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Koehler, Deanna, K.   The Journey to Gender Parity: Women in Senior Leadership  

Abstract 

Company XYZ has established strategy and a goal of achieving gender parity in senior 

leadership.  The purpose of this study was to identify the factors that contribute to the 

underrepresentation of women in senior leadership roles at Company XYZ.  Twenty-five middle 

managers at Company XYZ provided responses to focus group questions sets designed to gain 

this perspective.  Recommendations for Company XYZ were to include managers in the 

Mentorship Program pairing process, incorporate leadership development in front line and 

middle manager training and development plans, link diversity and inclusion objectives to 

performance measurement systems, and to evaluate the candidate selection process for senior 

leader roles to ensure a diverse candidate pool.  Recommendations for further research included 

investigating the educational background of women at Company XYZ, what barriers future 

generations face, and to explore participants from other countries.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Company XYZ is a global measurement and data analytics company.  Company XYZ 

data is integrated with other data sources to help clients around the world understand what is 

happening now, what is happening next, and how to best act upon this knowledge.  Company 

XYZ has provided data based on scientific rigor and innovation, continually developing new 

ways to answer the questions facing the media, retail and consumer goods industries.  Company 

XYZ is included in the Standard and Poor’s 500 index and operating in over 100 countries, 

covers over 90% of the world population and employs approximately 45,000 associates 

worldwide.   

Company XYZ’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO) has specifically identified gender 

equality within senior leadership as a strategic priority moving forward.  In the past, Company 

XYZ has taken a programmatic approach focused on initiatives such as the development and 

promotion of employee resource groups to increase diversity and inclusion.  Company XYZ’s 

employee resource group programs are geared toward specific groups such as women, military, 

Hispanic, African Americans, and a number of other target groups.  Each group hosts meetings 

and sponsors events for the purpose of professional development, building a culture of inclusion, 

expanding networks, and education.  The employee resource groups provide a forum for people 

in support of diversity, inclusion, and awareness but were not designed to increase gender 

equality in senior leadership specifically.   

Although the employee resource groups still exist, Company XYZ has recently shifted 

focus to a more systematic approach designed to integrate diversity and inclusion strategies into 

organizational and human resource processes and measurement.  Integrating diversity and 

inclusion goals in the objectives of senior leadership and the recruitment process are a few of the 
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systematic actions that Company XYZ has taken to increase women in senior leadership.  

Company XYZ offers many options for voluntary development such as online training, tuition 

reimbursement for college degree programs and courses, and on-the-job training.  Company 

XYZ just launched a global mentorship initiative in July of 2019.  This new focus on systematic 

integration is intended to elevate their standards for diversity and inclusion in alignment with 

their operating principles to create gender parity in senior leadership.   

Although the role of women in the workforce at Company XYZ has evolved significantly 

over time, the number of women in leadership positions needs to increase to achieve gender 

parity in senior leadership positions at Company XYZ.  Despite the fact that women hold more 

degrees and represent almost half of the labor force, women are still significantly 

underrepresented in senior leadership roles (Catalyst, 2018).  The shift toward gender parity will 

not occur alone and will require companies to understand the causation and to develop clear 

strategies to promote the needed change.  Company XYZ is ahead of the industry average of 

21% of women in senior leadership roles (Catalyst, 2018), reporting 39 % women in senior 

leadership roles.  The CEO and Vice President of Diversity and Inclusion are clearly taking steps 

to raise the bar.  The new CEO has identified specific targets to increase the percent of women in 

senior leadership positions to 46% by the end of 2021, with the ultimate goal of achieving 50/50 

gender parity in five years.   

Company XYZ is above the industry average of women in leadership positions, however, 

the CEO and board of directors have prioritized gender diversity and established objectives to 

increase the percent of women in leadership positions from 39% to 50% over the next five years.  

There are barriers that will need to be overcome in order to achieve the desired results.  Failure 

to continue to drive improvement prevents the company from realizing the full benefit of gender 
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diversity.  Gender discrimination and the underrepresentation of women negatively influences 

Company XYZ’s desired culture of diversity and inclusion, employee retention and satisfaction 

levels, and limits equal opportunity for well qualified women to enter into senior leadership 

roles.  Considering that approximately half of the global workforce is comprised of women and 

that women now earn more than half of all college degrees (Catalyst, 2018), this talent pool 

should be more equitably represented in the work force in senior leadership positions at 

Company XYZ than women are.   

Statement of the Problem 

With senior leadership at Company XYZ presently comprised of 39% women, an overall 

targeted increase of 11% is expected over the next 5 years to achieve gender parity in senior 

leadership roles, with 7% of the increase to be achieved by the end of 2021.  Failure to 

accomplish this objective prevents the full realization of the maximum financial benefit and 

business results that are expected from gender diversity.  Company XYZ bases compensation 

decisions for annual merit and bonus payouts on performance.  As a result, the CEO and other 

executives face potential income loss if these objectives are not met.  Without targeted efforts in 

place to enable well qualified women to be considered for senior leadership positions at 

Company XYZ, those well qualified women would not have equal opportunity to enter into 

senior leadership roles negatively impacting employee satisfaction, engagement and retention at 

Company XYZ.  A potential decline in company stock price may also result from not meeting 

objectives previously shared in the annual report and failing to achieve optimal financial results.   

Purpose of the Study 

The objectives of this study are to: 
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1. Identify what factors contribute to the underrepresentation of women in senior 

leadership roles at Company XYZ.   

2. Compare Company XYZ against benchmark industry diversity and inclusion 

strategies specific to women in senior leadership roles.   

3. Identify gaps and recommend specific strategies that Company XYZ could utilize to 

increase women in senior leadership roles in support of the CEO’s goals.   

Assumptions of the Study 

The assumptions of the study are: 

1. Company XYZ will continue all existing programs and processes designed to 

increase the number of women in senior leadership positions during the next year.   

2. Diversity and inclusion targets remain unchanged during the next year.   

Definition of Terms 

The definitions of terms of the study are: 

Expectation states theory.  Expectation states theory is a widely accepted physiological 

theory that suggests that people evaluate competence within small groups primarily on two 

fronts, experience and physical characteristics.  Age, race, and gender are several examples of 

the type of physical characteristics that are considered (Seo, Huang, & Hanz, 2017).   

Glass ceiling.  A glass ceiling is a term used to represent the invisible barriers that 

prevent women and minorities from career advancement often in senior level positions (Jauhar & 

Lau, 2018).   

Partial least squares based structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM).  PLS-SEM 

refers to a research model that is recommended for predictive analytics that is effective for small 

sample sizes (Biswas, Boyle, Mitchell, & Casamir, 2017).   
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Role congruity theory.  Role congruity theory indicates that women in leadership face 

prejudice because of the differences in what is expected between the characteristics of female 

gender stereotypes and leadership (Seo et al., 2017).   

Limitations of the Study 

The limitations of the study are: 

1. The results and recommendations of the study are limited to Company XYZ.   

2. The focus of the study is limited to women in senior leadership role.   

3. The policies reviewed are limited to Company XYZ policies.   

4. The focus group results are representative of North America Operations.   

5. The study is limited to Company XYZ and cannot be generalized to other companies. 

Chapter Summary 

This paper consists of 5 chapters.  Chapter 1 includes an introduction, problem statement, 

purpose, assumptions, and limitations of the study, definition of terms, and methodology.  

Chapter 2 contains a literature review of historical information considered for this study.  

Chapter 3 describes the study methodology including the subject selection, instrumentation, data 

collection, data analysis and limitations for the study.  Chapter 4 discusses the results of the 

study.  Chapter 5 outlines the discussion, conclusions, and recommendations from the study. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

The categories of literature that were reviewed and referenced for this study were the 

historical evolution of women in the workplace through the present state, why gender diversity 

matters, including the financial implications of gender diversity in business, and the impact of 

gender diversity on organizational effectiveness.  The literature review also covered the barriers 

that prevent gender parity in senior leadership positions, the conflict in perspective between men 

and women, gender stereotypes, the impact of entry point, first manager relationship, level of 

confidence, glass ceiling and pipeline challenges, family obligations, and level of education.  The 

literature review concluded with strategies to increase women in senior leadership positions 

including mentorship, executive level planning, leadership development, diversity and inclusion 

policies, gender quotas and a summary of conclusions drawn from the research material.   

The role of women evolved from domestic and agricultural work to joining the once male 

dominated workforce during World War II because there was a need to replace the men who 

went off to war (Brusentsev, 2006; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017).  Along the way, women faced 

barriers related to stereotypes, discrimination, and bias as women attempted to climb through the 

ranks into senior leadership positions (Brusentsev, 2006; Catalyst, 2010; Cundiff & Vescio, 

2016; Jauhar & Lau, 2018; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon, 

Gonzalez, & Barerro, 2017; & U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  The 

goal of the literature review was to identify factors that further explained this historical evolution 

of women in the workforce, the current state of women in senior leadership positions, why 

gender diversity was important, the barriers that prevented gender parity in senior leadership, and 

to identify effective strategies that helped to increase the representation of women in senior 

management.   
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Historical Evolution of Women in the Workforce  

There were a number of historically significant events that impacted the evolution of the 

role of women in the workforce.  The stock market crash of 1929 drove the unemployment rate 

up to 25% taking a front seat to the advancement of women in the workforce.  During World 

Wars I and II as men went off to war, the percent of women entering the workforce increased 

35% only declining when the men returned from war, reinforcing that women were adequate for 

short term replacements (Daily, 1993; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017; U.S. Department of Labor, 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).   

