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Peoples, abilities and sexual orientation. Using an ecological model
of change, our action-oriented, evidence-based approach drives
social innovation across sectors.
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to solve pressing labour market challenges and ensure that everyone
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University, Blueprint, and The Conference Board of Canada, and are
funded by the Government of Canada’s Future Skills Program.
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Executive Summary

The study of gender barriers in the
workplace and how to overcome them is
critical to move toward gender parity in
Canadian corporate leadership. This report
details the results of a unique qualitative
study based on 50 interviews with some of
Canada’s most senior executive women. It
aims to understand their lived experiences
and perspectives on skills, enablers and
barriers to women’s advancement to senior
leadership in corporate Canada. It also
makes recommendations for change on

societal, organizational and individual levels.

Context

Fair and equitable participation for all
groups is a cornerstone of a strong and
growing economy. However, systemic
barriers stemming from institutional and
cultural biases continue to put equity-
deserving groups at a disadvantage across
the Canadian labour market. Research
shows that women face ongoing inequities
in employment and career progression,
even with in-demand skills and education.
Women'’s careers continue to stall at
senior leadership, which contributes to
reports of less diverse representation at
the board level, C-suite and executive
tables. Disadvantages are compounded for

individuals with intersectional identities,
such as women who are also members of
other equity-deserving groups. Thus, while
the case for increased gender representation
in leadership roles is well-documented —and
equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) has seen
increased prioritization by governments,
organizations and the public—progress
remains uneven.

Barriers to corporate advancement for
diverse women in Canada exist at societal,
organizational and individual levels.
Stereotypes and biases contribute to the
gender gap, alongside other barriers.
Enablers for women’s leadership include
sponsorship and mentorship, leadership
development training for women, inclusive
executive leadership and methods to
improve work flexibility, as well as capacity
building at societal, organizational and
individual levels.



Research objectives and methods

This study had five objectives, which were to do as follows:
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Examine the Understand Explore the
lived experience the role impact
of diverse senior women of skills in their of the COVID-19
on boards and in executive leadership pandemic on the
leadership in private-sector trajectories advancement of women
corporations in Canada in corporate leadership

through a focus on barriers
and enablers of their careers
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Identify implications Examine the role
and make recommendations for skills of corporate EDI policies
development and organizational and practices

capacity building for advancement
of diverse women leaders

To reach these objectives, we conducted
in-depth interviews with 50 senior executive
and C-suite women from across Canada
representing different industries and with
diverse backgrounds (i.e., race, culture,
Indigenous identity, religion and sexual
orientation). We analyzed these interviews
using rigorous qualitative data analysis
methods and arrived at five key themes:
barriers, gender pay gap, enablers, skills
and skills development, and approaches to
overcome the glass ceiling.




Findings

The report presents five principal sets
of findings from the interviewees’ lived
experience.

First, it identifies barriers to advancement.
The women interviewed for this study
identified being different, unspoken

rules, conformity culture and caregiving
responsibilities as major barriers to advance
to senior leadership positions.

Second, the interviewees shared their
experience with persistent gender pay
inequities. Results indicate that differential
compensation based on gender is
experienced, including at the executive level,
and challenges remain to even identify these
compensation inequities. Issues relating

to organizational culture and entrenched
systems further exacerbate these struggles.

Third, the report presents enablers to
women’s advancement to executive
positions. The most discussed enabler

to success was the presence of effective
sponsors and supportive networks, including
supportive men as mentors and allies, that
made critical connections for advancement.
The interviewees also indicated that having
more women in senior leadership was
helping to shift corporate culture.

Fourth, the discussion of key skills that
assist in career advancement and how to
acquire them revolves around four themes:
leadership skills and development focused
on advanced social and emotional skills,
education and training that highlights the
importance of credentials, coaching to get

individualized advice and mentorship for
advancement.

Fifth, the report summarizes approaches that
the interviewed women took to overcome the
glass ceiling. Earlier in their careers, women
accepted opportunities that were given to
them, created their own opportunities and
chose opportunities strategically either
inside or outside their organization. To step
into senior leadership, women bypassed

the glass ceiling because their company

was supportive, were hired externally or
were sought-after due to their level of
specialization. In some cases, they pushed
through the glass ceiling through sacrifice,
endurance and mental fortitude, or moved
on to another company to move up in the
hierarchy there.

Conclusions and
recommendations

The study concludes with a set of concrete
recommendations for future action at
societal, organizational and individual levels.

More action continues to be needed at the
societal level. Policies and programs must
challenge stereotypes to make it easier for
women to thrive and advance.

Organizational strategies and practices
around governance and leadership,

human resources, culture, target setting,
transparency and accountability can better
embed gender through the organization’s
value chain to support women’s
advancement. Many of the suggestions,
based on women’s experiences, centre on
ensuring that critical gender and diversity



perspectives and expertise inform leadership
practices and improve organizational
policies, process and culture. Strategies

are needed to build pathways to women’s
advancement, to fix leaks in the talent
pipeline that reduce the pool of qualified
women and to ensure leaders who break
through the glass ceiling do not get pushed
off a glass cliff once they have advanced.

On the individual level, recommendations
include the strategic development of
knowledge, skills, abilities and other
characteristics for women who aspire to hold
senior leadership positions and for leaders
and decision-makers within organizations.

The report provides insights into the work
needed to not only support diverse women
leaders but also create a workforce of
individuals with the knowledge, skills,
abilities and other characteristics to create
an inclusive workplace. Professional
development, mentoring, coaching,
sponsorship and other supports are
important to ensure women have the
competencies, networks and understanding

of unspoken rules to rise to the top and

stay there. However, the focus cannot be on
“fixing the women.” Tangible, measurable
actions (with measurement, incentivization
and reporting) are needed to shift hearts and
minds at all levels of the organization and
create meaningful inclusion.

This report provides a snapshot, and

more research and analysis are needed.
Companion pieces focused on the
experiences of Indigenous women on
boards, as well as women in sectors such
as science, technology, engineering and
mathematics, build on the intersectional
perspectives shared in this report. Other
research, such as the DiversityLeads report,
offers more insight into the representation
of women on boards and in senior roles
across regions and sectors and how context
plays a role. Finally, other reports on leading
practices and the best practices database
of the Diversity Institute offer practical
examples of how corporations are advancing
their EDI strategies for results.




Context

Introduction

Across Canada, systemic barriers rooted

in institutional and cultural biases continue
to put equity-deserving groups at a
disadvantage in the labour market. Research
shows that women face ongoing inequities
in employment and career progression,

even with in-demand skills and education.
Women'’s careers continue to stall at senior
leadership, which contributes to reports

of less diverse representation at the board
level, C-suite and executive tables. 2 Among
full- and part-time employees in Canada,
women still make 89 cents of each dollar
men make as of 2021.2 Disadvantages

are compounded for individuals with
intersectional identities, such as women who
are also members of other equity-deserving
groups. Yet, fair and equitable participation
for all groups is a cornerstone of a strong
and growing Canadian economy. A 2017
study from the McKinsey Global Institute
found that improving gender equality in the
workplace could increase Canada’s gross
domestic product (GDP) by as much as
$150 billion by 2026.* The case for increased
gender representation in leadership roles is
well documented: accessing larger talent
pools, serving diverse markets, driving

innovation and sustainability and avoiding
risk. However, progress remains uneven. At
the same time, equity, diversity and inclusion
(EDI) has seen increased prioritization by
governments, organizations and the public,
with new attention given to gaps and
possibilities highlighted during the COVID-19
pandemic.

