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How far have women come?

As of June 2009, women represent 
17% of the partnership and 16% of 147 
leadership positions here at PwC Canada.

In the Canadian marketplace, women 
represent: 1 

•	 6.0% of FP500 heads

•	 5.6% of top earners of the FP500

•	 13.0% of board directors

•	 16.9%	of	corporate	officers

•	 11.4% of line roles

•	 but approximately half of the 
Canadian workforce

Women have come far, but not far 
enough. At PwC, Sam DiPiazza, Jr.,  
our former global CEO, says “50/50” is 
not necessarily the goal—and it isn’t. 
But we also know “17/83” isn’t the goal 
either.2  

Will time alone correct the 
imbalance?

Not likely. Time will certainly help, but 
there are many organizational features 
of the “modern corporation” that limit 
women’s advancement. This is largely 
unintentional and not purposeful—but 
nonetheless, these features make it more 
difficult	for	women	to	advance.	If	we	are	
not engaged and proactive, we will miss 
out on a wealth of talent and opportunity.

This guide provides a high-level summary of the academic  
literature and professional research on gender in the workplace. 
Specifically, differences between men and women in the workplace 
are summarized and implications for women’s advancement in 
work organizations are discussed.

1   Catalyst. 2009. 2008 Catalyst Census of women Corporate 
Officers and Top Earners of the FP500.  

2   Maitland, Alison and Avivah Wittenberg-Cox. Why Women 
Mean Business. John Wiley & Sons: West Sussex, 
England. 2008.

Why gender diversity?
Why now?

If we are not engaged 
and proactive, we will 
miss out of a wealth of 
talent and opportunity. 
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It’s about the bottom line.

Gender diversity is not a women’s 
issue, it is a business issue that deeply 
impacts the bottom line. For example, 
Fortune 500 companies with the greatest 
representation of women on their boards 
outperform companies lacking gender 
diversity. Research shows that:4

•	 Return on equity is 53% greater

•	 Return on sales is 42% greater

•	 Return on invested capital is 66% 
greater

Furthermore, companies with at least 
three women serving on the board of 
directors have stronger than average 
financial	performance.	Is	this	a	matter	
of causation (that women on boards 
improve	organizational	financial	
performance) or correlation (that 
organizations with a particular structure 
and culture create an environment that 
fosters both gender diversity and better 
than	average	financial	performance)?	
Either way, organizations should strive to 
be those in which women progress all the 
way to the top…it’s clearly good for the 
bottom line. 

It’s about being agile—
responding to change early.

Many demographic changes in the 
workforce are occurring:

•	  The supply of skilled labour 
is shrinking (caused by aging 
populations and declining birth rates), 
and the war for talent will become 
increasingly competitive.

•	 The demographic makeup of 
educated workers is changing: in 
Canada, women represent 62% of 
bachelor degree graduates, 52% of 
master degree graduates and 44% of 
doctorate degree graduates.5

“We	have	to	build	a	firm	culture	where	women’s	talent	can	be	cultivated	and	 
where women can advance to the top. We need to invest in developing our 
personal and organizational awareness of gender differences and biases by:

•	 Understanding the competitive advantage that strength in diversity brings 
to business success.

•	  Learning to more effectively adapt to and interpret differences in gender 
styles and behaviour.

•	  Recognizing the existence of bias and consider bias awareness training.” 3

PricewaterhouseCoopers’ The leaking pipeline:  
Where are our female leaders? 79 Women share their stories

3   PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. The leaking pipeline: Where 
are our female leaders? 79 Women share their stories*. 
2008:5

4   Catalyst. 2004. The Bottom Line: Connecting Corporate 
Performance and Gender Diversity.  

5   Jenner, Laura and Rhonda Ferguson. 2009. 2008 Catalyst 
Census of Women Corporate Officers and Top Earners of 
the FP500. New York: Catalyst. 
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•	  Women currently make up half of 
the labour force in Canada and, 
consequently, dual career families 
are becoming increasingly common, 
having implications for the work/life 
flexibility	of	both	men	and	women.

•	  The workplace demands of 
“Generation Y” are different from 
those of previous generations, placing 
a high priority on work/life quality. 
They also place a high premium on 
working for an employer whose values 
are aligned with their own, who 
exhibits corporate social responsibility 
and	expect	more	flexibility	in	their	
work arrangements.

Thus, as the workforce changes, driving 
deeper into one-half of the workforce 
from which to draw talent compromises 
our ability to advance the “best and 
brightest.” Rather, we should strive to 
skim the best from the full breadth of the 
workforce and the talent pool.

It’s about being strategic.

It’s a mathematical fact that diversity 
improves competitiveness and 
performance.6,7 Diverse groups tend 
to perform better than homogeneous 
groups, even if the homogeneous groups 
are technically more capable. Put 
another way, the diversity of a group is 
as important as the group’s ability and 
intellect.

The Diversity Prediction Theorem shows 
that a group’s collective ability is equal to 
the average ability of each group member 
plus the diversity of the group. It’s not 
that just two minds are better than one, 
but that two different minds are better 
than one. Diversity is a strategy to foster:

•	 innovation;
•	 creativity; and
•	 problem-solving.

Diversity is also a strategy to meet client 
demands—clients who are increasingly 
more diverse themselves.

