
Delivering on the promise of equal 

opportunity for women in the workplace
• Individual women can and do reach the highest levels of leadership

• Collectively, however, women are underrepresented in leadership positions

• Women’s lack of ambition or interest in leadership positions is a myth

• The glass ceiling exists

• The root causes are known

• The solutions are known

• Companies choose not to implement the comprehensive set of solutions

• The result can be disparate impact gender discrimination

• It’s hard to prove

• Grassroots social pressure combined with legal intervention could be the answer to 

finally delivering equal opportunity at work.
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Individual women can and do 

reach the highest levels of 

leadership



Women do make it to the top
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1995 – 2014 
% Women 

CEOs

Catalyst.org; bottom graph shows prior methodology using Fortune 500 vs. S&P500

2015



Getting there depends on more than hard work

4http://time.com/4587281/catherine-engelbert-gender-equality/

Catherine Engelbert, 
CEO Deloitte

Lack of checks and balances and talent management 
consistency to correct for bias across the enterprise

http://time.com/4587281/catherine-engelbert-gender-equality/
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Collectively, women are 

underrepresented in leadership 

positions



Gender Representation in the Talent Pipeline

6McKinsey Women in the Workplace, 2016; 132 companies, 4.6M employees data, in addition, 34,000 employees surveyed

% of Women by 
level - 2015

At entry level, things are pretty even. As employees climb the corporate ladder from 
manager upward, women become less and less represented. This has persisted for decades.

% of Employees 
by level - 2016



By race and ethnicity the data is more discouraging
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Women of color are 20% of the US population but very low percentages of senior leadership

McKinsey Women in the Workplace, 2016; Women of color include Black, Hispanic, Asian, American Indian, Natice Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and mixed-race women
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Women’s lack of ambition or 

interest in leadership positions 

is a myth



Debunking the myth of lack of interest

• Numerous studies disprove the myth that women don’t want to ascend to high level 

corporate jobs, for child rearing reasons or otherwise. In the 90’s Deloitte & Touche

hired Harvard to study this hypothesis and it was proved wrong. Deloitte initiated 

changes which dramatically improved gender representation in the partner ranks. 

• In 2014, Harvard once again studied the matter and published the article Rethink 

what you know about high achieving women.  Their work from studying data from 

more than 25,000 Harvard Business School graduates revealed again that it simply 

isn’t true that women “opt out” of their careers to care for children. Women want 

meaningful work where their contributions are valued and their pay is on equal 

footing with men.

• A 2007 study by Hudson Global found that more than 75% of female middle 

managers aspire to senior executive positions. 

http://us.hudson.com/Portals/US/documents/White%20Papers/women-ambition-

career-aspirations.pdf
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https://hbr.org/2014/12/rethink-what-you-know-about-high-achieving-women
http://us.hudson.com/Portals/US/documents/White Papers/women-ambition-career-aspirations.pdf
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The glass ceiling exists
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“An indiscernible barrier to the advancement of women and 

minority groups in the workplace that essentially limits 

access of these groups to executive-level positions, and 

the associated benefits and wages associated by these 

positions.”

WTS (Women in Transportation International), San Francisco Bay Area Chapter

A Baseline Study for Future Benchmarking of Women in Leadership Roles 

March 2012

Glass ceiling definition
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The root causes are known



Root 

causes of 

the glass 

ceiling 
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Infographic is by ShowMe50.org. Adapted from Gender at 
Work’s framework to gender equality and institutional change. 
http://genderatwork.org
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The solutions are known



The solutions – ShowMe50 Win-Win Checklist
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Gender bias education

• Use skill based 

training

• Teach interrupter 

techniques

• Teach self-monitoring

• Enforce checks & 

balances

• Post all jobs

• Clearly define 

selection criteria

• Publish development 

programs

• Implement diverse 

slate policies

• Use flextime, job 

sharing & 

telecommuting for 

business agility

• Creatively design 

work to retain 

employees

• Establish alumni 

programs

• Demonstrate visible 

CEO commitment to 

gender balance

• Commit & sustain 

resources for culture 

change

• Hold senior managers 

accountable

Talent management 
transparency

Gender neutral 
workplace flexibility

Executive commitment

http://www.showme50.org/resources/win-win-checklist/
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Companies choose not to 

implement the comprehensive 

set of solutions



Why?
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Power shift

Culture change is hard

Budget
Complexity

CEO does not 
prioritize Unconscious bias
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The result can be disparate 

impact gender discrimination



Disparate impact definition
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“The disparate impact theory of discrimination is distinctly different 

from claims that an employer intentionally discriminated on the 

basis of a protected dimension.  Motive is irrelevant in the 

disparate impact theory of discrimination.  Instead, the theory is 

premised upon unjustified disadvantage caused by an 

employment device that disproportionately affects a group

defined by race, color, religion, sex or national origin, disability and 

maybe age.” 