When the sexual revolution of the 1960’s and the baby boomer generation entered the 

workforce, women gained ground on the equal rights front and in numbers in the workforce 

(Daily, 1993).  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 was also passed, granting protection of 

discrimination on the basis of gender, race, color and national origin (Dworkin, Maurer, & 

Schipani, 2012).  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reported that the percent of women in the 

workforce peaked in 1999 at 60% of the workforce and has been on the decline ever since (U.S. 

Department of Labor, BLS, 2017).  Even with the expected decline of women in the workforce 

through 2024, the growth rate of women in the workforce was still higher than that of men for 

the same time period.   

Additionally, Brusentow (2006) studied the evolution of women in the United States 

labor force for the time period of 1967 through 2003, in part to identify trends impacting women.  

During this time, the percent of women in the labor force increased by18%.  Even with this 

increase in participation in the labor force and the continuing growth rate of women in the labor 

force, women had not reached gender parity in senior leadership roles for most companies 

(American Association of University Women Educational Foundation (AAUWEF), 2002; 
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Biswas, 2017; Catalyst, 2018; Cundiff & Vescio, 2016; “Gender parity,” 2016; McKinsey & 

Company, 2010; Rincon et al., 2017; Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).  These events along with the role of 

women in society historically, set the tone for gender stereotypes and perceptions that have 

influenced participation levels and slow growth rates for women in leadership. The history of 

women’s roles has set the stage for perceptions, bias and stereotypes that have yet to be fully 

overcome at all levels.   

Present State of Women in the Workforce  

Although the number of women in the labor force has increased significantly over time, 

the same could not be said for the representation of women in senior leadership.  Catalyst (2016) 

reported that in the United States, women represent 16.9% of the managerial positions in major 

companies but only 4% of the senior leadership positions with the highest responsibility.  Rincon 

et al. (2017) completed research to understand the representation of women in senior leadership 

roles, barriers, including leadership style, that prevent gender parity, and strategies to increase 

the representation of women in senior leadership roles.  Information was analyzed from the data 

contained in the European Commission database titled Women and Men in decision-making.  

This database contained information related to women in key leadership positions in the largest 

publicly traded companies in Europe.  Rincon et al. (2017) also analyzed data from the 

Economically Active Population Survey of the Spanish National Statistics Institute and a Catalyst 

census, including Fortune 500 companies to understand the representation of women in 

leadership.  In all cases the data analyzed was over a 10 year period.   

This research indicated a slow growth rate of women in senior leadership for the U.S. 

only having grown from 11.7% to 16.9% over the 10 year span investigated (Rincon et al., 

2017).  European countries showed a range of women in senior leadership from 9% to 41%, with 
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Norway, France, and Sweden in the lead.  Spain had also shown slow progress ranging from 4% 

to 20% over ten years.  Women represent approximately half of the workforce in all of the 

Western countries were still are significantly underrepresented in the United States (Biswas, 

2017; Catalyst, 2018; Cundiff & Vescio, 2016; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017; “Gender parity,” 

2016; McKinsey & Company, 2010; Seo et al., 2017); Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).   

Catalyst (2018) reported that the percent of United States businesses with at least one 

female in senior leadership increased by 22% from 2017 to 2018; however, there was an overall 

decline of 2% of senior leadership roles held by women.  Catalyst (2018) also found that 

percentage of women in management in the fields of human resources and social and community 

services is much higher than in most industries exceeding 70%.   

Why Diversity in Leadership Matters 

Inadequate representation of women in senior leadership means that as a society that 

businesses have not fully utilized qualified human resources effectively nor did those businesses 

benefit from the diversity that gender parity would bring (Biswas, 2017: Catalyst, 2004; Hannan 

& Kranzberg, 2017; Jauhar & Lau; 2018; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; St. 

Catherine University & Minnesota Women’s Economic Roundtable, 2010; Tuhus-Dubrow, 

2009).  Businesses that successfully utilized male and female qualified resources equally have a 

competitive advantage (Biswas, 2017; Catalyst, 2018; Cundiff & Vescio, 2016; Hannan & 

Kranzberg, 2017; “Gender parity,” 2016; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; Seo, 

et al., 2017; Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).   

There was the potential for litigation when a business fails to provide equal opportunity.  

The Equality Act of 2010 made gender discrimination illegal for employers (Simms, n.d.).  With 

all else being equal, an employer was at risk of litigation where gender equality was not present. 
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Affirmative action also prohibited reverse discrimination that could develop from policies and 

programs directed solely at women (Simms, n.d.).   

Financial results.  The McKinsey Global Institute studied and reported on the economic 

impact of gender diversity and the power of gender parity annually 2007 through 2017 

(McKinsey & Company, 2017).  In 2017, McKinsey and Company analyzed the reports from 

2007 through 2017 and identified a number of relevant insights.  First, performance and growth 

were at risk at both the micro and macroeconomic level without increased gender diversity.  

Increased women in the workforce to a point of parity would increase the global GDP by $12 

trillion in 2025.  The authors identified three factors that contributed to the potential for the $12 

trillion increase in global GDP are increasing labor force participation of women to a point of 

parity, closing the gap of women working part-time, and the shift of women to higher 

productivity sectors (McKinsey & Company, 2017).   

Additionally, companies with more diversity in leadership have demonstrated increased 

financial results (Biswas, 2017: Catalyst, 2004; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017; Jauhar & Lau; 

2018; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; St. Catherine University & Minnesota 

Women’s Economic Roundtable, 2010; Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).  More specifically, McKinsey 

and Company (2017) analyzed and tracked the performance of over 300 companies, in 10 

countries from 2007 to 2009 identifying a 55% positive difference in operating results for 

companies that had the most women executives versus companies without women executives. 

Companies were evaluated against 9 dimensions of organizational performance of direction, 

accountability, coordination and control, external orientation, leadership team, capabilities, 

motivation, and work environment and values. Additionally, companies with larger 
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representation at senior levels had significantly better performance across all of those 

dimensions.   

Organizational effectiveness.  Companies with diversity in leadership have 

demonstrated increased organizational effectiveness (Biswas, 2017: Catalyst, 2004; Hannan & 

Kranzberg, 2017; Jauhar & Lau; 2018; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; St. 

Catherine University & Minnesota Women’s Economic Roundtable, 2010; Tuhus-Dubrow, 

2009).  Gender inequality was reported as significant throughout the world with the gap 

increased at the highest levels of leadership.  In addition, women applied 5 of 9 positive 

leadership behaviors more than men, strengthening organizational effectiveness. Women 

demonstrated the behaviors of people development, expectations and rewards, role model, 

inspiration, and participative decision making more than men.  Men and women equally 

demonstrated the behaviors of intellectual stimulation and efficient communication.  Men 

applied the behaviors of individualistic decision making and control and corrective action more 

than women.  Gender diversity in senior leadership was critical to ensure a balance across all 

nine behaviors to achieve optimal performance.  The fact that women applied specific positive 

leadership behaviors more than men also suggested additional benefit to the organization in the 

areas of vision, accountability, values, leadership and work environment.  Women performed 

equally as well in senior leadership positions as men (Rincon et al., 2017; Seo et al., 2017).   

Barriers that Limit Gender Parity in Senior Leadership  

There were a number of barriers that contributed to the underrepresentation of women in 

the workforce and in senior leadership positions (Catalyst, 2004; Hannan & Kranzberg, 2017; 

Jauhar & Lau; 2018; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; Seo, et al., 2017; Tuhus-

Dubrow, 2009).  The conflicted perspectives of men and women, gender stereotypes, the 
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relationship between a woman and the first manager, the level of the organization that a woman 

entered the workforce, lower levels of self-confidence, education and conflicting family 

priorities all negatively impacted women’s career paths. 

Conflicting perspectives.  “Gender parity,” 2016 reported that executive males surveyed 

viewed family obligations and the lack of female candidates as major barriers to women in senior 

leadership.  Women executives saw an unsupportive culture and bias as primary barriers.  The 

survey results identified that only 18% of respondent’s organizations had formal programs in 

place to develop and promote women.  A much higher percentage reported being effective at 

attraction and retention of women in leadership.  Additionally, a higher percentage of women 

than men reported that there was a need for greater diversity across the organization.  Alignment 

on what the barriers actually were, along with socialization of the information was required to 

develop actionable strategies (“Gender parity,” 2016).   

Gender stereotypes.  Daily (1993) reported that in a 1936 Gallup poll, 82% of people 

responded that women should not work outside of the home if the male spouse did.  

Interestingly, 75% of the women in that poll responded the same, which illustrated that gender 

stereotypes were similar and widely held by men and women alike.  Numerous physiological 

theories supported the relationship of barriers and associated behaviors.  The rule congruity 

theory indicated that women’s expectations are not aligned with gender stereotypes which 

resulted in fewer women leaders (Seo et al., 2017).  The expectation states theory expressed a 

link between stereotypes that included gender, and leadership as well (Seo et al., 2017).   