The business case for fostering greater 
gender diversity at all levels within the 
organization is strong. Gender diversity 
is not just the right thing to do—it’s the 
right business thing to do. So why do 
women, despite being half the workforce, 
largely occupy lower to middle level 
management	roles?	Why	aren’t	more	
women in leadership positions within 
organizations?	Is	it	simply	because	they	
don’t have what it takes or don’t want 
to	occupy	those	roles?	Understanding	
gender differences, where they come 
from and how they may affect differences 
in career paths helps us better understand 
why we see few women “at the top.” It 
also helps to lead us in the direction of 
changes we can make to “level the playing 
field”	so	that	our	key	talent	(whether	
male or female) rises to the top.

The diversity of a group is as 
important as the group’s ability 
and intellect.

6    Cox, Taylor H., Lobel, Sharon A., and Poppy L. McLeod. 
1991. Effect of Ethnic Group, Cultural Differences on 
Cooperative and Competitive Behavior on a Group Task. 
Academy of Management Journal, 34(4):827-847. 

7    Page, Scott E. and Hong Le. 2004. Groups of Diverse 
Problem Solvers Can Outperform Groups of High-Ability 
Problem Solvers. PNAS, 101(46):16,385-16,389. See also 
Ernst & Young’s “Groundbreakers: Using the strength of 
women to rebuild the world economy.” 2009.
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PwC’s 10th Annual Global CEO 
Survey suggests that recruiting 
and retaining talent and managing 
people is a major concern of CEOs 
and their organizations today.

“The management of global talent is 
a key concern among the participants 
in our study…global companies 
are undergoing a transition in how 
people are valued. Once thought of 
primarily in terms of cost, people 
in successful global companies are 
valued as rich sources of talent, skill 
and diversity, which are critical to the 

success of the enterprise. The CEOs 
in our study agree. The shortage 
of key skills is viewed as one of the 
main threats to prospects for growth. 
CEOs say…they acknowledge that 
they are developing programs 
to equip leaders to take active 
roles in creating a sustainable 
business environment; that they 
are identifying, retaining and 
promoting women; and that they 
are engaging in social issues as a 
means of employee recruitment and 
retention.”

What do global CEOs think?
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Think about overlapping bell curves. 
Some men will have stereotypically 
feminine qualities and traits, and 
some women will have stereotypically 
masculine qualities and traits. But if we 
look at the peaks of the curve, where 
a large proportion of men and women 
fall, we see a gap. So, it is useful to 
talk about the ways women and men 
generally behave. We can learn about our 
differences and still recognize that we 
don’t	all	fit	neatly	in	a	box.

Even though gender is central to our 
identity and interactions with others, 
there are many other aspects to our 
identity. How we behave, and how we 
are perceived by others, is complicated 
by other factors, such as culture, race/
ethnicity, family background, educational 
and professional status, and so forth. It 
is also important to note that research 
shows there is often more variation 
among men and among women than 
there is between men and women.

There is some interesting research 
supporting our “natural” differences.8 
There is also an immense amount of 
research that strongly demonstrates 
how socialization, norms and cultural 
values shape the differences that do 
exist between men and women—it is a 
falsehood to regard all of our differences 
as “innate” or “inherent.” Many of the 
differences we observe between men and 
women are rooted in the gender roles 
we	expect	men	and	women	to	fill,	and	in	
our expectations for men’s and women’s 
strengths and weaknesses.  

For our purposes, when we talk about the 
differences of men and women, we are 
talking about generalizations. One of the 
pitfalls in examining gender differences 
is	that	sometimes	we	find	ourselves	
stereotyping one another, as opposed to 
dismantling stereotypes. It’s important 
to remember that not all women are the 
same and not all men are the same. We all 
know many exceptions to the rule—that 
exception might even be you. 

Venus or Mars? 
Where	do	our	differences	originate?

We can learn about our 
differences and still 
recognize that we don’t all 
fit	neatly	in	a	box.

8 For example, refer to the work of Dr. Marianne Legato,  
 Columbia University. 

Gender differences

It is possible to examine our differences...

...and to understand we don’t fit neatly in a box

Female Male
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It all leads back to the 
playground.

While we are born male and female (sex), 
we learn our roles as men and women 
(gender), starting at a very young age, 
through the process we call socialization. 
Children learn what is expected of them 
by various agents of socialization: family, 
peers, schools, even the media, and their 
behaviour is shaped as they learn to 
conform to (or reject) various norms. 

Boys, as Deborah Tannen9,10 explains, 
live in a world of “one-up, one-
down,” whereas girls live in a world of 
connection. 

Boys

•	 Boys’ games and play groups more 
often occur outdoors and in large 
groups that are hierarchically 
structured.

•	  Boys give orders—a way of jockeying 
for status (creating a group structure 
where members are one-up or one-
down).

•	 Boys’ games tend to have winners and 
losers. 

•	  Boys will also argue with one another 
and boast of one’s own skills.

Girls

•	 Girls’ games and play groups are more 
often characterized by connection and 
achieving intimacy.

•	 Girls’ games do not often have winners 
and losers (e.g. playing house) and 
girls are more likely to play in pairs.

•	  Girls are less likely to give orders or 
make demands—those that do are 
regarded as “bossy.”

•	  Girls are more concerned with being 
liked, which means they are less likely 
to explicitly or aggressively negotiate 
status.

•	  Girls are more likely to mitigate 
conflict	to	maintain	and/or	restore	
balance within the group.

