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Praise for 
The Glass Wall

‘A no-nonsense guide to scaling the ranks.’

The Times

‘This revelatory new book offers practical, and often surprising, strategies for succeeding in the business world.’

Daily Mail

‘Essential guide to success at work.’

Daily Mirror

‘Why it’s time to break the rules to get ahead.’

Marie Claire

‘The Glass Wall lays bare the gender differences rather than tiptoeing around them.’

Director Magazine

‘An insightful book, which is especially important in this day and age.’

Women’s Business Club

‘The book itself is an example of what the authors call “pragmatic feminism”.’

Swedish Chamber of Commerce

‘A great read for women wanting to step up their game.’

Starling Bank

‘Essential reading not just for women looking to reach their full potential but also the men and women who lead them.’

Marketing Society

‘For anyone looking to seriously understand why gender imbalance persists in the twenty-first-century workplace (and what to do about it), this book is both revelatory and important.’

– David Abraham | Group CEO Wonderhood Studios, former CEO, Channel 4

‘This is a rich report on what it is like right now in the complex world of men and women working together. Its specialty is that it allows you to find your own recipe for mastery of a meaningful work life.’

– Charlotte Beers | Speaker, author, former CEO, Ogilvy Advertising and former Undersecretary of State

‘I wish that this book had existed when I was starting out in my career; the advice is so useful, both for women on the way up and for businesses seeking to develop and retain talented women. I would encourage everyone to read it.’

– Karen Blackett CBE | Non-executive Director Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, Non-executive director Diageo, former UK WPP president

‘It is so important to empower other women and that is exactly what this book does. It gives women practical advice to help them navigate their careers and, ultimately, design their own life.’

– Diane von Furstenberg | Founder and Chairman of DVF Studio LLC

‘Fantastic to see a book with such practical experience and common sense at its heart – let’s hope we won’t have to talk about glass walls for very long.’

– Martha Lane-Fox | Entrepreneur

‘Practical, insightful and thoroughly enjoyable, this book is a must-read for anyone who wants to see change in their workplace and their life. An inspiring book that is sure to have a huge impact on women in the workplace.’

– Nicola Mendelsohn CBE | Head of Global Business, Meta

‘Organizations thrive when women are well represented in management. The Glass Wall offers practical wisdom to deconstruct barriers; it’s an excellent guide for managers and individuals alike. We can all relate to the material.’

– Eileen Naughton | Board member, former CHRO, Google, former President, Time

‘There’s nothing lofty about this excellent book. It doesn’t drone on about the inequity of it all. Instead, it proposes real things that real women (and real men) can do in the real business world so that women’s currently untapped potential can be painlessly released – to the benefit of absolutely everyone.’

– Sir Martin Sorrell | Executive Chairman, S4 Capital, former CEO, WPP
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FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION

For decades, we’ve been told that progress for women at work is inevitable, that each generation will walk a little further along the path paved by those before them. It’s a comfortable narrative. Yet new data from The Pipeline, a gender parity consultancy that helps organizations increase the number of women in senior roles, of which I am Chair, tells a different, sobering story. Women’s ambitions have never burned brighter, but the persistent blocks to their ambitions remain and new challenges are emerging.

Today, 77 per cent of women say they aspire to lead. Among younger women that figure rises even higher, extraordinary evidence of a generation ready and hungry to make change! But listen carefully, and you’ll also hear a quiet note of anxiety. Two in three women still face gender bias. Nearly half say they hide part of who they are at work. And while women work to stay ahead of new technologies, 43 per cent of young women already fear being replaced by AI.

It’s not simply a crisis of confidence or aspiration. It’s a crisis of systems.

We used to talk about ‘smashing the glass ceiling’, as though that single shattering would free everyone. But, as Sue and Kathryn have explained in this book, and as our data shows, new barriers have formed – barriers that are less visible and more complex, glass walls built from outdated norms, unequal care responsibilities, and the slow erosion of workplace safety through the politicization of diversity and inclusion. Forty per cent of women now feel less safe at work as a result of anti-DEI (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion) rhetoric. That statistic alone should stop us all in our tracks.

The question is no longer, can women lead? The answer to that has been proven, daily, for decades. The question now is, will we let them? Will we, as leaders, policymakers and colleagues, redesign the systems around them, systems for childcare, sponsorship, flexibility and adopting technology, so that talent is what determines success, not circumstance, not patronage, not heritage practices, not tradition?

There is good news. The solutions are within reach. Businesses can make sponsorship and mentorship integral to how talent is grown. Governments can extend care support, mandate transparent progression data and invest in women’s digital and health infrastructure. None of this requires reinvention. It requires will. It requires courage.

The Glass Wall contains strategies for success for women and pragmatic hacks to help overcome barriers. Yet it also contains an equal number of strategies for businesses to help them empower and promote their talented women, strengthen their career pipelines and future-proof not only our businesses but also our economy.

At The Pipeline, our work has always been about partnerships – between organizations ready to evolve and women determined to lead, to ensure the prosperity of our industries and society. The figures in the Pipeline report are not just statistics; they are signals. They show where the scaffolding is weak and where we can rebuild.

Because here’s the truth: when women lead, organizations become stronger, cultures become fairer and economies thrive. Diversity isn’t decoration. It’s the design of a better future, a future we cannot afford to lose.

This is our moment to act before a generation of bright, ambitious women look up and decide that leadership simply isn’t worth the fight. Let’s make sure they inherit not thicker glass walls, but open doors and a seat at the table of leadership.