Rincon et al. (2017) identified that gender stereotypes and associated prejudice, corporate 

cultures that targeted the development of males, perceptions of how women acted and should act, 

and leadership style were all found to be barriers that affect the representation of women in 
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senior leadership.  People also had conscious and unconscious attitudes and bias.  Simms (n.d.) 

pointed out that most policies were geared toward improved outward conscious behaviors 

leaving those hidden unconscious barriers to gender equality unchanged.   

Career impact of entry point and first manager.  Ernst and Young (2010) studied and 

measured over 4,000 Master of Business Administration students graduating between 1996 and 

2007 and found that women trail behind men in every stage of their career.  Additionally, men 

were reported to have started careers in higher levels of the organization that women, men 

moved up the ladder at a faster rate than women, and that women could not make up that 

difference over the span of working years.  When Ernst and Young (2010) looked at the reasons 

why women and men left their first job, women reported the reason was a difficult manager at a 

much higher rate than men.  This information suggested that women and men may have been 

treated differently by a first manager and that there were long term effects on their careers that 

women were often unable to overcome.  Businesses needed to invest in the development of those 

first associate and manager relationships (Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010).   

Level of confidence.  McKinsey and Company (2017) research reported that although 

women and men demonstrated similar levels of interest in promotion, women were less 

interested and had lower levels of confidence in achieving executive level positions.  The 

primary barrier for women cited by women and men alike were family obligations.  Company 

politics, the anticipation of the added pressure and increase in working hours were also 

contributing factors.  In the United States, women reported considerably lower rates than men in 

the areas of ability to participate in meetings, receipt of challenging assignments, belief that 

women’s contributions were valued, and that women were sought out for input on important 

decisions.   
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Glass ceiling and pipeline challenges.  Jauhar and Lau (2018) performed a study that 

investigated the glass ceiling and the impact it had on career progression in senior leadership 

roles.  Organizational culture, networking, and practices were the factors that had the most 

significant impact on career progression into senior leadership roles.  These invisible barriers 

were classified as social, organizational or governmental (Rincon et al., 2017).   

McKinsey and Company (2017) indicated the presence of a leaky pipeline at many levels 

within an organization versus a single glass ceiling concept.  The size and location of the 

pipeline leaks occurred at different levels in varying amounts within different industries.  One 

translation was that the glass ceiling referred to the top level of the organization with the leaky 

pipeline at lower levels.  McKinsey and Company (2017) also reported that there were some 

technical industries that faced challenges finding qualified female candidates for entry level 

positions, while another like healthcare faced challenges in the advancement to middle 

management.  In any case, a company needed to understand the level within the organization 

where barriers existed in order to solve for the barriers.   

Family obligation.  The presence of minor children, independent of the presence of a 

spouse, was identified as a limiting factor on career choices for women.  The likelihood of paid 

employment for women was also found to be directly associated with the presence of minor 

children, however, by 2003 the effect was negligible (Brusentow, 2006).  Women averaged 3 

times more unpaid care work than men (McKinsey & Company, 2017).  The fact that women 

were engaged in unpaid care at a higher rate than men often limited the time that women had to 

be devoted to careers.  In a survey of 1,400 executives, 75% of men and women identified a 

schedule for senior leaders to be available anytime and anywhere which placed even more 

burden on women with family obligations.   
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Education.  Women did not participate in higher education in certain fields at the same 

rate that men did.  McKinsey (2017) reported a 13% shortage against global demand for 

graduates in 2020 in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) fields.  Without more 

women having entered into STEM programs and the workforce, the likelihood of gender parity 

was limited in these fields (AAUWEF, 2002).  In in addition to the identification of the slow 

growth rate of women in the workforce in the 1990’s, Brusentow (2006) also confirmed a strong 

correlation between higher levels of education and increased labor force participation.   

Strategies to Increase Women in Senior Leadership 

Research suggested that the correction for gender inequality in senior leadership required 

a multi-faceted approach to achieve gender party (AAUWEF, 2002; Seo et al., 2017).  Desvaux 

et al. (2017) recommended an approach comprised of the chief executive officer and 

management commitment to gender diversity, transparency and tracking, leadership 

development programs, infrastructure that enables diversity, and inclusive mindsets and 

processes.  Recruitment initiatives specific to inclusion targets, leaders held accountable to meet 

diversity objectives, mentorship and leadership development programs, flexible work schedules, 

extended leave policies, education on unconscious bias in the workplace, and the removal of bias 

from recruitment have reduced gender bias.  Training, mentoring and coaching were common 

strategies utilized in leadership development.   

Mentorship programs.  Corner (2014) indicated that formal mentorship was more 

effective than informal mentorship, coaching and external or specific training programs for 

leadership development.  Formal mentoring utilized internal resources and internally sourced 

mentors which made internal mentoring programs more cost effective than external programs 

and more of a competitive advantage because of the cultural and industry specific aspect of the 
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relationship.  Corner (2014) defined the elements of a formal mentorship program as the 

identification of specific skills that were required, selection of high potential associates and 

qualified mentors which ensured that the competencies were aligned to help close the gaps that 

were identified.  In one study where this approach was used over a three year period, 32% of 

high potentials in the program were promoted.  Participants were also surveyed afterward and 

reported higher levels of job satisfaction and engagement.  Respondents credited learning from 

real world examples and having a clear understanding of what was expected and needed for 

advancement as the reasons for these improvements.   

Mentorship has been identified as an effective strategy for improving opportunity that 

prepared women for senior leadership positions (Dworkin et al., 2012, McKinsey & Company, 

2010; Seo et al., 2017).  In order to accelerate closing the gender gap in leadership, McKinsey 

and Company (2010) recommended mandatory participation for development.  Dworkin et al. 

(2012) cautioned that it was discriminatory and illegal to offer a formal mentorship program 

specifically designed and targeted toward women.  However, in voluntary programs it was 

acceptable to have a larger population of women under the law.  Dworkin et al. (2012) also 

identified a number of aspects that have proven to result in successful mentor relationships.  The 

authors found that it was important for women to establish a mentor relationship early.  

Mentorship pairs should have been in place for at least two years to have received the full benefit 

of the relationship.  Since most mentorship occurs in person, companies have benefited from 

such programs.  High potential women were paired with women in senior leadership roles within 

the organization.   

Executive level planning.  According to Seliger and Shames (2009), the need for the 

chief executive officer to plan for the advancement of women, flexible work schedules, training 
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in negotiation, education for managers and executives on unconscious stereotyping, scholarships, 

and formal mentorship programs were identified as benchmark strategies that increased women 

in senior leadership positions in the business sector.  The concept of critical mass of women in 

senior leadership roles, whereby gender parity becomes the new normal needed to occur before 

gender parity was achieved.  Seliger and Shames (2009) also recommend focused strategies that 

increased access to education for underrepresented race and ethnic populations, promotion of 

science, technology, engineering, and manufacturing fields to women, the education of women 

on finance and economics, and access to telecommuting and flexible scheduling.  McKinsey and 

Company (2010) suggested that CEO’s and executives who were aware of the benefits of gender 

diversity in senior leadership needed to take action to promote gender diversity.  A higher 

amount of CEO’s and executives acknowledged the importance and benefit of gender equality, 

yet fewer reported having taken action as a strategic priority.   

Leadership development.  The Minnesota Census of Women in Corporate Leadership 

recognized Target Corporation, CyberOptics, and MTS Systems Corporations for the 

achievement of more than 30% or more women in director and executive positions in 2008.  

Target Corporation credited much of Target’s success to personal development plans tailored to 

individual strengths.  Cyber Optics viewed the culture of diversity that Cyber Optics had created 

an environment that embraced diversity of all kinds as the primary strategy that influenced 

gender diversity in leadership.  MTS Systems Corporation viewed increased focus on 

management and leadership development specifically in change management as the strategy that 

had helped the most over the last decade (St. Catherine University & Minnesota Women’s 

Economic Roundtable, 2010).   
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Castro, Dinolfo, Falk, and Sabatini (2010) developed a strategy focused on the role of 

senior leaders and supervisors, systems, and strategies that addressed the key themes of the need 

for flexibility, effective communication, utilization of technology and removal of stereotypes 

aimed at maximizing return on investment, with focus on gender diversity and inclusion.  These 

key themes were identified through interviews with 25 companies identified as leading edge in 

diversity and inclusion.  A majority of managers at Proctor & Gamble were hired from pools of 

recent college graduates and identified as high potential early in the manager’s career.  Proctor 

and Gamble had a structured approach for development, training, and career path for those 

identified.  Proctor & Gamble’s range of markets and industries led to life long careers for high 

potential leaders and had shown positive results in terms of promotions and success in role.  

Minneapolis Portfolio Management Group LLC implemented structured mentorship started early 

in career through all levels of the organization to develop talent.  Mentoring and development 

were also integrated in both the mentor and mentees objectives.   

Diversity and inclusion programs and policies.  Biswas et al. (2017) performed 

research to study the role of human resource policies as the policies related to manager’s intent to 

promote women to senior leadership positions.  Over 700 surveys were distributed to managers 

that also contained questions to limit the population to those managers with the authority to 

promote to senior leadership positions, which narrowed the usable responses for the study to 183.  