This does not mean girls are never 
concerned with getting their own 
way, or have no desire to attain high 
status. Popularity (e.g. being liked) is 
certainly a form of status; however, it is 
one	form	that	is	defined	by	connection	
and relationship. Further, social norms 
prescribe that girls go about attaining 
such status by being nice—by being 
openly co-operative. Social norms, 
however, give permission to boys to be 
openly competitive, a valued masculine 
quality. 

The	norms	we	are	first	exposed	to	as	
young children continue to be powerful 
forces in our lives that shape who we are 
and how we express ourselves. Later in 
life, men, on the whole, jockey for status 
in overt ways and women, on the whole, 
continue to live in a world of connection 
and balance. How we communicate 
and interact within organizations and 
the workplace is no exception, and the 
implications for our career paths can be 
significant.

9 Tannen, Deborah. 1990. You Just Don’t Understand. 
 New York: William Morrow and Company. 

10 Tannen, Deborah. 1995. Talking from 9 to 5: Women and  
 Men at Work. New York: Harper Paperbacks.

A	stereotype	is	an	over-simplified,	
rigid and conclusive belief or 
description about a group of 
individuals. 

Stereotypes:

•	 Are exaggerated and tend to be 
fixed—they	erect	barriers	between	
individuals.

•	 Are overwhelming—they tend to 
dominate our perception of an 
individual or group.

•	  Are universally applied to all 
members of the group—they do not 
allow for any exception.

•	  Are not based on empirical research, 
but most often on assumption, 
perception and myth.

Stereotypes

A	generalization	is	a	flexible	description	
about a group of individuals, drawn 
from observation and inquiry.

Generalizations:

•	  Allow exceptions and acknowledge 
that some members of the group may 
not conform to the generalization 
(what is true at the aggregate level 
may not be true at the individual 
level)

•	 Are based on empirical research

•	  Are always subject to being 
modified—they	are	open	and	foster	
understanding between individuals

Generalizations
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Catalyst,	a	leading	non-profit	research	
organization advancing women in  
business, says that gender stereotypes  
are widely shared within our culture.  
This can be problematic, as they tend to 
over-simplify reality, especially, when 
it comes to complex social behaviours. 
Gender stereotypes emphasize the 
“natural” differences between women  
and men but the empirical literature  
tells us that gender differences are far  
from natural. Through the extensive 
research on gender differences and 
similarities, we learn that women and  
men are actually more similar than  
different and that there is more variation 
among women and among men than  
there is between women and men. By 
creating false perceptions that women 
and men are “planets apart,” however, 
stereotyping results in women being 
overlooked for the top jobs—no matter  
how strong their actual credentials.11

We all have various characteristics that 
send messages, rightly or wrongly, to 
the world and people around us. These 
characteristics might include our race 
or ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, 
education and, of course, our gender. 
We constantly draw on our commonly 
held, dominant cultural norms and 
beliefs about these characteristics to 
form assumptions about who individuals 
are, and how they will (or “should”) 
behave. We form expectations for their 
competencies and their capabilities, 
and this can lead to the formation of 
stereotypes.

An illustrative riddle:

A man and his son are driving along and get into a bad car accident. 
The ambulance shows up and takes them both to the hospital. The 
son is rushed into surgery. The surgeon enters the operating room, 
but as soon as the surgeon sees the patient, the surgeon gasps and 
says,	“I	can’t	operate	on	this	boy,	he’s	my	son.”	How	is	this	possible?

For the answer, see the back page of this guide.

Gender-based stereotyping

We all have various 
characteristics that send 
messsages, rightly or 
wrongly, to the world and 
people around us.

11 Catalyst. The Double-Bind Dilemma for Women in Leadership: 
Damned if You Do, Doomed if You Don’t. 2007:4.
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Why do we draw on dominant cultural 
norms and beliefs to form assumptions 
about	others?	We	do	so	because	these	
beliefs and norms help organize the 
world around us—they act as informative 
shortcuts	that	help	us	to	efficiently	
organize and predict the extremely 
complex world in which we live, in 
addition to organizing our interactions 
with one another. So, while very useful, 
they can also lead to real problems. 

Understanding our differences and the 
expectations we have for each other, 
but also acknowledging our similarities, 
helps us better understand the subtle 
unconscious biases that we hold. In doing 
so, we are better able to embrace our 
differences and also see our similarities. 
We can understand that treating 
individuals equally doesn’t mean treating 
everyone the same.

The traits that constitute stereotypical 
masculinity and stereotypical femininity 
are very different. The Bem Sex Role 
Inventory is a widely used measure for 
masculinity and femininity. Developed 
by presenting 60 descriptors to study 
participants who rank whether these 
are descriptors of men or women, 19 
“masculine” traits and 19 “feminine” traits 
are categorized as follows:

Traditional	femininity	is	chiefly	defined	
by the context of relationship.12 And 
women’s chief role in the context of 
relationship or connection is to give and 
support. Often, women are expected to 
give recognition—to act deferentially, 
and to both relinquish recognition of their 
own self and accomplishments in addition 
to providing recognition to others. Unlike 
stereotypical femininity, “Masculinity is 
defined	neither	by	relationships	nor	by	
what men provide for others—except 
financially.	One	can	be	masculine	in	
solitary splendor” (Fels 2004:5). The 
quality of leadership itself is regarded as 
a masculine trait. Stereotypical femininity 
and masculinity, as Catalyst asserts, are 
best summed up by our expectations and 
beliefs that women take care and men 
take charge.13 

