every turn. Since grade 1 she has excelled at 

school, working hard and playing by the rules. After an excel-

lent degree from Oxford, she went into consulting. A few years 

later, like most of her peers, she fl ew off for a graduate 

degree. Upon fi nishing her MBA, she joined a top investment 

bank because that was the highest-status, highest-salary job, 

considered the top of the b-school punching order. The best of 

the best, competing with her cleverest peers for the spot she 

got.
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She sees no barrier or cloud on her horizon. She has been 

recruited and rewarded at every turn. She is supremely con-

vinced that the world is hers to discover, that she has only to 

continue excelling at her job, bringing in the numbers and 

delivering value to her fi rm. When she hears older women 

speak of women’s issues, or sees some of her colleagues orga-

nising women’s networks in the bank, her judgment is quick 

and absolute. They are complaining about an obsolete issue 

and are probably just not good enough to get ahead. She will 

prove – with her brains and will – that she can get to the top. 

No problem.

In this sense, the women’s movement has created what it set 

out to achieve: a level playing fi eld, where women, completely 

unconscious of their gender, can go out and win. Alison is 

unencumbered with stereotypes or notions of limits or hang-

ups about ambition.

But precisely because she has had so much success and so 

little trouble, she is completely unprepared for the rather 

sudden and perplexing culture shock just around the corner. 

She does not want to listen to – or even associate – with older 

women. They make her uncomfortable, with their choices and 

compromises and advice. She does not want to be like them, 

so she keeps her distance.

The 20s is an important and rewarding decade for the 

modern woman. It is a time when women can fully fl aunt 

their potential. They need to make the most of it, getting the 
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best education possible, the most international travel, and as 

much job experience as they can.

Companies also need to make the most of this decade with 

their female talent. Some have realised this, and now cram 

a lot of early training and travelling into this decade. Energy 

companies, in particular, which require international mobility 

of their managers, have started to move their staff much 

earlier.

Phase 2: culture shock
Rebecca has just celebrated her 33rd birthday. She is a bril-

liant, slightly brittle over-achiever. She has played the consult-

ing game, worked round the clock and learned to swear like 

a sailor. But all of a sudden, having married a former col-

league, her top priority in life has dramatically shifted: now 

she wants to start a family. She is agonising over the conse-

quences for her chances to make it to partner. After a decade’s 

round-the-clock investment in the fi rm, she’d like to hedge her 

bets. There is not a single woman partner in her offi ce – in 

fact there are hardly any in Europe. Most women before her 

have chosen to leave or have taken a staff role after having 

children.

Rebecca suspects this is not just an issue of maternity. She has 

been in the potential partner pool now for a couple of years, 

but the feedback she is getting is, suddenly, less fl attering. 
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After having had rave reviews and top performance evalua-

tions, the tone has shifted. Partners are suddenly suggesting 

that she may not be quite up to joining them. She does not 

have quite the presence and gravitas required, and has not 

demonstrated her ability to sell. These are issues she had never 

heard of and never expected. The shock is absolute, and the 

fury not far behind. She decides to have her kids, downgrade 

to second-class administrative status at work, and leave the 

company when she is ready to gear back up.

So what happened to Rebecca? The same thing that happens 

to many ambitious women in this decade. Squeezed by the 

simultaneous pressures of personal and professional life, 

they suddenly experience culture shock. Typically, they 

delay having children into their thirties. The average age for 

fi rst children has been in continuous rise and is now around 

30 in many European countries (Rosenthal, 2006). Most start 

to dream of motherhood some time after their rather late 

marriages, and usually between the ages of 30 and 35.

When do most companies formally identify the high potential 

pool of employees to receive all the attention and develop-

ment and be groomed for power? When do professional 

service fi rms start to turn up the heat in their “up or out” 

policies? Between 30 and 35. Many of them even have those 

particular ages written in black and white in their personnel 

policies. If companies had tried to design a system to exclude 
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women – which they have not – they could not have done 

a better job of it.

Babies aren’t the half of it. The real issues lie hidden and 

unacknowledged in the much harder to reach recesses of 

gender incomprehension. Even women without children 

bump into the complexities of managing this decade at 

work because all of a sudden, and without any warning that 

most women are aware of, the rules of the game subtly 

shift.

Success in the 20s was simple, and based on the same rules 

and behaviours that served women so well at school: be a 

good student, work hard and do what you are told. But in 

the 30s, this kind of attitude keeps women fi rmly glued to 

a rather sticky fl oor of junior roles. Where “productivity” is 

the key word of the 20s, “people” is the key word of the 

30s. Potential is measured not just on how well they perform 

(that’s the assumed minimum) but on how well they manage 

people, build networks of infl uence and start convincing 

others that things could be done better if people followed 

their brilliantly innovative ideas – and, by the way, that their 

extraordinary last quarter achievements merit a major promo-

tion to a job overseeing a big chunk of profi t-and-loss. The 

kind of ambitious young men who get ahead seem to be 

innately endowed with the skills to manoeuvre through this 

maze. Are political realities hardwired into their genes or is 

the organisational maze designed to respond to ambitious 
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men’s ways of relating to each other, competing and jockey-

ing for position? The current system is dominated by what 

are commonly referred to as alpha males. Is this best for 

business?

“The business world swarms with alpha males (and females). 

Although there are no hard numbers to support this approxi-

mation, we estimate that alphas comprise about 75 % of top 

executives  .  .  .  The healthy ones are natural leaders trusted 

by colleagues, respected by competitors, revered by employ-

ees and adored by Wall Street. But other alpha males are 

risks to their organisations – and sometimes to themselves 

(Ludeman and Erlandson, 2006).”

Women can fi nd alpha male rules incomprehensible – assum-

ing they can see them in the fi rst place. These men are 

generally informed and helped by the networks of peers and 

mentors who often hang out together after work in a bar, or 

meet on the golf course or in management retreats for exotic 

pursuits, such as boar-hunting in Nordic forests.

These networks are not generally constructed to exclude 

women, but most men are still surprisingly uncomfortable 

inviting the girls along. They worry about all kinds of 

things: how the invitation will be perceived, the potential 

lawsuits they risk, what their wives would say, and frankly, 

whether they wouldn’t just be happier in all-male 

company.
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Women, and gender research, repeatedly cite the lack of 

informal networks as one of the major barriers to progress 

in their careers. These become increasingly important with 

age, starting in earnest in the 30s. Miss this boat, and you 

lose the foundation on which promotions are built: who you 

know, and who knows you.

During the 30s, these issues of networks, visibility and over-

work too often combine in an overwhelming wave which 

washes women from the fast track, almost without their 

knowing what hit them. The challenge for women – with or 

without children – is to learn the reality of organisation rules 

early, to see the wave before it hits and build a raft which 

will let them surf rather than sink.

For companies, it means being prepared to give parents, not 

just women, a breather. Focusing parental policies on women 

reinforces all the stereotypes and disadvantages tripping 

women up today. As careers lengthen, giving mothers and 

fathers (and other 30-somethings in danger of burn-out) a 

few years’ grace to coast, to be an internal consultant, or to 

take up a new skill, need not be an unprofi table exercise 

but a useful investment in the future.

Companies are feeling the full brunt of dual-career partner-

ships. Where once they could send employees around the 

world at a moment’s notice, with a “trailing spouse” picking 
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up the pieces, the planning and the kids, today both men 

and women are increasingly immobile because of their part-

ner’s careers. Imaginative solutions are required, such as the 

British Foreign Offi ce’s job-sharing deputy heads of mission 

in Slovakia, a husband-and-wife team who swap with each 

other every four months the roles of full-time diplomat and 

full-time parent (Maitland, 2006).

Companies’ reluctance to adapt to women’s and men’s needs 

for fl exibility stems partly from a fear of opening a Pandora’s 

Box. We may think we live in a global, networked economy 

of knowledge workers, but many organisations still focus too 

heavily on the hours put in, rather than the outcomes 

achieved. As women (and many of the new Generation Xs 

and Ys) push for more fl exibility about where and when 

they work, managers are not necessarily ready to let go. The 

belief in total commitment is deep. The generation now 

running most big companies gave their lives to their careers. 

They expect others to do the same. Most expect their execu-

tives to put their jobs ahead of their kids. They did. Younger 

generations are starting to reject this paradigm and women 

never really accepted it in signifi cant numbers. Forced to 

choose, and with no back-up at home, most human beings 

will put their kids before their company. Companies which 

still force parents to choose between family and work will 

fi nd the talent wars give employees the upper hand in their 

growing demands for fl exibility and autonomy.



250

Why Women Mean Business

This vicious circle can be broken to everyone’s advantage. 

Bernadette Andrietti heads Intel France. She has introduced 

changes to the company’s culture, and to industry practices. 

She has allowed her entire staff of a couple of hundred 

people including secretaries to go on fl extime. Typical of 

people in the high-tech sector, she knows that fi xed ideas 

of how, when and where people work are largely obsolete 

and that technology allows huge amounts of fl exibility. She 

also recognised that it was the application of technology to 

the pragmatic realities of life that would have the greatest 

impact. Instead of marketing to the converted, she took 

technology into the home: in 2004, Intel France displayed its 

products at the Home show in Paris, in addition to the more 

traditional Technology show (Andrietti, 2004).

Case study: fl exible leaders at Booz Allen Australia

Sarah Butler and Vanessa Wallace are partners in the Sydney 

offi ce of Booz Allen Hamilton, the global strategy consulting 

fi rm. Butler was elected partner in 2000 after 10 years at the 

fi rm, while she was on maternity leave with her fi rst child. 