Since the study approach was predictive in nature, Biswas et al. (2017) utilized partial least 

squares based structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to evaluate the research model.  The 

questions were structured toward workplace policies and behaviors.   

Biswas et al. (2017) had a number of hypotheses that were proven to be statistically 

significant through the research and predictive analytic modeling.  The types of policies that the 
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survey targeted were recruitment, compensation, participation, selection, development, equal 

opportunity and training.  In the end, the research results demonstrated the influence that 

supportive human resource policies had on perceived behavioral control, subjective norms, and 

attitudes which ultimately influenced the managers’ intent to promote to senior leadership.  

Additionally, the American Association of University Women Education Foundation (2002) 

recommended flexible work options and research on work life balance programs in support of 

women because of the conflicting family obligations that women often face.  Simms (n.d) 

cautioned companies to make sure that policies and procedures developed to promote gender 

diversity did not have the opposite effect because of the politics often associated with them.  The 

spirit of diversity and inclusion policies and programs related to gender were meant to be 

supportive of all genders for equal opportunity.  Seo et al. (2017) called attention to the fact that 

gender bias was inherent in some policies and that care should be taken to ensure that the 

performance evaluation processes, salary and resource allocation decisions and development 

opportunity were designed to be gender neutral.   

Gender quotas.  The concept of the use of gender quotas to force gender diversity at 

senior leadership levels of corporations was controversial in nature.  On one hand, gender quotas 

were an effective way that achieved gender parity increasing diversity.  In fact, in the European 

Union countries that had implemented legislation for gender quotas had shown significant 

advancement in gender parity (Rincon et al., 2017).  On the other hand, gender quotas placed a 

higher value on diversity than true the experience or education, which in essence worked against 

the concept of equal opportunity independent of gender.  Gender quotas have been typically 

viewed as a short term option that corrected for the underrepresentation of women in senior 

leadership and needed to establish gender parity which paved the way for future generations 
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(Rincon et al., 2017).  According to Dworkin et al. (2012), the concept of gender quotas had 

served countries like Norway well, and other countries like Spain, France, the Netherlands and 

Germany also planned to follow suit.  The U.S. had laws that protected against discrimination 

but also considered quotas designed to accelerate the increased percent of women in leadership 

positions illegal under Affirmative Action laws.  For those legal reasons, quotas have not been a 

viable option for U.S. companies.   

Conclusion 

Throughout history the role of women in our culture, the workforce and position within 

the workforce had changed significantly.  Historical events, legislation and advocacy had 

contributed to the increased number of women in the workforce.  In spite of the advances made, 

there were still a number of barriers that prevented gender parity especially in senior leadership 

positions (AAUWEF, 2002; Biswas, 2017; Catalyst, 2018; Cundiff & Vescio, 2016; “Gender 

parity,” 2016; McKinsey & Company, 2010; Rincon et al., 2017; Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).  Form 

the conflicting perspectives between men and women, to gender stereotypes and bias, the glass 

ceiling, the impact of the entry point in the workforce and the first manager relationship, self-

confidence, family obligations, and education, those barriers influenced career outcomes for 

women that often placed women at a disadvantage.  Those disadvantages also contributed to the 

underrepresentation of women in senior leadership and decision making roles.   

Improvements in gender equality were needed for several reasons.  Equal opportunity 

was a basic human right, it was illegal to discriminate based on gender.  Gender parity provided 

for more diverse perspectives and was viewed as a competitive advantage that resulted in 

increased financial performance (Biswas, 2017; Catalyst, 2004; Jauhar & Lau, 2018; Hannan & 

Kranzberg, 2017; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; St. Catherine University & 



27 

Minnesota Women’s Economic Roundtable, 2010; Tuhus-Dubrow, 2009).  The presence of 

women in leadership roles within a company were needed for role modeling and mentorship.   

In the end, there were clear differences in the situations that women and men experienced 

in the workplace because of gender.  The barriers that women encountered needed to be 

addressed in order to achieve gender parity in senior leadership roles.  Businesses that strived for 

best in class needed to develop and implement a multi-faceted strategic top down approach to 

diversity and inclusion for increased women in senior leadership (AAUWEF, 2002; Seo et al., 

2017).  Formal mentorship programs, flexible work policies that support families, leadership 

development, and executive level planning and accountability had proven to be effective 

strategies that promoted women in senior leadership.  Those companies that adopted a 

comprehensive formalized approach in support of gender diversity and equality in senior 

leadership benefited from improved business results, increased employee engagement and job 

satisfaction (Gallup, 2016).  The benefits that resulted from more diverse perspectives in senior 

leadership and the presence of a more inclusive culture benefited the whole of the organization, 

men included.   

Summary 

In summary, women have increased in numbers in leadership roles over time.  Women 

faced many barriers to entrance that needed to be overcome to get to a point of gender parity in 

senior leadership roles.  There were a number of proven strategies identified as best 

demonstrated practices to increase women in senior leadership positions.  In Chapter 3, the 

methodology specific to Company XYZ, including the subject selection, instrumentation, data 

collection, data analysis and limitations for the study are discussed.   
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Chapter III: Methodology 

Company XYZ’s goal is to significantly increase women in senior leadership to achieve 

gender parity.  The objectives of this study were to understand the factors that impact middle 

management, compare diversity and inclusion policies against benchmark policies, and make 

recommendations for improvement if gaps were identified in the existing strategy. Existing 

policies were evaluated against specific benchmark criteria. Focus groups were utilized for data 

collection and confirmation of policy in practice.  An invitation to conduct this study was 

provided by company leadership (see Appendix A).  

Subject Selection and Description 

The focus group population consisted of a total of 25 middle managers employed at 

Company XYZ in North America Operations.  This population of operations managers was 

comprised of 7 males and 15 females at varying stages of their careers. 

Instrumentation 

Benchmark criteria identified through the literature review was utilized to develop a 

checklist of best demonstrated practices that support gender diversity and inclusion (see 

Appendix B). The checklist was then utilized to perform a comparative analysis to identify the 

presence or absence of the characteristics in Company XYZ policies.  The documented policy 

evaluation was completed independent of the focus group so that it would not influence focus 

group participant responses because a number of the focus group questions were developed to 

identify if specific aspects stated within policies were absent or present in practice.   

 Focus group invitations were sent to North American operations middle management via 

Google calendar invitations (Appendix C). Participants were divided in to two focus groups.  The 

focus group sessions were held to gather insight and information from Company XYZ middle 
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management.  The participants were required to sign an informed consent document and reflect 

upon their work environment and provide responses to the questions based on their experience 

within the confines of their middle management position, personal experience, and career 

aspirations (see Appendix D).  A series of 8 question sets were developed and utilized to lead the 

focus group research (see Appendix E). The focus groups questions were in part structured to 

identify if selected aspects of the policies in existence were in alignment with what was 

occurring in practice and to understand the barriers and employee involvement level present at 

Company XYZ.   

Data Collection Procedures 

The criteria checklist for the policy review was developed in Microsoft documents that 

were stored on a removable drive that was controlled for the duration of its existence.  Company 

XYZ policies were viewed online or in paper form and were under the control of the company.   

Focus group invitations were sent to North American operations middle management via 

Google calendar invitations.  Focus group sessions were held in person in local conference 

rooms. Participation was voluntary and results were representative of those that chose to 

participate.  Multiple sessions were held to accommodate the participants work commitments.  

An informed consent document was provided to each participant for signature.   

Data Analysis   

The review of policies against the criteria template resulted in presence and absence 

results that were utilized in the identification of gaps that became recommended areas of 

opportunity.  Focus group questions and responses to question sets were verbal, transcribed to 

Microsoft Office documents and saved to a removable drive that was kept under control for the 

duration of its existence protecting the identity and responses of participants.  The participant 
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focus group responses were collected and later analyzed to understand themes and potential areas 

of focus for improvement.  Best demonstrated practices and strategies identified from the 

literature review were recommended for any areas of opportunity identified through either 

method.   

Limitations 

The limitations of the study are: 

1. The results and recommendations of the study are limited to Company XYZ.   

2. The focus of the study is limited to women in senior leadership role.   

3. The policies reviewed are limited to Company XYZ policies.   

4. The focus group results are representative of North America Operations.   

5. The study is limited to Company XYZ and cannot be generalized to other companies. 

Summary 

In summary, Company XYZ approved the use of the organization for this study.  The 

chapter outlined the study methodology and described the subject selection and description, data 

collection and analysis, and limitations of the study.  The results of the study are discussed in 

Chapter 4.   
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Chapter IV: Results 

The purpose of this study was to identify the factors that have influenced middle 

management employed at Company XYZ, compare diversity and inclusion policies against 

benchmark criteria and through focus group responses validate if those policies are evident in 

practice at Company XYZ.  Additionally, where gaps were identified, make recommendations to 

the present strategy to better position Company XYZ to reach the goal of achieving gender parity 

in senior leadership.  Chapter four describes the data collected from the focus group through use 

of the approved question set and policy evaluation against best demonstrated practices.  A 

comparison in the differences between policy and practice from those reviews is also discussed.   