The evolving context of gender
equity in corporate leadership

Considerable research has documented the
underrepresentation of women in leadership
in the corporate sector and factors

shaping this gender gap at the societal,
organizational and individual levels. Women
are underrepresented as chief executive
officers (CEOs), on boards of directors and
as business owners. Despite making up
one-half of university educated workers and
participating in every industry, women lead
only 8% of Fortune 500 companies in the
U.S. Less than 1% are racialized women.®
Recent data from Canada shows that while
progress is being made, a related gap is
becoming wider: women earn less than men
after post-secondary graduation.® More
recently, the Diversity Institute reported

that despite women making up 50% of the
population, their representation on corporate



boards in major Canadian cities ranges from
a low of 31.5% in Calgary to a high of 39.7%
in Vancouver. The representation of women
in senior management overall is even lower,
ranging from 21.3% in Vancouver to 26% in
Montreal.”

Occupational segregation, where women
are underrepresented in high-paying jobs,
and underrepresentation in leadership roles
contribute to wage and employment gaps.®
The wage differential between men and
women is one of the clearest indicators

of workplace gender inequity. Canada
continues to have one of the highest
gender wage gaps among countries in the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD).* '° In 2020,
women earned 84% of what men earned in
hourly wages.'": 2 The drop-off of women
at senior levels is well documented in the
literature' and observed in the collective
lived experiences of the participants in

this study. There were still as many men
named Mark as there are women among
the top-paid 100 CEOs in Canada in 2023:
four.* Just as alarming, a recent study of
women board directors and senior corporate
leaders found that they earn 56% less than
their men counterparts, and that racialized
executives who are women earn 32% less
than their women counterparts who are non-
racialized.” This shows that the inequities
and barriers are exacerbated for women
leaders who have intersecting identities,
such as being Indigenous, racialized,

living with a disability or identifying as
2SLGBTQ+.'8

There is often an assumption that women opt
out of leadership roles because balancing
family responsibilities and working in a
competitive corporate environment are not
compatible. But were this a full explanation,
women without children would experience
a different career and pay trajectory than
those with children. Instead, research has
shown that women are typically held to
higher standards and judged less often on
their potential than men. One U.S. study
suggested the gender gap in advancement
is partly due to standard performance
appraisal systems where women are
receiving lower ratings because of time
away for caregiving.'” Work-life balance

is not the culprit. Rather, as another study
suggests, the general culture of overwork
encourages women to take “career-derailing
accommodations to meet the demands of
work and family.”'® Women and men suffer
from these factors, but women pay much
higher professional costs.



A cultural shift has been documented, with
women making progress in the workplace
(albeit slowly), through better representation
in leadership roles and a diminishing wage
gap.' Yet institutionalized gender bias in
corporate Canada persists, limiting the
effectiveness of inclusive practices. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed the substantial
burden of unpaid work for women, especially
for diverse and racialized women.?® Despite
progress in Canada with respect to child
care, supports for women’s entrepreneurship
and a heightened corporate focus on EDI
programs, much remains to be done.*

Data on the representation of women and
other equity-deserving groups indicate

that organizational practices need to

be improved, with greater emphasis on
career advancement and mobility for these
groups.? In addition to the wage gap and
underrepresentation in leadership roles,
women experience overt discrimination (e.g.,
women engineers are paid less) as well as
microaggressions in the workplace.?

At the societal level, longer-term changes
in the economic, political and corporate
landscape have resulted in shifts in

the landscape for women in leadership
roles over time. With more women in

the workforce, norms and expectations
are changing. Policies like national child
care and improved parental leave make a
difference.

Legislative and regulatory frameworks

that require reporting and organizational
policies also have an impact. For example,
Canada’s Employment Equity Act, Pay
Equity Act and the more recent Act to amend

the Canada Business Corporations Act,

in addition to provincial regulations, have
increased requirements for reporting on
the advancement of women.?* Designated
groups under the Employment Equity Act
include women, Indigenous or “Aboriginal”
Peoples, racialized people or “visible
minorities” and persons with disabilities.! For
this study, equity-deserving groups include
these designated groups, as well as those
who identify as Black people and persons
who identify as 2SLGBTQ+.

Broad environmental and political shifts
have also contributed to the evolution

of EDI in Canada. Growing emphasis on
environmental, social and governance (ESG)
accountability often includes EDI and is
shaping investor behaviour and thus the
behaviour of corporations.?® Policies and
initiatives such as the 50 - 30 Challenge,
the 30%+ Club and the BlackNorth Initiative
have drawn new attention and action

to the issue of the gender and diversity

gap in corporate leadership. The 50 - 30
Challenge asks firms to make aspirational
commitments to gender parity (50% women
and/or non-binary people) and significant
representation (30%) of members of other
equity-deserving groups on Canadian
boards and/or senior management. To date,
it has garnered more than 2,500 signatories
committing to internal policies and timelines
for increased representation in leadership.2®
These voluntary codes also reinforce the
importance of thinking beyond gender

1 Visible minority is an individual who is non-white in
colour or race; this is distinct from Indigenous
identities. This term is not widely accepted and can
be replaced with “racialized.”



and applying an intersectional lens. The
new public awakening on race relations in
the wake of George Floyd’s 2020 murder
has also contributed to a more concerted
effort to address anti-Black racism and
urgency for EDI. Similarly, the discovery of
unmarked graves of Indigenous children in
Kamloops, B.C., reinforced new corporate
efforts around Truth and Reconciliation.
However, cultural stereotypes and gendered
expectations remain strong, despite

the business case for diversity in senior
leadership.?

At the organizational level, calls for more
inclusion and a shift from traditional, often
man-centric, corporate leadership?® have
not translated into substantive changes in
terms of women'’s leadership representation.
The shock of the COVID-19 pandemic drew
attention to the burden of unpaid work for
women and the need for a “she-covery,”

but that will soon fade without a focused
movement toward gender parity and general
equitable practices.?® However, given this
unique window for change, many firms are
looking to examine their policies, practices
and procedures with the aim of enhancing
diversity in leadership.

Low numbers of women at corporate tables
are a result of systemic barriers preventing
promotion to executive levels, but also
reinforce gendered notions of leadership.

