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“Gender equality doesn’t  
happen by chance, we need  

to take action towards it. 
Governments and businesses  

can lead the way.” 
Katrin Jakobsdóttir, Prime Minister of Iceland 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a devastating 
impact on women. In addition to the social and 
economic impacts faced by women around the 
world, the employment impacts are significant. 
Women have disproportionately borne the brunt 
of home schooling and unpaid care work, are 
over-represented in the sectors most impacted 
by the pandemic and have incurred the greatest 
job losses. Globally, the International Labour 
Organization report that during the pandemic  
5 per cent of women have lost their jobs 
compared with 3.9 per cent of men.1 Further, 
McKinsey estimate that in the crisis, women’s 
jobs are 1.8 times more vulnerable than men’s.2 

Pre-existing gender inequalities are being 
exacerbated by the pandemic and many of 
the hard-earned gains in women’s equality 
in the workplace have already been eroded. 
History tells us that in times of crises traditional 
gendered roles become more pronounced. 
Women are more likely to sacrifice their careers 
for unpaid care work, and households are more 

likely to prioritise the male breadwinner’s career.3 
The time it will take to close the gender gap has 
widened from a worrying 99 years in 2020 to  
an alarming 135 years in 2021.4 

For many, the thought of waiting four or five 
generations for gender equality to be achieved 
is unacceptable. With conscious, dedicated 
effort we can and must speed up the pace of 
change. There are a number of factors that are 
helping spur progress. The #MeToo movement 
provided an important impetus for change 
and momentum has also gathered pace in 
other areas of gender equality, for example 
the introduction of mandatory gender pay gap 
reporting in the UK and statutory gender quotas 
for board representation in countries such 
as France and Germany. In addition to these 
statutory changes, an increasing number of men 
are actively engaging on the topic and pushing 
for positive change. This is sorely needed and 
providing a welcome stimulus.

Preface

SHARON PEAKE
Founder and CEO

Shape Talent
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A sustained focus on gender equality  
is important for society and business.  
We know from research that men in gender 
equal relationships are healthier and happier  
and report greater marital satisfaction, and 
children growing up in this environment have 
greater levels of achievement and lower levels  
of absenteeism. McKinsey have estimated  
that increasing women’s participation in the 
global workforce is worth $13 trillion to global 
GDP by 2030.5 More specifically, research 
by Curtin Business School reports that an 
increase of 10 per cent or more in women’s 
representation in key executive roles directly 
leads to a 6.6 per cent increase in market value. 
This is equivalent to £57 million for the average 
company.6  In addition to the direct impact of 
gender equality to the bottom line, diverse 
and inclusive organisations also benefit from 
lower turnover and a workforce who are more 
motivated and engaged, and thus are better  
able to fulfil their full potential. 

This updated white paper is aimed at  
pinpointing the causes of gender imbalance  
at senior leadership levels, the origins of  
which can occur years, or even decades earlier. 
Drawing on over 70 studies reporting the latest 
leading research*, we have identified the three 
types of barriers preventing women from being 
represented equally at senior leadership levels 
and propose how organisations can dismantle 
these barriers. I invite you to test out the ideas 
offered in this paper.  

While there remains much more work to do, 
I feel hopeful that with the right focus on the 
right issues from individuals, organisations, 
and governments around the world, dramatic 
improvements are within our reach.

*It is important to acknowledge that while this paper is focused on gender – and specifically men and women – I appreciate that gender is a fluid rather than categorical concept. By far the overwhelming body 
of research to date has focused on (or has assumed) cis-gendered individuals – that is men and women whose gender identity matches their birth sex. Similarly, the academic literature is also heavily geared to 
heterosexual relationships and the associated gender dynamics. It is from this aggregated body of research studies that our literature review has been drawn, and in turn this model derived. It is therefore important 
to acknowledge that while some relevance is anticipated, these findings may not have the same level of applicability to those whose gender identity is non-binary, and also those in the wider LGBTQI+ community.

These external pressures are helping gain 
momentum but can also pose reputational  
risks for organisations who don’t keep pace.  
For a long time, gender equality has been  
viewed as a women’s issue and the focus has 
been on how to ‘fix’ women. While there are 
undoubtedly actions women can and should 
take to build their own authentic leadership 
style, greater effort needs to be expended by 
organisations to remove systemic barriers and 
create an equal playing field. Women need 
organisations to actively strive to ensure gender 
equity is being achieved at all levels. Now, more 
than ever we need men, who hold most of the 
senior roles in businesses and in government,  
to proactively advance this agenda. 
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This white paper is the product of a detailed 
analysis of the leading literature and research  
on gender diversity over a number of years.  
The inspiration behind the initial report was 
the work of my former colleague, Elizabeth 
Dixon, whose initial literature review set the 
standard for accessible, quality analysis in this 
area. More recently my colleagues Dr Priscila 
Pereira Law and Dr Rebecca Jones have 
expanded the literature review and brought 
the paper up-to-date with the latest research 
findings. I would like to extend my gratitude to 
them for their professionalism, knowledge and 
diligence in ensuring this white paper remains 
a valuable contemporary source of insights for 
organisations. The value of this paper has been 
significantly enhanced by their contribution.
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The first category of barriers relates to the 
subtle and often unspoken societal and 
cultural cues and messages we all receive 
over our lifetimes which reinforce the 
ways in which men and women ‘ought’ 
to think, behave, and feel. We call these 
Societal Barriers.
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1. Societal Barriers
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“Mummy, do you  
have to be a boy  
to be a doctor?”
Alice, age 5

1.1. Gender role expectations
Gender stereotypes, such as the male 
breadwinner and female caregiver, still shape 
how households and organisations are managed. 
Critically, these gender expectations are often 
passed between generations unnoticed. For us 
to break down barriers to gender equality, we 
must first acknowledge and understand the 
influence of gender role expectations.

Research has found that gender stereotypes 
are established at a young age, with children 
aware of gender by age two. As early as six years 
of age, children have been found to associate 
intelligence with being male, and ‘niceness’ with 
being female.7 Messages around being kind and 
considerate are reinforced in girls from a very 
young age. Girls are often discouraged from 
assertive and domineering behaviour, typically 
seen as a sign of leadership in boys, but often 
labelled as “bossy” in girls. These social cues, 
which come through various societal channels: 
the media, parents, teachers, and well-intended 
family members, gradually build into perceptions 
about what behaviour and choices are expected 
of women in adulthood leading to occupational 
segregation and unfair division of household 
responsibilities. Is it any surprise that in the UK, 
98 per cent of nursery teachers and 82 per cent 
of those in caring professions are women?8  

