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INTRODUCTION

It’s Time to Take a New PATH

There is something seriously wrong with current efforts to end workplace gender inequality. Although virtually all major organizations sponsor some sort of diversity initiative, anti-bias training, or inclusive behavior workshops, over the past 30 years women have made little progress in moving into business, professional, or nonprofit leadership positions.

From the 1950s to the early 1990s, women made substantial—even dramatic—progress entering and advancing in nearly all segments of the American economy.1 However, this progress slowed dramatically by the mid-1990s.2 Despite the time, effort, and resources that this country’s major organizations have devoted to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives, women’s participation in business, professional, and nonprofit leadership has barely improved. The obvious question is why.

[image: Cartoon of older women talking to younger women outside of school with quote “Remember, you can do anything…but only for 80 cents to every dollar earned by a man.”]
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In this, our third book on gender inequality, we answer that question. In Breaking Through Bias we provided women with practical, effective, and accessible methods and techniques for advancing in their careers despite the prevalence of gender bias in their workplaces. In It’s Not You, It’s the Workplace we demonstrated that women’s frequent workplace conflict with each other is not due to women’s inherent hostility toward one another but to the gender-based obstacles they experience in career advancement. In both books we suggested how the bias-driven barriers to career advancement might be eliminated, but their primary objective was to help women cope with their workplaces as they found them—biased, unequal, and structured to keep women from achieving career success comparable to men’s.

This book is very different. It is not about how to succeed in unequal workplaces, but about how to bring about workplace equality. This book is about ensuring women and men can experience workplaces that are equally rewarding, engaging, and inclusive. It is about how decision-makers can help ensure that their organizations offer women and men equal access to career advancement opportunities. It is about how leaders can create workplace cultures that enable women and men to thrive, grow, and succeed.

We believe it’s time for a new approach to ending workplace gender inequality. This book presents that new approach. We call it “PATH.” It is an integrated, comprehensive, and multifaceted program for ending gender inequality in all of its aspects in all types of workplaces.


•Prioritize elimination of exclusionary behavior

•Adopt discrimination-resistant methods of personnel decision-making

•Treat inequality in the home as a workplace problem

•Halt unequal performance reviews, career advice, and leadership opportunities



PATH is not another effort to encourage individuals to be less biased, to become more sensitive to women’s unique career obstacles, or to behave in a more inclusive manner. Indeed, PATH does not attempt to directly reduce or eliminate individuals’ biases.

Rather, PATH provides senior leaders and managers with straightforward ways in which they can change their organizations’ systems, processes, and practices so that women and men have equal and fair opportunities for career advancement and experience equally inclusive, supportive, and safe workplaces.

Our belief—and the assumption underlying PATH—is that career outcomes will only change when changes are made in systems, processes, and practices. PATH shows decision-makers how to make these changes while strengthening productivity, efficiency, creativity, autonomy, and profitability.

PATH’s workplace changes are not radical, but sensible, practical, and entirely realistic changes designed to create fair, equal, and equitable workplace outcomes for women and men. We have no interest in tearing down or blowing up established ways of doing things. Rather, PATH seeks to show how, through a series of small wins, leaders can make their workplaces fairer, more equal, and more inclusive for everyone. Moreover, when people within a workplace can see real progress being made at eliminating gender inequality, their sense of purposeful engagement increases. As Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer wrote in the Harvard Business Review, “Of all the things that can boost emotions, motivations, and perceptions during a workday, the single most important is making progress in meaningful work.”3

Workplace gender inequality is a systemic problem that is caused by the operation of workplace systems, processes, and practices. Most existing DEI initiatives do not, however, focus on the systemic nature of this problem. Rather, they focus instead on trying to reduce gender inequality by increasing people’s awareness of their unconscious biases. The assumption is that people will, as a result, behave in less biased ways. But increasing awareness does not necessarily change behavior. After all, given that biases are unconscious it is hard to control their influence on our behavior. As we discuss in Chapter 5, increasing awareness of unconscious biases has done little to decrease workplace gender inequality.

To end such inequality and realize the promise of inclusive workplaces, we need to incorporate PATH’s workplace changes into our current DEI efforts. There are two fundamental causes of workplace gender inequality: structural discrimination and individual discrimination. Structural discrimination is the way that gendered workplaces’ day-to-day, taken-for-granted personnel-management practices systemically advantage men and disadvantage women. Individual discrimination is the consistent, predictably biased ways in which individuals behave in the context of gendered workplaces. Because of structural discrimination, the personnel-management practices in gendered workplaces operate in systemic ways in unequal career outcomes for women and men. Because of individual discrimination, women’s workplace experiences are much less pleasant, engaging, and inclusive than those of men.