She has since had three more children. She has typically 

taken six to 12 months’ maternity leave and returned to 

working at 60 % of full time. “At times I’ve fl exed this, some-

times working longer, then making up time later on. I tend 

to fi nd some weeks I need to work four or fi ve days, others 

I work less or take longer holidays – driven by how many 

clients I am serving at the same time,” she says. “Vanessa 
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has three children and worked part time earlier on, and 

restricted her travel so she could be in Sydney, and is now 

full time as the children are all a little older” (Interview with 

author, April 2007).

Women represent three out of 10 directors and three out of 

12 principals in the fi rm in Australia – comparing very favour-

ably with Booz Allen globally, where women typically 

account for less than 10–20 % of these senior posts, she 

says.

In Australia, fl exible work arrangements are open to men 

and women and there has been take-up of part-time deals 

at most levels. At one stage, take-up was split pretty evenly 

between men and women. However, the overall numbers 

working fl exibly are still small and a harsher market environ-

ment has helped to depress levels of take-up. The fi rm is 

looking at other models, from working a set number of hours 

a year to buying extra time off, to working on a retainer or 

contractor basis, to tailoring arrangements to an individual’s 

needs.

So is this an exception, or an example of culture change? 

“Probably a bit of both,” says Butler. “I think Booz Allen is 

far ahead of many on having a good set of part-time policies 

and more importantly the culture to encourage this. I fi rmly 

believe I could not have done what I have done anywhere 

else. In particular for Vanessa, who was the guinea pig, the 

managing director strongly sponsored her – and this set an 
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example. Now our directors in Australia are all mostly Gen-

eration X and all have children – many young, some teenag-

ers – and also many have spouses who have worked or are 

still working, so they see the ‘other side’ of juggling, which 

helps on the culture change.”

On the other hand, fl exibility varies between the fi rm’s 

offi ces globally. “We tend to see that a few offi ces have lots 

of women and more take-up of fl exible working arrange-

ments, so there are microcosms – and in particular this is 

linked to the potential to cut out travel in certain geogra-

phies, a key issue in commercial strategy consulting. Also, 

the practices serving government clients have been much 

more successful at retaining and advancing some great 

women, and this also refl ects a higher proportion of women 

in their clients. I have always had absolute support from 

clients on working part time. If questions have been raised 

it’s more often been internally at corporate level on the sus-

tainability of a 60 % model, but luckily this has dropped 

off!”

Phase 3: self-affi rmation
After 40, women have either weathered the 30s acceptably 

and fi nd renewed ambition and opportunity, or have decided 

to leave, either physically or mentally. Provided they have 

managed to navigate the fi rst two phases described above, 

they are in a position of relative strength. They have estab-
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lished their expertise, woven their networks, and built a 

credible track record. At home, they have got over the most 

exhausting part of parenthood, and they and their partners 

have tucked the littlest into full-time school. Many are ready 

to reinvest professionally and at a time when success, self-

confi dence and maturity combine to ignite or augment 

ambition.

The fashionable idea, prominent in MBA programmes, is that 

to be marketable you have to change companies every fi ve 

years. This can work for some people. But for many women, 

particularly those who want to combine career and family, 

fi nding the right employer at the start is a strong element in 

their career chances. It is commonly believed that long 

careers with companies went the way of the telex machine, 

but this seems not to be true. An interesting study by Ann 

Huff Stevens shows that many people in the US stay with 

the same employer for a long time. “In 1969, average tenure 

in the longest job for males aged 58–62 was 21.9 years. In 

2002, the comparable fi gure was 21.4 years. Just over half of 

men ending their careers in 1969 had been with a single 

employer for at least 20 years; the same is true in 2002” (Huff 

Stevens, 2005).

Similarly, a study by the International Labour Organisation 

has found no evidence that long-term employment relation-

ships are dying out in Europe. Job tenure in Europe averaged 
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about 10.5 years between 1992 and 2002, with a slightly 

rising trend, according to Peter Auer, one of the authors. The 

fi gure for Japan was 12.2 years (Auer, Berg and Coulibaly, 

2006).

Women can be intensely loyal to companies which treat 

them well, partly because they know there are not yet that 

many of them but also because longevity works for women. 

It makes sense for women to invest big in their 20s, negoti-

ate some fl exibility in their 30s and then gear up into leader-

ship roles in their 40s and 50s.

This is often when companies can reap the benefi ts of their 

investments in women and derive a great deal of value.

Take Vivienne Cox, BP’s head of gas, power and renewables. 

She has been with the company for over 25 years. In 1998, 

Rodney Chase, deputy chief executive, offered her a promo-

tion to head a division in the company’s downstream div-

ision. She was 39, had just had her fi rst child, and turned 

the promotion down on the grounds that she did not want 

to travel all the time, work weekends and put in the constant 

late nights she assumed that the job required. He rejected 

her refusal, and promoted her because he wanted to show 

that the job could be done on her terms.

Cox has since become one of the Financial Times’s top 25 

businesswomen in Europe, and received a host of other 
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accolades. The company benefi ted from her loyalty and her 

distinctly different way of managing and seeing the com-

pany’s future. A regular organiser of unconventional meet-

ings, with themes like “Whither democracy?”, Cox thought, 

early on, that many things her company did were unsustain-

able. In 2005, it was under her leadership that the company 

launched its renewables business, investing some $ 8 billion 

in fi nding new sources of energy (Interview with author, 30 

November 2006).

Catharine Furrer-Lech of UBS argues that women often go 

to places which men do not consider worthwhile, career-

wise. She was interested, years before it was considered 

fashionable, in the issue of Islamic fi nancing. Her CEO 

agreed that she could, if she wanted to. With all the advan-

tages of working for a non-American bank in the Middle 

East, she researched and developed the beginnings of what 

would become a large business for UBS, settting it up as a 

pioneer in a new area (Furrer-Lech, 2006).

The same is true of Marie-Claude Peyrache, the fi rst woman 

appointed to France Télécom’s executive committee and 

now president of the European Professional Women’s 

Network in Paris. Early on in her career, and long before 

“international” was a necessary rite of passage, she headed 

off, with three children aged nine, seven and two, to set up 

the company’s business in Japan. She had no competition 

for the job, and no one else really wanted to go. But the 
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resulting success launched her into a high-profi le career in 

the group. “It also,” she notes, “gave France Télécom strong 

visibility as the fi rst company in the sector to appoint a 

woman to head a subsidiary” (Interview with author, June 

2007). So she not only weathered the 30s, but used that time 

as a platform for greater things.

The lure of entrepreneurship

Unfortunately, Peyrache is not typical. Many women are not 

aware that it might be easier to have children in Japan on 

an expat package than in their home country. After 40, strug-

gling to be recognised and promoted internally, or just ready 

to be more naturally who they really are, many start dream-

ing of faraway opportunities  .  .  .  outside the company.

Sandrine Tézé-Limal was a Vice President at Bain & Co. in 

Paris. After a couple of decades in consulting in several 

countries around the globe, she decided to leave to renew 

an old passion, architecture. With four children at home, she 

returned to university for fi ve years to become an architect 

and then started her own business. She did not really aim 

to stop consulting, but rather to start something more mean-

ingful in mid-life. “Consulting is very exciting and very 

rewarding in many ways. However, there is not much room 

in the business world for aesthetics and/or feelings. There 

comes a point when helping large multinationals improve 

their bottom line does not get you up in the morning  .  .  .  Our 
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architecture business is thriving. My associate and I have the 

luxury of choosing the clients we want to work for. We work 

with men and women I consider gifted, passionate craftsmen, 

to design and build for people we appreciate, a space that 

they can be happy in. That gets me up very early!” It is this 

passion and renewed ambition that many corporates are 

losing, just as their experience and networks could be most 

useful.

Entrepreneurship can also be hugely attractive to women at 

this age who see little opportunity for advancement or rec-

ognition. This is often a different kind of business ownership, 

bigger and more ambitious than the “lifestyle” options they 

tend to go for in the 30s. In the US, between 1997 and 2007, 

“privately held businesses owned by women grew at three 

times the rate of all American privately held fi rms,” writes 

Margaret Heffernan, author of an informative book about 

female entrepreneurship, How She Does It (Heffernan, 2007) 

“Every day, 420 women go out and start their own businesses 

– twice the rate at which men do  .  .  .  And these businesses 

are growing revenue, profi ts and jobs faster than business as 

a whole. The explosion in women-owned businesses explains 

why women’s companies now employ more people than 

America’s largest 500 companies combined. Women now 

own 46 % of the private businesses in the US.”

For Heffernan, the growing popularity of entrepreneurship 

among women, poses some important questions: “If women 
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are so successful working for themselves, why aren’t they 

just as successful in traditional corporations? Why do they 

have to leave in order to prove just how good they are?” For 

her, there are two main answers from women: “No one 

would take me seriously, and I wanted more control over 

my life. Both themes are important. Much of the growth of 

women-owned businesses is fueled by ideas that fell on deaf 

corporate ears” (Heffernan, 2006).

While entrepreneurship is an excellent and viable alternative 

for some women, it is not for everyone. And given the power 

that large companies wield today around the world, it is 

worrying if too many women abandon their efforts at moving 

into corporate power. For some fi rms, losing experienced 

women at this stage means not only losing their wisdom and 

contacts but also gaining a potent new competitor. Like 

political power, corporate power is a hard nut for women 

to crack. But the impact of their rise to the top of business 

could be huge, as we explain in the next section.

Alternative views of “power”

One of the aphorisms about power is that it is taken and not 

given. In order to “take” power, you have to start by wanting 

it. Few women would say they “want power” in those terms. 

They are much readier to accept ideas of leadership, particu-

larly if the concepts are couched in the context of serving 

others à la Peter Senge and Robert Greenleaf (author of 
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Servant Leadership) rather than as Caesar’s army coming in 

conquest. Women are full of ambitions and desires for change 

and revolution, but they are generally not as motivated by 

the trappings and status of power.