Masculine traits Feminine traits

Self-reliant Yielding

Strong personality Loyal

Forceful Cheerful

Independent Compassionate

Analytical Shy

Defends one’s beliefs Sympathetic

Athletic Affectionate

Assertive Sensitive to the needs of others

Makes decisions easily Easily flattered

Self-sufficient Understanding

Dominant Eager to sooth hurt feelings

Willing to take a stand Soft-spoken

Aggressive Warm

Acts as a leader Tender

Individualistic Gullible

Competitive Childlike

Ambitious Does not use harsh language

Has leadership abilities Loves children

Willing to take risks Gentle

Understanding our differences 
and the expectations we have for 
each other, but also acknowledging 
our similarities, helps us better 
understand the subtle unconscious 
biases that we hold.

12 Fels, Anna. 2004. Do Women Lack Ambition? Harvard 
Business Review, April:1-10.

13 Catalyst. 2005. Women “Take Care,” Men “Take Charge:” 
Stereotyping of U.S. Business Leaders Exposed. New York, 
NY: Catalyst
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The	study	found	that	men	were	influential	
with both male and female members 
of the audience regardless of how they 
spoke (tentatively or assertively). Women, 
however,	were	more	influential	with	male	
audience members when they spoke 
tentatively,	but	they	were	more	influential	
with female audience members when 
they spoke assertively. Men stated that 
the tentative female speaker was more 
likeable than the assertive female, 
but women stated that the tentative 
female speaker was less likeable than 
the	assertive	female.	And	finally,	both	
men and women rated the female 
tentative speaker as less competent and 
knowledgeable as the assertive female 
speaker, but they did not regard either 
the tentative or assertive style of men as 
affecting their perceived competence or 
knowledge.

Just this study alone illustrates that it is 
important for women to be likeable— 
women	are	more	influential	when	they	
are liked. But how a woman must behave 
to be liked can vary based on whether 
she is interacting with men or women. 
And what’s more, when women display 
attributes that make her likeable, those 
attributes can also undermine her 
ability to be perceived as competent and 
knowledgeable. 

In the workplace, we value stereotypically 
masculine qualities—such as 
assertiveness, decisiveness and being 
analytical or problem-solving. The 
corollary to this is that we do not 
value stereotypical feminine qualities, 
and frequently these are regarded 
as weaknesses in the workplace. 
Furthermore, to even think of “women 
as leaders” requires a departure from a 
deeply-ingrained norm that prescribes 
leadership as a masculine trait.

The importance of being liked

Being nice and likeable are important 
components of women’s traditional 
gender roles and stereotypical femininity. 
Being likeable is also very important 
to	women’s	ability	to	influence	others.	
One study14 shows the impact of gender 
differences	on	ability	to	influence.	In	the	
study, subjects were presented with a 
topic on which there was disagreement. 
A woman and man were then given 
identical scripts to read and “win over” 
the audience. In the study, both the man 
and woman presented the scripts using a 
tentative style and an assertive style. 

To even think of 
“women as leaders” 
requires a departure 
from a deeply-
ingrained norm which 
prescribes leadership 
as a masculine trait.

14 Carli, Linda, « Gender, Language and Influence »,  
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1990,  
59(5), pp. 941-951.
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The double bind

What we quickly notice is that women 
are stuck between a rock and hard 
place, subject to the “double bind.”15 
This is the notion that we expect both 
men and women to behave in ways that 
are consistent with gender stereotypes. 
However, because men have always been 
the dominant social group in society, we 
tend to value masculine attributes, traits 
and behaviours (especially, in areas such 
as sports, politics and the workplace) 
over feminine attributes, traits and 
behaviours. Consequently, when women 
act in stereotypically feminine ways, they 
are disadvantaged to the extent that these 
behaviours are not as highly valued—

nor rewarded—in the workplace. Yet, 
when women act assertively, decisively, 
ambitiously, or take a stand, for example, 
they can be met with resistance and 
perceived as unlikeable, unfeminine, too 
aggressive or threatening.

This	means	women	can	find	themselves	in	
a variety of predicaments. They are often 
perceived as “too soft, too tough, and never 
just right”.16 Women leaders are held to 
higher standards (and face lower rewards); 
they have to prove they are capable leaders 
repeatedly (overcoming a “burden of 
proof”). Women leaders are often seen as 
either competent or likeable—not usually 
both.

One author underscores this point: 
“…what	does	being	likable	have	to	do	with	it	anyways?	Actually,	quite	a	lot.	Despite	all	
the gains we’ve made, one double standard (at least) persists: in our society (as in most), 
we expect women to be nice. And it’s not just that we like nice women. We think women 
should be nice—warm, pleasant and friendly. When they engage in activities such as the 
aggressive	negotiating,	we	react	negatively.	Research	shows	that	men	can	be	influential	
and effective even if people don’t like them. They can be persuasive and get what they 
want as long as they’re perceived as competent. If they behave in aggressive ways or use 
aggressive language we call them no-nonsense, focused, a go-getter, ambitious (good 
things in a man). We use very different words to describe women who behave in similar 
ways,	words	that	aren’t	so	nice:	bossy,	pushy,	overbearing,	haughty,	difficult,	dragon	
lady, barracuda, bitch or ice queen” (Babcock and Laschever 2008:256).