PATH changes workplace structures that change individual behavior. As Rosabeth Moss Kanter, professor at the Harvard Business School, writes, “To understand (or change) outcomes, we must focus on structures … as well as individual behaviors and perceptions. Structure and behavior are constantly interacting and reinforcing each other.”4 PATH provides organizations with the processes, tools, and techniques to help dismantle structural discrimination. As a result of those changes, employees are exposed to—and begin to internalize—new, fairer, more egalitarian norms, expectations, and values. Adoption of PATH will not transform organizations overnight. It will, however, allow them to make steady, measurable, and meaningful progress toward inclusive, discrimination-free workplaces and truly welcome diversity and difference. PATH presents a carefully structured series of small wins that American business, professional, and nonprofit organizations can achieve as they steadily progress toward full gender equality.

What We Don’t Cover in This Book

This book is focused on ending gender inequality at work. There are, of course, many other areas of inequality that are matters of serious concern. In limiting our focus, we are not in any way implying that workplace gender inequality is more pressing or more important than any other types of inequalities. We focus on workplace gender inequality because it is a discrete, solvable problem, one that we have studied throughout our professional lives. Nevertheless, we’d like to acknowledge some of the other inequalities about which we are concerned but do not address here.

Intersectionality

We are acutely aware that all individuals who identify as women are not members of a uniform, homogeneous group. Women differ in a wide variety of ways—race, ethnicity, religion, age, education, economic status, physical and mental capacity, parental status, and identification as cisgender, non-binary, and LGBTQ+. In other words, among women there is a great deal of what has come to be called “intersectionality.”5 Because of intersectionality—the intersection of gender with race, ethnicity, age, and so forth—achieving gender equality for one group of women will not necessarily mean it has been achieved for others. For example, it is entirely possible that a discrimination-free workplace could be available to white women and not simultaneously be achieved for Black women. Nevertheless, all people who identify as women experience workplace gender inequality because they are women. Therefore, while we understand that individual women experience discrimination differently because of their unique social identities, all women suffer from workplace discrimination because they are women. It is that common experience of gender-based discrimination on which this book is focused.

Non-Gender Workplace Inequality

Entirely separate from any gender inequality, many people experience workplace inequality because of race, ethnicity, religion, age, education, economic status, physical and mental capacity, parental status, and identification as cisgender, non-binary, and LGBTQ+ as well. Indeed, workplace discrimination against Asian, Black, Latinx, and Native American men and women is extremely serious and pervasive. We view this discrimination as one of the most important social challenges that our country currently faces.

By focusing solely on gender inequality in this book we are not discounting or marginalizing the seriousness of these inequalities. We only attempt to tackle and solve this one serious and identifiable workplace inequality, about which we know a great deal more because of our experiences, consulting, and research.

Women’s Rights and Workplace Gender Inequality

There are troubling signs that women’s rights are under attack: their right to make decisions about their personal medical needs; their right to make career choices without damaging public criticism; and their right to pursue lifestyle options, without being condemned for their choices. Perhaps the most obvious and ominous instance of this attack is the Supreme Court’s 2022 decision overturning Roe v. Wade.6 In Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization,7 the Court held, “The Constitution makes no reference to abortion, and no such right is protected … by any constitutional provision including … the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.” In the Court’s view, such a right is only entitled to Constitutional protection if it is “implicit in the concept of ordered liberty.” Past courts have held that a woman’s right to an abortion is protected, because it is entailed in her fundamental “freedom to make intimate and personal choices that are ‘central to personal dignity and autonomy.’ ” According to the current Supreme Court, however, this freedom is not found in the concept of ordered liberty so it is not protected under the Constitution. The Dobbs decision swept away 50 years of women’s constitutionally protected reproductive rights overnight.

The Dobbs case has triggered further attacks on women’s rights with respect to their reproductive functions. For example, many states have introduced legislation to ban contraceptives, and Missouri has banned public funding of intrauterine devices and emergency contraceptive Plan B pills.8 The University of Idaho issued a memorandum advising faculty and staff that they were prohibited under state law from promoting services for abortion or for the prevention of conception.9 Six states now explicitly grant pharmacists the right to refuse to refill birth control prescriptions on moral or religious grounds.10 In New York State, a hospital denied medication to a woman that would “effectively manage her debilitating chronic pain” because she was of child-bearing age and the medication “might cause birth defects” if she were to become pregnant; something she was actively taking steps to prevent.11 And at the date we are writing, the proposed “Right to Contraception Act” appears doomed in the U.S. Senate because of Republican opposition.12