Part of their reluctance to claim power wholeheartedly stems 

from the role models who have it. They have seen too often 

how power corrupts, and have thought less often of how 

powerlessness also corrupts, a concept described decades 

ago by Rosabeth Moss Kanter (Moss Kanter, 1977). They 

have not yet been told by other women what the pleasures 

of power can be.

What they are likely to focus on is the intense scrutiny that 

the few women at the top have to endure. The media seem 

more enamoured with stories of women losing power than 

acquiring it. Martha Stewart and Carly Fiorina are better 

known than the rather more successful Meg Whitman (eBay) 

or Anne Mulcahy (Xerox).

Sex, success and the media

When a woman lands a really big job, her gender is still 

a major part of the news story, as it was with Cynthia 

Carroll’s arrival as chief executive of Anglo American, or the 

appointment of Drew Gilpin Faust to the presidency of 

Harvard.
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This is understandable. Female fi rsts are still newsworthy. 

Nonetheless, there is growing discomfort with the way that 

society and the media react to women who make it in cor-

porate life. Barbara Thomas Judge, an American business-

woman who chairs the UK’s Atomic Energy Authority and 

sits on many boards, believes attitudes need to change. She 

notes that when women have business reverses – and men 

have business reverses all the time – it gets a much bigger 

spotlight. “I think that successful women have a really hard 

time. If you stumble, there’s a magnifying glass on you, and 

if you do well, people are always questioning how you got 

there, ‘was it a token appointment’, ‘who did she know?’ 

Even today, when I give a big speech, people are always 

surprised, especially the men. They say: ‘That was really 

wonderful.’ They have that lilt in the voice, as if to say: ‘I 

didn’t know you knew that much about the subject.’ ”

Judge believes men are more comfortable dealing with 

people who look like them. “I always feel, when I put my 

make-up on, that it’s like putting on armour. You don’t have 

a second chance to make a fi rst impression. If you look 

serious and a little bit formidable, that helps.”

She asks people to question their assumptions. “I haven’t 

ever thought that my failures or my successes were because 

I was a woman, but I’ve felt that the fact that I was a woman 

was from time to time really diffi cult. I have had a reason-

able career, but it hasn’t been easy because of all the ‘stuff’ 
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around it. I’d like people to lay off successful women. I like 

being treated like an ‘old boy’, rather than a ‘new woman’ ” 

(Interview with author, February 2007).

Barbara Cassani, who launched Go, a low-cost UK airline, and 

led London’s successful 2012 Olympics bid, even goes to the 

lengths of warning women to be wary of accepting a high 

profi le in the media. “At the airline, I tried to be careful about 

courting the media’s attention by keeping quiet unless talking 

to the media helped us to sell more seats on our aircraft. I used 

the same principle in the Olympic bid. Don’t let yourself be 

seduced into the whole media cult of personality thing” 

(Cassani, 2007).

Successful women know it is a double-edged sword. Many 

feel uncomfortable being featured as “women”. In many 

countries, news coverage of women stays locked in a ghetto 

of “women’s stories”. This is somewhat less true in the UK 

and North America, where newspapers have recognised 

that readers appreciate hearing the point of view of women. 

The New York Times’s Maureen Dowd and the Toronto Globe 

and Mail ’s Margaret Wente are strong voices addressing the 

major issues of the day from a female perspective. They are 

still rare.

Despite all this, we have witnessed a slow shift over the past 

decade in women’s private reactions to the word “power”. 

Asked behind closed doors at one of the authors’ leadership 
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programmes to free-associate with the word, women a 

decade ago produced mostly negative or sarcastic terms – 

from “corruption” to “man”, “tie” or “tan”. Now, they have 

begun to associate power more positively with “autonomy”, 

“money”, “infl uence”, or “charisma”.

For all the lists of “powerful women” that have sprung up 

across the world, little is known about what actually turns 

these women on at work. Some are so intent on distancing 

their success from their gender that they would prefer not 

to pronounce on the issue. Yet the women in the room are 

avidly awaiting role models.

The most appreciated bit of women’s workshops and confer-

ences are speaker panels made up of different women with 

varying defi nitions of success and the choices that accompa-

nied them. Women want to know how these women managed 

their climb, their kids and their careers. They usually do not 

personally know anyone up there who is able to bring a 

message back down the mountain about how the system 

really works.

Having power can be fun, exhilarating, liberating and empow-

ering. It allows people to craft their lives, their organisations, 

and their priorities their way. But women’s culture, aside 

from a few superstar women attracted to the limelight, is one 

of relative modesty. Women do not enjoy self-promotion and 

as Deborah Tannen has noted in Talking 9 to 5, the feminine 
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language is one of egalitarianism, a refusal of one-up or 

one-down positioning, a preference for a philosophy of “all 

the same”.

Interviewed for this book, Helen Alexander, the CEO of the 

Economist Group, was interested by the association of the 

words pleasure and power. Upon refl ection, she said that 

her role brought her satisfaction in terms of “making profi ts 

and adding value, status, interest, the people I meet, and the 

team that I have built up. We’ve weathered recessions, we 

employ good people, and we help spread ideas round the 

world. I love doing something well, and enjoy making a 

difference” (Interviews with author, November 2006 and 

June 2007).

As we said at the beginning of this chapter, women are 

often deeply motivated by their values and talk a lot about 

making a difference. Lena Olving is the Swedish senior 

vice president of quality at Volvo. “Power gives me the 

opportunity to prove to the organisation and to myself 

that I can do it. I love being able to deliver, to have a 

voice, to push for everything that is important to me. To 

protect my company’s core values. My voice is loud and 

clear and listened to” (Olving, 2006). Catharine Furrer-

Lech of UBS agrees. “The satisfaction that comes of 

making a difference is made much easier with power,” 

she explains. “It opens doors and gives you the 

resources.”
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Marie-Christine Levet was CEO of the French subsidiary of 

German telecoms company T-Online. She has had a fast-

paced career, moving up through big consumer brand-

names like EuroDisney and PepsiCo. She leapt into the 

high-tech world, propelled by her belief in the potential of 

the internet. At 39, while CEO, she had her fi rst child. She 

runs the show, so her team has adapted to her schedule, 

and she has worked from home when she needs to, her 

performance undiminished. Asked about her ambition, she 

laughs at the advice that she has been given. “I manage 

500 people, so head-hunters tell me my next job should 

be managing 3000. But I don’t evaluate myself on how 

many people I manage. I’m mostly motivated by learning, 

interest and opportunity” (Interview with author, December 

2006).

Levet is not driven by conventional ideas of status and 

power. Her power resides in part from this kind of independ-

ence and readiness to take positions that others might 

describe as risky. Her mission at the company was to make 

technology-driven engineers deliver products to mass retail 

customers (54 % of whom are women, says Levet) who are 

not interested in the minutiae of bits and bytes.

Change agents on their own terms

Earlier in this chapter, we asked how women could combine 

being politically savvy with being true to themselves – for 
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example, in being open and honest about their feelings. A 

lot of advice is expended on the fi rst part of this equation, 

much less on the second part. Cranfi eld University School of 

Management, for example, has an internationally respected 

Centre for Women Business Leaders that has published 

extensively on the importance of “impression management”, 

or self-marketing, skills. It runs tailored workshops which 

help women learn to communicate more comfortably about 

themselves in a corporate setting.

Alex Tosolini, general manager for Procter & Gamble in 

Poland and the Baltics (Tosolini, 2005), says men typically 

oversell their abilities while women undersell theirs. It is, he 

says, up to the leaders in any situation simply to know 

this and to adjust men’s claims about themselves downwards 

and women’s upwards to get close to an accurate reading 

of reality. That ability, he admits, is rare today. His advice 

to women? “Strive to be arrogant, because you may just 

succeed in coming across as confi dent” (WIN Conference, 

2005).

Perhaps companies should ask themselves if they really want 

to train the other half of the population to become more 

“assertive”, in other words, more like men. Do they want to 

encourage more people to spend signifi cant amounts of time 

perfecting skills that will help them vie for visibility? Would 

it not make more sense to spend equivalent sums on more 

objective performance evaluations?
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As for women, perhaps they would do better to focus, not 

on themselves, but on their ideas. Women can also be highly 

progressive agents of change in companies. When they forget 

about themselves and focus on their proposals for change, 

they become far more comfortable – and far more convinc-

ing. Immediately.

Women tend to feel more at ease defending their proposals 

for others than seeking promotions for themselves. They are 

more effective at networking and readier to “manage up” 

and contact senior people if they feel it is for “a good cause”, 

such as the success of the company.

They also become more strategically adept at:

• identifying key stakeholders and their interests;

• approaching “enemies” and seeking common ground;

• building coalitions on shared ideas;

• networking and developing the number of people they 

know, and who know them;

• lobbying for their proposals with senior management or 

external bodies;

• packaging and communicating progress and 

achievements.

Women are naturally strong in all the aspects of political and 

infl uencing skills that they are said to be lacking, on one 

condition – that it isn’t all about them. Organisations would 
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be wise to recognise this and to stop expecting women to 

promote themselves.

To summarise:

If companies want to benefi t from women’s talents they fi rst 

need to recognise the differences that affect their careers. 

This does not require reading psychology or debating nature 

versus nurture. It means acknowledging that a majority of 

women have different career cycles, communication styles 

and career motivations from the majority of men who hold 

corporate power. It is time to move on from our 20th-century 

concepts of careers, success and leadership.

Men ask: Does this mean introducing positive discrimination? 