It follows then, that when it comes to leadership, 
the disparity between men and women remains 
stark. At the time of writing, women account 
for only 20.7 per cent of executive roles and 
7.9 per cent of CEO roles across the largest 
public companies in the EU.9 Evidence suggests 
that society still isn’t entirely comfortable with 
women in positions of power. When asked 
whether they agree with the statement  
“I would feel very comfortable with a woman 
as a CEO of a major company in my country”, 
both men and women’s responses reveal deeply 
ingrained gender stereotype prejudices. In the 
UK, 74 per cent of women and 63 per cent of 
men agree with the statement, compared to  
70 per cent of women and 54 per cent of men in 
the US. This drops to 44 per cent and 37 per cent 
in India. Yet in some developed countries these 
figures are even lower. Less than half of women 
and only around a third of men agree with this 
statement in Germany and Japan.10
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1.2. Women as primary caregivers
Despite an increase in the numbers of fathers 
taking up primary caregiving responsibilities, 
gender stereotypes continue to fuel the belief 
that a woman does the job better and should 
be responsible for childcare. A survey by Bain 
found that while 80 per cent of women felt that 
men and women made equally good caregivers, 
men did not feel the same. Only 56 per cent of 
men agreed.11 Both men and women equally felt 
that either could be a primary breadwinner, yet 
more women than men were found to be making 
career sacrifices for their opposite sex partner, 
including relocating, turning down attractive job 
opportunities, and working part-time or flexible 
hours. Work deprioritisation for working mothers 
is even more likely if job quality is low, as mothers 
of young children are more likely than men to opt 
out of employment altogether. The combined 

challenges of navigating paid employment and 
their role as primary caregivers means that 
when job quality is low, the stress and challenge 
is just not worth it.12 This is an important issue 
for society to address, as research has found 
women are 21 per cent more likely to progress 
their careers after having children if their male 
partner plays an active role in childcare.13  
A much higher number of men assuming primary 
caregiver roles is essential to help change 
perceptions and organisations can play a critical 
role through the provision of paid parental leave 
options. Some employers such as insurance 
giant Aviva, are already starting to do this by 
actively encouraging men to take advantage of 
these provisions. Since the introduction of their 
generous equal parental leave policy in 2017, 
they have seen 99 per cent of fathers taking 
parental leave, and 84 per cent taking at least  
six months leave. 14 

The impact of 
COVID-19
The primary caregiver barrier 

has been significantly exacerbated during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. A Deloitte 
survey across nine countries found that 
prior to the pandemic, around 16 per 
cent of respondents with caregiving 
responsibilities reported that the bulk 
of caregiving (75 per cent or more of 
childcare or elder care) fell to them.  
That figure has tripled to 48 per cent 
during the pandemic.15 The negative 
impact of COVID-19 for primary 
caregivers is even worse for Hispanic  
and Latina women in the US. Pre-COVID 
data already shows that women in 
this group earn the lowest among 
all ethnicities ($0.63 for every dollar 
earned by American men). The inevitable 
economic consequences of the pandemic 
are therefore likely to set back Hispanic 
and Latina women even further.16
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1.3. Unpaid work
An unequal distribution of unpaid work 
constrains women’s availability to participate 
in paid work. For example, this can be due to 
caring for children or elderly parents, or in the 
case of the ‘sandwich generation’, caring for 
both. A global study by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) found women perform  
76 per cent of the total amount of unpaid care 
work, 3.2 times more time than men.17 In the 
UK, the study found women spend an average 
of nearly four hours a day on unpaid care tasks, 
and men just over two. Thinking about the 
number of hours in a typical working week, it is 
easy to appreciate how for many women there 
just isn’t enough time to do it all. This leads 
to the Double Burden or Second Shift which 
becomes increasingly unsustainable as work 

demands grow and leads to many qualified 
women working beneath their true potential 
and even experiencing a detrimental impact on 
their health.18 Gender equality in the workplace 
cannot be achieved without gender equality at 
home. With women shouldering the lion’s share 
of domestic and care responsibilities in society, 
it reduces their ability to take on the most 
senior roles in business. It also prevents men 
from benefiting from greater flexibility at work. 
Millennials are now demanding more flexibility 
in the way they work and in striking a better 
work-life balance. Increasingly, our customers 
report that contemporary fathers in particular 
are pushing back on traditional working models, 
wanting to spend more time with their children 
and share the responsibility of their development 
and upbringing. 

The impact of 
COVID-19
The impact of unpaid  

work on women’s career progression 
was a big issue before the COVID-19 
pandemic, with women already doing 
more than three times as much unpaid 
care and domestic work as men.19  
Unfortunately, COVID-19 has further 
aggravated this negative impact with 
mothers 1.5 times more likely than 
fathers to be picking up three or more 
hours a day on housework and childcare 
responsibilities.20 A survey in the USA 
showed that 76 per cent of mothers with 
children under age ten listed childcare in 
the top three challenges during the crisis, 
compared to 54 per cent of fathers.21  

“I noticed that because the women weren’t in the pub 
on a Friday night, and therefore missed out on the work 
conversation, by Monday morning they were already 
out of the loop. Things had moved on.”
Grant, CEO
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1.4. Flexible working:  
the silent career killer
A common organisational solution to 
helping employees juggle home and work 
responsibilities is through flexible working. 
Options such as part-time working, compressed 
hours, working from home, or having flexible 
start and finish times, can all help make this 
juggling exercise easier. However, the Centre 
for Work-Life Policy reported that flexible work 
arrangements, no matter how well designed,  
can become a career killer for women.22  
Typically associated with women, flexible 
working carries a stigma and perception that 
women are less committed to their jobs and their 
careers. Data from an Australian study indicates 
that 76 per cent of women surveyed believed 
that working part-time has or would have a 

negative impact on their career and  
60 per cent of managers agree that employers 
are likely to be biased against flexibility requests 
during interviews for new staff.23  Interestingly, 
men also suffer this penalty when working 
part-time. Research from Plymouth University 
has identified the ‘fatherhood forfeit’ with 
men rated lower than women in promotability, 
hireability, competence and commitment, when 
working part-time.24  These findings suggest 
that while organisations are offering flexible 
working, the penalty of taking this option means 
that the opportunity to progress one’s career 
is forfeited. Encouraging flexible working as 
the norm, rather than the exception, for all 
employees will help dismantle these outdated 
perceptions of flexible working being gendered 
or the exclusive right of parents.