It is not only women’s rights to control their reproductive functions that are under attack. As we wrote in the second edition of Breaking Through Bias, following the 2016 election of our first openly misogynistic president, there was “an astonishing increase in open, hostile, mean-spirited criticism of successful women.”13 In addition, there has been considerable recent growth in explicit, purposeful anti-female criticism designed to intimidate, silence, and demean women. For example, the presence on social media of “men’s rights” groups has exploded with their assertions that white men “are victims who are falling prey to feminism, changing social norms, progressive thought and politics.”14

These strident secular attacks on women’s rights have their religious counterparts in the growing evangelical movement. Although “masculine authority, militarism, and the sexual and spiritual subordination of women” have been consistently espoused by this movement for decades, evangelicals have been far more willing in recent years to publicly preach that such a patriarchal world-view should be observed across all of society.15

These are serious assaults on women’s rights and women’s equal status in society at large. To date, however, the broad societal and organizational commitment to workplace gender equality seems to remain strong. Therefore, despite our deep concern about the assaults on women’s rights, our focus in this book is exclusively on ending gender inequality in the workplaces of those organizations whose leaders are truly and consciously committed to DEI.

What is Workplace Gender Inequality?

When women and men have conspicuously unequal workplace power, resources, and status, gender inequality may be at work. We say may be, because these inequalities may be due to factors other than the discriminatory treatment of women. For example, women and men may choose to pursue different career objectives; they may place greater value upon different activities in their lives; and they may enjoy and find satisfaction in different undertakings, commitments, and roles. Accordingly, in this book and in the PATH framework, when we refer to workplace gender inequality we are identifying an inequality in women’s and men’s opportunities to acquire power, resources, and status. Workplace gender inequality exists if women cannot attain what they want in their careers because they face explicit or implicit limitations, conditions, or obstructions that men do not face. Gender inequality also exists if men can attain better career outcomes because of privileges, advantages, or resources that women do not have.


Workplace gender inequality exists if women cannot attain what they want in their careers because they face explicit or implicit limitations, conditions, or obstructions that men do not face.



Given this definition of workplace gender inequality, its eradication does not require that women and men possess equal power, resources, and status, or that there is an equal representation of women and men at all leadership levels. Rather, it means that women have an equal opportunity to achieve parity and equal representation. Gender equality means women and men have equal advancement and leadership opportunities; receive equally challenging and career-advancing assignments; are given equal support, advice, and mentorship; are equally accepted into networks, social activities, and team projects; and are given equally helpful performance reviews, and equal recognition for equal accomplishments, and equal rewards for equal performance. In other words, workplace gender equality is not indicated by a tally of women’s and men’s respective positions and advancements, but by the extent to which women and men compete for career success on equal grounds.

Cartoons

A word about our use of cartoons to illustrate some very serious issues. Humor can greatly help individuals cope with difficult, biased, and stressful situations.16 Humor can help to make intellectually complex concepts emotionally compelling. We hope the cartoons in this book do that. We do not want to make workplace gender inequality seem humorous (it is profoundly not funny), but we do want to help readers see that some of the most egregious manifestations of inequality are strikingly ridiculous. As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words, and it is our hope that the cartoons will convey ideas that might have taken us another thousand words to get across. Workplace gender inequality is not a humorous matter, but we believe humor can draw us into closer emotional contact with that reality.

The Structure of the Book

This book is divided into four parts, with a glossary of important terms. In Part I, “Gender Inequality Today,” we review some areas of workplace leadership and advancement where the magnitude of gender inequality is particularly egregious. We have focused on these areas to emphasize the extent and depth of the discrimination suffered by women in their careers—and the pervasive underestimation of the extent and gravity of that discrimination. We proceed to show that many of the common explanations given for the existence of workplace gender inequality—premised as they are on some supposedly innate, non-biological differences between women and men—are simply gender myths. Then, we identify the actual causes of gender inequality and how they result from the gendered nature of our workplaces. In these workplaces, structural discrimination is “baked in” to personnel-management systems, processes, and practices. This reinforces the fundamental biases that underly individual discrimination.

We argue that structural discrimination is a systemic problem—a problem caused by the nature and operation of organizations’ personnel-management systems. Individual discrimination, in contrast, is a systematic problem—a problem of consistent, predictably less favorable treatment of women than men by their coworkers. We end Part I by discussing the obvious and not so obvious costs of ongoing workplace gender inequality for organizations, teams, and employees.

In Part II, “We Haven’t Made Much Progress,” we consider the supposed simple, quick fixes to gender inequality—mandates, laws, and directives—and why they don’t succeed in reducing either structural or individual discrimination. Next, we explain why anti-bias training and programs designed to make women more effective at pursuing career success on equal terms with men—programs designed to “fix the women”—are misguided, doing little to end workplace gender inequality. We end this part with a discussion of the reasons men have not been actively involved in DEI initiatives to date; why men are needed in the efforts to create workplaces that are truly diverse, equitable, and inclusive; and how we can help bring men to the table.