...women are stuck between a 
rock and hard place, subject to the 
“double bind.”

Women leaders are held 
to higher standards  
(and face lower rewards).

15 Catalyst. 2007. The Double-Bind Dilemma for Women 
in Leadership: Damned if You Do, Doomed if You Don’t. 
New York, NY: Catalyst.

16 Catalyst. 2007. The Double-Bind Dilemma for Women 
in Leadership: Damned if You Do, Doomed if You Don’t. 
New York, NY: Catalyst. Pp.13-19.
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“What do you think?”

For women, this question is often a way of 
opening a conversation, to explore ideas, 
thoughts, opinions and so forth. It is an 
invitation and, in many ways, supports 
our efforts to work collaboratively, 
to build our teams and to help our 
colleagues—particularly, those less 
experienced—learn to develop their own 
answers and solutions. 

For men, this question is often interpreted 
just as it sounds—men may think, “I 
am being asked for an opinion and I 
will give one.” The question invites 
closure. Women may misinterpret this 
response as being insensitive and accuse 
men of “shutting down” or not working 
collaboratively. Men, on the other hand, 
can perceive questions like this one as 
tentative or qualifying, demonstrating 
that the woman is indecisive, unsure and 
lacking	both	confidence	and	competence.	
Being perceived in such a manner can 
have potentially negative effects for 
women and their ability to advance, 
particularly, into leadership roles where 
the use or the perception of tentative 
speech can appear as a sign of weakness. 
It is not how we usually expect leaders 
to talk.

“I’m sorry”

For women, apologizing is often a ritual 
way of restoring balance in a situation. 
For men, apologizing is generally the 
admission of fault. Studies show that 
women apologize more frequently than 
their male counterparts. For women, 
apologizing is not necessarily the 
admission or acknowledgement of fault 
or blame, rather it is a way of restoring 
balance to a situation. It might mean,  
“I’m sorry this happened” in general or it 
might also be used as a hedge to soften an 
otherwise direct demand. For example, 
“I’m sorry, but could you repeat what you 
said?”	It	might	also	mean	“I	empathize	
with you—I’m putting myself in your 
shoes.”  

Communication styles
Differences in how men 
and women talk

When women apologize, 
it can be perceived as a 
lack	of	confidence...
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Neither men or women talk more 
than the other. While the stereotype 
is that women are talkative and men 
are not, studies show that both speak, 
in a given day, approximately 16,000 
words.i,ii The real question is who talks 
more	where?	Men	tend	to	talk	more	in	
public settings.iii For example, in the 
workplace, men are more likely to talk 
more in meetings and presentations. 
And not only do men talk more, but 
the average length of each turn they 
take at talking is longer than women’s 
average length of turn. In some cases, 
men’s shortest turn is shown to be 
longer than women’s longest turn. 
Additionally, men make greater use 
of “assertive” speech (speech that 
involves	influencing	others	and/

or exercising one’s independence) 
and women make greater use of 
“affiliative”	speech	(speech	that	
focuses on establishing rapport, 
showing support and agreement).

i Leaper, Campbell et Melanie Ayres, « A Meta-Analytic 
Review of Gender Variations in Adults’ Language Use: 
talkativeness, Affiliate Speech, and Assertive Speech », 
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 2007, 11(4), 
pp. 328-363.

ii  Mehl, Matthias, Simine Vazire, Nairan Ramirez-Esparaza, 
B. Richard  Slatcher, et James W. Pennebaker, « Are 
Women Really More Talkative Than Men? », Science, 
2007, 317 (5834), p. 82.

iii  Tannen, Deborah, You Just Don’t Understand, New York, 
William Morris and Company, 2009.

For women, apologizing is also a way 
to maintain status equality. One might 
say, “I’m sorry I misunderstood your 
earlier explanation.” In response, another 
woman might say, “Well, I’m sorry I didn’t 
provide you with enough background 
on the situation.” In this way, neither is 
one-up nor one-down, but both are equal. 
Connection is maintained and hierarchy 
is minimized.

When women apologize, it can be 
perceived	as	a	lack	of	confidence	or	
certainty. Such tentative speech, in 
general, undermines the perceived 
competence of the speaker for the task at 
hand, in addition to framing the speaker 
as one-down. In framing oneself as one-
down, an individual is at risk of being less 
influential—which	is	to	the	detriment	of	
one’s ability to advance, particularly, into 
senior leadership roles. 

Expressing ideas at a meeting

When women express an idea at a 
meeting, they are often making a 
suggestion that invites the input of 
others. When men express an idea at a 
meeting, the intent is often to state the 
ideas authoritatively so that the action 
to be taken is clear. In doing so, women 
may perceive that men do not work 
collaboratively. Additionally, studies show 
that men may be more likely downplay 
their doubts when sharing ideas in 
meetings. Men will also challenge or 
debate one another directly. Silence is 
interpreted as agreement. For women, 
who are less likely to treat conversation 
as competitive, but instead emphasize 
connection, ideas are presented as 
suggestions so as to invite others into 
exploring the idea together. This helps 
girls avoid being called bossy, and women 
at work being called that other “b” word.

Women can be perceived as lacking 
strong opinions, which present a 
barrier to being perceived as possessing 
leadership skills. Men, on the other hand, 
can be perceived as overly aggressive. 
What’s important to remember is that 
women do not lack strong opinions any 
more so than men, but sometimes simply 
express them differently.