The focus group participant demographics are reflected in the following table.   
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Table 1 

Focus Group Demographics 

Participant Years of Service Gender Role 

1 20 female Operations Delivery Manager 

2 5 female Operations Delivery Manager 

3 5 female Operations Delivery Manager 

4 4 female Operations Delivery Manager 

5 4 female Operations Delivery Manager 

6 6 female Operations Delivery Manager 

7 2 female Operations Delivery Manager 

8 39 female Operations Delivery Manager 

9 35 female Operations Delivery Manager 

10 9 male Operations Delivery Manager 

11 2 female Operations Delivery Manager 

12 20 female Operations Delivery Manager 

13 21 female Operations Delivery Manager 

14 16 male Operations Delivery Manager 

15 32 male Operations Delivery Manager 

16 25 female Operations Delivery Manager 

17 16 female Operations Delivery Manager 

18 20 female Operations Delivery Manager 

19 14 female Operations Manager 

20 4 male Operations Manager 

21 20 male Operations Manager 

22 12 female Operations Manager 

23 22 male Operations Manager 

24 7 female Operations Manager 

25 18 female Operations Manager 

 The focus group was comprised of 25 middle managers at Company XYZ in total.  

Operations Delivery Managers accounted for 72 % of participants, with 28 % employed as 
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Operations Managers.  The gender breakdown of participants was 28 % male and 72 % female.  

Years of service ranged from two years to 39 years with an average of 14 years.  Both roles are 

equivalent in terms of level in the organization, compensation, and benefits.  The Operations 

Managers had direct reports and accountability for direct people management.  The Operations 

Delivery Managers did not have direct reports and were accountable for indirectly managing 

people.   

The first question that this study was designed to answer was what factors influenced 

middle managers at company XYZ career paths.  Focus group participants identified a number of 

factors both within and not within the control of participants.  Those factors included children 

and family obligations, lack of opportunity, glass ceiling, bias by the hiring manager, and level 

of education. The following chart illustrates those factors by participant’s gender.  
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Figure 1.  Factors influencing career path. 

Eighty-four percent of participant’s reported that children and family obligations were a 

significant factor in that these obligations presented conflicts and increased demands on time.  

Seventy-five percent of participants indicated that there was lack of opportunity for promotion or 

open roles in senior leadership because Company XYZ reorganized and reduces the workforce 

by 10 percent annually resulting in fewer opportunities.  Sixty percent of women were affected 

• 
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by the glass ceiling, reporting cliques and old boys club mentality at the senior leadership level at 

Company XYZ that limits entrance for women.  Women experienced all factors at a higher level 

than men reported.  An average of 75 % of all participants identified a lack of opportunity as a 

limiting factor at Company XYZ citing that few positions opened up for more senior roles and 

when there were vacancies at that level, the positions were filled without posting through the 

intranet job posting process leaving associates with the perception of lack of opportunity to 

express interest and compete in the selection process.   

 Although leadership development was not cited by the participants as an influencing 

factor to career path, leadership development was a factor that was likely to influence career path 

progression for associates interested in moving into more senior leadership roles.  When asked if 

leadership development programs were present at Company XYZ, participants described the 

Emerging Leaders and Diverse Leadership Network Programs as the two primary leadership 

development programs.  The Emerging Leaders Program consists of recent college graduates that 

are recruited for the two-year program.  The program was split into four rotations lasting six 

months each, during which each associate led a project in a different part of the organization.  

Emerging Leadership associates were provided a coach and were required to report out to senior 

leadership throughout the rotations.  The goal was to develop leaders that could be deployed 

through the organization post-program graduation.   

Company XYZ’s Diverse Leadership Program included diverse associates that had been 

identified with the highest potential to work with the most senior levels of the organization.  One 

hundred percent of focus groups participants expressed frustration that more programs were not 

offered for associates in mid and later career phases.  Even the 28 percent of survey participants 

that had been employed at Company XYZ for 5 years or less indicated lack of early career 
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opportunity for leadership development because those associates were not hired through the 

Emerging Leaders Program as a recent graduate.   

One-hundred percent of participants reported not participating in leadership development 

training or programs in the past 12 months and that leadership development was not a part of 

current development plans.  One-hundred percent of participants also indicated that in order to be 

in a better position for a more senior leadership role that additional leadership development 

would be beneficial.  Forty-four percent of female participants had no interest in senior level 

leadership roles.   

Figure 2. Level of interest in senior leadership roles by gender. 

The factors that influenced the associate’s decision not to pursue more senior roles are 

illustrated in the following graph.  One hundred percent of male participants expressed interest in 

pursuing senior leadership roles.  The factors included represent the female participant’s 

perspective. 
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Figure 3. Factors influencing career choice.  

Forty-four percent of female participants not interested in a more senior level leadership 

role reported increased amounts of work hours as a significant driver for that decision.  

Participants had witnessed senior leaders at Company XYZ working evenings and weekends 

regularly and were not willing to sacrifice that much time.  Both international and national travel 

was required for senior leaders which also dissatisfied sixty-three percent of participants.  

Increased stress due to the increased demands of the senior role also accounted for why 56 % of 

female participants were not interested in the next level of leadership.  Twenty percent reported 

high levels of satisfaction in current role as the reason for lack of interest in a more senor level 

role.   

What Role did Culture Play in the Decision not to Pursue a Senior Level Role?   

When asked what role if any that culture played in their decision not to pursue a more 

senior role, the forty-four percent of female participants that were not interested in a more senior 

role cited the following ways that the culture at Company XYZ had impacted career choice.   

• The unwritten expectation to participate in after-hours drinking and socializing at 

senior levels regularly was reported by 60 % of the female participants.   
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• Eighty percent of female participants reported an old boy’s club mentality at senior 

levels which made senior leadership roles less desirable for females impacted career 

choice.   

• Bias and stereotypes of women not being viewed as technologists historically was 

reported by 20 % of female participants.   

Interestingly, the entire population of male and female participants had no plans to seek 

employment outside of Company XYZ to secure a senior leadership role.  Participants further 

identified the culture of the organization at their current and subordinate level, benefits and the 

flexibility in schedule as the reasons for it.  Participant four stated that “I love the people that I 

work with and could not match the flexibility that Company XYZ offers.”   

How has Career Growth in Relation to Your Entry Point of Employment at Company XYZ 

Developed Over Time?  

Participants were asked to reflect on personal career paths within Company XXZ, 

specifically if promoted to either a lateral or leadership position and the career entry point.  One 

hundred percent of participants have been employed at Company XYZ for two years or more and 

reported the following. 
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Figure 4. Career growth by type of movement. 
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Men averaged a 43 % rate of promotion to a lateral or leadership role, while women came 

in higher at 61 %.  The fact that women have an 18% lower entry point in the organization than 

men and a 21 % higher rate of lateral promotion are contributing factors.  Participants described 

lateral and leadership promotions as having similar impact on terms of increased compensation 

and responsibilities.  Participant nine described “receiving a promotional increase of 10 % for a 

lateral move and the same for a promotion to a leadership role in the past.”   

 Participants were asked to reflect on career entry point at Company XYZ.  The following 

chart depicts the type of role that participants entered the organization at by gender.   
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Figure 5. Career entry point level at Company XYZ. 

Thirty-nine percent of females that participated in the focus group entered at manger 

level with the remaining sixty-one percent entering at associate level.  Male focus group 

participants reported twenty-nine percent entering at manager level with seventy-one percent at 

associate level.  Considering that 100 % percent of participants were in manager level roles at the 

time of the focus group, the data reflects a 61 % rate of promotion for women participants and 71 

% for men over the term of employment.   

• 
• 
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What Type of Development Plans Were in Place in the Entry Point Role Under the First 

Manager?   

 Participants were asked to reflect on the types of development plans in place during the 

career entry point role at Company XYZ.  One-hundred percent of male and female participants 

described the initial development plans in place in the entry point role as tactical in nature and 

geared toward company specific tools and processes that were required for the role.  With thirty-

nine percent of women participants and twenty-nine percent of male participants reporting a 

career entry point at the manager level at Company XYZ, leadership development planning 

would be desirable for career planning and success in current role.   

Participants were asked to reflect on the relationship with the first manager in the entry 

point role at Company XYZ and if the manager had provided meaningful performance feedback 

while in that role.  The following graph describes the gender break down of participants and 

whether meaningful feedback was received in that first role from the manager.   
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Figure 6. Manager feedback by gender. 
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Seventy-six percent of total participants reported receiving meaningful feedback from the 

first manager.  The remaining 24 % indicated that the first manager was a subject matter expert 

that had been promoted to a manager role and from the view of the participants did not exhibit 

strong leadership skills and may not have had the skills needed to develop other leaders.  

Twenty-two percent of women participants and 43 % of males reported not receiving meaningful 

feedback from the first manager in the entry point role at Company XYZ reflecting a 21 % lower 

feedback rate for males.  The fact that not all participants were in a leadership role that warranted 

leadership development was also a contributing factor.   