In Part III, “The PATH,” we introduce and describe in detail the four actions at the heart of the program, the need for organizations to:


•Prioritize elimination of exclusionary behavior

•Adopt discrimination-resistant methods of personnel decision-making

•Treat inequality in the home as a workplace problem

•Halt unequal performance reviews, career advice, and leadership opportunities



Business, professional, and nonprofit organizations can use these principles to develop practical, effective, and readily achievable processes, tools, and techniques to end gender inequality in the workplace.

In Part IV, “Putting It All Together,” we explain how organizations can implement PATH as the foundation of their personnel-management practices. To do so requires a strongly led, adequately resourced, and thoughtfully structured effort to overcome employees’ resistance to change—both status quo bias and men’s defense of their current workplace status. We also set out a well-designed and properly implemented plan that explicitly details how and by whom PATH’s workplace changes will be made. The final chapter concerns the promise of PATH. It provides an explicit discussion of the benefits that organizations, teams, and individuals will realize once this bold, innovative, and forward-looking initiative is implemented.

PATH is not another plea for people to be less biased, behave more inclusively, or increase their self-awareness of workplace discrimination. Of course these are all highly laudable objectives. But the ultimate goal of ending workplace gender inequality will not be achieved by appealing to individuals’ sense of fair play, encouraging them to be better people, or explaining how their unconscious biases can undermine their conscious beliefs. The past 30 years of well-meaning, well-intentioned DEI training has demonstrated this fact. Attacking the symptoms rather than the causes of gender inequality is simply not enough to get us to gender equality. Such desirable individual behaviors will only come about when we have engineered workplace systems that ensure fair, equal, respectful, and inclusive outcomes for women and men. PATH is about changing that workplace context. It is a no-nonsense, specific, and entirely realistic approach to ending workplace gender inequality.
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Chapter 1

Extent of Gender Inequality

TODAY, WOMEN MAKE UP MORE than 50 percent of American law school graduates.1 This is a dramatic improvement from the days when we went to law school. The year that Al graduated from law school, only 1 percent of his class were women. When Andie graduated from law school 11 years later, women made up 30 percent of her class. Over a short period of time, a remarkable transformation has taken place in legal education. This same record of women’s participation is repeated in other important areas of higher education. Women now earn more bachelor’s degrees, more master’s degrees, and more doctorate degrees than men.2 And, women now comprise 41 percent of students working toward a master’s in business administration (MBA).3

Here’s the problem: the dramatic gains that have been made in approaching true gender equality across American higher education have not been matched by similar workplaces advances once these highly qualified graduates enter their chosen career fields.

When we look at the gender composition of the leadership of all major areas of business, professional, and nonprofit activity, there is a distinct pattern of gender inequality, not gender parity. Take private law firms, for example. Although 47 percent of all associates (early career lawyers) are women at the “Am Law 200,” only 22 percent of equity partners at these top American law firms were women in 2019, compared with 16 percent in 2007. Not a meteoric growth curve.4 This lack of gender diversity in the leadership of private law firms is mirrored in most segments of the U.S. economy. But just how serious is this underrepresentation? A lot worse than you may think. Let’s first look at corporate America, and then at the professions.

Chart 1

Degrees Conferred by Sex: 2018-2019









	Associate’s degree

	1,012,202




	Male

	396,254

	39%




	Female

	615,948

	61%




	Bachelor’s degree

	1,911,018




	Male

	803,184

	42%




	Female

	1,107,834

	58%




	Master’s degree

	695,616




	Male

	250,842

	36%




	Female

	444,774

	64%




	Doctor’s degree1

	163,677




	Male

	71,337

	44%




	Female

	92,340

	56%




	1 Includes Ph.D., Ed.D., and comparable degrees at the doctoral level, as well as such degrees as M.D., D.D.S., and law degrees that were classified as first-professional degrees prior to 2010–12




	Data in this table represent the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Data are for postsecondary institutions participating in Title IV federal financial aid programs.







Data courtesy U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics

Gender Inequality in Corporate Leadership

In 2015, LeanIn.Org and McKinsey & Company started issuing an annual “Women in the Workplace” report. Every year since then, they have surveyed large U.S. corporations to determine the percentage of women working at various managerial levels. In the 2015 report, LeanIn/McKinsey looked back to data from 2012 for their first breakdown of the gender demographics of corporate leadership. Table 1 shows a comparison of women’s participation in corporate leadership; first in 2012, and then in 2022.

Table 1

Women in the Workplace: 2012 vs. 2022













	Year

	Entry Level

	Manager

	Sr. Mgr.