“I found my career definitely 
stalled when I went part-time 
after having my family.”
Sharna, upwardly mobile career professional

The impact of 
COVID-19
The process of transforming 

flexible working from the exception 
to the norm has been unintentionally 
sped up due to the COVID-19 crisis, as 
organisations were forced to rethink 
fundamental beliefs about remote work. 
Ninety-three per cent of companies 
now say more jobs can be performed 
remotely, and 67 per cent predict a 
significant share of their employees  
will regularly work remotely in the future. 
Employees see the benefits of remote 
work too: almost eight in ten report  
they want to continue to work from  
home more often than they did  
before COVID-19.25 
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1.5. Political gender  
representation gap
Political empowerment is an important 
dimension of the gender gap. Of the 35,127 
global political seats, only 25 per cent are 
occupied by women and only 21 per cent of  
the 3,343 ministers are women; in some 
countries, women are not represented at 
all.26 Only 6.7 per cent of the world’s heads of 
government are women.27 The World Economic 
Forum Insight Report describes how over  
the past 50 years, in 85 of the 153 countries 
covered by their report, there has never been  
a woman head of state.28 It falls to governments 
to address some of the structural barriers faced 
by parents, yet this is difficult when the vast 
majority of politicians are men. Closing the 
gender ‘say’ gap (a term coined by marketing 
strategist Claire Mason to describe the under-
representation of women’s voices, ideas and 
insights), is critical in politics to ensure women’s 
interests are considered and decisions and 
policies reflect the needs of women.  
The importance of political support can 
be illustrated by the Nordic countries with 

regulations promoting shared parenting and 
offering appropriate time and pay to fathers.  
For example, in Sweden, this journey started  
in the 1970s with an agenda that became  
known as “making dad pregnant”. In contrast,  
in the UK, it was not until 2015 that we started  
to see shared parental leave entitlements.  
Unlike Sweden, the introduction of these  
policies were not accompanied by a public 
campaign to support the take-up by 
addressing deeper social understanding of 
the institutionalised gender roles at home and 
work. Furthermore with the statutory payments 
set at around half of the minimum living wage, 
most UK households simply cannot afford to 
have the (majority) male breadwinner access 
their entitlement. When considered in this 
context, it is perhaps unsurprising that there 
has only been a two per cent uptake of the UK 
government’s shared parental leave scheme.29 
Until governments step-up to remove these 
structural barriers, organisations can play their 
part by offering enhanced policies to increase 
work-life balance30 such as enhancing  
paternity pay to encourage uptake of  
shared parental leave.31
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The second category of barriers relate  
to hurdles experienced in the workplace.  
Some of these are ‘systemic’, such as key 
experiences and networks which are more 
difficult for women to access, and others 
relate to organisational cultures and norms 
which disadvantage women. We call these 
Organisational Barriers.

2. Organisational  
Barriers
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Systemic Obstacles
2.1. Intersectionality
The term ‘intersectionality’ was first used  
to explain a different level of oppression 
and prejudice that African American women 
experienced compared to white women.  
The concept has since been widely used  
by academics and policy makers to recognise 
how different elements of our identity –  
such as gender, race, age, class, marital status, 
or sexual orientation – overlap and influence our 
experiences. Individuals can thus experience 
the intersecting and cumulative effects of 
different forms of discrimination, such as sexism, 
racism, ageism, homophobia and disability 
discrimination. Intersectionality helps us to 
understand that while all women are subject to 
barriers to career progression, some women are 
impacted more harshly.32 For example, research 
indicates that there is a negative additive effect 
of gender plus ethnicity on career progression.33  
Data from the US shows that Black women face 
more systemic barriers, receive less support 
from managers, and experience more acute 
discrimination. Consequently, Black women 
are less likely to receive promotions than other 
groups of employees and are significantly under-
represented in senior leadership.34 

Similar trends are true for women in other 
marginalised groups. For example, women with 
disabilities are more likely than other groups 
of women to feel stressed, burned out, and 
exhausted.35 This is supported by data from the 
UN which states that three in ten people with 
disabilities report discrimination and that this 
ratio is even higher for women with disabilities; 
for example, in Tunisia 29 per cent of women 
with a disability reported discrimination when 
compared to 15 per cent of women without a 
disability.36 Intersectionality also affects older 
women as they find that they face new career 
progression challenges due to gendered ageism. 
For many, the continued burden of caring, 
shifting from childcare to elder care, means that 
the anticipated ‘level playing field’ in their later-
career fails to materialise.37 

“I’ve had co-workers  
who think they’re being 
great allies, but there’s  
so much more they can 
do. They support their 
Black colleagues in theory,  
but they don’t call anyone 
out for saying or doing 
things that hurt their 
Black colleagues.”
Black woman, Director38
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2.2. Elusive critical experiences
Systemic obstacles interfere with women 
achieving the critical experiences, relationships 
and exposure necessary for career success. 
The reality is, critical experiences are often 
the building blocks of senior careers,39 with 
commercial roles in many organisations often 
seen as a precursor to general management 
jobs. Additionally, international assignments  
or leadership of a high-profile project, such  
as a transformation or launch of a revenue-
producing product, running a turnaround project 
or helping to establish a new business venture 
or product, are highly valued in organisations. 
Yet women aren’t always getting these critical 
experience opportunities, with men reporting 
higher levels of career-related development 
opportunities than women.40 The research on 
why is mixed: some research suggests women 
don’t put themselves forward41 and that this 
can be a result of wanting to avoid the social 
‘backlash’ that results from women acting out  
of stereotype, such as self-promoting  
or demonstrating ambition. 

Other research suggests women suffer 
‘benevolent sexism’ in how work is allocated, 
with less challenging tasks assigned to them.42 
Critical experiences become even more ‘elusive’ 
when women ‘off-ramp’ from their career. 
Typically occurring between the ages of 28-45 
to look after children or sometimes for eldercare, 
women may miss the important high profile 
and visible assignments that often accompany 
this career phase.43 This combination of less 
exposure and visibility serve as key risk factors 
for women’s progression through the pipeline. 
Studies have found that men achieve more 
promotions during these years than women.44   
In addition, off-rampers often face a reduction 
in responsibilities and job title on their return to 
the workplace. Their skills are often perceived 
as being out-of-date or they are forced to prove 
themselves again at work. Organisations can 
mitigate these obstacles by addressing the 
unconscious biases that often underpin the 
‘career break penalty’ and by offering women 
visibility-enhancing experiences, even where 
they do not necessarily raise their hand for  
such opportunities. 
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2.3. Unequal mentoring  
and sponsorship 
Mentoring programmes are widely used in 
organisations to support men and women in 
their career journeys, but findings show that 
mentoring for men and women is not always 
equal.45 A study reported in Harvard Business 
Review found that more high potential men 
than women were promoted. It found that 
women and men received different benefits 
from mentoring: women’s mentors helped them 

to understand themselves and their preferred 
ways of operating, as well as how they may 
need to change and adapt as they progressed 
to increasingly senior roles. Men, on the other 
hand, described how their mentors helped 
them take charge of their careers and plan 
their next career move. More critically men 
described their mentors as backing them up 
in public.46 In essence, the men were receiving 
greater sponsorship from their mentors than the 
women were. Without a sponsor’s influence to 

advocate for the ‘sponsoree’ in the most senior 
executive circles, women are not always equally 
considered during the closed-door career and 
succession discussions. Another study found 
that while men in general are 25 per cent more 
likely than women to have a sponsor, senior  
level men are 50 per cent more likely to have  
a sponsor.47 Data also indicates how senior 
leaders from the LGBTQI+ community or from 
ethnic or racial under-represented groups are 
more likely than leaders in majority groups  
to say that sponsorship relationships have  
had a positive influence on their careers.48  
Thus providing equitable access to sponsorship 
and consequently addressing the ‘sponsorship 
gender gap’ is an important element of enabling 
women’s career progression.