A common argument is that there are not
enough qualified candidates (i.e., women)
for leadership positions because of gaps
or “leaks” in the pipeline.*®* However there
is research to suggest the issues are more
related to the ways in which qualifications

and expertise are framed. Enough qualified
women are in the pipeline; the issue is that
barriers to advancement result in women
being removed or removing themselves from
the pipeline.®

Long-standing patterns show that women
experience barriers in the form of biases,
generalizations and stereotypes. This
suggests that women do not advance
because they are oversensitive and
emotional or leave the workplace to start
families.®? Gender incongruity theory tells us
that societally accepted beliefs about men
and women, including about men being seen
as leaders, create a pre-existing workplace
prejudice against women. Research is

also clear that increased representation

will serve to shift such beliefs and has an
important influence on women'’s aspirations
to lead.® In attaining such representation
and cultural change, it is critically important
that gender and diversity are considered

as core within all dimensions of corporate
strategy.** These dimensions include a range
of organizational processes: leadership

and governance, recruitment, selection and
promotion processes, organizational culture,
performance indicators, the value chain and
community engagement.

At the individual level, perceptions, norms
and stereotypes have held women back.
Training for individuals has tended to focus
on women themselves, following a “fix

the women” strategy while ignoring the
need to shift the knowledge, attitudes and
behaviour of others in the organization.
Gendered notions of leadership often
mean that women are caught in a double
bind. If they exhibit traits associated with



masculinity they are criticized, while if they
exhibit traits associated with femininity
they are not considered “leaderly.”® There
is also evidence that they are challenged
not just by men in the workplace but by
other women who may also hold gendered
views of leadership.®® Women are often
blamed for not being more assertive and
then punished when they are,* which is
unsurprisingly challenging for navigating a
corporate environment. The phenomena of

the tall poppy and glass cliff are still evident.

When women rise, they may be cut down or
pushed off because they don’t belong.*®

While research on the impact of networking
is not unequivocally positive, it can build
reputation, create influence, offer social
supports, provide feedback, improve the
flow of information and referrals, and
regulate access to jobs and promotions.394°
However, there are also concerns about

gender-segregated networks which, like
employee resource groups, may constitute
only a temporary benefit en route to true
gender parity.*!

Some research focuses on what are

seen as gaps in women'’s experience and
competencies, suggesting that women
need to become better versed in functional
areas like finance or relational skills.*? As a
result, many development programs aim to
empower women to acquire such skills.*
However, such an approach can backfire if
it inadvertently perpetuates a masculinized
view of leadership skills.**

Through this unique interview study with 50
executive women in Canada, many of these
issues are explored. New findings emerge
that point to ways forward for women in
corporate settings, policy makers and
corporations aiming to value and advance
talented women.




Research objectives and methods

We conducted the study with five objectives in mind:
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Examine the Understand
lived experience the role
of diverse senior women of skills in their
on boards and in executive leadership
leadership in private-sector trajectories

corporations in Canada
through a focus on barriers
and enablers of their careers
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Identify implications
and make recommendations for skills
development and organizational
capacity building for advancement
of diverse women leaders
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Explore the
impact
of the COVID-19
pandemic on the
advancement of women
in corporate leadership

Examine the role

of corporate EDI policies
and practices



We conducted in-depth interviews with 50
senior executive women in Canada to learn
from their lived experiences of barriers and
enablers to advancement, their perceptions
of inclusive practices and their thoughts on
necessary future changes.

Purposive sampling was used to identify
women in senior roles who met the following
criteria:

> Their employer must meet the 30%+
Club criteria (i.e., have at least 30%
representation of women in the C-suite or
on their corporate board).?

> Their employer must be a large
partnership (e.g., law firms), private-sector
firm or corporation with 250 or more
employees, or high revenue.

> Professional services firms, institutional
investors.

> Individual participants must hold executive
directorship on a corporate board and/
or be a managing partner with voting
power (e.g., senior vice-president) or hold
a current position or recent experience in
the C-suite.

An intersectional perspective was used to
consider the experiences of women who
were racialized, Indigenous, living with a
disability or were otherwise diverse, as well
as white women. Women interviewed for this
study also discussed their faith, immigrant
and socio-economic backgrounds.

2 The 30%+ Club is a business campaign aiming to
achieve at least 30% representation of women on
boards and executive leadership teams all over the
world.
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We conducted in-depth
interviews with 50 senior
executive women in Canada
to learn from their lived
experiences of barriers and
enablers to advancement,
their perceptions of inclusive
practices and their thoughts on
necessary future changes.

Additional experiences spanned gender

and sexual identity, ageism, neurodiversity
and mental health. Each interview captured
demographic data and has been anonymized
with all identifiers removed for this report.
Figure 1 shows the ethnic self-identification
of participants.




FIGURE 1.

Ethnic self-identification of participants

White: North American

White: European
(e.g., British, ltalian)

Asian: South
(e.g., Indian, Pakistani)

Other

Black: Caribbean
(e.g., Barbadian)

Indigenous:
First Nations, Inuit, Metis

Asian: East
(e.g., Chinese, Japanese)

Black: North American

Middle Eastern
(e.g., Egyptian)

17.91%

14.93%

0% 10% 20%

Note: n = 48; two of the 50 participants did not respond to the survey.

29.85%

30%




Interview questions addressed the following
topics:

1. Personal career and leadership trajectory

2. Barriers to women’s advancement in the
workplace (e.g., Have you experienced or
observed barriers to [women, Indigenous
peoples, racialized or Black people,
persons with disabilities or those who are
2SLGBTQ+] aspiring to leadership roles?
How are different groups treated?)

3. Enablers to women’s advancement
in the workplace (e.g., What enabled
your success in terms of organizational
supports? Did or do you have a mentor(s),
sponsor(s) and/or role model(s) who
supported you in obtaining your current
role? How important was this to your
success and on your journey to executive
leadership?)

4. Skills for leaders advancing to executive
management and how to acquire these
skills (e.g., What training, knowledge, skills
or attributes do you think have made you
successful, including in your current role?)

5. Individual skills of others/decision-makers
and organizational practices related to
building diversity and inclusion within the
boardroom and C-suite

6. COVID-19 pandemic effect.

Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed,
anonymized, coded and analyzed based

on common techniques for qualitative

data analysis. The researchers compared
the analysis in the core areas of focus
(barriers, gender pay gaps, enablers, skills
and skills development, and approaches

to overcome the glass ceiling) to the
literature. This comparison helped to identify
commonalities, divergence and gaps in the
research, including prevailing practices and
proposed solutions for improved practices
as noted by the participants. It extrapolated
from the data and the literature where
appropriate.




Findings were organized around the five
major themes.

Barriers to women’s
advancement

In detailing their career and leadership
trajectories, interviewees described the
barriers and enablers that affected their own
advancement, as well as the advancement of
women more generally, into executive roles.
Barriers related to being different, unspoken
rules, a prevailing culture of conformity and
caregiving responsibilities.

Many interviewees reported feeling excluded
or “othered.” Some spoke about feeling

out of place in their workplaces. While
colleagues who were white men or others
who “fit in” were provided instructions

to navigate the corporate environment

and careers, they were not. Respondents
reported that this delayed opportunities to
advance to the C-suite and denied them
opportunities for executive leadership roles.