	VP

	Sr. VP

	C.Suite




	2012

	42%

	33%

	28%

	23%

	20%

	16%




	2022

	48%

	40%

	36%

	32%

	28%

	26%






Data from Women in the Workplace, October 2022, McKinsey & Company, www.mckinsey.com. Copyright © 2022 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.

Women in the C-Suite

The Table 1 comparisons show that there has been some progress made over the past decade. For example, women’s C-suite representation now runs at about 26 percent.5 This representation percentage is similar in companies in the Russell 3000® Index (R3000)6 and those in the Fortune 100. They’re closing in on 30 percent.7 Thus, if we look only at the percentage of women in the C-suite, the progress has been quite impressive. Nevertheless, in many ways, women’s C-suite representation masks the true story of the extent of gender inequality in American corporate leadership. First, as the Women in the Workplace comparison shows, women make up 48 percent of entry-level career professionals. By the time they get to the C-suite, however, their proportionate representation has dropped by half. What the Women in the Workplace 2022 study does not show is that women are not being promoted to the important seats of power in boardrooms or to named executive officer (NEO) positions across the United States.


What the Women in the Workplace 2022 study does not show is that women are not being promoted to the important seats of power in boardrooms or to named executive officer (NEO) positions across the United States.



The SEC requires publicly held companies to disclose the identities and compensation of their NEOs, defined as the chief executive officer (CEO), chief financial officer (CFO), and the next three highest paid corporate officials.8 NEO positions are critical for career advancement because they serve as stepping stones to the CEO position and to public board directorships. In short, stepping-stone positions lead to control. Only three Fortune 500 companies—Accenture, Insight Enterprises, and Kohl’s Corporation—include a rare leadership combination of both a woman CEO and a woman CFO.9

In 2020, Morningstar, a large investor information company, did an analysis of the proxy disclosures of 2,384 R3000 companies for the fiscal years 2015 through 2019. Morningstar found that in 2019, women held just 12.2 percent of all NEO positions and only 6 percent of CEO positions.10 While these numbers are up from 2015 (when women were just 9.4 percent and 4.1 percent, respectively), fewer than half of the R3000 companies had any women NEOs in 2019, and only 12 percent had more than one woman NEO. In other words, at the great majority of American corporations, men outnumber women by seven to one in NEO positions. Among Fortune 100 companies, women hold just 13 percent of these NEO positions—the stepping-stone positions for advancement to CEO and board membership.

Women’s seemingly noteworthy advancement into the C-suite is due largely to their promotion to positions without profit and loss (P&L) responsibility. Thus, women hold 38 percent of staff as opposed to line C-suite positions, such as chief human resources manager (CHRM), general counsel (GC), and chief commercial and marketing officer (CCMO). These positions are known as terminal positions. They are not often considered as stepping stones to more senior leadership roles.11 The Stanford Closer Look Series “Diversity in the C-Suite” report concludes that women’s presence in the C-suites of Fortune 100 companies is skewed toward lower-potential positions. The report notes that women disproportionately serve “in terminal functional roles that are not typically a path to becoming CEO” or “to corporate board service.”12 Among the broader group of R3000 companies, women hold only 10 to 11 percent of the stepping-stone positions and 25 percent of the other C-suite positions.13

The management consulting firm, Korn Ferry, has provided a detailed analysis of this inequality in the roles women and men hold in the C-suite. Analyzing the gender demographies of C-suites at the 1,000 largest companies, Korn Ferry found that women make up only 6 percent of CEOs, 12 percent of CFOs, and 18 percent of chief information officers (CIOs).14 Indeed, other studies suggest that only 8 percent of company divisions are led by women with P&L accountability.15

[image: Cartoon of male employee speaking to female employee outside of the Executive Lounge with a No Women sign on the door. He says to her “A glass ceiling? Don’t be ridiculous. The sign works just fine.”]
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The dramatic underrepresentation of women in stepping-stone and P&L positions is, in part, explained by the fact that men receive access to the kind of information and encouragement that is needed to pursue such roles with much greater regularity than do women. In a 2018 study of 3,038 U.S. professionals, only 14 percent of women as opposed to 46 percent of men were encouraged to consider P&L roles, and more than three times as many men had received detailed information on career paths leading to P&L jobs within the two years preceding the survey’s data collection.16

In addition to men’s informational and counseling advantages, women are also held back from obtaining stepping-stone positions because of gender stereotypes. In a 2017 study of more than 2,600 senior executives, women were found to be just as likely as men to possess the kinds of skills and charisma that are predictive of success as a future CEO.17 Yet, women CEO candidates were 28 percent less likely than their male peers to secure these top spots.18

Gender Inequality in Managerial Compensation

Another key indicator of the true extent of gender inequality in corporate leadership is managerial compensation. ADP Research Institute (ADPRI) analyzed gender pay records of about 13 million employees across all managerial levels of 30,000 firms in eight economic sectors in 2019.19 ADPRI divided these managerial positions into a number of levels and found gender pay gaps at every level. Interestingly, these pay gaps increased and decreased as women moved up the corporate ladder, and in ways that do not appear to make any sense.