The answer is clearly no. No one is in favour of discrimin-

ation. Companies simply need to remove the positive dis-

crimination that is currently in place, and that favours the 

dominant group.

Tips for managing gender differences

Recognise that most women are different from most men in 

a few crucial ways that affect their careers, and that these 

do not just involve having babies:

• non-linear career cycles;

• communication styles;

• career motivation and management.
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Adapt HR systems to these differences:

• Recruitment processes – check the design and language 

of job ads, as well as hidden biases in the corporate 

“types” they project.

• Career and succession planning – support women through 

the 30s, making career choices and their consequences 

more transparent.

• Performance evaluations – help managers to understand 

women’s more modest and relationship-oriented com-

munication style for what it is, a valid communication 

style.

• Reward systems – money and status are not big motiva-

tors for many women. Recognition, learning, making a 

difference, and meaningful work are.

• Train managers to become familiar enough with these 

differences so that they can manage them bilingually.
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TOMORROW’S TALENT 
TRENDS  .  .  .  TODAY
“Women-friendly” Means 

“People-friendly”

“Increasingly, the management of people is a ‘marketing job.’ 

And in marketing one does not begin with the question: 

‘What do we want?’ One begins with the question: ‘What 

does the other party want? What are its values? What are 

its goals? What does it consider results?’ ”

Peter Drucker (Drucker, 1999)

Up to now, this book has focused on women in the cor-

porate world. However, companies which adapt their culture, 

language and career models to women are likely to reap 

benefi ts across a wide gamut of employees in western 

societies.

Globalisation, changing demographics and social attitudes 

are causing a shift in people’s relationship with work. The 
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established concept of retirement is dying, loyalty is an alien 

notion for young people entering work, and parenthood is 

a role that men increasingly want to share.

The dominant, linear career path is under pressure from 

many sides. Working lives are extending and changing shape 

as older people work beyond retirement age and younger 

people take bouts of “time out” to study, travel or work for 

non-profi t organisations. It is not only women who want 

more fl exibility, choice and control in relation to work: 

increasing numbers of long-serving male employees, new 

entrants and mid-career executives would like a new deal 

too.

Companies that want to attract and keep this talent are more 

likely to do so by following the steps we set out in Chapter 

Four, to create an inclusive culture for women. These are:

• understanding that fl exibility is a desire of men as well 

as women;

• recognising that careers no longer have to be linear and 

unbroken;

• raising or abolishing narrow age bands for spotting “high 

potential”;

• making the language of corporate leaders more 

inclusive;

• avoiding assumptions about what women – or men – 

want from careers.
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“Increasingly, people of both sexes are seeking spatial and 

time fl exibility – doing the same work but at different times 

and in different places, for the same pay,” says the UK’s 

Equal Opportunities Commission (Equal Opportunities Com-

mission, 2007).

In a world where customers expect 24/7 service, and the 

supply of skilled workers is expected to get tighter, large 

companies that pay attention to people’s changing expec-

tations of work should fi nd themselves at a distinct competi-

tive advantage. Redesigning work would aid recruitment and 

retention, tackle absenteeism and work-related health prob-

lems, and increase employee engagement and thereby cus-

tomer satisfaction.

Getting this right will enable companies to keep up with the 

demands of their clients because they have a willing and 

motivated workforce. If companies do not respond to these 

trends, they will see more of their best women and men 

walking out of the door.

New models of work

Princeton-educated Troy Smeal has all the credentials of a 

corporate high-fl ier. He was a partner at Marakon Associates, 

an international strategy consulting fi rm, and then a director 

of strategy at Diageo, the global drinks group. But he quit 
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the corporate world at the age of 36 to become an indepen-

dent consultant. The long hours at Marakon and the non-stop 

travel at Diageo left him no room to be the kind of father 

he wanted to be to his two young children.

“I think very highly of Marakon and the people who work 

there, but we had a very different approach to things,” he 

says. “I wanted a work-life balance which meant working 

fewer hours. While the fi rm sympathised with it rationally, 

emotionally they never believed that in the consulting world 

you could work less because of client demands.”

At Diageo, the job he took on quickly changed and he found 

himself travelling every week between key markets in Asia 

and Latin America and sleeping off the jet lag at home at 

weekends. “I wasn’t able to give to Diageo what I wanted 

to give to someone because I was miserable and tired.”

Then he heard about a new London fi rm, Eden McCallum, 

that he thought might be the answer for him. Launched 

by two former McKinsey consultants, Liann Eden and 

Dena McCallum, it has a different business model from tra-

ditional, pyramid-shaped consultancies. Instead of directly 

employing large numbers of consultants, it draws on a core 

group of 150 freelances, and a wider network of 350 

other specialists when needed, matching their expertise to 

the strategic consulting requirements of its corporate 

clients.
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This way of working might be expected mainly to attract 

female consultants. In fact, 70 % of Eden McCallum’s consul-

tants are men, choosing what projects they take on to suit 

their interests and lifestyles, while not sacrifi cing their income. 

A survey by the fi rm showed the consultants’ top reason for 

wanting to be independent was the fl exibility it gave them 

– followed by the earning power.

“It allows me to use my skills and do what I fi nd exciting in 

consulting – working with chief executives and their teams on 

very interesting issues,” says Smeal. His established reputation 

and earning capacity mean he has to work for no more than 

100 days a year, including 40 to 50 nights away from home. 

“That’s a very small price to pay in comparison to having a 

full-time job,” he says. “I can take months off at a time.”

Eden McCallum, with its lower cost, fl exible business model, 

was launched in the diffi cult post-dotcom market of 2000, 

when many companies were cutting their budgets for con-

sulting. The founders were unsure whether it would prove 

as attractive to high-fl ying consultants when the market 

improved and competition for talent became tougher. In fact, 

it continued to draw clients and consultants, the latter typi-

cally in their late 30s and 40s. In 2007, its turnover hit more 

than £ 12.5 m.

New models of working such as this pose a challenge to 

traditional fi rms, which are struggling with how to meet 
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client demands while responding to employee demands for 

greater fl exibility.

“It’s a model which many other consulting fi rms are watching 

with a mixture of interest and concern,” says Fiona Czerni-

awska, a leading authority on the industry (Interview with 

author, February 2007). Consulting is a cyclical business, and 

fi rms have to be able to grow without becoming too fl abby. 

“The single most important challenge consulting fi rms face 

is how best to match supply to demand. The war for talent 

makes things harder because fi rms often have to recruit 

ahead of it to be sure of having the resources to meet client 

demand.”

To lure back talented consultants like Smeal, large fi rms 

need to become more responsive to both sexes’ desire for 

greater fl exibility and choice. Wayne Henderson is in his 

40s and a prominent member of the “inner circle” of con-

sultants at Eden McCallum, having left Booz Allen Hamil-

ton to have more time for his family. He is contemplating 

a possible return to a “more corporate-type career” but is 

very choosy. “Work-life balance will be a strong determi-

nant of what I do,” he says. “I couldn’t imagine going 

back into a big corporate consultancy right now. It’s still 

not appropriate to be spending four nights a week away 

from home. But I don’t want to be in my 50s and feel 

I’ve forgone my career” (Interview with author, February 

2007).
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As for Smeal, he has no immediate plans to return. “I do 

miss the interaction and part of me says: ‘Wouldn’t it be nice 

to walk into an offi ce and have a conversation over a cup 

of coffee?’ But I’m quickly brought down to earth when I 

realise everything else that goes with it. I wouldn’t consider 

that when my kids were young. Maybe there will be a happy 

middle ground somewhere, which is still part of the cor-

porate world, with its perks and responsibilities, but is much 

more fl exible than it is today” (Interview with author, Febru-

ary 2007).

Fathers count too

In some countries, there is a big cultural shift towards fathers 

wanting to play a greater role in their children’s upbringing. 

We discussed the approach of Nordic countries to men’s role 

in parenting in Chapter Six, Culture Counts. In the UK, where 

full-time men work some of the longest hours in the Euro-

pean Union, recent research has found that 52 % of men and 

48 % of women would like more fl exible hours (Holmes 

et al., 2007).

Surveys of new parents show that most new fathers no 

longer see their key role as breadwinner, says the Equal 

Opportunities Commission. Four out of fi ve say they would 

be happy to stay at home alone to look after the baby 

(Thompson et al., 2006). The proportion of fathers working 
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from home more than doubled from 14 % to 29 % in the three 

years to 2005 (Smeaton and Marsh, 2006).

Companies welcoming women as full contributors and part-

ners at every level in the workplace will make it easier for 

men to fulfi l their responsibilities as parents. The same 

applies the other way round. Those which accept that men 

are full partners in parenthood will make it easier for women 

to fulfi l their potential at work.

A leading British high street bank, Lloyds TSB, found that its 

male employees wanted their role as parents to be better 

understood by the company. Employee surveys showed that 

men at all levels were less satisfi ed than women, says Fiona 

Cannon, head of diversity. “It was men who came back and 

said: ‘We want more recognition of our role as fathers.’ They 

still feel it would be frowned upon if they phone in to say: 

‘My child is sick.’ They’re looking for more discussion about 

men as fathers.”

The bank started working with Fathers Direct, a national 

information centre on fatherhood, to investigate the barriers 

to men being better recognised for their share in 

parenting.

“Everything in parenthood is focused on the woman, from 

the moment she is pregnant,” said Cannon. “Internally, we’re 

working with a group of fathers to look at things we might 

do, such as a booklet for fathers in the parental leave pack” 
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(Interview with author, February 2007). Lloyds TSB’s approach 

to retaining and promoting women is described in Chapter 

Five.