Men are

25%
more likely than 
women to have  

a sponsor

Senior  
men are

50%
more likely than 
women to have  

a sponsor
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2.4. Lack of role models 
It would seem there is truth to the adage “if you 
can’t see it, you can’t be it”: studies have found 
that the availability of role models increases 
career commitment and satisfaction.49 Yet, in 
many work domains, there is an absence of 
women role models. For example, research 
found that 66 per cent of respondents are able 
to name a famous man working in technology, 
while only 22 per cent can name a famous 
woman.50 In most industries, women are over-
represented in support functions, and men in 
strategic functions and areas with profit and 
loss responsibility. At a managerial level, more 
women find themselves in human resources, 
communication or marketing roles, with men 
more concentrated in operations, research and 
development, and commercial leadership roles.51 
Having senior level women in the workforce, 
particularly in traditionally male-dominated 
areas, helps to show more junior women that 
there is a path to the top for them too. 



Three Barriers to Women’s Progression
Organisational Barriers 19

Copyright © Shape Talent Ltd. 2021 | www.shapetalent.com

2.5. Limited access to  
informal networks  
A powerful network can positively influence a 
career, by regulating access to sponsors, jobs, 
information and by augmenting reputation 
and power. This in turn influences the speed 
and likelihood of promotion.54 But how do our 
networks vary by gender? Various studies 
have shown that informal networks are often 
segregated by gender and race, and as such 
women are less likely than men to have the 
strong professional networks, workplace 
support, insider information, and social ties to 
elites that are critical to promotion.55 It seems 
that women are equally as capable as men at 
forming network ties, however systemic barriers 
mean that women are more often excluded 
from forming them with the most powerful 
individuals. Research also indicates that men 
and women view networking differently. When 
meeting colleagues from their business life, men 
tend to view this as meeting with friends rather 
than networking. Women on the other hand can 
view networking as frustrating and difficult to 
coordinate with other responsibilities in their 
private life, noting how networking absorbs 
time away from their families.56 Organisations 
can help redress this balance by providing 
formal opportunities for women to interact 
with high-status executives, across functional, 

organisational and geographic lines and to 
formally ‘hand over’ primary client responsibility 
in a managed and positive way, thus reducing  
the reliance on informal networks outside of 
work time.

However, it is also important to consider whether 
senior women view themselves as role models 
to more junior women.52 Often referred to as 
the Queen Bee phenomenon, women can have 
high expectations of each other, which can 
frequently go unmet. For example, research 
indicates that women in higher-ranking positions 
are less likely to report a glass ceiling within their 
organisations (presumably because they have 
‘broken-through’ this glass ceiling) than women 
in lower-ranking positions (who may be more 
aware of the glass ceiling above them), which 
may lead to senior women providing less support 
to junior women due to a perceived lack of need 
for this. Yet, being developed matters: high 
potential women who had received development 
support were more likely than men to pay it 
forward and offer similar support to a protégé.53 
Therefore, to challenge the Queen Bee 
phenomenon, organisations can help by publicly 
communicating and celebrating women role 
models, and offering sponsorship programmes 
to help develop junior talent, which will in time 
increase the number of role models who can  
pay it forward.

“I don’t know where I should  
find the time to play golf…  
I have three children.”
Woman, CEO57
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Culture and work norms
2.6. ‘Always available’ cultures
McKinsey report how the dominant global 
business model equates senior leadership  
with 24/7 availability, and geographical mobility 
at all times.58 Furthermore, 77 per cent of 
respondents in an ILO survey felt these to be 
implied requirements of senior leadership 
careers.59 Being responsive to email or calls 
at all hours, including during holidays, is often 
expected, and those who can pick up the 
family and relocate internationally are typically 
rewarded with the top jobs. Research indicates 
that while the ‘always available’ culture affects 
everyone negatively, senior-level women are 
significantly more likely than men to feel under 

pressure to work more and to be ‘always on’.60 
This likely draws from the evidence that women 
feel they need to outperform men in order to 
advance their careers.61 Difficulty also arises for 
women in reconciling these demands with their 
domestic responsibilities and are compounded 
by the fact that women tend to be less digitally 
connected outside of working hours than men.62  
Comparatively men are less likely to question 
the ‘always available’ culture63 and more willing 
to sacrifice family time for the sake of career 
progression.64 The presence of an ‘always on’ 
culture leads to the Double Burden for women 
given they carry more of the domestic and care 
load. The combination of the Double Burden  
and expectation to be ‘on’ at all times has  
been identified as the main barrier to women’s 
career advancement.65 

The impact of 
COVID-19
Due to challenges created 

by the COVID-19 crisis, 48 per cent of 
women surveyed in Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, China, France, India, Japan, 
the United Kingdom, and the United 
States said their physical well-being has 
suffered as an impact of feeling they 
always need to be available for work.66  
This has resulted in as many as two 
million women reporting that they are 
considering taking a leave of absence 
or leaving the workforce altogether. 
This is the first time we’ve seen signs of 
women leaving the workforce at higher 
rates than men. Critically, if women feel 
forced to leave the workforce, there will 
be far fewer women in leadership and 
far fewer women on track to be future 
leaders.67 These shifts have the potential 
to significantly erode the gender equality 
gains of the last decades.
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2.7. Implicit bias and gender 
stereotyping 
Implicit bias and gender stereotyping represent 
a significant barrier to women’s advancement 
but are often difficult to observe, and thus 
can be challenging to influence. For example, 
gender stereotyping means that relative to 
men, women can experience a lower return, and 
even a penalty or backlash for demonstrating 
stereotypically masculine traits such as ambition, 
confidence and assertiveness in the workplace.68  
The accumulation of different forms of bias and 
stereotyping has an additive effect when we 
disaggregate the data by ethnicity as well as 
gender. For every 100 men who receive their first 
promotion from entry level to manager in the 
United States, only 79 women will receive the 
same promotion. For Black women this statistic 
drops as low as 60.69  

A large-scale study by the ILO found, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, that organisations with a male 
CEO and/or Chair were more likely to have  
male-dominated organisational cultures.70   
But which direction does causality run: do CEOs 
and Chairs influence the culture or does the 
culture influence the choice of appointee?  
A study comparing the views of heterosexual 
married men whose wives were engaged in 
full-time employment, with those whose wives 
were not in paid employment, investigated 

whether a man’s domestic situation impacted 
his views of equality in the workplace. The 
researchers discovered that men in ‘traditional’ 
marriages were likely to view gender equality in 
the workplace less favourably, and more likely 
to make decisions that prevented qualified 
women from advancing.71 While the intention 
behind these findings isn’t clear, such attitudes 
and stereotyping behaviours demonstrate 
the challenges organisations face in ensuring 
equality in the workplace and the need to build 
cultures which respect and value difference. 