Participants were asked to specifically reflect on the benefits offered by Company XYZ 

that participants considered to be family friendly in nature.  Participants reported the family 

friendly benefits as adoption and fertility assistance, flexibility in work schedule, location, and 

paid time off usage.  Family medical and dental plans along with third party options for medical, 

financial planning in the event of a loss, and college entrance advice were also offered.  The 

following graph represents the participant’s level of use of these benefits.   
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Figure 7. Types of family friendly benefits that are offered.  

One-hundred percent of participants reported the flexibility in work schedule, taking 

vacation as needed and the flexibility to work from home or office as the most used and valued 

to balance work and family commitments.  One-hundred percent of participants also appreciated 

the time and financial saving that came from not having to commute anywhere from two to five 

days per week when working from home.  One-hundred percent of males and sixty percent of 

females reported leveraging the family medical and dental plans offered through Company XYZ.  

Adoption, fertility, and financial planning in the event of loss were not leveraged by participants.  

Additionally, males did not utilize the college planning benefit for dependents.  One-hundred 

percent of participants reported that although not leveraged by participants to date each would be 

of benefit to other employees of Company XYZ.   



42 

What was Company XYZ”s Diversity and Inclusion Objectives in 2019?   

 Participants were asked to describe Company XYZ’s diversity and inclusion objectives.  

Twenty percent of participants cited that discrimination on the basis of age, gender, race and 

religion was illegal, but none described the specific objectives.  One-hundred percent of 

participants were unaware if their direct manager was doing anything to support these objectives 

or not.  Fifty percent of participants were aware that the Chief Executive Officer had talked 

about diversity and inclusion in a town hall but did not remember the specifics.  The lack of 

knowledge on the topic made the remainder of focus group questions on the topic irrelevant.   

How does Company XYZ Compare to the Best Demonstrated Practices for Mentorship 

Programs and Family Friendly Policies?   

 The researcher was asked to review Company XYZ documented policies and compare 

against the criteria and feedback from the focus group provided not only to identify  if certain 

policies were present but also if policies were in practice.  The following table reflects if the 

benchmark criteria were present in policy and practice as well as if there was a difference 

between policy and practice as reported by focus group participants.   
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Table 2  

Benchmark Criteria Review Results   

Benchmark criteria Policy Practice  Difference 

Formal or Informal Program Present Formal Formal No 

Human resources oversight and 

coordination present 

Yes Yes No 

Human Resources and Manager determine 

mentor pairs 

No No No 

Associate strengths and weakness identified Weakness only Weakness only No 

Mentor strengths identified Yes Yes No 

Mentor and Mentee pairs based on strength 

and weakness assessment 

Yes Yes No 

Voluntary or forced participation mentee Voluntary Voluntary No 

Voluntary or forced participation mentor Both Voluntary Yes 

Development plans incorporated in annual 

review process 

Yes Yes No 

Evidence of flexibility in work schedules Yes Yes & No Yes 

Evidence of family friendly policies Yes Yes No 

 Company XYZ met the majority of benchmark criteria; however, there were areas of 

opportunity present.  There was a formal mentorship program in place.  Human resource 

oversight and coordination were also present.  Mentor pairs at Company XYZ are determined by 

third party software not through Human Resource and direct manager participation.  Associate 

weakness and mentor strengths were determined through self-identification.  Associate strengths 
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were not identified.  Pairings were determined in part based on the associate weakness and 

mentor strengths.  The third party software also considered other factors such as time zone 

preferences and that of the multiple associate weaknesses and mentor strengths that at least one 

match was present.  The policy findings also indicated that associate participation is voluntary, 

mentor volunteers were also encouraged, along with the mandatory participation of all people 

managers employed by Company XYZ.   

 The annual associate performance review policy called for development planning that 

included manager and associate alignment and documentation within the online performance 

management tool identified as My Career™.  Evidence of development plans were present in the 

tool with 100 % of development plans for participants populated.  One-hundred percent of 

participant’s development plans referenced specific training needs to keep up with new platforms 

and tools.  There was no evidence of leadership development plans.   

 Policies that allow for flexibility in work schedule and those considered to be family 

friendly were present at Company XYZ as reported by focus group participants.  The policy for 

work schedules and paid time off for exempt associates allowed for associates flexibility in work 

location and schedule, which allowed for unlimited paid time off with manager and associate 

alignment.  Time off did not tie back to a specific amount and was not based on years of service.  

The focus was on balancing work and personal matters so that neither suffers.  One-hundred 

percent of participant’s reported leveraging the flexible policies to balance work and family 

commitments.   

 There were also family friendly policies present.  Company XYZ offers a Bright 

Horizons benefit that pays for up to 10 days a year of backup child or elder care in the event of 

school closures or when the primary care provider cancels.  Participants did not report that this 
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benefit existed as a family friendly policy suggesting that participants were either unaware of the 

policy, forgot that the policy was in existence, or forgot because the benefit was not utilized.  

This program also offers free expert guidance for special needs children, discounts for daycare 

centers and college coaches that provide guidance through the college admission processes.   

Company XYZ also offered a program through a third party provider that provides financial 

planning and support to survivors in the event of a loss at no cost for up to six months.  There 

was also a policy for adoption assistance that provided for a lifetime family maximum of 

$25,000 to reimburse for adoption related expenses when adopting a child under the age of 18.  

There was a policy for fertility managed through a third party that covers several cycles of 

fertility treatments and up to $25,000 for surrogacy.  Associates do not need to be enrolled in the 

health insurance plan to receive these added benefits.   

 The main differences identified between Company XYZ policies and the industry 

standard benchmark criteria through the policy review were as follows.   

• Managers are not involved in the mentorship pairing process at Company XYZ.   

• Associate strengths are not part of the assessment for the Mentorship Program.   

• Development plans were focused on skill based activities that support new 

technology.   

The main differences between what the policies indicated and what focus group participants 

experienced in practice at Company XYZ are as follows.   

• People managers were not aware that participation as a mentor was mandatory and 

were not participating.  There were no consequences or measurement in place.   
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• Participant feedback strongly suggested that flexibility in schedules, work location, 

and time off are highly dependent on manager discretion and can vary greatly from 

one manager to the next.   

• Leadership development was not a part of any of the focus group participants 

development plans.   

Summary 

The focus group participants provided candid responses to the question sets that were 

illustrated in Chapter four and leveraged for data analysis.  Documented policies were also 

compared against the best demonstrated practice checklist for absence or presence in policy and 

practice.  Focus group responses were also evaluated against the policy to demonstrate if the 

policies were in practice.  In both the focus group questions set responses and policy review 

conducted by the researcher, the data reflects clear differences between the male and female 

experiences and in what is documented in policy versus what is in practice.  In Chapter five the 

findings, conclusions and recommendations from this study and data collection and analysis are 

discussed.   
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendation 

 The purpose of this study was to identify the factors that contribute to the 

underrepresentation of women in senior leadership at Company XYZ, compare Company XYZ 

diversity and inclusion policies against benchmark criteria to identify strategies that Company 

XYZ could utilize to increase the number of women in senior leadership roles.  The CEO set a 

target to achieve gender parity by 2025 which would require an 11% increase in the number of 

women in senior leadership roles at Company XYZ.  Chapter 5 will focus on the summary of the 

research study demographics, conclusions and implications of the results, and recommendations 

resulting from the research specific to Company XYZ.   

Demographics 

The sample population for the study was comprised of 25 middle managers employed at 

Company XYZ in North America.  The job titles of the participants were Operations Delivery 

Managers and Operations Managers.  Email invitations were initially sent to 30 local middle 

managers due to proximity to be able to attend and participate in the focus group sessions, with 

the assumption that there would be less than a 100% rate of attendance.  The tenure of the 

managers ranged from two to 39 years with an average of 14 years of service.  The gender 

breakout of the focus group participants was 18 females and 7 males.   

Chapter 4 included the focus group feedback and outcome of the policy review against 

the benchmark policy criteria checklist. The main differences identified between Company XYZ 

policies and the industry standard benchmark criteria through the policy review were that 

managers aren’t involved in the mentorship pairing process at Company XYZ, associate 

strengths are not part of the assessment for the Mentorship Program, and development plans 

were focused on skill based activities that support new technology.  The main differences 
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between what the policies indicated and what focus group participants experienced in practice at 

Company XYZ were that people managers were not all aware that participation as a mentor was 

mandatory and were not participating as a result and that there were no consequences or 

measurement in place.  Additionally, participant feedback strongly suggested that flexibility in 

schedules, work location, and time off are highly dependent on manager discretion and can vary 

greatly from one manager to the next.  Finally, leadership development was not a part of any of 

the focus group participants development plans.  The study results and recommendations are 

limited to Company XYZ, specifically to women in senior leadership and cannot be generalized 

to other companies.   

Conclusions 

 Data collected through the policy review and focus group sessions indicated that further 

action will be needed to increase the number of women in senior leadership in order to achieve 

corporate objectives.  Opportunity exists to enhance development plans to strengthen the talent 

pipeline by including leadership development training for middle managers.  Manager 

involvement in mentorship pairings and evaluation of strengths and weaknesses and ensuring 

that associate objectives are clearly communicated and integrated in the performance evaluation 

process will be required to improve compliance with existing policies is needed for improved 

outcomes.   