Collaboration between companies could also play a role in 

shifting attitudes. A white paper from a French insurance 

company, headed by a woman (Nicole Rosa), has proposed 

setting up a fund to which companies could contribute, 

sharing the cost of parental leave between the employers of 

both parents. That would go a long way to neutralising the 

impact of maternity on women’s careers by emphasising that 

most children have two parents, not one mother.

Another radical idea comes from two economics professors 

at Harvard and Bologna universities. Alberto Alesina and 

Andrea Ichino have proposed a reform of the tax system that 

would cut income tax on women and raise it – by less – on 

men (Gender Based Taxation; Alesina and Ichino, 2007). 

This, they argue, would achieve the public policy goal of 

increasing women’s participation in the workforce and would 

reduce tax distortions. It would make it more expensive for 

employers to discriminate by gender and it could be an 

alternative to affi rmative action and subsidised childcare. “In 

the long run, gender-based taxation may contribute to 

changing the traditional division of labour within the family, 

which currently encourages men to work more in the 

market and women more often at home,” the economists 

say.



280

Why Women Mean Business

The motivations of men like Smeal and Henderson appear 

to be shared by large numbers of international executives – 

even if many of them hesitate to take such radical steps to 

realise their wishes. While travel and relocation are currently 

an inevitable part of the upward path of the global executive, 

87 % of them are concerned about their work-life balance, 

according to the Association of Executive Search Consultants, 

a worldwide professional body.

Eighty-fi ve per cent of headhunting fi rms say they have had 

job offers rejected by candidates on the grounds of work-life 

balance, while 48 % of male executives and 77 % of female 

executives are asking for less travel when negotiating job 

offers. Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, 73 % of human 

resources professionals express concern about people resign-

ing voluntarily (Association of Executive Search Consultants, 

2007). No wonder they are suffering sleepless nights, wor-

rying both about that and about whether the supply of skilled 

staff will keep pace with demand (see Chapter Two).

Technology as enabler

The demand for greater fl exibility is not only about parent-

ing. Highly skilled people are choosing to work indepen-

dently because they want to nurture other aspects of their 

lives that the big-company, long-hours model does not 

permit. They are being assisted by technology, which allows 

people to work as dispersed affi liates of networked organis-
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ations, rather than having to be tied to a desk in a traditional 

fi rm.

One example of this kind of fl exibility is Resources Global 

Professionals, a fast-growing, California-based business 

employing an international network of 3200 legal, fi nance, 

IT and human resources specialists who work on a project 

basis with corporate teams. In describing what kind of organ-

isation it is, the company says: “With a focus on collaboration 

across functional and industry networks, and across practice 

groups, we are not unlike academic and scientifi c commun-

ities who have created forums for dynamic teaming and 

cooperation.” In an interview with the Chicago Tribune, 

Donald Murray, the company’s founder, explained his 

approach to managing people fl exibly: “We don’t monitor 

hours, we monitor results (Kleiman, 2005).”

Another case is Axiom Legal, a virtual law fi rm established in 

the US in 2000. Its revenues reached $ 31.2 m in 2006, up from 

$ 1.5 m in 2002. Named one of the 50 most innovative US 

companies by Fast Company magazine, it employs a 

pool of experienced lawyers who choose their engagements 

and work from their homes or clients’ offi ces, using only a 

laptop connected to Axiom’s “extranet” and service centre.

The 170 attorneys, half of whom are men, are typically in their 

late 30s and have worked for big name law fi rms and in-house 

corporate teams. They take on short- or long-term projects with 
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clients that include Goldman Sachs, Cisco, American Express, 

Reuters, Virgin Mobile and Google. Having started in New York, 

Axiom has now opened offi ces in San Francisco and London.

Staff turnover is lower than for the average law fi rm, and 

almost no one returns to work in a traditional fi rm, says Alec 

Guettel, co-founder. Those who leave tend to take up in-

house posts at client companies, where the hours are more 

predictable than at a typical law fi rm and the work more 

fulfi lling (Interview with author, May 2007).

Axiom lawyers’ reasons for choosing independence are many. 

Some like the variety of the work, some are passionate follow-

ers of outside pursuits – scuba diving and screenwriting are just 

two of those mentioned – while some want time for their young 

families. What they have in common is a desire for control over 

their work and careers. In an interview with Forbes Sky Radio, 

Mark Harris, the other co-founder, said their main guiding prin-

ciple was “treating people, whether clients or colleagues, as 

human beings, not as instruments of growth or profi tability”.

Large fi rms could take a leaf out of these start-ups’ books. 

Many companies fret about how to keep their employees 

“engaged”. Giving them greater fl exibility and choice would 

be a good start. Just as companies need to wake up to the 

potential of women, so they could be more alert to the 

potential of technology for humanising the way we work, 

and making it more productive. Why persist in irrationally 

rewarding long hours in the offi ce, regardless of whether 
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work is accomplished or not, when there is a plethora of 

technology – mobile phones, BlackBerrys, videoconferenc-

ing – that allows fl exible, location-independent working to 

be built into even the most senior jobs?

The new model of decentralised but interconnected working 

used by the youthful consulting and legal businesses we 

have described above is part of a shift that has been dubbed 

“disorganization” by Demos, an independent UK think-tank 

(Miller and Skidmore, 2004). Demos argues that there are 

two countervailing forces: hyper-organisation and disorganis-

ation. Hyper-organisation has seen corporate operations 

fi rst re-engineered, then rationalised and now outsourced, at 

each stage stripping out processes and people in order 

to stay competitive and improve the bottom line. Disorgan-

isation, on the other hand, is something that people once 

only dreamed of but that is now being enabled by 

technology.

“Technology unleashes new possibilities for organising work 

in ways that are more aligned with other priorities, from 

family life to civic duty,” says Demos. “Employees want more 

human organisations with greater autonomy and fl exibility. 

They want an experience of work that is aligned with their 

values. They want a workplace forged in the image of their 

identities, not a workplace that tries to defi ne them. They 

want organisations that can let go, and grant them a greater 

say in how things are run.”
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Case study: WL Gore’s empowered communities

WL Gore & Associates, the privately-held US multinational 

manufacturer of waterproof gear, fuel cell technology, cables 

and surgical products, is an unusual example of an 

old-established yet non-hierarchical business. The com-

pany, which regularly wins “best workplace” awards and has 

annual revenues of around $ 2 bn, is akin to a commer-

cial network of expert individuals, working in close 

communities.

Since its foundation in 1958, it has avoided hierarchy and 

chains of command. Instead it operates a “lattice” structure 

in which people communicate directly with each other and 

are accountable to the other members of their teams. All of 

its 7500 people are “associates” and new recruits have “spon-

sors”, not bosses, who guide them to projects that match 

their skills. This encourages individual freedom to invent 

new products, though always based on consultation and 

cooperation.

Leaders are sometimes appointed but they often just “em-

erge” through special knowledge or skills that are useful 

to the business. People are ranked by their team members 

for their contribution to the company and are com-

pensated accordingly. Teams are kept to about 150 

people to foster self-organisation, autonomy and individual 

responsibility.
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The authors of the Demos study, Paul Miller and Paul Skid-

more, argue that the current model of work in organisations 

is unsustainable – as demonstrated by high levels of stress, 

falling job satisfaction and “foreboding about the future of 

working life”. Companies, they say, need to “loosen up”.

The logic of “disorganisation” is that work can and should 

be built around people, not the other way around, says 

Demos. It commissioned polls from MORI and NOP to look 

at people’s desire to work for smaller rather than larger 

organisations. This desire was strongest in the most educated 

and affl uent social groups. Interestingly, among business 

leaders, 71 % wanted to work for a smaller company and 

only 7 % for a larger one.

The wish to work for “human scale” organisations was most 

pronounced among people in the 45–54 bracket – the age 

group in which business leaders are most likely to be found 

and in which people are starting to look ahead to retirement.

“This is the generation at the leading edge of the shift away 

from the traditional 20th-century career structure,” says 

Demos. It is also the generation with 30 or more years of 

accumulated knowledge and experience that companies will 

increasingly be looking to retain.

The value of “grey” brainpower

Flexibility plays an important part in the working life of 

Heikki Poutiainen, a production manager for Assa Abloy, the 
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world’s largest lock-maker whose global brands include 

Chubb and Yale.

Poutiainen has hit 60. But far from wanting to lose him, the 

Abloy plant where he works in Joensuu, near the eastern 

Finnish border, is keen to keep his skills and knowledge for 

as long as possible. The demographic profi le of the factory 

refl ects that of the country as a whole (and many other parts 

of the developed world): an ageing workforce of baby-

boomers approaching retirement, and too few young people 

coming in to take their places.

As an incentive to stay on, Poutiainen and his fellow over-

58s at the factory are offered extra days off each year, 

rising in number with age. This time off for rest or leisure 

activities is one part of a novel programme, launched in 

2001 and called Age Masters. It also provides special 

events, health and well-being courses, ergonomic changes 

to the workplace, and opportunities to adapt jobs to 

encompass mentoring of younger colleagues. The psycho-

logical boost from raising the status and profi le of mature 

workers (those aged 55 and over) as they approach retire-

ment is deemed at least as important as the practical 

measures.

Poutiainen, who recalls being written off as “past it” by some 

of his former colleagues when he was in his 40s, plans to 

stay on for fi ve more years. The Age Masters scheme has 
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been a major factor in his decision. At 60, he is granted 10 

extra days’ holiday a year, rising to a maximum of 20 days 

when he reaches 64. He and fellow participants in the 

scheme say they feel they have gained greater control over 

their lives.

“The best parts are the extra days off and the fact that your work 

colleagues ask about and admire your experience,” says Pou-

tiainen, a keen golfer in his spare time. “For the past 18 months 

I have been guiding three people – a production manager, a 

foreman and a testing engineer – with preparations for their 

examination in leadership skills. I helped them to understand 

leadership and supervised their fi nal examination along with 

their teacher (Interview with author, February 2007).”