Elaine W. Shoben, Disparate Impact Theory in Employment Discrimination: What's Griggs Still Good For? 

What Not?, 42 Brandeis L.J. 597 (2004).
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It’s hard to prove



Gender discrimination burden is hard to prove
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Access to HR 
database

Common experiences

Common injury

Multiple women

Statistical analysis

Common solution

Pattern of practices 
and policies
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Grassroots social pressure combined 

with legal intervention could be the 

answer to finally delivering equal 

opportunity at work
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Women are competent 
to lead and interested in 
doing so. I don’t get why 
companies still have so  
few women in senior 
leadership positions

It’s complicated. Gender bias, 
lack of transparency and 
consistency in talent and 

performance management, 
inflexible working environments 

and lack of executive 
accountability all play a role.

And it’s not just women 
that lose out from the 

broken institutional 
practices that cause 

women to be 
underrepresented

I’ll take the lead! Let’s band 

together and educate, inspire and 
influence the changes that are well 

overdue. We can use ShowMe50.org.

Hey company I love, ShowMe50% 
Women Leading!

Let’s do something about this!

Yea! For my sons & 
daughters! 

It’s time for a level 
playing field!Grassroots social pressure
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Institutional cultures, policies 

and practices must change.

HOW?
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Influence change inside 

companies

HOW?



MOTIVATION ABILITY

P
E

R
S

O
N

A
L Personal motivation: Do they want to 

engage in the behavior?
MAKE THE UNDESIREABLE, 

DESIREABLE

Personal Ability: Do they have the 
right skills and strengths to do the 

right thing?
HELPING THEM SURPASS THEIR 

LIMITS

S
O

C
IA

L Social Motivation: Are the people 
encouraging and/or discouraging 

behaviors?
HARNESS PEER PRESSURE

Social Ability: Do others provide
help, information, and resources 

required at particular times?
FIND STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

A
L Structural Motivation: Are systems 

rewarding the right behavior and 
discouraging ineffective behavior?
DESIGN REWARDS AND DEMAND 

ACCOUNTABILITY

Are there systems that keep people 
in place and on progress?

CHANGE THE ENVIRONMENT

Use the Pragmatic, Collaborative Influencer Methodology 
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VitalSmarts Influencer Technique; learn more https://www.vitalsmarts.com/influencer/

• Vital Smarts 
Influencer technique

• Motivation and 
ability to act across 
personal, social and 
structural dimensions

• Collaborative, 
organized actions

Influencer 6 Spheres of Influence
To sustain large-scale change, you must use at least four of the six at the same time

https://www.vitalsmarts.com/influencer/
https://www.vitalsmarts.com/influencer/
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Who leads the change?

ShowMe50 Ambassador
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How are Ambassadors 

identified and trained?

Program Channels
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A primary tool to train Ambassadors: 

ShowMe50 Lean In Circles

Grassroots influence

We teach how to form collaborative employee coalitions 
that can get buy-in from all levels and nudge upward to 

implement the known solutions



ShowMe50 Leverages Lean In to Influence Change
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50% 
Women in 

Senior 
Leadership 
PositionsImprove 

women’s skills 
and confidence

Improve 
institutional policies 

and practices

ShowMe50.org is a 501(c)(3) organization. We are a Lean In Partner and a participant in the Lean In Circle program. ShowMe50 Lean In Sandy Springs is using Lean In’s name, 
program logos and other branded materials under a license from LeanIn.Org. ShowMe50 Lean In Sandy Springs is an independent group, and LeanIn.Org does not control its 
activities. Visit leanin.org to learn more about Lean In and its programs.

Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook COO

Goal is 50% Men



ShowMe50 Lean In Circles are Networking, Education & 

Training Venues
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• 4 Root causes

• 4 Solutions

• Influencing techniques
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Let’s work together to educate, 

inspire and influence change
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Legal intervention is the last resort



Hard but not impossible
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Recent Cases Concluded

Cases Ongoing

December 2013

August 2016

September 2015

August 2016

Learn how consent decrees correct institutional bias. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research published a comprehensive report in 2011 using outcomes from more than 500 class action lawsuits.  
Executive Summary.  Full Report. 

http://www.iwpr.org/publications/pubs/ending-sex-and-race-discrimination-in-theworkplace-legal-interventions-that-push-the-envelope
http://www.iwpr.org/publications/pubs/ending-sex-and-race-discrimination-in-theworkplace-legal-interventions-that-push-the-envelope-1
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This is not a women’s issue.

This is a business issue.

Diversity of thought = Agility.

Companies benefit from more       

women leading.
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“Never doubt that a small group 
of thoughtful, committed citizens 
can change the world. Indeed, it 
is the only thing that ever has.”

- Margaret Mead