Baroness Geeta Nargund of Wimbledon in the London Borough of Merton and of Tooting in the London Borough of Wandsworth, Pro-Chancellor, University of Portsmouth, and Chair, The Pipeline



Foreword to the First Edition

I have been involved in women’s rights in the workplace for over forty-five years.

When I started out there were very few senior women in law, and those who had made it were usually from privileged backgrounds and had often committed exclusively to their careers. In the years since then we’ve seen some change – but not at the highest levels and not in enough numbers. We’ve been told that it is just a matter of women coming through the system: that it is just about evolution, just a matter of time. We are still waiting.

Let’s be clear that it’s the system that is at fault, not women. We’re perfectly smart, perfectly able and often better at management because of the need to run a family as well as a professional life. So, what’s the problem, and what can we do about it?

It is still the case that senior men tend to nurture and promote younger men. Women often underrate their own talent, when their peers who are men are doing the opposite. And when women talk about equality in the workplace it can crowd out some important truths about difference. We’ve been so cagey about pleading for special treatment that we have focused on equal treatment. Yet equalization has almost always been to a masculine norm.

This excellent book from Unerman and Jacob does not shy away from the differences between men and women. It establishes what those differences are, and gives the reader a clear course of action to overcome situations where the difference is real and has become a disadvantage. The Glass Wall does not pretend that there is a level playing field when such a thing does not exist. The authors don’t support the status quo, and they don’t approve of it. But they don’t pretend that either ideology or a few words of encouragement are enough to make it go away.

Instead, they give practical advice to help remove the barriers to women progressing to leadership roles, and essential advice to business leaders on how to stop the talent drain of women in their organizations. The immediate task that lies before us is not to dismantle the current institutional structures in business, politics and law that stand in the way of diversity in leadership, although this is, of course, the ultimate ambition. For now, we need to help more women gain senior positions so that we can make those changes happen.

This is a manual of pragmatic feminism in the workplace that is easy to apply for women and for men, for women progressing upwards at any level and for anyone in leadership who wants a better gender balance at work, an ambition that is proven to deliver competitive advantage to business. The time for change is now, and strategies in The Glass Wall will make this change achievable.

Baroness Helena Kennedy LT KC



Preface to the 2026 Edition

Ten years ago, we published The Glass Wall, a guide for women and managers aimed at driving change in gender equality and improving women’s careers.

Since then, there’s been a massive improvement and transformation in the fortunes of women at work and rightly so; after all, women are not a minority but a majority of the population.

Wait, hang on, of course that is NOT the case. If it was, we wouldn’t need this new edition.

Ten years ago, there was a lot of discussion about how to bring real fairness into the workplace. Ten years on, while there have been steps forward in some respects, an enormous amount more needs to happen for women to achieve the careers that they deserve.

At the same time, the context for women at work has changed significantly: the MeToo Movement, the COVID-19 pandemic and a step change in remote working from home, a spotlight on menopause and, more recently, a DEI backlash.

There have also been some visible changes in culture and politics. In the UK, we currently have the first woman Chancellor of the Exchequer and the first woman Archbishop of Canterbury. In the United States we have had the first woman vice president. Mexico has its first woman as President; Italy and Japan have appointed their first woman prime ministers. Women’s sport attracts bigger audiences across the globe. There can be more than one woman comedian on a panel show, which would still have been a surprise in 2016.

On the other hand, the gender pay gap has not changed materially, women still take on the majority of housework and caring responsibilities and social media has arguably put even more pressure on young women to have a perfect career and life. Weight loss drugs and Botox have made a perfect body seem attainable if not mandatory. Balancing on the high wire of success requires constant exhausting effort.

For this revised edition, we have spoken to GenZ women about their first years at work and some senior thought leaders about their experiences across the last decade. We have added two new ‘One Voice’ features, where we hear first-hand experiences from interviewees. One is from a 26-year-old and one is from a woman who has just retired from a top job after forty years at work. We have also returned to the original One Voices and asked them how they feel about what they said a decade ago.

Overall, what we have seen is that the advice and recommendations of the original edition are still needed. There are still glass walls out there in the workplace, and indeed some significant new ones.

Perhaps women have more options for a fulfilling career today. There are successful startups being founded by younger women in the creator and influencer economy and women who have decided in their forties and fifties to set up their own businesses. But large businesses are still losing female talent, experience and potential, and failing to benefit from better gender balance.

Baroness Geeta Nargund, the chair of Pipeline, a consultancy for developing women leaders, wrote recently, ‘Women’s ambition, especially amongst younger women, is soaring, something that deserves celebration. Yet the barriers they face are not disappearing, in many ways they are multiplying.’ The Pipeline’s report about women in work states that almost half of young women entering the workplace are worried that Artificial Intelligence (AI) will replace them. It is certainly true that some business models will change radically because of AI and that this creates economic pressure that, in turn, could lead to a wider gender pay gap. It is also true that women only account for around a fifth of AI professionals worldwide. This lack of diverse perspective increases the chances of reinforcing traditional gender stereotypes in society.

Attitudes in the workplace in some ways have hardened. We have heard comments from men passed over for promotion that women who have achieved status and success have done so for token reasons and to fulfil quotas rather than because of their talent and hard work. A global IPSOS survey found that 53 per cent of men agreed with the statement, ‘We have gone so far in promoting women’s equality that we are discriminating against men’. That rises to 59 per cent of men in the UK, and drops to 47 per cent in the United States. Two in five women worldwide also agree. UN Women has stated that digital platforms are being ‘weaponised to spread misogyny and
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