This is a great example of a company that has redesigned 

how work is done, how people are rewarded and what the 

job actually entails. The aim: to achieve a strategic business 

objective by responding to the changing career priorities and 

needs of its workforce.

Abloy tackled the challenge of its ageing employees in much 

the same way that we suggest companies should approach 

the issue of gender.

• It analysed the composition of its workforce and found 

two age clusters: one between 25 and 35, the other, much 

bigger, between 50 and 60.
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• It recognised that the average retirement age was 59. In 

the next 10 years, it would lose a large chunk of the 

skills that lay behind its unique brand and market share 

unless it took action.

• It looked at the opportunities offered by effective action 

that would retain these people’s experience for longer: 

increased turnover, better sharing of skills and knowl-

edge, new training and development programmes, and 

an overhaul of the prevailing culture and attitudes towards 

mature workers.

• It instituted a programme, led from the top and with 

input from key executives, that spoke directly to the 

attitudes, concerns, needs and wishes of this older 

population.

This is the kind of thing that more companies will have to 

do as demographic changes take their toll and skill shortages 

worsen. Not only will more women be working, so will more 

people in their 50s and 60s.

Finland happens to be ahead of the game on age because 

it had an exceptionally big baby boom after the Second World 

War. With fewer young people entering the workforce, 

looming labour shortages and no tradition of immigration, 

the government, employers and unions have been working 

hard over the past decade to extend working lives. An impor-

tant incentive introduced by the government is that people 

may choose to work until 68, receiving a 4.5 % rise in state 
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pension for each year they work past 63. Given these col-

laborative efforts to humanise working life, it may not be 

entirely coincidental that Finland has a female-dominated 

cabinet, a woman president, Tarja Halonen, and the world’s 

third highest representation of women in parliament.

Finland is, of course, not alone in facing stark demographic 

reality. By 2050, one in fi ve people in the world will be over 

60. In 1950, the fi gure was one in 12.

The challenge is becoming acute in many parts of the world. 

In China, the dependency ratio – the number of people of 

working age for each retired person – is expected to fall 

from 6 : 1 to 2 : 1 over the next 30 years (Gimbel, 2007). In 

the OECD, the number of retired people per worker will 

double over the next 50 years if nothing is done to keep 

people in work longer. “This will threaten living standards 

and put enormous pressure on the fi nancing of social protec-

tion systems,” says the OECD. “To help meet these daunting 

challenges, work needs to be made a more attractive and 

rewarding proposition for older workers” (OECD, 2006).

An IBM survey of human resources directors pointed to the 

consequences for the business world. “When the baby-

boomer generation retires, many companies will fi nd out too 

late that a career’s worth of experience has walked out the 

door, leaving insuffi cient talent to fi ll the void” (IBM, 

2005).
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In the European Union, the number of workers aged 50 to 

64 will grow by 25 % over the next two decades and the 

number of those aged 20 to 29 will fall by 20 %. Despite this, 

early retirement remains common and attempts to reform 

pensions and raise, or abolish, retirement ages can meet 

heavy resistance from employers, labour unions and the 

media.

This state of affairs is out of sync with changing attitudes to 

retirement around the world. The views of the “age masters” 

at Abloy’s Finnish plant mirror those held by ordinary people 

globally. The vast majority of people want to see an end to 

mandatory retirement ages, according to a survey commis-

sioned by HSBC, the international banking group (HSBC, 

2006).

Three out of four people see work as part of their ideal 

existence in later life. They do not want to be forced to work, 

but many envisage a mixture of work and leisure, family 

time and voluntary activities. Above all – and this is the key 

factor in our case for a big shift in corporate culture and 

attitudes – they want fl exibility and choice.

They want this for a wide variety of reasons. It may be to have 

more time for grandchildren, for study, for community work, 

or for leisure pursuits. Many men and women are involved in 

caring for elderly relatives and this is set to increase with the 

ageing population. In the UK, for example, it is projected that 
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nearly 10 m people will be caring for an older relative by 2010 

(UK Dept of Work and Pensions Figures).

Employers know there are benefi ts in retaining mature 

employees: in general, they say they are more reliable and 

loyal than younger workers and just as motivated and produc-

tive, although less technologically able (HSBC, 2006). As is 

the case for women, however, companies have not yet 

learned how to grasp these benefi ts and make full use of 

“grey brainpower”. Adopting the approaches we recommend 

to make workplaces attractive to women will help them do 

so, as we outline at the end of this chapter. Doing so should 

also make it easier to capture the best talent in the new gen-

eration moving into the world of work, or soon to join it.

Making the most of the “Me” generation

Predicting what young people not yet in work will want from 

it is a slightly hazardous exercise. Their views may be strongly 

held but subject to change. Their expectations may be 

un realistic. Their aspirations and priorities will certainly 

change over time, and perhaps as soon as they fi nd out what 

work is really like.

Nonetheless, there are enough so-called “millennials” – born 

between about 1980 and 1995 when birth rates increased in 

the developed world – already in work to indicate whether 

forecasts about their younger counterparts carry weight.
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What do the predictions say?

• That the new generation – also known as “Echo Boom” 

and “Generation Y” – will move not only between jobs 

but also between careers through their working lives, 

reinventing themselves possibly many times over.

• That technology is not a tool for them but a part of who 

they are – as shown by their use of social networking 

websites such as MySpace, YouTube and Facebook.

• That they want challenges and development opportun-

ities from work, but also choice and fl exibility in order 

to accommodate their personal lives.

• That they value employers who demonstrate a respons-

ible approach to society and the environment.

Not an easy generation to please, then. But intensifying 

competition for talent means companies will have little choice. 

A willingness to rethink career models and tailor opportun-

ities to individuals’ abilities, needs and priorities will be 

instrumental in attracting and retaining high-performers in 

this cohort, as it will for the other groups already described 

in this chapter.

PricewaterhouseCoopers, the global professional services 

fi rm with 140 000 people, has as big an incentive as any 

organisation to be “an employer of choice”. An internal 

research study on “21st-century human capital”, carried out 

by its Genesis Park leadership development programme, 
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found that millennials value the human touch in their bosses, 

have a strong desire to belong, and want the chance to be 

creative and to have a say in mapping their career.

The study recommends better networking tools within PwC 

to keep this generation connected, a more fl exible career 

model, greater choice over jobs, and new ways to achieve 

work-life equilibrium, such as bonuses that can be redeemed 

for leave rather than pay. “Millennials need to be engaged 

early by their employer and feel like their contributions are 

heard [in order] to be satisfi ed,” it says.

PwC in the UK recruits about 1000 graduates every year and 

sees these trends showing up in their expectations of work. 

“For young people coming into the world of work there is 

no preordained loyalty to their fi rst employer,” says Sarah 

Churchman, director of diversity (Interview with author, May 

2007). “The majority don’t expect to be with their fi rst 

employer for more than four years. They assume they will 

move and they work for themselves. It’s all about ‘Me plc’. 

That’s the biggest shift in mindset. They are very focused on 

doing things that will develop them.”

For those at the starting blocks of working life, parenthood 

seems a long way off. Many want to travel. Yet these young 

men and women are also looking for a good work-life 

balance and fl exibility, says Churchman. “They’re quite inter-

ested in PwC and what it’s doing as a socially responsible 
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business, especially in terms of how much time they could 

have off to work with charities.”

Another threat to traditional, linear career paths is that more 

young people are studying for longer. Once they have com-

pleted their degrees, their professional studies can continue 

for years into their working lives. Not surprisingly, they want 

to take longer breaks, such as a sabbatical, whether to travel 

or to gain leadership experience in a different environment.

Case study: MSN’s switch to a fl exible culture

Microsoft’s MSN portal has a predominantly young work-

force. A survey of its UK employees revealed the shocking 

statistic that 64 % were considering leaving the company 

because they disliked its long hours culture.

Stung into action, the UK management shifted to measuring 

performance on output rather than input. This “culture 

change” programme was deemed so successful it was rolled 

out to the whole of Microsoft’s UK operations. Most of the 

2400 employees now have some fl exibility to suit their life-

styles, as long as they meet their objectives, keep clients and 

co-workers aware of their availability, and are adaptable to 

the needs of the business, says Dave Gartenberg, human 

resources director.

Most of MSN’s staff at the time of the initial experiment were 

at the pre-family stage, and they used their newfound fl exi-



295

Tomorrow’s Talent Trends  .  .  .  Today

bility for leisure interests. But employees, including senior 

executives, with families have since benefi ted from the 

changes. Gartenberg says he leaves the offi ce most evenings 

in time to have a meal with his young children before sitting 

down at his laptop to fi nish work. Once a week he leaves 

at 4 pm to lead a “den meeting” of the Cub Scouts’ group to 

which one of his sons belongs.

Crucially, he says, the changes have benefi ted the business, 

resulting in an increase in productivity and customer service. 

Employee turnover has fallen and most staff now plan to stay for 

at least four years (Maitland, 2007 and interview with author).

A lot of the resistance inside large companies to new ways 

of working is based on fear that it will cost more and be 

diffi cult to manage. Some of the resistance is also due to 

inertia. The evidence from businesses that have gained a 

head start by measuring results, rather than the hours spent 

in the offi ce, is that it reduces costs and improves job satis-

faction. Trusting people to get on with the job makes them 

feel more valued.