Focus group feedback and the policy review indicated that Company XYZ offered family 

friendly benefits to associates.  The flexibility in schedules and work locations and progressive 

new benefit offerings are strength.  Data collected suggests that there could be opportunity to 

improve consistency in administering paid time off.  Company XYZ has set very specific goals 

for diversity and inclusion, including achieving gender parity in senior leadership over the next 5 



49 

years; however focus group participants were unaware of what those objectives were, what 

actions the management team was taking, or what action would be required by participants, if 

any, to achieve the desired outcomes.  Considering that middle managers would be involved in 

development planning, hiring decisions, and providing performance evaluation feedback this was 

an area of significant opportunity for improvement for Company XYZ.   

Recommendations 

Research suggests that the correction for gender inequality in senior leadership required a 

multi-faceted approach to achieve gender parity (AAUWEF, 2002; & Seo, et al., 2017).  In 

comparison to the benchmark checklist criteria policies at Company XYZ and the focus group 

data collected, several opportunities were identified to improve processes and increase awareness 

of diversity and inclusion objectives at Company XYZ and drive better outcomes.   

1. Integrate manager participation in the mentorship pairing process. Corner (2014) 

defined the elements of a formal mentorship program as the identification of specific 

skills that were required, selection of high potential associates and qualified mentors 

which ensured that the competencies were aligned to help close the gaps that were 

identified.  This was supported by the results of a case study that resulted in 32% of 

high potential participants being promoted.  The manager would understand the 

associate strengths, weaknesses, performance and career path preference which may 

result in a more desirable outcome than was achieved through associate self-identified 

weakness.   

2. Incorporate leadership development in front line and middle manager training and 

development plans.  Investing in talent will develop a strong middle management 

pipeline for more senior leadership roles and better equip the front line manager to 
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provide meaningful performance feedback.  Desvaux et al. (2017) also identified 

training, mentoring and coaching as common strategies utilized in leadership 

development.   

3. Link diversity and inclusion objectives to performance measurement systems. This 

link would ensure socialization, compliance and consequence for non-compliance.  

Castro, Dinolfo, Falk, and Sabatini (2010) developed a strategy focused on the role of 

senior leaders and supervisors, systems, and strategies that addressed the key themes 

of the need for flexibility, effective communication, utilization of technology and 

removal of stereotypes aimed at maximizing return on investment, with focus on 

gender diversity and inclusion.   

4. Evaluate candidate selection process for senior leader roles to ensure gender diversity 

in candidates.  Companies with diversity in leadership have demonstrated increased 

organizational effectiveness (Biswas, 2017; Catalyst, 2004; Hannan & Kranzberg, 

2017; Jauhar & Lau; 2018; McKinsey & Company, 2017; Rincon et al., 2017; St. 

Catherine University & Minnesota Women’s Economic Roundtable, 2010; Tuhus-

Dubrow, 2009).   A diverse group of candidates is likely to result in a better hiring 

decision that just promoting someone within automatically. This could also improve 

the perception that there was a lack of opportunity at Company XYZ when more 

candidates are considered.  Biswas et al. (2017) research results demonstrated the 

influence that supportive human resource policies had on perceived behavioral 

control, subjective norms, and attitudes which ultimately influenced the managers’ 

intent to promote to senior leadership.  Seo et al. (2017) called attention to the fact 

that gender bias was inherent in some policies and that care should be taken to ensure 
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that the performance evaluation processes, salary and resource allocation decisions 

and development opportunity were designed to be gender neutral.  Desvaux et al. 

(2017) recommended an approach comprised of the chief executive officer and 

management commitment to gender diversity, transparency and tracking, leadership 

development programs, infrastructure that enables diversity, and inclusive mindsets 

and processes.  Recruitment initiatives specific to inclusion targets, leaders held 

accountable to meet diversity objectives, mentorship and leadership development 

programs, flexible work schedules, extended leave policies, education on unconscious 

bias in the workplace, and the removal of bias from recruitment have reduced gender 

bias.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

 Considering that women historically have not participated in higher education in certain 

fields at the same rate that men have and with McKinsey (2017) reporting a 13% shortage 

against a global demand for graduates in 2020 in science, technology, engineering and math 

(STEM) fields, further research to understand the educational background of women in middle 

management at Company XYZ would provide valuable insight in identifying if there is a need to 

invest in STEM training and development to level the playing field.  According to the AAUWEF 

(2002), without more women having entering into STEM programs and the workforce, gender 

parity is unlikely to be reached.  Seliger and Shames (2009) also recommend focused strategies 

that increased access to education for underrepresented race and ethnic populations, promotion 

of science, technology, engineering, and manufacturing fields to women, the education of 

women on finance and economics, and access to telecommuting and flexible scheduling.  Senior 

leadership roles at Company XYZ have accountability for technological innovation, quality and 
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process improvement as well as leadership.  Since these roles require some level of STEM 

aptitude and background, failure to address this opportunity would inhibit achieving gender 

parity in senior leadership.  Brusentow (2006) confirmed a strong correlation between higher 

levels of education and increased labor force participation for women.   

 Family friendly benefits and flexible schedules were identified by focus group 

participants as strengths of Company XYZ and factors that significantly impact career growth 

and path for females.  Seliger and Shames (2009) identified the need for chief executive officer 

to plan for the advancement of women including flexible work schedules.  As new generations 

enter the workforce, understanding the needs of the changing workforce are critical to continue 

to support women and families.  Further research specific to generation Z and beyond could help 

ensure that benefits and schedule options continue to be strength for Company XYZ. 

Summary 

Chapter 5 described the findings of the study at Company XYZ, conclusions that were 

drawn through the policy and literature review and focus group feedback.  Recommendations to 

drive further improvement and for further research were also identified.   Research suggests that 

the correction for gender inequality in senior leadership requires a multi-faceted approach to 

achieve gender parity (AAUWEF, 2002; & Seo et al. 2017).  Company XYZ will need to take 

further action in the areas of manager involvement in mentorship pairing, incorporate leadership 

development in front line and middle manager training and development plans, linking diversity 

and inclusion objectives to performance measurement systems, and evaluate candidate selection 

process for senior leader roles to ensure gender diversity in candidates in support of Company 

XYZ’s objective to achieve gender parity in senior leadership.   



53 

References 

Alimo-Metcalfe, B. (2010). Developments in gender and leadership: Introducing a new 

"inclusive" model. Gender in Management, 25(8), 630-639. 

doi:10.1108/17542411011092291 

American Association of University Women Educational Foundation. (2002). Women at Work. 

Washington, DC: Author.  

Biswas, K., Boyle, B., Mitchell, R., & Casamir, G. (2017). A mediated model of the effects of 

human resource management policies and practices on the intention to promote women: 

An investigation of the theory of planned behavior. International Journal of Human 

Resource Management, 28(9), 1309-133.  

Brusentsev, V. (2006). Evolution of female labor force participation in the United States: 1967 to 

2003. International Advances in Economic Research, 12(3), 358-373. 

doi:10.1007/s11294-006-9023-5 

Catalyst. (2004). The bottom line: Connecting corporate performance and gender diversity. New 

York, NY: Author.  

Catalyst. (2010). Beyond generational differences: Bridging gender and generational diversity at 

work. New York, NY: Author.  

Catalyst. (2018). Quick take: Women in management. New York, NY: Author.  

Chuang, S. (2019).  Exploring women-only training program for gender equality and women’s 

continuous professional development in the workplace. Higher Education, Skills and 

Work - Based Learning, 9(3), 359-373.  

Corner, J. (2014).  The fast are eating the slow: Mentoring for leadership development as a 

competitive method. Industrial & Commercial Training, 46(1), 29-33.  



54 

Cundiff, J. L., & Vescio, T. K. (2016). Gender stereotypes influence how people explain gender 

disparities in the workplace. Sex Roles, 75(3-4), 126-138. doi:10.1007/s11199-016-0593-

2 

Daily, C. (1993). The (R)evolution of the American woman, Business Horizons, 36(2), 1-5.  

Dworkin, T., Maurer, V., & Schipani, C. (2012). Career mentoring for women: New 

horizons/Expanded methods. Business Horizons, 55(4), 363-372.  

Ernst & Young. (2010). Groundbreakers. New York, NY: Author.  

Gallup., (2016). Women in America work and life well lived. Washington, DC: Author.  

Glass ceiling. (2011, October 8). The New York Times. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com 

Gender parity still a long haul for business, will take 10-25 years to achieve: Survey [Corporate 

Trends]. (2016, May 20). The Economic Times; New Delhi.  

Hannan, M., & Kranzberg, M. (2017). History of the organization of work. Encyclopedia 

Britannica, Retrieved from: https://www.britannica.com 

Jauhar, J., & Lau, V. (2018). The glass ceiling and women's career advancement to top 

management: The moderating effect of social support. Global Business and Management 

Research: An International Journal, 10(1), 163-178.  

Lawrence, R. (2008). Executive mentoring: Turning knowledge into wisdom. Business Strategy 

Series, 9 (3), 126-131. doi:10.1108/17515630810873357 

McKinsey & Company. (2010). Global Survey Results: Moving women to the top. New York, 

NY: Author.  

McKinsey & Company. (2017) Women Matter: Ten years of insight on gender diversity. New 

York, NY: Author.  