ADPRI concluded that women appear to hit a “glass wall” at the top managerial levels, where they fell short of parity with men by 23 percentage points.20

[image: Cartoon of male boss speaking to female employee and says “While you’ll be doing the work of three men, Ms. Hopkins, you’ll be getting paid the work of one woman.”]
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Gender Inequality in the Broader Ranks of Management

Women’s underrepresentation in corporate leadership is not limited to C-suite positions, or to managers at the NEO level. The Women in the Workplace 2022 survey shows that women and men are nearly equal in their representation in entry-level positions, but that soon changes. Immediately afterward, men start their leadership ascent rising to 60 percent of managers, 64 percent of senior managers, 68 percent of VPs, 72 percent of SVPs, and 74 percent of C-suite executives.21

Of course, as men’s representation increases at ever-higher leadership levels, women’s representation decreases, in inverse proportion. By the time women reach the C-suite, they hold only 26 percent of these positions and fewer than 16 percent of the NEO positions. The ascent of men and the descent of women in senior leadership roles is reflected in Graph 1.

Graph 1

[image: Graph showing Leadership Level Representation]
Data from Women in the Workplace, October 2022, McKinsey & Company, www.mckinsey.com. Copyright © 2022 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.

Gender Inequality in Non-Profit and Private Firm Leadership

The substantial gender inequality in corporate leadership is reflected across many other sectors of the American economy. As we have already seen in the legal profession, women and men have been graduating from law schools at about parity since 2017. But women make up only 22 percent of equity partners. Although 58 percent of college students are now women, fewer than a quarter of college and university presidents are women.22 Women now outnumber men in medical schools,23 but they make up only 16 percent of deans and 18 percent of departmental chairs at these schools. And, the upper echelons of clinical medical practices are no better for women.24 In consulting, 39 percent of the professional workforce is women, but women are 17 percent of consulting firm partners.25 In financial service firms, women account for 22 percent of all leadership positions.26 Among the 100 leading architectural firms, only three are led by women, 10 percent of the top roles (including partner) are held by women, and 16 percent of these firms have no women in any management roles.27 In the science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields, women make up a paltry 3 percent of CEOs and 19 percent of company board members.28

The entertainment industry is awash with discrimination. Of the 100 top-grossing Hollywood films in 2020, women made up only 16 percent of the directors, 12 percent of the writers, 28 percent of the producers, 18 percent of the editors, and a (heartbreakingly measly) 3 percent of the cinematographers.29 In the same year, women made up only 34 percent of the major characters in top-grossing films30 (a relatively high number within the industry, perhaps indicative of the long history of women serving as totems in filmmaking). And women only filled 5.2 percent of the CEO positions at major television and movie studios.31

[image: Cartoon of male boss speaking to female candidate in interview and says “Excellent application, would you like to come back when you’re a man?”]
www.CartoonStock.com

Common Reactions to Gender Inequality in Leadership

Many people react to statistics that clearly show the severe underrepresentation of women in business, professional, and nonprofit leadership by claiming that inequality is due to women’s personal career and lifestyle choices.32 If pressed, they will claim that if there is any gender discrimination, it is so small as to be inconsequential.

Horatio Alger and Gender Inequality

Leaders often say that their workplaces operate as meritocracies where discriminatory obstacles do not exist to block women’s career ascent.33 Indeed, senior leaders’ strong convictions that career progression is based solely on merit is commonplace, reflecting the pervasive belief that “social rewards and status” in America are due entirely to individual merit and hard work.34 This perspective on the essential fairness in workplaces is illustrated by the Horatio Alger “rags to riches” stories for young adults and the children’s book, The Little Engine That Could. The not-too-subtle message that these stories convey is that anyone can get ahead and achieve whatever they want, if they have the talent and are willing to work hard enough.35 In fact, the belief that society operates in accordance with meritocracy principles presumes that there is a direct tie between social status and the efforts and abilities of individuals. Such a belief, of course, “legitimizes existing status differences among individuals and groups, and helps to justify the status quo.”36

Therefore, if there is gender inequality in business, professional, and nonprofit leadership it is because women either don’t have men’s leadership abilities, or they don’t work as hard as men do because of personal lifestyle choices.37
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The Cumulative Effect of Incremental Discrimination

The belief that gender inequality in senior leadership is due to the difference in women’s and men’s abilities is often bolstered by claims that obstacles to advancement are slight, at best. Unfortunately, even small discriminatory obstacles result in large gender disparities in senior leadership teams.