10



Being different

“... when you’re going in as a female, and a
Black female, and working in an environment
where you will be with all white colleagues,
you have to navigate the system whereby
your voice is heard, because sometimes
managers overlook you because, guess
what, you’re different.” (Subj_2-7)

A pattern emerged of interviewees feeling
that they were regarded differently than
colleagues by virtue of any characteristic
that made them stand out. This had

an overall negative influence on their
professional advancement. The study
participants reported barriers to their career
trajectory based on characteristics such

as gender, racialization, economic status,
sexual orientation and age (being regarded
as too young or old). Personal differences
based on clothing, cultural background,
accent, family status and lack of family
connections also affected advancement.
This theme was prominent among diverse
executive women. Being perceived as
different influenced women’s behaviour and
identities, as well as how others relate to
them and how they relate to others. This
ultimately affected their journeys to success.

However, not all participants reported
negative influences on their careers based
on gender and a small number were adamant
that their gender or race had no influence.

11

“You go in, you learn everything, you try

to get an A+, and you move on to the next
bigger, better thing. | went into corporate
Canada with that mindset, without anyone
having tainted it by telling me that wasn’t the
way that worked.” (Subj_2-4)

“I’'m not going to say that sexism doesn’t
exist. | think people put too much emphasis
on it and they use it as a crutch.” (Subj_2-9)

Those respondents who did not confirm a
connection between having characteristics
seen as different and limits to advancement
opportunities still reported experiences

of discomfort, bias, microaggressions,
discrimination, lack of support and sabotage.

“l experienced every bias you can ever
imagine. Too young. Not ethnic enough. Or
the only ethnic person. Married, not married,
kids, not kids, that whole stage of transition.
There were people who thought | slept my
way to the top, and the person they thought
| had done that with, which was completely
not true, would never deny it!” (Subj_1-4a)

Other interviews uncovered stories of women
feeling like they were under a magnifying
glass with how they dressed, spoke and
wore their hair. They reported being held to
higher standards than their men colleagues.
Black women reported avoiding feeding
into the stereotype of being angry. Others
said they had overcompensated for general
lower regard in the workplace (i.e., through
amassing credentials or being excessively
prepared for meetings). One participant
suggested that the men with whom she
worked were automatically given respect at
the senior executive table, but that she had



to earn it as the only woman there (Subj_2-
12). Further, it seems that “being different”
can be an institutionalized practice:

“l was the only woman, and they had no clue
how to work with a woman. | really felt like |
had to go into every executive team meeting
like | was going into a fight, right? Elbows
up, really having to get my voice heard and
lean into my point of view. It was exhausting.
| had to really push to be heard at that time.”
(Subj_3-26)

“... depending on the age group, a lot of
[men] never had a mother who worked. For
a lot of them, their wives don’t work. And so,
the dynamic [of working] with a woman is
different.” (Subj_3-15)

“... if you don’t exemplify what a leader
looks like from 1960, you don’t get ahead.
It’s uncomfortable for the leadership group
to have someone different. And so, ‘l can’t
possibly have a woman on my team; what’s
my wife going to think?’ ‘What about when
we go out and have drinks with the boys?
She’s not going to fit in.’ It’s this whole thing
about ‘fit’ and ‘culture;’ that’s what has held
it back.” (Subj_3-14)

Being the only one

Women executives with intersecting
racialized and 2SLGBTQ+ identities, as well
as women executives more generally in
business, finance and technology sectors,
reported being the only one rather than part
of a minority group.

“... you notice you’re different, right? There’s
20 people in the boardroom and I’m the only
non-white woman.” (Subj_3-3)

“I was the only woman, and they
had no clue how to work with
a woman. | really felt like | had

to go into every executive team
meeting like | was going into a
fight, right? Elbows up, really
having to get my voice heard
and lean into my point of view.

It was exhausting. | had to really
push to be heard at that time.”

“There [are] one or two other female partners
that identify as LGBTQ+. But | am the only
out one [who is] truly out. There are times
where | feel like a population of one. And we
have 600 partners here!” (Subj_2-20)

Being different simply by being the only
one is a barrier for many women seeking
advancement because it implies they have
no moral supports. Interviewees spoke
about a lack of community and a lack of
understanding about the reality of being
different.

“The more senior | get, | feel like the more
alone | am becoming. | had lots of friends
as a junior associate who were like me, then
more at mid-level and other women with



children as | was coming up as a senior
partner. But now, | am at a point where
there’s very few people like me at the level
that I’'m at, and | look around and | think,
‘Something’s gotta give. Either I’'m going to
turn into them or | gotta leave. | can’t be here
by myself and be myself.”” (Subj_2-8)

“ ... we’re on a Zoom call over COVID, and
three of [the clients] said to me separately,
‘Wow, you must be so happy that you work
for [such a progressive organization] and
due to the success of affirmative action,
you’re able to be at this [executive] position.’
And here | am on Zoom ... | still looked
professional —hair, makeup, jewelry, clothes,
done. And | do all of that as a defence
mechanism, because | am tired of going into
restaurants, tired of going into events and
people asking me for the washroom, can |
get some more water, my knife dropped—
tired of it. If | am going to an event tonight,

| am wearing a different colour so that |
obviously am not a wait staff. But that still
happens.” (Subj_3-15)

When genders act differently than
their prescribed roles

The prevalent biases reported by
respondents were consciously and
unconsciously exercised by all genders.
Being penalized for being a woman was not
only perpetrated by men, but sometimes by
women as well.

“lI saw some women who were successful at
the bank and elsewhere, and they were the
women where, there was a little bit of, ‘I got
here by myself; nobody helped me. I’'m going
to roll that ladder up behind me.’” (Subj_3-2)

“My colleague is a young Black biracial
woman, and she experienced one managing
partner who was a Black woman, who would
not do anything to support Black women.
She had this view of, ‘l had it tough and I’'m
not going to make things better for you.’
Whereas I’'m of the belief that it shouldn’t be
tough: you shouldn’t need 16 degrees, and
you shouldn’t have to experience trauma.

| experienced it, but | never want anyone

to go through that. And I’m trying to create
a workplace that is going to not allow for
that, but it’s hard for one person to do that.”
(Subj_2-6)

Many participants spoke of incidents

where they were not supported by other
women colleagues as well as women who
were senior to them. The senior executive
professional women in our study have
experienced poor and strong leadership
throughout the span of their careers, and
some named other women as a barrier in the
workplace.

One respondent explained that the
unsupportive senior women she worked
with had “killed themselves to the top”

and had bad experiences on the way.

This engendered a mindset to make other
women “pay.” (Subj_2-15) Others witnessed
competitiveness, hostility (“like she’s ready
to attack”), having to take care not to
outshine other women, being viewed as a
threat and “dragging [other] women down”
(Subj_1-11b). Some racialized respondents
identified a clear pattern of white women
being problematic. They observed an
insecurity among leaders they worked with
who were white women. This translated into
perpetuating barriers in the workplace that
they themselves had experienced.