When women express an idea at a 
meeting, they are often making a 
suggestion that invites the input of 
others.

Who talks more?

Neither men or women  
talk more than the other.
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Self-assessments 

Women are less likely than men to 
promote themselves or their interests, 
or to boast of their accomplishments, 
talents and skills. In sum, women are 
less likely to “toot their own horn.” 
One study17 demonstrates this pattern 
by asking students entering university 
to predict their grades: some were to 
give predictions in writing (a private, 
anonymous forum), whereas others 
were to share their predictions in front of 
other students (a public forum). While 
women’s actual GPAs did not differ from 
the GPAs of the men, women predicted 
their grades to be lower in the public 
forum and predicted higher grades 
in writing (the private forum). Men, 
however, showed no differences in their 
predicted grades based on forum. In a 
second condition, grades were predicted 
to an experimenter. Again, women’s 
and men’s actual GPAs obtained did 
not differ, yet women predicted lower 
grades when giving the prediction to an 
experimenter who was styled as having 
“low ability.” This suggests the women 
attempted to preserve the self-esteem of 
the experimenter by downplaying their 
own abilities.

Other research shows that:

•	 Women ground their self-assessments 
in the details of what tasks they 
actually executed and what skills 
they actually exercised, whereas men 
are more likely to ground their self-
assessments, not simply in what they 
accomplished, but in their perceived 
future potential.

Assessing
Asking
Aspiring

Men are more likely to ground their self-assessments, 
not simply in what they accomplished, but in their perceived 
future potential.

Women are less likely to 
“toot their own horn.”

17  Daubman, Kimberley A., Heatherington, L, and Alicia Ahn. 1992. Gender 
and the Self-Presentation of Academic Achievement. Sex Roles, 
27(3/4):187-204.
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•	  Men’s perceptions of their potential 
are	more	likely	to	be	inflated,	women’s	
are more likely to be downplayed.

•	  Both men and women hold 
women to higher standards (this 
is often called the burden of proof 
assumption; women, assumed to be 
less competent than men, must prove 
they are competent and skilled at 
stereotypically masculine tasks, e.g. 
work).

•	 Women do not always perceive 
themselves to be ready for a next step 
unless	they	are	entirely	confident	that	
their past accomplishments have fully 
prepared them for the next step. Men, 
however, are more likely perceive 
themselves to be ready for a next step, 
based on their perception that they 
possess the potential to succeed—
they need not entirely ground their 
readiness in past accomplishments.

•	 Women are more likely to give credit 
to their teams or other individuals, 
downplaying the active role they took 
in completing a task or project.

Women don’t ask

Women are also far less likely to put 
their hand up or ask for an opportunity, 
whereas men are much more likely to 
do so.18,19 In part, this is because women 
are more likely to think that they will be 
asked to assume a new role or assignment 
when their manager thinks they are 
ready. An inner dialogue may sound like 
this: “I’m working really hard. If my boss 
thinks I’m ready for that assignment she/
he will ask me. Since she/he hasn’t asked, 
I must not be ready and the best thing to 
do is put my head down, work hard and 
produce good results.” Studies20 show this 
tendency may be related to the fact that 
women negotiate less often and, when 
they do, negotiate less aggressively than 
men. 

Two studies on asking for money illustrate 
these differences.21 In one study of recent 
MBA graduates, only 7% of women, 
when accepting a job offer, attempted 
to negotiate a higher salary, whereas 
57% of men attempted to negotiate. In 
another study, subjects were told they 
would be paid between $3 and $10 for 
participating. On completing the task, 
subjects were thanked and told, “Here’s 
$3.	Is	$3	okay?”	The	gender	difference	in	
the responses was striking: compared to 
the female participants, male participants 
asked for more money nine times to one.

18 Babcock, Linda and Sara Laschever. 2008. Ask for it: How 
women can use the power of negotiation to get what they 
really want. New York: Bantam Books.

19 Babcock, Linda and Sara Leschever. 2003. Women Don’t 
Ask: Negotiation and the Gender Divide. Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press.

20 Babcock, Linda, Laschever, Sara, Gelfand, Michele, 
and Deborah Small. 2003. Nice Girls Don’t Ask. Harvard 
Business Review. October:14-16.

21  Small, Deborah A., Gelfand, Michele, Babcock, Linda, and 
Hilary Gettman. 2007. Who Goes to the Bargaining Table? 
The Influence of Gender and Framing on the Initiation of 
Negotiation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
93(4):600-613. See also Babcock, et al., “Nice Girls Don’t 
Ask” in Harvard Business Review.

Women are also far less likely to 
put their hand up or ask for an 
opportunity...
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As one author puts it,27 “One key type of discrimination that women face is the 
expectation that “feminine” women will forfeit opportunities for recognition 
at home and at work. Women tend to feel foolish asking for appropriate 
acknowledgement	of	their	contributions.	They	find	it	difficult	to	demand	
appropriate support—in the form of time, money or promotion—to pursue 
their	own	goals.	They	feel	selfish	when	they	do	not	subordinate	their	needs	
to those of others. This subtle, incremental, but ultimately powerful dynamic 
militates	against	women’s	pursuit	and	attainment	of	their	goals	in	most	fields”	

Fels, 2004, p. 7 

If women regularly downplay their 
accomplishments and underestimate 
their abilities and men routinely have 
an	inflated	sense	of	their	abilities,25 then 
men’s and women’s differential beliefs 
as to whether they will successfully meet 
their career goals—particularly, those 
with “lofty” ambitions—may also shape 
their desire of engaging in the process 
needed to do so. For some women, when 
they look “up” in their organization, it’s 
not simply the position or role that they 
aren’t interested in, it’s also the process 
of “getting there,” shaped in part by the 
likelihood of getting there. 