“Get anyone you know talking about 
gender stereotypes. These false 
assumptions cannot survive being  
held up to the light of day.”
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala,  
Director General of the World Trade Organisation
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2.8. Microaggressions, 
discrimination and  
everyday sexism 
Studies consistently report that discrimination,72 
lack of equal opportunity73 and sexual 
harassment are common experiences for 
women. Around 35 per cent report having 
experienced harassment at some point in their 
career, whether it be sexist jokes, inappropriate 
touch, or other unwanted advances or 
behaviours.74 A LeanIn.org study found that 
women are more likely than men to face 
everyday discrimination, or ‘microaggressions’, 
such as: having to provide more evidence of 
their competence; being interrupted; having 
their comments dismissed; being subjected 
to demeaning comments; being expected to 
take notes or make the tea; or being mistaken 
for someone much more junior. For 64 per 
cent of heterosexual women and 71 per cent 
of lesbian women, microaggressions are a 
workplace reality.75 Furthermore, eight out 
of 10 respondents across a range of under-
represented groups (e.g., gender identity, 
ethnicity or sexual orientation), report having 
experienced microaggressions at work, with 
more than a quarter reporting that they have 
needed to correct assumptions that others  
have made about their personal lives.76 

Another interesting consideration is being an 
‘only’, or one of the only women, in the room  
at work, can exacerbate negative experiences. 
A report by McKinsey shows that women 
who are ‘onlys’ are more likely than women 
who work with other women to experience 
microaggressions and everyday sexism.77  
Such behaviours can deter women from wishing 
to advance their careers and can also reduce 
their belief that career advancement is possible. 
The strain of working in conditions where 
individuals are subjected to biased remarks, 
microaggressions and sexual harassment leads 
to a drain on their capacity and to achieving  
their full potential. For individuals to be able 
to engage fully in the work they love and 
collaborate effectively with their colleagues, 
they must be free from the threat of 
discriminatory behaviours.78

“I got sick of men talking  
over me, my ideas not being 
recognised, and being held  
to a higher standard than my  
male colleagues. It’s exhausting.”
Marian, mid-career leader
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2.9. Leaders: born or made?
The Great Man theory, which originated in the 
1800s, is built on the premise that leaders are 
born and not made. The theory argues that 
great leaders are born with traits typically 
associated with men, such as ambition and 
competition. This contributes to an implicit bias 
against women in leadership. The prevailing 
influence of this theory is borne out in research. 
For example, according to Stanford University, 
research consistently shows that men are 
perceived to be slightly more capable at most 
tasks than women, except for tasks traditionally 
associated with men, such as mechanical 
expertise, mathematical ability and leadership, 
where men are generally perceived to be much 
more capable.79 So, when a woman performs well 
in a traditional male task, this performance runs 
counter to what our stereotypical expectations 
would have led us to expect and we scrutinise 

her performance more closely to understand 
why this was the case. Whereas, when a man 
performs well this is consistent with what  
our stereotypes would lead us to expect,  
and consequently we don’t examine the  
reasons for a man’s success as closely.  
Powerful sociological wiring means that  
men are judged by a more lenient standard  
than women which is even more pronounced  
in traditional, male dominated cultures.  
In essence, women are working to a higher 
standard than men.80 Organisations need  
to recognise and eliminate these underlying 
biases in appointment and promotion decisions 
and rethink how they define leadership.  
This might mean moving from an emphasis  
on competitive, masculine language to 
emphasising the aspects of leadership  
that include serving a larger social purpose, 
bringing out the best in others and creating  
a more transparent and equal culture.81

Women’s leadership  
and COVID-19
Despite the continued 

prevalence of the Great Man theory in 
our implicit understanding of what it 
means to be a leader, powerful evidence 
highlights how out-dated this concept 
is. For example, so far, in countries led 
by women, confirmed deaths from 
COVID-19 are six times lower than in 
countries led by men. This is thought 
to be attributable to faster responses 
by women leaders, clear, empathic and 
decisive communications,82 and more 
emphasis on social well-being.83 This 
correlates to findings on women’s direct 
participation in peace processes which 
have been shown to be a building block 
for lasting agreements.84 Where women 
are involved as witnesses, mediators, 
negotiators, or signatories, the peace 
process is 20 per cent more likely to last 
at least two years and 35 per cent more 
likely to last 15 years.85
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3. Personal Barriers
The third category of barriers relate to how 
women present in the workplace and manage 
the work-family interface. Whether that be 
reticence to put themselves forward for visible, 
high profile assignments, not pushing to be 
heard during meetings, trying to replicate  
‘male’ models of leadership, how they  
manage work-family spill overs or the 
distribution of unpaid work and childcare  
at home. We call these Personal Barriers. 
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3.2. The confidence gap?
Lower levels of confidence are also touted  
as a factor accounting for fewer women at the 
top. Various studies have shown that women 
tend to understate their performance, while 
men more often overstate theirs. The topic of 
confidence still appears to be viewed through 
a male lens: relative to men’s ‘over-confidence’, 
women can appear ‘under-confident’ and suffer 
career penalties as a result. A survey of MBA 
students found that women tend to have a more 
conservative view of their own abilities than 
men. The research revealed that 70 per cent 
of the women rated their own performance as 
equivalent to that of their co-workers, while 
70 per cent of the men felt their performance 
exceeded that of their co-workers.90 Studies 
in the fields of medicine, STEM (scientific, 
technical, engineering and mathematics) 
occupations, and US politics have produced 
similar results.91 Further, research has found  
men benefit from being rated on potential 
whereas women were more likely to be 
assessed on their performance and track 
record.92 Organisations can mitigate against 
this by reviewing selection criteria for all roles 
to ensure criteria are fair and only contain 
what is reasonable. In addition, line leaders can 
proactively encourage women with upward 
potential to apply for promotion opportunities.

3.1. Perceived ambition gap  
Are women less ambitious than men? Ambition is 
a tricky topic, with many research studies yielding 
conflicting findings on this question. One study 
found that only half as many women aspire to C-suite 
roles compared to their counterparts,86 and that as 
women get older their aspirations for advancement 
reduce at a greater rate than for men. The Boston 
Consulting Group found that men and women have 
similar levels of ambition at the beginning of their 
careers, but ambition levels can be diminished 
by the experiences of women over time. If these 
experiences are positive, then ambition is nurtured, 
but if these are negative, then ambition is damaged.87 
Catalyst, on the other hand, found no differences 
between high potential men and women in their 
aspirations for board positions, across Europe, the 
US, Asia and Canada and a study by Bain & Co also 
found that women are just as ambitious as men, 
concluding that the perception of lower ambition 
in women is likely to be due to gender expectations 
about ambition.88 Conversely, in a UK study, the 
Centre for Talent Innovation found that women 
were more ambitious than men: this appeared to 
be irrespective of whether the women had children 
or not.89 So, one might conclude that women are 
similarly ambitious, but more sceptical about their 
opportunities to progress, and more so if they have 
experienced a lack of career support in the past. 