“... [the white woman leader] sits very
comfortably in her white privilege. But my
team is small and they’re also racialized
women. Her team thinks she’s the best
thing ever, because they are all white and
blonde like her and she’s created that kind
of environment that allows her to succeed in
that way.” (Subj_2-6)

Another example of women reinforcing
gender traditionalism comes not out of
malice, but out of support and caring. One
respondent recounted a woman colleague
questioning her for accepting a promotion
to vice-president: “Are you sure you want
to take this promotion? You now have small
kids at home; are you sure?” While well-
meaning, this form of support contributes
to undermining ambitious women and
perpetuating societal gender roles.

Interview participants also experienced
supportive men as C-suite leaders who
leveraged their differences into success.

“One of [my past executive leader’s] theories
was that for really, really complicated
nuanced jobs, he liked hiring moms. He
thought they had the ability to navigate
ambiguity, the ability to prioritize one
favoured child over another at times because
it's what was called for. To juggle all those
responsibilities and balance many interests.
So, in this chief operating officer role, | was
the third mom of three to be in the role.”
(Subj_2-1)

“There was a concerted effort by the
president, who is a huge supporter of women
and diversity. And, even though he is a white
middle-aged man, he is a big supporter.”
(Subj_3-6)

While the first example above is also
gendered (in the sense that the executive
leader evidently did not believe that

dads would share these abilities), many
interviewees were clear that their personal
experiences of discrimination and barriers
to advancement should not be framed as
men versus women. They articulated that
they know and respect very hard-working,
cisgendered, able-bodied men with whom
they work. They experienced supportive
men and unsupportive women as corporate
leaders. However, knowing individuals who
respond differently than what is prescribed
by society and organizational culture did not
change the fact that interviewees identified
reduced opportunities due to characteristics
that singled them out as being different.



Unspoken rules

Participants reported unspoken rules in the
workplace and referenced not having access
to such rules, not knowing how to “play the
game” or being ascribed gender roles that
do not fit the rules.

The challenge of unspoken rules in the
corporate world is not exclusive to equity-
deserving individuals. However, interviewees
responses provided evidence that navigating
a corporate career without knowing the rules
is more difficult for women than for men.
One participant hypothesized that the reason
the rules are not written down is to preserve
power for a select few. In other words, the
path to success is not supposed to be
accessible to all.

We observed that these rules do not just
govern how to ascend the corporate ladder
but that the corporate world operates in
favour of men overall. Respondents offered
examples of how it remains an expectation
in today’s corporate world for women

to behave a certain way to fit a certain
model of how executive leaders behave.
That said, many participants noted an
improvement throughout their careers as the
acceptance of gender equity has evolved,
but this has not erased what has become
institutionalized practice.
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“I was very careful to show
up the way that they could
accept me to be. Less: not too
confrontational, easy to work
with, solve all the problems,
smooth all the edges, that kind
of person.”

“l was very careful to show up the way
that they could accept me to be. Less:
not too confrontational, easy to work with,
solve all the problems, smooth all the
edges, that kind of person.” (Subj_2-4)

“l didn’t fit the mould of what they expected
a woman in the workplace to be.” (Subj_2-18)

“Coming into the role, it very quickly
became apparent that women aren’t
really meant to speak. It’s kind of like
this old-school environment. I’'m talked
down to, I’'m treated as if | am very junior,
whereas I’'m probably more experienced
and qualified than most of the executives
in the organization.” (Subj_2-13)



Such unspoken rules also translated into
gendered assumptions that limited women’s
advancement.

“Women can’t be seen out for dinner with a
man. As a one-on-one, | was told, no, that
would be perceived wrong. But men have
the opportunity for one-on-ones with males.
I mean, you have to then change the system
if it’s that broken that | can’t have a dialogue
with someone without it being perceived
like there is an affair going on, which is
ridiculous, right? It is so frustrating having
that inequality and [being prevented from]
access to opportunity.” (Subj_3-17)

Some unspoken rules were reported to be
specific to individual firms or companies. At
one organization, the accepted practice was
that you couldn’t apply for promotions within
your first year of working there. However,

the interviewee was unaware of this rule,

so she did it anyway and succeeded (i.e.,
ignorance was a strategy to advancement).
Other rules are more general and rationalized
through meritocracy. For example, if an
overwhelming number of equity-deserving
individuals happen to not make it through a
rigorous hiring practice then the suggestion
is made that they don’t have what it takes

to succeed. Yet, discussions with many of
our executive participants uncovered that
men receive more support from other men to
climb the ladder:

“... there’s a double standard that still very
much exists for females. And this is just from
the female perspective, | can’t speak for
other lenses of diversity. But there is a fast-
tracking for men that happens because more
men are leaders so they feel that they can




connect as mentors for other men. There are Table 1 lists examples of language with
conversations that you’re just not privy to, gendered hidden meaning.

because you’re not one of the guys having a

beer.” (Subj_3-17)

TABLE 1.

Examples of “code words”: language with gendered hidden meaning, expressing the
unspoken rules

Code Words Contextual Example Hidden Meaning
“Executive presence” Participants witnessed discussions | don’t relate to you. You don’t
(Subj_2-20, 2-4) about women or ethnic groups saying represent the norm, and | will not

that they lacked interpersonal skills or hire or promote you despite your
an “executive presence” that is required  strong credentials.

for senior leadership roles. These

individuals are denied promotions and

not given the opportunity to be coached

to rectify the presumed lack.

“Presence” (Subj_2-12) Refers to a negative review of a You don’t have what it takes to
colleague, who was a gay man, as be in a senior leadership role. |
lacking “presence.” The participant respect men taking charge more
observed that being macho, passive- than women.

aggressive and loud was expected of
men, but not welcome for her.

“Professional” Many participants were told they weren’t | am unwilling to adapt to
“professional” in appearance and felt difference and will penalize you
(Subj_ 3-7) they didn’t fit the “mould” of what is for an appearance that | am
expected (e.g., hair is too curly, big or unaccustomed to.
long; clothing is too bright).
“So nice” (Subj_1-8b) / “too  Participants were repeatedly told they | suspect you may not be able
nice” (Subj_2-19) were “nice” and experienced others’ to make hard decisions because
surprise when they made tough you’re a woman and will not be
decisions. “I didn’t know you had it in a strong leader. | view being nice
you,” they were told, for example. as a weakness and a sign people
don’t stand up for themselves.
“Politics” (Subj_2-9) A participant was told “it’s just politics”  Decisions for career
when repeatedly denied advancement advancement opportunities may
opportunities she had been promised, be made based on gender, race
despite surpassing all goals. Blaming or simply who | like best.

corporate culture as a mysterious entity
transfers responsibility (i.e., decisions
are out of our control).

“Fit” (Subj_2-4) A participant experienced a negative | will hire, give opportunities
assessment of “fit” earlier in her career.  to and promote people with
This was based on who colleagues the same life experiences,
and leaders thought they could get background, understandings and
along with, spend lots of time with, be interests as me (e.g., golf).

comfortable with and trust.
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Other code words noted by participants to
be reserved for women included: phase of
one’s life, prickly, sharp elbows, too polished
and young.