BT, a UK-based international telecommunications group, has 

an “Anytime, Anywhere” work programme which allows 

employees to control the hours and location of their working 

day – once they have completed a self-selection question-

naire that determines whether their personality and work role 

is suitable for the scheme. The proven benefi ts include (BT, 

2007):
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• increases in productivity of 15 % to 31 % across 

functions;

• absenteeism 20 % below the national average;

• 1000 people retained who would have left;

• a 55 % increase in job satisfaction;

• the equivalent of 1800 years of commuting avoided, a 

saving of £ 9.7 m a year;

• a boost to reputation: BT has come top of its sector 

in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index for six years’ 

running.

In addition to these benefi ts, the scheme helped keep the 

business running after the 2005 London bombings because 

so many of BT’s people worked remotely and were unaf-

fected by the chaos.

The future is already here

As we have seen, companies are preoccupied with the com-

petition for talent. Eighty-fi ve per cent of human resources 

directors polled by PricewaterhouseCoopers in 2007 said that 

attracting and retaining talent would be their biggest chal-

lenge of the next fi ve years (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007a). 

Their chief executives share their concerns. “The global 

war for talent is fi erce and growing fi ercer,” says PwC in its 

10th annual CEO survey. “The shortage of key skills is 
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viewed as one of the main threats to prospects for growth” 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007b).

We believe that companies which adapt to women, and make 

them feel truly welcome, will be able to draw on the widest 

pool of talent from all sources. To do this, they need to:

• understand that everyone’s work priorities change at 

different life stages;

• recognise that the linear, unbroken career model is 

unsustainable;

• broaden narrow defi nitions of the career path to the 

top;

• abolish age limits for spotting and developing “high 

potential” people;

• treat fl exibility and work-life balance as issues for 

everyone;

• measure performance by results, not hours.

Multinational companies need executives who are willing to 

travel. While technology, and the dangers of climate change, 

should lead to far greater reliance on virtual communication 

in future, companies could also rethink the demands that 

constant travel places on executives in mid-career. Why not 

match foreign assignments more closely to the early and late 

phases in people’s working lives, when they may have fewer 

family responsibilities? While many of today’s male execu-
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tives are thinking of winding down in their 50s and 60s, their 

female counterparts may be entering their work prime – and 

revving up for international assignments and leadership 

challenges.

There are other important lessons from the huge changes in 

working patterns we have described in this chapter. Old 

hands still want to be appreciated. Young ones want 

organ isations with a human face. Women want these 

things too. If corporate leaders can personalise the conversa-

tion in the ways we suggest they do for women, they will 

be offering the rest of their employees a better deal as 

well.

Companies such as Lehman Brothers and JP Morgan have 

recently introduced programmes to encourage women to 

return after breaks of several years. They have realised how 

important this female talent is to their future. Keeping in 

touch with all the talented people, men and women, who 

leave is a sensible course in this networked age. Some of 

them may want to come back one day – or they may become 

important customers.

For businesses that make themselves attractive places for 

women to work and progress, wider benefi ts will derive. The 

talent trends we have highlighted are not somewhere out 

there in the future. They are beginning to happen now. Wise 

companies will be responding now, too.
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Chapter Nine

CONCLUSION
From Better Business to 

a Better World?

“Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak. Courage 

is also what it takes to sit down and listen.”

Winston Churchill

It was a weighty gathering. Chairmen and senior executives 

from some of the world’s largest companies were launching 

the fi ndings of an 18-month inquiry into the future of global 

business. The speeches by the all-male panel touched on 

the challenges facing the world – climate change, poverty and 

pandemics, economic and political upheaval, the clash of 

cultures – and how business could help to address them.

The inquiry’s report called on companies to “redefi ne 

success”, “embed values” and “create better regulatory frame-

works” that would allow them to meet their environmental 

and social responsibilities while generating wealth and pro-

viding improved goods and services.



302

Why Women Mean Business

Ulf Karlberg, a former senior executive at AstraZeneca, the 

pharmaceutical company, and founding chair of the Amnesty 

International Business Group in Sweden, then took the 

podium as a member of the inquiry team, which comprised 

17 men and two women.

To general surprise, he began by asking whether the outcome 

would have been different if the gender balance on the 

team had been the other way round, with women heavily 

outnumbering the men. “It would perhaps have been 

more brave,” he suggested, “more intuitive, and more 

practical, with some very clear action plans.” He added later 

that it would also have been a smarter team, because its 

deliberations would have had more dimensions and “less 

politics” (Tomorrow’s Company, 2007 and interview with 

author).

There are both men and women today who imagine that the 

world would be better run à deux, with women taking their 

place alongside men in the seats of political and economic 

power, not as exceptions or tokens, but as full partners with 

their own identifi able voices.

New voices, new choices

What will women bring to the international table? We would 

not yet claim to be able to answer that question defi nitively. 

However, as a new generation of women begins to move 
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into political power, it is possible to start examining some 

of the approaches and ideas they contribute.

The political world is already producing more and more 

examples of gender balance in leadership. On a single day 

in Europe in mid-2007, the media carried images of Angela 

Merkel, the German chancellor, receiving fl owers, a tribute 

and a kiss from José Manuel Barroso, president of the Euro-

pean Commission, after she had overseen diffi cult nego-

tiations on a new EU treaty; Christine Lagarde, France’s 

newly appointed Finance Minister, cheerfully leaving a 

meeting alongside Nicolas Sarkozy, the French president; 

and Gordon Brown, the new leader of Britain’s Labour party, 

standing shoulder to shoulder with Harriet Harman, his 

freshly elected deputy and a champion of women’s rights.

Merkel in Germany, Hillary Clinton in the US, and Ségolène 

Royal in France have all changed perceptions. Initially viewed 

as improbable political leaders, each succeeded against tre-

mendous odds to make the image of women in the highest 

political offi ce more acceptable in their countries – whether 

or not they were (or are) fi nally elected.

It is not always what they have proposed in terms of policies 

and reforms that is different, but more how they have gone 

about it. Merkel, the research physicist from former East 

Germany, erupted on the German political scene and was 

elected to chair the Christian Democratic Union in 2000. By 
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2005 she was Chancellor. “Merkel’s leadership style,” wrote 

Henry Kissinger in Time magazine, is “the art of accomplish-

ing great goals through the accumulation of nuance” 

(Kissinger, 2007).

In Europe, she won a strong reputation as a diplomat and 

consensus-builder, managing the complexity of relations 

among often bickering member states with unexpected skill. 

She used Germany’s six-month presidency of the European 

Union to push through diffi cult deals on climate change 

and on the outlines of a new treaty to reform the 27-nation 

bloc.

Royal cut a very different, overtly feminine and fashionable, 

fi gure in her ultimately unsuccessful French presidential bid 

against Nicolas Sarkozy. Among her achievements was to 

challenge the country’s traditional left-right divide. She was 

also the fi rst to push for what she called “participatory 

government”, side-stepping the old-fashioned Socialist party 

structure to connect directly with voters through innovative 

use of online technology such as blogs and discussion 

forums.

In America, with its strong tradition of a loyal First Lady sup-

porting her President-spouse, it is perhaps even harder for 

a female contender – let alone one who is a former First 

Lady herself – to strike a comfortable balance between the 

difference she brings as a woman and the seriousness of her 
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policies and experience. Clinton has certainly emphasised 

the latter. She plays the political game as a clever profes-

sional, too busy for “motherhood and apple pie”-style baking. 

She has, however, surrounded herself with a tight-knit team 

of loyal women. “Never have so many women operated at 

such a high level in one campaign,” reported the Washington 

Post. Noting that opinion polls suggested voters saw her as 

cool and aloof, the newspaper said that “among her own 

staff, she has cultivated a nurturing culture of collegiality and 

loyalty, a leadership style based in teamwork, and often 

favored by women, that values consensus over hierarchy” 

(Romano, 2007).

All three of these women, in Germany, France and the US, 

were deeply unsettling to part of their potential electorate. 

Some competitors did not appreciate the change and damaged 

their own prospects by revealing outdated attitudes, like the 

French politician who asked Royal who would take care of 

her children.

Of course, there have been female political leaders before 

them, some more famous, such as Golda Meir and Margaret 

Thatcher, both of whom were fearsomely tough. One of the 

jokes about Thatcher, the “Iron Lady”, was that she was the 

only man in her government.

The new generation of female political leaders is breaking 

that mould. Laura Liswood, secretary general of the Council 
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of Women World Leaders, believes some voters, if not all, want 

women to bring a different style of leadership (Hill, 2007). The 

arrival of leaders like Merkel, Royal, Clinton and Chile’s Michelle 

Bachelet on the political stage in the early 21st century has 

allowed a generation of girls and boys to see that it is plausible, 

even normal, for women to run for president.

New measures of success

In Chapter One, we wrote about the three Ws – Weather, 

Women and Web – that are changing our lives, our econ-

omies and our future prospects. Josephine Green, a “future 

thinker” and director of Trends and Strategy at Philips Design, 

says “there may prove to be interconnections between these 

Ws.” In other words, women may turn out to have an impor-

tant, and different, impact on the challenge of global warming 

and on the way technology is developed and used. There 

are already pointers to this: in Europe, it was Merkel who 

pushed through new environmental standards; in France, it 

was Royal who used the internet to reach out to voters and 

render democracy more accessible.

Other commentators also base their optimism for the future 

at least partly on the positive infl uence of women. Domi-

nique Moïsi, a senior adviser at France’s Institute for Inter-

national Relations, sees four “forces of hope” for Europe 

amid what he describes as passivity and pessimism. “In order 

of importance and infl uence, they are: women, businesses, 
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new European Union member states and immigrants,” he 

wrote in the Financial Times. “What brings these groups 

together is a combination of hope and will, self-confi dence 

and, above all, energy. They share a positive outlook and a 

sense of progress” (Moïsi, 2006).