The incremental effects of small biases are illustrated by a 1996 computer simulation that shows a large, discriminatory impact of slight unequal treatment.38 In this well-cited simulation, published in American Psychologist, Richard Martell and his co-researchers assumed a hypothetical organization had eight hierarchical employment levels, ranging from entry-level to senior management. They further assumed that the hypothetical organization had 500 entry-level employees and 10 employees at the highest senior management level. At the beginning of the computer simulation, women and men were equally represented at all eight levels. Everyone in the company received a randomly generated rating (evaluation), with women being scored on a scale of 1 to 100 and men on a scale of 1 to 101. Men’s 1 percent advantage meant that men had a clear, if only very small, advantage over women. The simulation then assumed that periodically (say twice a year) there was a 15 percent attrition rate for employees at each of the eight levels. Employees with the highest ratings moving up to the next level, and new employees were added at the entry level. The attrition/promotion simulation process was run enough times so that no employee who had been at the company at the beginning of the simulation was still there at the end. At this point, even though women and men had started out equally represented at all eight hierarchical levels, men’s 1 percent advantage over women meant that men advanced to 65 percent of this hypothetical organization’s senior leadership positions, with women making up only 35 percent of the positions.39

A one percentage point difference between the ways in which women and men are treated in the workplace can have a dramatic effect on their career advancement. Even tiny inequalities in the basis of which women and men are evaluated, for example, allow men to gain substantial advantages over women.

Expanding upon the 1996 simulation model, a 2022 computer simulation model sought to link gender disparity to six empirically identified ways in which gender bias manifests within organizations. Assuming that these factors had a small (typically 2 percent disadvantage) effect on women’s careers, men ended up holding, after a series of promotion and turnover simulations, 84 percent of the hypothetical organization’s top leadership roles.40

A further point can be drawn from these simulation models. It is not the absolute magnitude of any special instance of discriminatory treatment that is important but the cumulative effect of consistent and continuous discriminatory treatment. This is the clear takeaway from this sophisticated computer modeling. If seemingly trivial instances of unequal treatment constitute a systematic pattern, it is easy for them to become systemic organizational problems as well—and in a chronically insidious manner. Subtle and seemingly insignificant discriminatory treatment—while easily ignored—can add up to become very significant over time.

The progression from seemingly insignificant to dramatic inequality is well illustrated by the 2018 resignation of Professor Lenore Blum from her tenured professorship at Carnegie Mellon University (CMU). When she resigned, Blum was the Distinguished Career Professor of Computer Science and had been on the CMU faculty for 20 years. Despite her senior status and many honors, she resigned over what she described as endemic sexism. Blum said, “Subtle biases and microaggressions pile up, few of which on their own rise to the level of ‘let’s take action’ but are insidious nevertheless.”41 Moreover, such biases and microaggressions create a double bind for women. As Blum noted, if women call attention to these slight displays of discrimination, “Attempts to point them out label you a complainer or ‘difficult.’ ”42 Yet, if women do not point them out, they risk continuing to suffer from cumulative, discriminatory treatment.

Blum, apparently, was not alone in viewing CMU as harboring sexist behavior. In a 2016 CMU survey, when asked if another faculty member had made “an assumption about you based on your birth sex,” 62 percent of the women but only 10 percent of the men answered “yes.”43 And CMU is far from unique. A Pew Research Center survey conducted in 2017 found that women were three times more likely than men to say they experienced repeated, small slights at work because of their gender.44
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If women and men consistently and predictably experience unequal career outcomes, it is likely that they also experience unequal workplace treatment. These inequalities may be identified in the assignments received; the networks available to them; the training, mentoring, or sponsorship they are provided; the exclusionary behaviors they encounter; the evaluations and the compensation they receive; or the resources available to them. This seems to be borne out by a Fortune opinion survey of more than 10,000 businesswomen who called for “an end to systemic discrimination and harmful stereotypes,” when asked the simple question, “What needs to change for more women to reach their full potential?”45

Discriminatory Impact of the Pandemic

At the time we were writing this book, more than one million people had died from the COVID-19 virus and related health issues; and close to 100 million people have contracted the virus in the United States.46 More Americans have died in this pandemic than in the Second World War and all subsequent wars in which the United States has been involved, combined. In addition to the human toll, the pandemic has also taken a rough toll on the American economy. Today, many economic dislocations related to the pandemic remain with us.