Conformity culture

Most participants, including those who
experienced intersectional barriers (i.e.,
more than one marginalizing characteristic
like race, sexuality or religion, along with
gender), reported a corporate preference

for normative behaviour. Many reported
feeling the need to cover or hide parts of
themselves for the sake of their career
trajectory. For some respondents, the
systemic imperative to conform is a strategic
choice to portray a different identity at

work than at home. For too many women

of diverse backgrounds, we observed they
subvert part of themselves as a defence
mechanism, so it would not become a barrier
to fitting in and succeeding. Being visibly
different is a big enough barrier without
drawing attention to it.*

“‘Bring your whole self to work’ is such a
farce. Bring the part of you that we can
tolerate in small chunks ...” (Subj_1-1a)

For the interviewees who identify with
intersectional barriers, the notion of covering
up part of themselves in the workplace

was simply a necessary consideration.
Interviewees with hidden characteristics,
such as mental health struggles, did not
disclose their needs to their leadership for
fear of being judged and seen as weak or
incapable of doing their jobs. Aspects of
one’s personality may be covered for fear of
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““Bring your whole self to
work’ is such a farce. Bring
the part of you that we can
tolerate in small chunks ...”

being seen as too emotional or aggressive.
To conform, participants reported watching
the hockey game the night before only to be
able to discuss it at the office the next day or
playing golf simply to fit in.

Such conformity was taken to further
extremes. One participant recounted
harassment on a work trip and then resigning
rather than disclosing it. Another took a sick
day when hospitalized for a miscarriage but
did not share this with anyone at work. In all
circumstances, these participants felt that
disclosure would put their career progression
at risk.



“With a Black woman,
there’s always an issue of
hair. I've worn my hair natural
since law school, but there
were years where | had to
think about how [ did that,
because | knew | wouldn’t be
accepted.”

Conformity in appearance, including hair and
clothing, is a stressor for many corporate
women. We find this to be persistent and
strongly evident in our participants’ lived
experiences. For Black women, hair may be
the most commented upon characteristic

by colleagues, coaches and senior leaders.
Whether too big, too curly or the vague
comment of too unprofessional, the message
received is that looking different is not
welcome. This can take a toll on one’s
identity.

“... 1 didn’t wear any colour, you know. [l
wore] beige and navy. | really didn’t want to
stand out as a peacock, like something’s
different. | wanted to look like a pigeon, like
everyone else.” (Subj_2-6)

“As a woman, and as a minority, you do have
to modulate who you are, depending on the
circumstances.” (Subj_1-9b)
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“With a Black woman, there’s always an
issue of hair. I've worn my hair natural since
law school, but there were years where | had
to think about how | did that, because | knew
| wouldn’t be accepted.” (Subj_1-8b)

Most participants downplayed their home
life to ensure their professional visibility

in the workplace. One participant pushed
herself beyond medical recommendations
during a high-risk pregnancy to make sure
she was still seen as a superstar. Then, she
recounted, she still had to start from scratch
after the birth of her child, feeling as though
all her hard work had been forgotten.

Such conformity culture creates unhealthy
work environments that have had a

harmful effect over time for the women

we interviewed. That said, the study did

not reveal that corporate experience
equates to toxicity across the board. Many
examples were provided of inclusive offices,
progressive organizations and visionary
leaders. Nevertheless, we heard several
accounts of a single individual or team

or division that perpetuated unhealthy
circumstances for participants. We also
heard accounts of overarching organizational
cultures that perpetuated unhealthy
environments for women.

“I think I’'m more disappointed in the
infrastructure and the system than any

one person, because | think most people’s
behaviour can be explained with insecurity,
to be honest with you. People aren’t really
monsters, right? There’s only a couple of
really, really bad people out there. Those
people just make bad decisions in a bad
system.” (Subj_2-18)

“l] also felt [my corporate experience] was a
culture of, ‘I had it hard, so you will have it
hard.’ It’s like a hazing culture.” (Subj_3-21)



“It was a microcosm of terrible culture within and has previously shaped women’s

a company that had a great culture.” (Subj_2- corporate experience of advancement as
17) observed in this study. The examples in
Table 2 demonstrate the high expectations
The old-school, traditional boys’ club and stressors that women experience that
culture is alive in many corporate contexts could lead to them choosing to leave the

workplace or opt out from promotions.

TABLE 2.
Corporate stressors that affect women’s retention and advancement

Stressor Example

Overtime “The job almost killed me. I left when | was 99 Ibs. That is 30 Ibs. less than | am
now, and I’'m still not a large person. | was working 80 hours a week and killing
myself.” (Subj_2-13)

Expectation of “There is no question. My husband was in the hospital for four days and the

sacrifice managing partner basically said to me: If you leave this deal to go see him, don’t
come back. So, it was pretty rough. | had partners that | worked with who missed
the birth of their children because they were getting on planes to go to work in
another province in Canada.” (Subj_2-12)

Lack of safety “... the hostile environment for women on many dimensions, like, having at least
one very senior management member who was a misogynist, but also having
several people in senior management who were sexual harassers, and known to
be. By that time, | was a vice-president so | could fend for myself, but there were so
many women who couldn’t.” (Subj_2-17)

Competitive “Unwritten rules, expectations, competing with other colleagues to be working at
environment 11 o’clock at night, and be online, and make sure that you’re keeping everything
going. It was very much an unwritten competition.” (Subj_3-7)

Lack of support “| was performing well regardless of the fact that | had these people undermining
[me]. But it was stressful for me, and it was a very difficult situation because | felt
like | was around a pack of hyenas always, who were trying to rip me to shreds.”

(Subj_2-6)
Pressure to be “| shattered my wrist right when | started, and | didn’t take one day off. |
visible was working the whole time, and | didn’t even feel pain in my wrist. | was so

disconnected from my body that my doctor finally [said]: “You need to stop and give
your wrist a break.’” (Subj_2-18)

Dismissive language “l was infuriated with that type of dismissive language that would just keep me
some place without ever a chance of promotion. The female COO kept people
down with certain people in certain roles. A male CO told me | should manage the
kitchen because | was so good at [organizing]. There was definitely a culture that
kept people in their place.” (Subj_3-17)

Hoarding power “| think it’s more about power and the fact that they don’t want to share it. | tried to
really separate that this is not about me, personally. It’s about these broader power
dynamics. This is about them wanting to hold on and maintain the power dynamics
that they have had their entire career, right? So, | don’t blame anybody. It’s the
system.” (Subj_3-4)
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Respondents told stories of stressors that
put their health and pregnancies at risk

and caused personal commitments to be
sacrificed. They also spoke of mental health
stressors, discrimination, “more than gentle
overtures” (Subj_3-26), lawsuits and choices
that challenged their integrity and values.
We find that such experiences aggravate
the existing pressure of working in an
environment that is not built for work-life
balance.