The impact of 
COVID-19
The gender disparity evident 

in the confidence gap is likely to 
become even more pronounced as a 
consequence of COVID-19. For example, 
less than a third of companies have 
adjusted their performance review 
criteria to account for the challenges 
created by the pandemic, and only 
about half have updated employees on 
their plans for performance reviews or 
their productivity expectations during 
COVID-19.93 This lack of adjustment of 
performance criteria will inevitably have 
a disproportionate impact on women, 
due to the increased negative impact 
that COVID-19 has had on women who 
have had to manage home-schooling, 
household chores, dependent parents, 
and work.
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3.4. Political savvy
Political savvy is the ability to effectively 
understand others at work, and to use this 
knowledge to influence and act in ways that 
enhance the achievement of organisational 
objectives.100 Research has found that women 
with high levels of political skill are more likely  
to achieve career progression in male-dominated 
organisations101 and experience higher income 
and higher levels of career satisfaction.102   
Other studies have found that high levels 
of political skill are associated with more 
positive supervisor perceptions and greater 
promotability, but only where women act in 
gender congruent ways.103 In other words,  
where women are perceived to act in accordance 
with female stereotypes, they are more likely  
to be positively regarded, and in turn more 
likely to be promoted. In this study, the higher 
a woman’s level of assertiveness, a trait 
traditionally associated with men, the lower  
the supervisor’s rating of the woman.  
Once again women find that subtle social  
cues reward conformity with stereotypical 
behaviour and penalise non-conformity.  

3.3. The negotiation penalty
Research into negotiation outcomes of men 
and women have suggested that women are 
less likely than men to instigate negotiations94 
and that they negotiate less well.95 Behaviours 
that appear to violate gender norms, such as a 
woman negotiating on her own behalf, can result 
in a social penalty for the woman. Consequently, 
women need to weigh up the benefits of 
negotiation against the potential social backlash.96 
Interestingly, the less ‘masculine’ the topic of 
negotiation, such as negotiating machinery for 
jewellery versus negotiating new motorcycle 
parts (the examples used in the study), the better 
women fared in negotiations. 

It seems that women can negotiate just as 
successfully, or more so, than men when 
negotiating on behalf of a colleague or their 

company, as this demonstration of advocacy  
is not perceived to violate gender norms.97 
However, as with many of the barriers to career 
progression, the picture is complex. Other 
research has found that in a sample of Australian 
workers, there was no difference between men 
and women in relation to asking for a pay rise, 
although women were less likely to secure a 
pay rise after asking. However, it was found that 
both part-time men and part-time women tend 
‘not to ask’ for a pay rise (and women are more 
likely to work part-time).98 Negotiation strategies 
which have proven successful for women are: 
clarifying the acceptable standards of behaviour 
in the negotiation; raising awareness of gender 
stereotypes; demonstrating the legitimacy of 
the negotiation (such as “my negotiation skills 
are an asset which benefit the team and the 
organisation”); and demonstrating concern  
for organisational relationships.99



Three Barriers to Women’s Progression
Personal Barriers 27

Copyright © Shape Talent Ltd. 2021 | www.shapetalent.com

3.5. Career sacrifice
A combination of traditional gender roles and 
gender pay disparities means that women, 
and particularly mothers, can often focus on 
providing care, and de-prioritising their career 
until later in life. Without their employer’s 
support for flexible work arrangements, new 
mothers might need to evaluate their priorities 
and make a difficult decision between family and 
career. For example, research indicates that if job 
quality isn’t high for mothers of young children 
then the sacrifice often just isn’t worth the 
effort, resulting in some of these women opting 
out of post-birth employment altogether.104 
Career sacrifice is also influenced by gender 
role expectations in married couples. Men who 
are married to women with more traditional 
views on gender roles will have more positive 
attitudes towards their own career progression 
(as opposed to their wife’s career progression), 
supporting the idea that these women may be 
more likely to sacrifice their own career for the 
sake of their husbands’ career progression.105 
Organisations can help dismantle these barriers 
and counteract traditional fatherhood norms  
by addressing the work culture, particularly 
where long hours are the norm, and encouraging 
equal participation in parental leave and  
flexible working.

“I raise up my voice – not so I can shout, 
but so that those without a voice  
can be heard… we cannot succeed 
when half of us are held back.” 
Malala Yousafzai

3.6. Leadership and the  
likeability penalty 
Another area that is often fraught for women 
concerns leadership style. Early social 
conditioning dissuades girls from being  
assertive or domineering. Subtle cues over a 
woman’s lifetime reinforce behaviours that 
are collaborative, caring and win-win in nature. 
These behaviours are not associated with 
the more typical masculine leadership seen 
in many senior roles. Research indicates that 
when dealing with conflict at work, women 
often use coping strategies that are focused on 
collaborating with others, rather than directly 
engaging in the conflict. However, these 
strategies may inadvertently negatively impact 

career progression causing women to remain 
‘behind the scenes’.106 The desire to avoid 
conflict may be partially explained by the fact 
that the ability to be decisive and make tough 
decisions is sometimes seen to be at odds  
with a more feminine approach to leadership.  
It is a double bind for women as research shows 
that men’s likeability is positively correlated 
with success, whereas for women it is hard to 
be seen as both competent and likeable at the 
same time.107 In short, women suffer a ‘likeability 
penalty’ in roles traditionally associated 
with men. Women need to use their own, 
authentic leadership voice and it is important 
that organisations support this and don’t 
inadvertently penalise deviation from the styles 
of leadership often associated with men.
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3.7. Work-life integration conflict 
People have different needs and responsibilities 
in different stages of their life. There will 
be times where work-family conflict occurs 
and demands from both become mutually 
incompatible. Men and women need to deploy 
strategies to address work-life conflicts, yet 
while theoretically, work-life integration skills are 
important for everyone, research suggests this 
responsibility mostly falls to women. In a study of 
senior managers in Iceland, a country frequently 
heralded for significant progression on gender 
issues, men spoke of their partners’ support 
in the household with caring and other home 
duties, allowing the man to spend long hours at 
work while she took the lion’s share of domestic 

responsibilities. In the households of women 
leaders, the reality was different. The women in 
these households reported the frustrations they 
experienced in having to negotiate with their 
husbands to ensure equal sharing of domestic 
duties, a negotiation that simply doesn’t  
happen in households for leaders who are men. 
Men in leadership positions did not question the 
working hours needed, rather his partner was 
expected to reduce her working hours. Women 
leaders, however, were left feeling time poor as 
they did not have the option of a partner who 
automatically reduced their working hours.  
This created an on ongoing battle for women 
leaders in trying to balance their domestic and 
work demands.108 



“Do not change yourself, do not think that to 
succeed you have to fit the mould of what you 
see around you… And perhaps in doing so you 

might better reflect a whole other part of society 
that hasn’t felt reflected or seen in that place.”  

Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister of New Zealand
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1. Link inclusion and diversity activity to the  
business strategy

2. Set the tone from the top

3. Make inclusion part of a cultural change programme

4. Take an evidence-based approach

5. Engage men

6. Build and accelerate the pipeline

7. Enable a level playing field

8. Narrow the focus

Addressing these barriers requires a thoughtful 
and systemic approach. There are a number of 
foundational principles we recommend organisations 
consider in creating gender inclusive workplaces.

How to Counteract  
the Three Barriers
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1. Link inclusion and diversity  
activity to the business strategy 
Inclusion and diversity efforts are most 
impactful when viewed as an enabler of business 
strategy. Solid diagnosis of the current barriers 
to diversity and inclusion are an important 
starting point. Additionally, data and analytics 
can help pinpoint the elements of inclusion and 
diversity that enable productivity, customer 
retention, time to market, risk management 
and other key business performance measures. 
By understanding how inclusion and diversity 
contributes to revenue generation, customer 
insights, product innovation and more, 
companies can align their inclusion efforts  
with the business strategy. 

2. Set the tone from the top
Board members and executive teams play a 
key role in driving diversity and inclusion and 
set the tone for the rest of the organisation. 
Demonstrable support, reaching beyond 
empty statements of commitment to active 
engagement, is critical. Active support can be 
observed in the choices made by the Chair for 
board composition, and in the words and actions 
of the CEO and executive team. Setting and 
measuring progress via KPIs establishes a tone 
for the organisation to follow and demonstrating 
inclusive leadership behaviours provide role 
modelling for others. 
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3. Make inclusion part of a  
cultural change programme
For most organisations, creating truly inclusive 
workplaces which foster real belonging, requires 
some degree of culture change. To succeed, 
organisational change programmes require the 
engagement of frontline leaders, and building 
their skills and behaviours around inclusivity will 
help them to be successful. In addition to the 
behavioural changes required, it is important to 
consider corresponding changes to structures 
(such as Inclusion and Diversity steering 
committees and accountable personnel) and 
processes and systems (such as recruitment, 
promotion, pay and appraisal) to further support 
the change effort.

4. Take an evidence-based 
approach
In a world where time and resources are limited, 
focusing on the few things that have real impact 
is critical. Fads and trends permeate people 
practices, but often these trends offer no 
meaningful or sustainable benefits. An example 
is unconscious bias training, which, when 
provided in isolation, has been shown to have 
limited effectiveness and, in some cases, can 
even serve to exacerbate bias with participants 
thinking their behaviour can be excused as 
‘normal’. Choosing interventions and approaches 
that have been proven to work, such as 
anonymous CV screening and hiring in batches, 
is an important part of an effective diversity, 
equity and inclusion plan. 

5. Engaging men
Gender equality in the workplace cannot  
be achieved without the active support of  
men. In 2014, the United Nations launched  
its #HeForShe campaign, which has engaged 
over a billion people in discussion on this topic 
globally. Inaction by men undermines gender 
equality and thus engaging men to be active 
allies is critical. Even seemingly small actions  
can have disproportionately positive 
consequences, such as calling out sexist or 
derogatory language, speaking up to ensure 
women get credit for their ideas, and sharing  
the office admin load so that men do their share 
of note taking or making the tea in meetings. 
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6. Build and accelerate the pipeline
A greater proportion of women in the most 
senior roles requires a pipeline of qualified 
women candidates from which to draw from. 
While some industries are able to attract an 
equal number of men and women into entry  
level roles, other industries struggle to achieve 
this. In the west, traditionally male-dominated 
industries such as construction, automotive 
services, manufacturing, engineering, mining, 
as well as the tech sector have between 4 per 
cent and 30 per cent female representation.109 
Challenges in attracting a balanced intake 
of men and women into entry level roles can 
mean fewer women to select from during 
promotion rounds later on. Breaking the cycle 
of occupational segregation is vital to enabling 
more balanced workforces across all sectors. 
While this undoubtedly requires a nuanced, 
multi-dimensional approach, a focus on early 
careers, and enabling opportunities for women 
to advance, is important. In some sectors, 
targeted awareness-raising initiatives - as early 
as primary and secondary school and through to 
tertiary levels - can be a powerful way to counter 
gender stereotypes and help attract women into 
traditionally male-dominated jobs and industries.

7. Enable a level playing field
Society conditions us to believe, at least in  
the western world, that opportunities are  
equal and that what separates success from 
failure is a lack of either aptitude or application.  
But research tells a different story. Gender, race, 
sexual orientation, ability and other factors are 
subject to prejudice and exclusion resulting in 
an uneven playing field. Positive action means 
giving under-represented groups an equal 
opportunity. Not to be confused with positive 
discrimination (for example, recruitment of a 
person based on a specific characteristic such  
as sex), positive actions are an important way  
for organisations to level the playing field. 
Examples include acceleration programmes  
for women or targeted attraction and 
recruitment campaigns.

8. Narrow the focus
Interventions need to be prioritised based 
on their expected impact as well as their 
contribution to business strategy. Not all 
interventions are equally effective, and a  
crisp prioritisation of two or three key areas is 
more likely to be successful than a scattergun 
approach with numerous tactical interventions.  
While it is important that the inclusion and 
diversity strategy has directional consistency, 
particularly in global organisations, different 
geographical, regulatory, social and cultural 
contexts will necessitate adjustments at a  
local level. Societal barriers vary considerably 
across countries and cultures and not all 
interventions will have the same resonance  
in different parts of the business, necessitating  
a tailored approach to individual markets. 
Ensuring local accountability, with support  
from the centre helps to achieve this. 

“It took me quite a long time  
to develop a voice, and now that  

I have it, I am not going to be silent.”  
Madeleine Albright, former US Secretary of State



Accelerating gender equality  
in business and beyond

Three Barriers to Women’s Progression
About Shape Talent34

Copyright © Shape Talent Ltd. 2021 | www.shapetalent.com



Three Barriers to Women’s Progression
What organisations can do 35

Copyright © Shape Talent Ltd. 2021 | www.shapetalent.com

Three Barriers to Women’s Progression
About Shape Talent 35

Copyright © Shape Talent Ltd. 2021 | www.shapetalent.com

About Shape Talent 
Shape Talent are the diversity, 
equity and inclusion experts 
for complex multinational 
organisations who are serious 
about gender equality and what  
it can achieve for their business. 

We believe that not only do organisations benefit 
from having a better balance of men and women 
at the top, but families and societies do too.  
This research shows that barriers to progression 
exist for women at three levels and we know 
that meaningful change happens when solutions 
target all three levels. All too often we see, and 
hear about, interventions which focus on ‘fixing 
women’ but ignore the broader ecosystem 
within which these barriers exist. That’s why 
our approach is different. We look at the whole 
system to ensure that our work has the biggest 
impact on the greatest number of people.