One study of men, women and 
competition underscores the role that 
estimation of one’s abilities affects one’s 
likelihood of engaging in competition.26 
Participants engaged in a series of 
short tasks with other group members 
in which correct task completion was 
compensated. Compensation could either 
be on a non-competitive basis ($0.50 
for a correct answer) or a competitive 
tournament basis ($2 for a correct 
answer for only the one person with 
the most correct answers). Men and 
women gave the same number of correct 
answers, regardless of compensation 
system, showing their abilities to be 
no different. When allowed to choose 
between compensation systems, the 
men’s choice of competitive tournament 
compensation outstripped the women’s 
choice two-fold: 75% of men chose 
tournament compensation, while only 
35% of women chose it. What explains 
this	gender	difference?	Not	ability,	since	
men and women were equally able. 
Perception of ability, however, did differ. 
While both men and women were over-
confident	about	their	ability,	men	were	
far more so.

Career aspirations: Women 
and ambition 

Are	men	more	ambitious	than	women?	
Do men and women simply have different 
career	aspirations?	Not	necessarily.	
Men and women, when we control for 
a variety of factors, do not necessarily 
innately or inherently differ in their 
ambition and/or career aspirations. 

In her seminal study of the workplace, 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter22,23  demonstrates 
that men’s and women’s career 
aspirations, once we account for their 
structural position in an organization, 
do not differ in their desire to advance 
or in their aspirations for progression. 
Research24 shows that perceptions and 
beliefs about one’s potential career 
path in an organization shapes whether 
one will aspire to pursue a particular 
career path. For any individual, the 
ability to look “up” in organization and 
see someone “like you” profoundly 
shapes whether one believes that a 
certain career path is open to one and, 
consequently, whether one will aspire to 
pursue it. 

Expectations of rewards also affect your 
aspirations. Think of ambition as being 
composed of two elements, mastery of 
skill and desire for reward or recognition. 
To the extent that women’s calculation 
of the rewards and recognition they will 
receive for their efforts are diminished, 
so too is their desire to pursue their 
goals. For women, compared to men, 
“the personal and societal recognition 
they receive for their accomplishments 
is quantitatively poorer, qualitatively 
more ambivalent and, perhaps most 
discouraging, less predictable”  
(Fels 2004:7). 

22 Kanter, Rosabeth Moss. 1977. Men and women of the 
corporation. New York: Basic Books.

23 Kanter, Rosabeth Moss. 1976. The impact of hierarchical 
structures on the work behavior of women and men. 
Social Problems, 23, 415-430.

24  See Kanter, R.M., 1976 and 1977. See also Cassirer, 
Naomi and Barbara Reskin. 2000. High Hopes: 
Organizational Position, Employment Experiences,  
and Women’s and Men’s Promotion Aspirations. Work and 
Occupations, 27(4), 438-463.

25 See Fels, Anna. 2004.

26  Niederle, Muriel and Lise Vesterlund. 2005. Do Women 
Shy Away From Competition? Do Men Compete Too 
Much? National Bureau of Economic Research Working 
Paper No. 11474. Issued July 2005.

27 Fels, Anna. 2004. Do Women Lack Ambition? Harvard 
Business Review, April, 1-10.
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Support at home:  
The “second shift”
Support at work: 
Networks and role models 

Parenthood and the 
“second shift”

The “second shift”28 is a term that 
describes the fact that women, despite 
all the advances made, still bear the 
majority of household and childcare 
labour and responsibility. As such, 
motherhood	places	significant	demands	
on women.29,30 The choice to work in 
the paid labour force that mothers have 
to	make	is	difficult—but	for	those	who	
do, they deeply value their careers. 
Even those women who have left their 
workplaces often deeply value their 
professional careers. It is important to 
recognize that (for) women:

•		Sometimes	have	non-linear	career	
paths, an “M” shape as opposed to a 
linear, upward sloping line.

•		Stepping	off	the	“fast	track”	may	be	
important to mothers, particularly, 
those with young children. This 
does not mean these women lack 
commitment to PwC and their careers, 
nor does it mean they don’t want to 
step back on the “fast track” in the 
future.

A	flexible	work	arrangement	may	be	a	
great solution to helping women at PwC 
balance work and family, particularly, 
if	this	helps	the	firm	retain	and	develop	
talented women in addition to fostering 
a supportive work culture. But we 
must be careful not to question the 
commitment	of	women	on	flexible	work	
arrangements. Further, it is imperative 
that we evaluate their performance, 
based on results achieved as opposed to 
input. 

Role models and networks

Women have far fewer role models 
in the workplace than do their male 
counterparts, and the availability of 
visible role models profoundly shapes 
their career aspirations. The ability 
to look “up” in an organization and 
see someone like oneself—or the lack 
thereof—shapes one’s own perception 
and belief about what is possible. For 
women, who often look up and see 
few other women, their belief about 
whether they will be able to advance in 
the long term might be limited. Further, 
without role models to look up to, 
women are left with questions about 
“how to do it.” In addition to a lack of 
visible role models, women also often 

28 Hochschild, Arlie, and Anne Machung. 2003. The Second 
Shift: Working Parents and the Revolution at Home. New 
York: Penguin.