Caregiving responsibilities

Participants commented on further
institutionalized practices, suggesting that
the workplace was designed for men rather
than women. Women still assume more
caregiving responsibilities, and interviewees
who are parents identified long corporate
hours that do not provide space for
caregiving (e.g., after-school pick-ups) as a
barrier to advancement.

“... the entire way corporate Canada works
contradicts the way children’s school hours
go ... so | think there is this imbalance.”
(Subj_1-4a)

“I received negative comments about taking
a few sick days, which wasn’t true. There
were times when my son was sick, and | still
worked through them. | worked late nights,
weekends, everything. But | was always
reminded that | have little kids. [l was told]:
‘You might want to consider alternate child-
care arrangements because, you know, you
did take some time off.” But | was owed
those days!” (Subj_1-11b)
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“One of the biggest hurdles
for the advancement of
women in professional

careers is the lack of
availability of affordable
and safe child care. This is

a huge issue for women’s
advancement.”

“One of the biggest hurdles for the
advancement of women in professional
careers is the lack of availability of affordable
and safe child care. This is a huge issue for
women’s advancement.” (Subj_3-13)

“l don’t think society is set up for two
working parents. And there’s so much
mental load that falls to the mother. And |

do think as a working mom, you get stress
from work, you get stress from home, and
you don’t get a lot of self-care time, or even
time to yourself, and | think that’s what hurts
women.” (Subj_2-11)



For our interviewees who are parents, these
practices were perceived as barriers to

their advancement, along with pervasive
negative attitudes from corporate leaders
and colleagues (i.e., sick leave, maternity
leave or stress leave being regarded as
vacation time). Those who experienced
negative interactions around parental leave
felt as though their time away was being held
against them. Expectations were sometimes
lowered for women returning from leave even
though they had previously been on the fast
track to advancement. Conversely, some
women were expected to keep working
during their leave. Some mentioned guilt
and many discussed sacrifices. Most felt
that caregiving delayed their advancement,
compensation increases and, for some
participants, share increases. More than one
respondent shared stories of being denied
promotions for this reason, which were
borderline or explicitly discriminatory.

“I was told that this VP position would be
mine. So, | went on [maternity] leave, and
during mat leave | received an email with an
announcement stating another person got
the VP role, who had no experience in the
area and was a white man. ... | said, ‘Explain
this to me.” And he [my boss] said, and |
quote, ‘If you’re on mat leave, you’re not
considered. | only consider butts in seats for
promotions.’ | have every single qualification
for this job, | was told this was my job, so
you’re telling me the only reason | didn’t get
it was because | was on mat leave?”
(Subj_2-12)

22




“The second maternity leave, the day

| had my son in the hospital, my boss
phoned me and said, | hear you had a son,
congratulations, now let’s get down to
business. Two days from now is our AGM,
you’re going to be here.” (Subj_3-14)

Participants identified that caregiving as

a challenge in corporate careers is not
unique to women. The unspoken rules of

the corporate world may provide even fewer
allowances for men who take on these tasks.
The overwhelming expectation is that there
should be a “wife” at home taking care of
these tasks.

“l was married, | wanted to have children,
and while the male partners were sometimes
in the same circumstance as me, with young
families, or wanting to have families, they
set up their lives differently. They apparently
got some sort of manual that | failed to

get, which said you should get a wife. And

| have a husband, who is wonderful, but a
husband.” (Subj_2-1)

“l was telling my colleague after working late,
‘Oh, | still have to go home, do laundry and
get my lunch ready for the next day.” And
he’s like, ‘Oh, yeah, that’s all done for me.
You need a wife.’ This is the thing you realize
right away, yeah, | do. Apparently having a
wife is what is required to really make people
successful.” (Subj_3-21)

Examples of caregiving given by participants
included responsibilities for children,

parents in poor health and the health of

the respondents themselves. The work
commitment at the executive level of our
respondents required sacrifices whether
they had children at home or not. These
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“I missed my grandmother’s
funeral. | missed my best
friend’s wedding. My mom
was sick; | didn’t help her
throughout the years. None
of that will ever happen
again. As you get older, you
start to understand that you
shouldn’t miss things.”

sacrifices included personal relationships,
work location (more than one participant
commuted across country for work and
home life), mental health and prioritizing
global travel for career opportunities.

“I missed my grandmother’s funeral. | missed
my best friend’s wedding. My mom was

sick; | didn’t help her throughout the years.
None of that will ever happen again. As you
get older, you start to understand that you
shouldn’t miss things.” (Subj_2-18)

Parenthood roles and added home
responsibilities did exacerbate the toll

of these corporate expectations. This
was further increased if the stereotype of



gendered roles carried into one’s home

life. Almost all participants reported having
exceptional family supports who they
credited for contributing to their success.
For those without home supports, caregiving
was a significant barrier. Interestingly, one
divergent experience was from a single
parent who did not receive pressures or
resistance in the workplace when she set
boundaries around child-care duties (such as
picking up her child from daycare), because
it was understood that she had no other
supports to rely on.

Study participants reported receiving
messaging at work assuming they would
want to leave the workplace to stay home
with their children. They reported times
when this was used as a rationalization not
to promote women and times when similar
messaging was used to attempt improved
supports for women. Our analysis showed
us several women who want both work and
family.

“l do know about a year after my second
maternity leave and last maternity leave,
that’s when something switched in me. All

of a sudden, | knew | definitely wanted to

do more. Maybe because | knew | was over
that baby phase, but definitely wanting to do
more.” (Subj_3-17)

“It was really hard for me, I’ll be honest. |
was on maternity leave with my daughter,
and | went back early because | was
struggling. It’s that whole thing of having to
choose. | needed both. | absolutely had to
have both. | had to have my family, but | also
had to have work, because work was a huge
part of who | was.” (Subj_2-14)
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Respondents also offered insights into the
debate around whether women are opting
out by choosing to leave the workplace,
which results in a lack of gender parity

at executive tables. Several respondents
did not perceive barriers limiting their
professional progression until a pivotal point
in their careers when the barrier became
insurmountable and therefore undeniable.
While none of our study participants left the
workplace, they shared their observations
about the decisions other women around
them make to stay in the corporate world or
leave. Ultimately, there was no consensus
among the respondents as to whether
women who leave the workplace really have
a choice.

One respondent spoke of being “gender-
blind” throughout much of her success and
advised that “you have to not let [gender]
be the barrier. Because | think if that’s your
[mindset], that’s what you see.” However,
this line of thinking can support the narrative
that women are contributing to their own
barriers by choosing to leave the workplace
or that women need to change how they
operate or somehow be fixed. Rather,
systemic barriers prevent women from
advancing in their careers.

The respondents observed that women leave
the workforce either at junior or senior levels
prior to advancement to the C-suite. Many
respondents withessed women opting out
who didn’t see a path forward with work

and family life, turned down opportunities
knowing they did not have supports in place
to help them succeed, feared they weren’t
qualified or doubted themselves because of
traumatic work incidents.



Barrier:

An unsupportive work environment resulting in
women not advancing to the C-suite and leaving the
workplace.

Perceptions:

> The corporate world is not built for working mothers,
so such women feel they must choose between
family and work.