Discriminatory Impact of the Pandemic in the Home

The pandemic quickly exposed in painful, human terms the extent of the challenges that working women face at home. It is no secret that women and men spend unequal amounts of time on childcare and home-related tasks.47 When the pandemic forced most schools and daycare facilities to close, far more women than men with young children were forced to choose between taking care of their children and continuing with their jobs. As a consequence, Misty Heggeness, a senior advisor and principal economist at the U.S. Census Bureau, and her coauthors observed, “Working mothers are either willingly leaving jobs or are being forced out in extraordinary numbers.”48
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Mothers who were able to continue working full-time—which included most women in management positions—were more negatively affected by school and daycare closures than their male counterparts. These mothers reduced their work hours four to five times more often than comparably situated fathers.

In a survey of the Stanford University faculty, those faculty members with dependents (50 percent of women compared with only 33 percent of men) spent more than four additional hours each day on caregiving.49 Accordingly, these women had less time to pursue their professional endeavors, significantly reducing their participation in the kind of critical work needed for career advancement. As Jennifer March Augustine and Kate Prickett remarked in a 2022 article published in Demography, mothers increased the amount of time they spent in balancing paid work with caregiving by 346 percent, compared to fathers.50 Using time-use data from the American Time Use Survey, the authors noted that while fathers had marginal increases in their caregiving responsibilities, they were “not in activities that parents tend to rate as more stressful or intensive, such as supervising children’s schooling and multitasking at work.”51

As a result of the pandemic, the gender gap in work hours grew by 20 to 50 percent. This gender gap held true for women with male partners even when both partners worked full-time. Mothers with male partners reduced their work hours five times more often than did fathers.52


During the pandemic, “mothers increased the amount of time they spent in balancing paid work with caregiving by 346 percent, compared to fathers.”

—Jennifer March Augustine and Kate Prickett



Gender inequality in the home has a severe impact on women’s career opportunities. Because of this inequality, women face a clear tension between career advancement and their family and other domestic commitments. As a result, women want or need better flexibility, yet flexibility comes at a price that is often ignored in the frequent calls for “work/life balance.”53 As we will see in Chapter 10, organizations can do a great deal through their personnel policies to lessen the significant discriminatory impact of homelife inequality on women’s career advancement.

KEY TAKEAWAYS


•Women’s underrepresentation in senior leadership is far more severe than might be assumed if we only consider the Women in the Workplace 2022 data as shown in Table 1. Behind that data are many dramatic inequalities in women’s career advancement. The gender bias that exists in the C-suite is well known. What is less understood are the processes that determine who get promoted into key stepping-stone positions toward senior leadership roles, how, and why.

•Corporations are not the only workplaces characterized by gender inequality in their leadership ranks. Drastic inequalities in the gender representation in organizational leadership are reflected across all spheres of American economic life.

•Computer simulation models show that tiny amounts of incremental discrimination can accumulate over time to result in outsized gender discriminatory impacts.

•The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted gender inequality at work and at home.

•The many problems with workplace gender inequality are widespread and enduring, and their negative collective impact is not only corrosive, but extremely subtle.






Chapter 2

Causes of Gender Inequality

GENDER INEQUALITY IS PERVASIVE IN American workplaces. As women try to climb leadership ladders, they increasingly encounter gender-based obstacles.1 Women experience less career support, job satisfaction, and advancement opportunities than do men.2 They also are more likely to encounter instances of workplace bullying and incivility, microaggressions, and harassment.3

Workplace gender inequality is painfully apparent. But what are its causes, and why can’t we seem to identify them as readily as we would like? Perhaps the best way to zero in on workplace gender inequality is to first identify those causes that are most frequently given for it, and point out the mistaken assumptions underlying them.

Not surprisingly, people—particularly people at the top of major economic and professional organizations—would like to believe that gender inequality is due to factors outside of their control. Therefore, the paucity of women in business, professional, and nonprofit leadership roles is often attributed to women lacking the ambition, ability, or commitment to succeed. Too many leaders would prefer to simply believe these explanations.

As a result, explanations are commonly given for gender inequality: what we call, “The Five Gender Myths.” We will not detail the academic interchanges on each of these myths. Rather, we will simply describe them, and note the profound ways in which they tend to play out.

The Five Gender Myths

Myth 1: Women and Men Are Fundamentally Different in Nonbiological Ways

Many people believe that because of nature or nurture—heredity or environment—women and men have fundamentally different psychological and emotional characteristics.4 This belief is reflected in judgments about women’s and men
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Myth 2: Women Lack the Ambition to Handle Intense Competition10


Myth 3: Women Are Not as Self-Confident as Men14










Myth 4: Women Cannot Deal with Risk and Danger21


Myth 5: Women Are Caregivers








Gendered Workplaces
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Systemic and Systematic Gender Discrimination











Stereotypes and Structural Discrimination










The Four Biases and Individual Discrimination



Affinity Bias





Gender Bias















Out-Group Bias









Status Quo Bias
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Going Forward


KEY TAKEAWAYS
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