McKinsey & Company.  (2018). Delivering through Diversity. . New York, NY: Author.  



55 

Rincón, V., González, M., & Barrero, K. (2017). Women and leadership: Gender barriers to 

senior management positions. Intangible Capital, 13(2), 319-386. doi:10.3926/ic.889 

Seo, G., Huang, W., & Hanz, S. (2017). Conceptual review of underrepresentation of women in  

senior leadership positions from a perspective of gendered social status in the workplace: 

Implication for HRD research and practice. Human Resource Development Review, 

16(1), 35-59.  

Simms, J. (n.d). Thank goodness times have changed. People Management, 31-36.  

St. Catherine University & Minnesota Women’s Economic Roundtable. (2010). The 2009 

Minnesota Census of Women in Corporate Leadership. Saint Paul, MN: Author.  

The Whitehouse Project. (2009). Benchmarking women’s leadership. New York, NY: Author.  

Too many suits: Top jobs. (2011, November 26). The Economist. 401(8761), 14.  

Tuhus-Dubrow, R. (2009, May 3). The female advantage: A new reason for businesses to 

promote women: It's more profitable. The Boston Globe. Retrieved from 

http://www.bostonglobe.com 

U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2017). Women in the workforce before, 

during, and after the great recession. Retrieved from: 

https://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2017/ 



56 

Appendix A: Company Approval Letter 

Note: Dean Van Hollebeke’s title is Vice President of U.S. Operations at Company XYZ. 
 

~ Wlll®'!D. tMm/1 M<!!&wl,.,,,.,,.,, ·--!ud,OC 
R! !dl ... _"'I> 

- 0 X 

Hon-t ids --,.l~L - H(Tl. x @ • Sign ln 

Deanna Koehler <deanna.koehler@-
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Dean Van Hollebeke <dean.vanholebeke 
To: Deanna Koehler <deanna.koehlel@ 

Sounds good. HAve fun wilh the project! 

CAl Wed, Oct 9, 2019 al 2:26 AM Deanna Koehler <deanna.koehler@- ole: 
Hi Dean, 
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Appendix B: Benchmark Criteria Checklist 

Mentorship Program & Policy Benchmark Criteria 

Criterion Company XYZ Policy Observation 
Formal or Informal Program Present 

  
Human resources oversight and coordination 

present 
  

Human Resources and Manager determine 

mentor pairs 
  

Associate strengths and weakness identified 
  

Mentor strengths identified 
  

Mentor and Mentee pairs based on strength and 

weakness assessment 
  

 Voluntary or forced participation mentee 
  

 Voluntary or forced participation mentor 
  

Development plans incorporated in annual 

review process 
  

Evidence of flexibility in work schedules 
  

Evidence of family friendly policies 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Invitation 

Dear (insert participants name),  

I am conducting research as part of my Master Degree program requirement through the 

University of Wisconsin Stout related to gender parity in senior leadership positions. You have 

been chosen to participate in a focus group to share your feedback to specific questions related to 

gender diversity in the workplace and in senior leadership.  Your participation is strictly 

voluntary, but your input would be appreciated as you are in the best position to provide relevant 

information.  I look forward to meeting with you. 

Sincerely, 

Deanna Koehler 
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Appendix D: Informed Consent Form 

UW-Stout Signed Consent Statement 
for Research Involving Human Subjects 

Consent to Participate In UW-Stout Approved Research 
Project Title: Women in Senior Leadership: The Journey to Gender Parity   
Description: For this project, I am collecting anonymous employee responses to focus group 
question sets for the purpose of understanding the current state as experienced by survey 
participants. I will use the information to assess current state and potentially making some 
recommendations that could foster continued improvement toward increased representation 
of women in senior leadership within Company XYZ.   
Risks: There are minimal risks due to the fact that the data collection method is through focus 
groups.  Employee’s will need to reflect on current state experiences but should refrain from 
using names of other individuals in feedback. In the event that names are present they will not 
be used for any purpose or disclosed beyond myself and the instructor.  
Benefits: There is likely no immediate direct benefit to the participant. It is possible that 
information obtained may provide insight that could be utilized to make recommendations that 
would further foster the increased representation of women in leadership.   
Confidentiality: Your name will not be included on any documentation. We do not believe 
that you can be identified through the information. The focus group responses provided are 
confidential and will be destroyed following the Fall 2019 semester.  
Time Commitment: The approximate time commitment to for the focus group is 30 minutes.  
Right to Withdraw: Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose not 
to participate without any adverse consequences to you. You have the right to stop the focus 
group at any time.  
IRB Approval: This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Wisconsin-
Stout's Institutional Review Board (IRB). The IRB has determined that this study meets the 
ethical obligations required by federal law and University policies. If you have questions or 
concerns regarding this study, please contact the Investigator or Advisor. If you have any 
questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact 
the IRB Administrator.  
Investigator:                                             IRB Administrator: 

Deanna Koehler                                                     Elizabeth Buchanan 
koehlerd5426@my.uwstout.edu                       Office of Research and Sponsored Programs  
920-219-0488                                                        152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg. 

                 

Advisor:                                                    UW Stout 
Dr. Jeanette Black                                     Menomonie, WI 54751 
242 Jarvis Tech Wing                                715.232.2477 
UW Stout                                                   Buchanane@uwstout.edu 
715-232-5229  
blackj@uwstout.edu  
Statement of Consent: By completing accepting the meeting invitation, I agree to participate in the 
project titled: Women in Senior Leadership: The Journey to Gender Parity   
Institutional Review Board (IRB) Application Form  
Revised 1.19.19: Review with advisor and submit final version to irb@uwstout.edu  
 

Signature:___________________________________Date: _________________________ 
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Appendix E: Focus Group Question Sets 

1) A number of factors influence the upward movement from middle to senior management 
positions. Describe what factors that you think have influenced you personally.  

a. Which of the factors identified do you think has had the most impact on your career 
movement?  

b. When you consider these factors, describe which you feel are within your control.  
c. When you consider these factors, describe which you feel are outside of your control.  
d. For those within your control, describe what short terms plans are needed to make 

changes?  
e. For those within your control, describe what long terms plans are needed to make 

changes?  
f. If not within your control, describe what actions you think can be taken to influence?  

 
2) Describe Company XYZ’s mentorship program.  

a. Are you participating in the program launched in June of 2019?  
b. If you are participating, what factors influence your decision to participate the most?  
c. If you are not participating, what factors influence your decision not to participate the 

most?  
d. If you are not participating, what ways could your participation level be improved?  
e. If you are participating, describe your level of participation.  
f. If you are participating, describe the objectives and expected outcome?  

 
3) Describe Company XYZ’s employee development programs for leaders.  

a. Describe what types of leadership development programs you have participated in during 
the past 12 months.  

b. In what ways have your development efforts positioned you for a more senior role?  
c. Describe the types of leadership development assessment or action plans that are 

incorporated in the annual review process.  
d. Describe how this has benefited you/your career.  

i. Describe the types of action plans that are incorporated in the annual review 
process.  

 
4) Describe your level of interest in transitioning into a senior leadership role.  

a. If interested, describe what development plans would be required in order for you to 
achieve it.  

b. If not interested, describe the factors that contribute to this career choice?  
c. In what ways do you think that the culture at company XYZ influences your level of 

interest in senior leadership roles?  
d. In what ways do you think that stereotypes influence the opportunity that you have for 

promotion into a senior leadership role?  
i. Describe what the stereotypes are.  

 
5) Describe the type of role that you were first hired for with Company XYZ.  

a. If you have been employed at Company XYZ for more than 2 years, have you been 
promoted into a bigger role?  
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i. Describe the process.  
b. If you have been employed at Company XYZ for more than 2 years, have you been 

promoted into a lateral role?  
i. Describe the process.  

c. Describe the level of education that you had completed at the time you started with 
Company XYZ. In what ways has it benefited your career?  

d. Describe the level of experience that you had when you started at Company XYZ.  
e. Describe additional education that you have completed while employed with Company 

XYZ. In what ways has it benefited your career?  
 
6) Describe the relationship that you had with your first manager at Company XYZ.  

a. What action did that manager take to encourage your development?  
b. What types of stretch opportunity did that manager provide?  
c. How were you held accountable for career development plans?  
d. Did you receive actionable feedback in annual performance reviews?  

i. In what ways did you apply this feedback?  
 
7) Describe what types of policies and benefits are present at Company XYZ that you consider to 
be family friendly?  

a. In what ways do these policies and benefits support work life balance?  
b. In what ways do existing policies or benefits make it difficult to balance family and work 

obligations?  
c. In what ways could these policies/benefits be improved?  
d. Describe Company XYZ’s diversity and inclusion program.  
e. In what ways does the culture align with the Diversity & Inclusion policies?  
f. Describe what gaps exists between the diversity and inclusion policy and what you 

experience in practice.  
 
8) Describe Company XYZ’s objectives related to gender parity.  

a. Describe what role you play in the company achieving those goals.  
b. What types of challenges do you think the organization will face?  
c. What suggestions do you have to ensure these goals are met?  
d. What action does your manager take in support of these objectives?  
e. What actions does the CEO take in support of these objectives?  

 

 