The inquiry report described at the start of this chapter talks 

about the need for companies to redefi ne success in terms not 

only of profi tability but also of lasting positive impacts on 

individuals, communities and the environment. The rise of 

women is likely to contribute to this redefi nition of progress 

and success. The microfi nance revolution demonstrates how 

empowering women can transform the prospects of develop-

ing world economies by pulling them out of poverty.

Micro-credits – tiny loans repaid in instalments, made on the 

basis of trust and requiring no collateral – go primarily to 

women, who have been found to be the lever to enriching 

and educating children and families. Nobel peace prize 

winner Muhammad Yunus, who created this revolutionary 

model of fi nance with his Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, has 

said his country is on track to the Millennium Development 

Goal of halving its poverty rate by 2015. Of Grameen’s cus-

tomers – people shunned by the traditional banking system 

because of their extreme poverty – 97 % are women.

Essma Ben Hamida is executive director of Enda Inter-Arabe, 

a Tunisian micro-credit institution with a loan portfolio of 
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$ 11 million, which she started in the 1990s with $ 20 000. She 

works with women across the country and knows how suc-

cessful the process is, with 99 % of loans repaid. “Tunisia has 

been transformed. Before, there were hardly any women on 

the streets,” she told a conference. “Now, there is an 

explosion of women’s micro-enterprises across the country. 

They fi nd joy and fulfi lment in the exercise  .  .  .  it 

improves the image of women in the eyes of their children, 

their families and their communities” (Ben Hamida, 

2006).

She said the fund had been reluctant to lend to men, “not 

because we don’t like them, but because women use the 

money better. Their family is the fi rst to benefi t, they use it 

to educate their children, to send their girls to university. 

Men not only tend to fail to reimburse loans, it’s almost 

a matter of pride not to do so as it means they’ve rebelled 

against the system.” Increasingly, however, the fund is lending 

to both sexes on the grounds that money is power and the 

best way to ensure harmonious families is for both men and 

women to have access to fi nancing.

Men involved in micro-credit are blunter about the attitudes 

of their own sex. Cheikh Tidiane Mbaye, managing director 

of Sonatel, the national telecoms company in Senegal, told 

the same meeting: “Women want to make things work locally 

for themselves and their families, while men simply dream 

of escape to other countries.”
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A challenge for business

An estimated 70 % of the world’s poor are women. Barbara 

Stocking, director of Oxfam in Britain, has said more would 

be done to tackle poverty if there were more women leaders. 

That applies particularly to business leadership, according to 

Stocking. On visits to the annual gathering of top business 

people in Davos, Switzerland, she encountered women from 

the political world and from NGOs but very few from busi-

ness. “If there were more women leaders across the board, 

it would make a difference,” she told the Financial Times 

(Maitland, 2003).

As in the political world, there are early signs of the kind of 

difference women leaders can make in business, if they have 

the will and courage to stand out from the traditional mould. 

Some of the very few women who have made it to the top of 

the world’s biggest companies are at the forefront of reforms 

to create a more sustainable model of capitalism. Three global 

companies, PepsiCo, Pfi zer and Xerox, were among the fi rst 

signatories in 2007 of the Aspen Principles, which encourage 

business to switch from a short-term focus to long-term value 

creation. The US initiative, also backed by institutional inves-

tors, business groups and labour unions, was prompted by 

concerns about the corrosive effect of market pressure for 

short-term performance – and by growing popular resent-

ment at the size of executive remuneration. The CEOs of two 

of those three companies, PepsiCo and Xerox, are women.
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The gender gap in leadership is nowhere more apparent than 

in the corporate world, as we have documented in this book. 

Yet we see signs of movement here too. Progressive com-

panies are learning not just how to market themselves better 

to women, but also how to make the women in their own 

ranks feel more welcome and better valued. There are, 

as yet, few companies that have got this completely right, 

although we highlight examples of those which have accepted 

the challenge head on, made signifi cant breakthroughs and 

learned positive things about themselves in the process.

They know that they have every reason to do so. Women 

are outperforming educationally, and there is evidence that 

links better gender balance at the top of companies to 

stronger fi nancial performance.

We have examined the opportunities for companies in adapt-

ing their strategies to become “gender-bilingual”: that is, to 

demonstrate an understanding of the different ways that men 

and women talk, think and behave. Doing so will enable 

them to benefi t from some of the extraordinary changes 

taking place in the female market: the fact that women in 

the US, for example, will control $ 22 trillion by 2010, or that 

there are more female than male millionaires in the UK 

between the ages of 18 and 44.

We have pointed to the added value that companies will 

gain by becoming “women-friendly”. They will fi nd them-
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selves employers of choice for a host of talent, among the 

younger and older generations of knowledge workers whose 

skills they wish to acquire (and not to retire), and among 

the increasing number of men looking for a new deal from 

work that allows them to embrace their dual roles as parents 

and breadwinners. As we show, this is no idle fancy – tech-

nology is moving faster in enabling this to happen than most 

big companies can keep pace with.

We have analysed the different approaches to gender and 

work in countries around the world. Although women face 

serious obstacles, even in some of the most developed 

countries, our message is surprisingly positive: that rising 

birth rates can go hand in hand with women’s full participa-

tion in the workforce. For the sake of economic growth, 

countries would do well to learn from each other which 

economic and social policies work best in enabling parents 

of both sexes to combine family life with work.

Along the way, we have explained why many gender initiatives 

to date have failed to achieve their desired objectives. Tra-

ditional approaches – including an unfortunate insistence that 

being equal means being the same – have affected our ability 

to craft a more balanced future. We do not expect positive 

measures in favour of women. We ask for recognition that the 

dominant model of work and career path favours a now out-

moded division of labour between the sexes – and for a willing-

ness to adapt it for the future that is already upon us.
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We have given readers a step-by-step guide to manage the 

gender question successfully. We do not pretend it is easy. 

It requires the careful dismantling of what we call “gender 

asbestos”: values, systems and processes designed for a dif-

ferent era, which can cause barely detectable but long-lasting 

damage to women’s career opportunities. There will be resis-

tance from some people – women as well as men – who 

prefer the corporate structure built the old way, or who say 

the problem lies outside the workplace rather than inside, 

or who deny there is a problem even.

There are senior managers who think that women will only 

make it in the professional sphere once they have learned 

to set clearer priorities at home – in other words getting their 

partners to do more than the average 20 % of household tasks 

currently attributed to them. It appears that robots that mow 

the lawn, wash and iron the clothes and clean the house are 

still at least 20 years’ away from being in general domestic 

use, which strikes us as too long to wait.

In any case, the truth is that the power and confi dence 

to negotiate at home comes from success, recognition and 

salary earned at work. A time-use study carried out in Canada 

found that men spend more time on housework, and women 

less time, as the women’s income rises. “When women’s pay 

cheques hit $ 100 000, the division of paid labour and house-

work within couples is more likely to be split equally,” noted 

Chrystia Freeland in the Financial Times (Freeland, 2006).
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Progressive companies are realising that it is in their own 

interests to have women better represented throughout their 

ranks, and that to do this they have to stop forcing women 

to adapt. Women have already done plenty of adapting to 

the corporate world. Now it is for companies to change the 

rules to fi t women too. It is not women who need help in 

adjusting to the new reality so much as the men who uncon-

sciously perpetuate and benefi t most from the status quo.

Christophe de Margerie, CEO of Total, the international oil 

group, calls it “feminising management”. He says Total was 

inspired to take the initiative on gender by a quotation from 

Françoise Giroud, the celebrated French journalist and politi-

cian, that “being a woman is not a competence – nor is it 

incompetence.”

In unmistakeably Gallic style, de Margerie explains: “In a 

company mainly dominated by engineers, I have to admit 

that women are still, maybe more than in other countries, 

an absolute “other”. This “other” that we adore more often 

than we disdain, but that too often we still try to protect, 

and push to the sidelines of productive power” (written 

response to author’s questions, 19 June 2007).

He points to a survey of Total managers in 2003 which 

showed that the women referred to their male peers as 

“managers”, while the men referred to their female peers as 

“women”.
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“The promotion of women – their talents, their commitment, 

their ambitions – necessitates a stubborn, ongoing struggle 

against stereotypes. The subtle charms of our differences 

must not distract us from the underlying business imperative: 

our determination to promote the best talents, whether tech-

nological, operational or human. These, happily, are evenly 

distributed in our company, as in life, across both genders. 

To render this obvious to all will open the way to accepting 

– and then celebrating – all our different diversities.”

In French, there is a word, mixité, which means a balanced 

mix of the sexes. It is a helpful term with which to change 

the tone of the gender debate, trapped as it is in concepts 

of glass ceilings, sticky fl oors and other apparently insur-

mountable obstacles.

Olivier Marchal, managing director of the French offi ce of 

Bain, the international strategy consultancy, offers a vivid 

metaphor to add to the new vocabulary. Women may hold 

the key to a better gender balance, he told us, “but men 

generally still control the lock” (see Olivier Marchal inter-

view, Chapter Five).

This book has brought together overwhelming evidence that 

women do indeed mean business. Their fast-growing 

infl uence in the workplace and the marketplace is changing 

everything. These changes represent a desirable, not a 

threatening, revolution. Rather than thinking that men 
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and women are from different planets, we have the more 

amusing challenge of learning how to run this planet 

together.

Understanding, harnessing and working with the formidable 

force that women have become can propel companies 

into a sustainable and profi table future. It will take courage, 

conviction, a willingness to learn. As Winston Churchill said: 

“Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak,” and 

“courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.”

The answers now lie in your, the reader’s, hands. The signs 

are that a balance of power between men and women will 

be better, not just for individual companies and countries, 

but for the planet – and all its people.
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