29  Stone, Pamela and Meg Lovejoy. 2004. Fast-Track Women 
and the “Choice” to Stay Home. The Annals of the American 
Academy, 596, 62-83.

30 Stone, Pamela. 2007. Opting Out? Why women really leave 
careers and head home. Berkeley: University of California 
Press.
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lack access to informal networks within 
their work organization. These informal 
networks are an important space in which 
information is shared and exchanged. 
Knowledge of the “unwritten rules” 
is passed on, and informal mentoring 
relationships are often formed in these 
networks. Additionally, these networks 
can	positively	influence	one’s	portfolio	
of work. Individuals often seek advice on 
technical issues, for example, from those 
within their networks and refer work to 

In 2003, The New York Times 
Magazine printed Lisa Belkin’s article 
entitled The Opt-Out Revolution. 
The article posited that, in part, 
more women didn’t “make it to the 
top” because they chose not to do so. 
While conventional wisdom leads us 
to believe that women often make 
career choices, a large, diverse body 
of research impels us to consider 
the real reasons women leave the 
workplace—to examine the issues 
that, as sociologist, Pamela Stone, 
has found, push women out of work 
organizations and the possibility of 
leadership roles. 

The rhetoric of choice is one we 
must use with caution. “Choice” is a 
loaded term and is a notion that more 
accurately	reflects	the	expression	of	
preferences within constraints. In her 
study of highly-educated, professional 
women, Stone found that most of the 
women in her study would describe 
their departure not as a choice or 
as a result of the pull of family or 
personal commitments. Rather, 
participants described a situation in 
which they left their careers simply 
because they had no choice at all—
they had no viable alternatives to 
make career and family coexist. 

The	work	culture	of	the	firms	and	
the supervisors they worked for 
were ultimately not conducive to 
having a meaningful family life. 
Several women also expressed their 
eventual dissatisfaction of being 
placed on the “mommy track”: 
career advancement into senior 
ranks was not a likely possibility and, 
as such, they questioned whether 
spending as much time at work—
and, consequently, away from their 
children—merited the reward or, 
more aptly, the lack thereof, that they 
were likely to receive.

Some women choose to leave the 
workforce—some men choose to do 
so too (albeit, in far fewer numbers). 
However, many women wish they 
were still able to pursue their careers 
and advancement within those 
careers, but have found that the 
workplace is simply not amenable.

There are 10 small things 
you can do to foster gender 
diversity at the end of this 
guide.

one another. These networks are a place 
where	individuals	“raise	their	profile”	
and make themselves visible to others—
potentially,	influential	others—in	the	
organization. When women  
lack access to these informal networks 
and informal mentors, it not only 
impedes their ability to advance, but 
the organization’s ability to identify and 
develop talented women.

So now what ?

What	does	all	of	this	mean?	The	reasons	
we see few women at the very top of 
organizations are quite complex—there 
is no “silver bullet” solution to the issue. 
However, understanding our differences 
is	the	first	step.	But	so	is	understanding	
just how similar we are. We all value 
engaging, meaningful work with 
opportunities for advancement in our 
careers. Remember, treating people fairly 
doesn’t mean treating everyone the same. 
Yet focusing solely on our differences 
can be divisive. What’s important is that 
we recognize how any differences, given 
all or our similarities, can actually make 
us more creative, more innovative, and 
better able to serve our clients. There 
are 10 small things you can do to foster 
gender diversity at the end of this guide.

But don’t women simply choose 
to leave the workforce?



5. 

10 small things you can do 
to foster gender diversity

1. Don’t assume. Think a great 
assignment that involves travel will 
be more stressful for a woman with 
children	than	for	a	man?	Ask	first.	
Open the dialogue. At best, you will 
have created an opportunity for 
a woman to stretch and develop. 
At worst, your suspicions will be 
confirmed—but	you	will	have	started	
a dialogue, fostered a supportive 
work culture and opened the door to 
explore alternative opportunities.

 2. Be a mentor—formal or informal; 
share your own experiences.

3.  Encourage networking. Engage 
women in your networks, especially, 
during business hours. Invite a woman 
to lunch or an important client 
meeting.

4. As a coach, encourage strategic, long-
term career planning. Ask: Where 
do	you	see	yourself	in	two	years,	five	
years,	ten	years	from	now?

 5. During performance reviews, deal 
with facts, not impressions for both  
men and women. 

6. Be authentic

  Women: You don’t need to present 
yourself as “superwoman.”

  Men: Women value authenticity—
personalize the conversation, talk 
about your family, your hobbies, your 
interests	outside	of	the	office.

7.			 Support	work/life	flexibility	
at	the	firm.	Actively	support	
women	requesting	flexible	work	
arrangements.	Be	pro-active	in	finding	
a way to “make it work.”

8.   Be passionate about women 
advancing. When a choice client 
assignment opportunity presents 
itself, think about the talented women 
you know that would be great to take 
on the role.

9.   Appreciate different styles; better yet, 
embrace them.

10.  Live the PwC behaviours. Put yourself 
in each other’s shoes. 
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Riddle answer: The surgeon is the boy’s mother.
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