> Societal pressures and expectations for mothers
clash with high work pressures and expectations for
executives.

> Traditional gender roles within households combat
with workplace ambition.

Prevailing practices:

> Expectations to work weekends and evenings to
advance. ‘

> Overlooking women who are on maternity leave for
promotions.

> Assumptions that working parents will not want
stretch assignments.

Proposed improvements:

> Offer “opt-out” versus “opt-in” mechanisms for
promotions.

> Have discussions with women early in careers to
establish the feasibility of an executive track with
families.

> Assess and review maternity leave practices, while
considering a redesign with increased flexibility or
established onboarding for return.




Some interviewees spoke of reclaiming
control by not letting their environment make
a choice for them.

The perception of choice

“l looked back on that time, and | wished

it wasn’t what | had spent my time doing.

It was too long. And it just hit me like a ton
of bricks: you don’t get that time back. |

had just spent 15 years in one place—Iots
of promotions, lots of stuff. But if | was
choosing what | would do with my life, that is
not what | would have chosen, and that was
the saddest thing to realize ever. So being
forced to make a choice for myself, that’s
been me on steroids ever since. | constantly
look and see, if | was living my life like | was
in charge of making my choices, because

I am privileged enough to be able to make
choices and not everybody can. | am going
to make damn sure that | know what I’'m
getting out of today, because if it’s not what
| want, then | gotta start figuring out what it
is and make it happen. So, | try to live on the
edge of discomfort all the time, because |
realize that that’s my sweet spot where I’'m
learning, I’'m challenged, I’'m energized, I'm
working super hard, but I’ve got my non-
negotiables for my family. | started to make
more purposeful choices, and that’s when
everything really started to pick up for me.”
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Gender pay gap

“Absolutely, men were paid more. For sure,
and we knew that. Not on my team, they
weren’t. But, across the organization, it was
very well-known.” (Subj_3-7)

“There has been discrimination, there have
been barriers because of who l am. I'm a
female, Asian lawyer so, yeah, | paid for it in
my compensation.” (Subj_1-9b)

The interviewees’ stories provide examples
of inequity in compensation (see Table

3) and highlight discussions of where
responsibility lies for correcting these
inequities. Respondents’ narratives around
gender pay gaps suggest that the inequity
is a product of deeply entrenched culture
that has become practice. The study results
indicate less pressure for pay equity in
corporate organizations that are not federally
regulated.




Barrier:

Established system inequities and patriarchal
work culture result in women being paid less
than men in similar positions.

Contrasting interview findings:

> “This is just how it is” vs. denial that a
wage gap exists.

> Improved pay equity for junior, but not
senior levels vs. improved pay equity for
senior, but not junior levels.

> Resistance to addressing significant wage
differentials vs. preference for incremental
increases such that one can never “catch

up.”

> Systemically taking advantage of women
who don’t ask for more vs. culturally
vilifying women for asking or negotiating.

> Challenge of linking compensation
to individual contributions (equity vs.
fairness of being paid the same, or less,
than workers with lower productivity and
revenue).
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Prevailing practices:

> Reliance on seniority and merit-based
advancement systems.

> Ineffective performance feedback that
disadvantage women.

> Informal practices advancing privileged
candidates (i.e., undocumented verbal
assurances with connected individuals, as
well as inconsistency between divisions
or units that have different practices for
promotions and pay increases).

Proposed improvements:

> Equity pay review? (start one unit at a
time).

> Individual reassessment of classification
band.

> Speaking up.
> Salary transparency.
> Mentorship and supports for negotiation.

> Don’t pass the buck (provide tools for HR
to address these concerns).

> Anonymizing promotion processes to
remove names and genders.

3 Several respondents referenced equity tools such
as an equity pay review or calibration of salaries.
These tools are used to study systematically the
pay structure at an organization with the goal of
establishing pay equity.



Interviewees noted an increasing interest in
policy and programs to achieve gender parity
in leadership but a lack of understanding

as to how to implement a solution to the
gender pay gap. One participant stressed

one can always find subjective reasons to
shift compensation, the true picture is found
in the data.

Table 3 lists examples of the experience of

the importance of looking at the aggregate
data alongside the individual because, while

TABLE 3.

wage differentials at the executive level for
women.

Corporate stressors that affect women’s retention and advancement

Gender-Related Compensation Issue Response

“There were two instances they didn’t want to pay me
what | had earned.” (Subj_1-4a)

They admitted they never expected her to
achieve the required deliverables for the
promised pay increase.

“... you look at my track record, and I’ve been a GC of a
billion-dollar company, so you should pay me that. That
was a barrier | think | would not have faced—and | don’t
have any proof of it—if | was white and male. And it took
me ... three years to catch up [to where my pay should
have been].” (Subj_1-9b)

Her boss revealed they wanted a white man
who was a lawyer with less experience than
she had. It took eight months to get to the
initial salary point, and she was still unhappy.

“My boss said, ‘Before you look at this, | just want you

to know the reason that male is getting paid more than
you is because he’s been here for many years.’ | was like,
‘I've been here since | started my career, so I’m not sure
how that justification works.’ ... and [the man] was not a
partner; he was a director. He was getting paid more than
me as a new partner.” (Subj_2-11)

She knew that the partner she spoke with
worked directly with the man and was able to
get him higher and higher pay. No recourse
was available, and she didn’t want to rock the
boat.

“... she accidentally attached something she sent to me
that had my salary, and | was newly promoted to SVP
[senior vice-president], along with salaries of male peers.
So, | knew.” (Subj_2-17)

On the technology side of business this
gender pay disparity was observed at all
levels.

“There were individuals, specifically some of them
women, where they were not even on the salary scale.
And because they had been promoted from within, they
were getting smaller adjustments, right? Meanwhile, you
bring other people in and all of a sudden they are making
more than these people.” (Subj_3-1)

She very vocally challenged human resources
(HR) but was told there was nothing to be
done.

“He was making way more than | was, and all the AVP
[associate vice-president] guys were. And, you know,
| kind of thought that, but | didn’t know it for sure until
it was time for me to leave, when it came during this
conversation around my settlement.” (Subj_3-2)

Later in her career, she implemented
looking at individual contributions, shifting
compensation to be fair, and understanding
that women may not speak up for the
adjustment as men do.
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Gender-Related Compensation Issue Response

“I was the lowest paid vice-president on the team by a
significant amount of money. | eventually got enough

courage to go up to my CEO and say, ‘This doesn’t feel
right.” The head of communications in a similar position
was making maybe 30 or 40 thousand dollars more than |

was.” (Subj_3-26)

She was leading HR, and it took her a couple
of years with this information before she
brought it up to the CEO. When she finally told
him this was wrong, the CEO agreed. It had
never dawned on him until she pointed it out.

“... even though | was a VP, and at that point had already
had a huge success in the first five months by getting this
product listed, which was worth over $50 million for the
company ... he started talking about levels. He was a level
22 or something, and | was, like, a level 20. | went to the

This happened systematically over the years
bas