At Shape Talent we don’t just 
want to make an incremental 
impact. We want to be part of 
a fundamental shift towards 
gender balanced organisations 
and societies, where both men 
and women thrive, and where 
organisations reap the benefits of this. 

We design and deliver results-driven inclusion 
and diversity programmes to help organisations 
achieve their business goals through gender 
equality. We combine proven proprietary 
methodologies and tools with practical 
experience, passion and tenacity to deliver 
evidence-based solutions for each organisation.

Founded in 2017, Shape Talent is led by  
Sharon Peake, and is supported by a team  
of highly experienced psychologists,  
coaches, facilitators and consultants.

Sharon Peake, CEO & Founder

Sharon is an experienced diversity and 
talent management leader with over 20 
years’ experience in global businesses, 
including executive roles in two 

FTSE20 businesses. She is a registered 
psychologist and certified coach. She 

founded Shape Talent in 2017 to help 
businesses accelerate the progression of 

women into senior roles.

She has worked across six continents and a vast 
range of cultures, delivering work in locations 
as diverse as Colombia, Romania, Uganda, 
New York, and Hong Kong. She partners with 
multinational organisations to drive the culture 
change required to significantly enhance and 
sustain women’s representation at senior levels. 

She regularly speaks at events, conferences and 
on panels, has published her research on career 
transition, and her opinion has been cited in 
Forbes.com, Psychologies magazine, Business 
Leader, Business Reporter and Virgin.com. 
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Our Solutions
Shape Talent recommend  
a six step process to build  
gender inclusive workplaces.

Meaningful progress requires change,  
and change needs to happen at both  
a behavioural (skills and mindsets) and 
structural (processes, practices) level.  
Our approach readies the organisation  
for change, and then helps deliver this  
dual track change.
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1. Ensure strategic alignment
We work with you to clarify your equity, 
diversity and inclusion aspirations, ensure 
alignment with business strategy and 
engage your key stakeholders. We do this 
through facilitated discussions with your 
leadership team and other stakeholders, 
as well as an external landscape review. 

2. Define the gap and plan
We build a focused plan specifically  
for your needs. We start by defining the 
specific barriers to women’s progression 
in your organisation, via the Three 
Barriers Diagnostic™, focus groups and 
interviews. From there we create  
a targeted plan to address the gap.

4. Build inclusive workplaces
We help individuals at all levels 
develop inclusive behaviours and build 
psychological safety and strong allyship. 
We do this through our Allyship and 
Inclusive Leadership programmes.

3. Engage the organisation
We engage all genders in the change 
journey to understand the challenge,  
see ‘what’s in it for them’ and how to 
become active allies. We do this through  
a range of awareness-raising workshops 
and listening circles.

5. De-bias and align the system
We build inclusive talent management 
practices, removing bias from existing 
processes and creating processes and 
practices that support the change.  
We also ensure your employee resource 
groups are aligned with the EDI strategy 
and optimised for greatest impact.

6. Develop women
Through our Women’s Breakthrough 
Programme™ and Breakthrough Coaching 
Circles™, we create safe spaces to unlock 
women’s potential, equipping them with 
the knowledge, tools and support to 
maximise their careers.

Ensuring we achieve sustainable results is important to us. We partner with our clients throughout this process to equip them for success by ensuring knowledge transfer to sustain 
results after our work concludes. Further information on selected services is provided over page.

C L I M AT E  for  C H A N G E

E N A B L I N G  the  C H A N G E
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Three Barriers Diagnostic™ 
The survey helps equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) leaders to pinpoint 
with precision the true underlying barriers to greater gender balance, 
providing real clarity on the areas which will make the biggest difference.

• I feel that interesting work allocated to me  
is fairly distributed compared to my peers.

• I feel that my opposing views are encouraged  
in meetings.

• I believe that my performance is managed with my 
personal context taken into account.

• I avoid raising problems at work because I do not 
want to be considered to be a problem myself.

• I think that my organisation creates equitable 
opportunities for success.

Example Questions

• Provides powerful insights as to how employee perceptions 
of career barriers compare with company ambitions

• Delves beneath the superficial to pinpoint the underlying 
issues requiring attention

• Establishes a clear baseline for monitoring progress
• Provides comparator benchmark data

• Allows the creation of a focused gender  
balance action plan for each area of your business, 
which is targeted, cost efficient and effective

• The option to analyse different elements  
of identity (intersectionality) provides you  
with unparalleled precision in identifying employee 
segments at risk, further aiding your action planning 

Insights

Benchmarking

Targeted 
Action Planning

We recommend complementing the survey with focus groups and interviews to 
provide a rounded picture of the lived experienced of employees. This combination 
provides a powerful diagnostic and helps ensure a well-targeted strategy.



Women’s Breakthrough Programme™

Taking an experiential, immersive approach to development, 
our Women’s Breakthrough Programme is high-touch and 
high-impact, with results enduring well beyond the programme 
conclusion. We adapt our programme to specifically address your 
needs. Frequently included elements of the programme include:

Participants  
from

20+
countries  

6 continents

52% 
promoted  

within 6 months 
of completing 
programme

100% 
increased  

their impact  
as a leader

• Facilitated Individual Development Plans
• Authentic Leadership workshop
• Presence & Impact workshop
• Bite-sized learning

– Strategic networking
– Navigating power & politics
– Confident Me
– Navigating conflict
– Finding equilibrium (between home and work)
– Personal branding

• Breakthrough Coaching Circles
• Sponsorship programme

All of our programmes can be run virtually or in-person.

“One of the best 
leadership trainings I’ve 

done to date in my career.  
It distinguishes itself  

and equips you with all  
the tools you need to  
step up to executive 

level.”

“I learn just as 
much from the content 

presented as from observing 
the facilitators present 

the material and guide the 
conversation. This program  

is helping me reflect and  
grow in ways that I did not 

think possible a few 
months ago.”
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Breakthrough Coaching Circles™

We are specialists in group coaching, offering a unique solution 
for women. In our high-touch Breakthrough Coaching Circles 
we work with small groups of six women who are at a similar 
career stage – typically preparing to move to senior leadership 
roles. The cohort work together over several months on their 
key challenges. Compared with individual executive coaching, 
group coaching is considerably more cost effective and scalable 
allowing for greater reach across the organisation. It also yields 
additional benefits such as vicarious learning from others and  
the development of a strong support network. We are proud  
of our work and consistently see powerful impacts from  
this intervention.

“Group coaching 
was incredibly 

connecting – knowing 
that others are facing 

similar challenges 
or have similar 

questions.”

“I find I now 
speak up more, have 
more self-confidence 
and belief. I don’t have 
to pretend, it’s OK to 

show vulnerability and 
not always know the 

answer.”

“I have 
absolutely loved 
the programme,  

it has opened  
my eyes to new 

horizons.”
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