The Feminine Myth

Why Are Women Still Haemorrhaging Out Of Organisations?

By the year 2010 only 20% of the workforce will be white men under 45. Demographics are changing and the UK is sitting on a potential time bomb. The supply of future managers and leaders is shrinking and unless companies act today to face these skills shortages they will become obsolete in 5 years time.

1.7 million jobs will come into the UK workforce by 2011, by this time it is estimated that 1.4 million of these new jobs will be taken by women – a currently massively under-utilised talent pool.

Women comprise just 24% of managers in the UK. 4% of directors and 2% of executive directors in publicly quoted companies are women. A shocking 40 FTSE-companies have no women directors.  51% of companies cite management as a skills gap and yet seem unable to retain a large % of the workforce – women.

So, what’s really happening? In November 1999 Opportunity Now and Catalyst commissioned a research project called Breaking the Barriers. One very interesting statistic emerged form this study. CEO’s were asked what they thought the representation of women would be in 5 years time. 55% of CEO’s stated that they believed that, five years from then, the representation of women among top leaders in their organisation would be between 20% and parity.

So by the end of 2004 it was predicted that women would finally be finding their place in the boardroom. This has not happened and not only has this increase in senior women failed to materialise but the trend is worryingly downward. If the female exodus continues and the demographics paint the need for radical, immediate change – where does that leave our organisations? 

Some enlightened CEO’s have begun to realise that something must change. However, realising that there is a problem and knowing what to do about it are two entirely different things. As one CEO stated ‘I realise that we have a problem but I am a man with an all male board – how do we figure out what to do about it?’

These same enlightened CEO’s have brought in changes to traditional working patterns i.e. flexible working and job share options but is this enough? Some companies that have had these options available for some years have found that it made no impact on the rate of attrition in the female workforce.

We have now reached crisis point. If flexible working options are not the answer to enabling women to remain in the workforce - what is? 

It is my belief that there has to be a radical culture change and if the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result – we should stop what we have been doing and approach this subject with the gravity that it deserves. 

This is not a small issue that should be tucked into the corner of an HR department or something that we should be paying lip service to for the sake of political correctness. The bottom line is that unless companies commit to change they will not be around to tell the tale.

In the 2 years since I set up my company I have listened to hundreds of women telling the same story – they are achieving at levels unheard of in previous generations and they are learning how to ‘do it all’ by trial and error. They have very few role models and the very small % of women at the top have had to make it into their current positions by emulating men. These women who had to fight their way to the top through the 80’s feel less inclined to embrace the female work ethic and subsequently the new swell of women in middle/senior management feel they have to make a choice ‘be like that or leave’ 

Compare this with the male experience where he has the benefit of generations of men behind him, in his family and within his organisation, who can help, support and mentor his career. He does not feel that he has to learn by trial and error or become some alter image of his real self. He has the comfort of a peer group as he rises through the organisation, selection for promotion is naturally taken from within this network.

A woman’s career path is strewn with obstacles. She may start at the same time as her male colleagues and rise to the same level to a certain point. Often she will take a break to have a family and the career is interrupted. When she returns to work she finds that her male colleagues have risen above her. However, the CEO then decides that he needs more women in senior management and so she gets promoted above her original peer group. Understandably, this group is now feeling resentful and she is feeling out of her depth contributing to the overall feeling of isolation and unease.

Politics are a part of corporate life. However, some of the conversations around the myths of the working woman need to come out of the closet if this appalling lack of balance is to be addressed. She needs to feel free to talk about her differences and challenges and gain the confidence to succeed within the culture on her own terms. Our survey, 2003, Women Leaders Speak Out found that 96% of senior women believe that women are more likely to stay in an organisation whose values are in line with their own.

The retention of women will not happen by itself. It is absolutely essential that women who have high aspirations get the support and development that they need to overcome the obstacles and challenges that they will face in a high flying career. They need to learn from women who have already trodden the path and are willing to pass on their knowledge. A question that we always ask in our seminars is ‘If you didn’t think there was a glass ceiling would it change the way you approach your career’ I have never heard a woman say ‘no’ The vast majority of successful women do not believe in a glass ceiling and, therefore, it doesn’t hold them back. A small change in perception can have a profound effect. 

There would appear to be a lot of negativity surrounding the idea of gender specific development which comes from the feminist 80’s and the desire to be dis-associated with the ‘women’s thing’ and yet if you can get the women to be honest about their needs you will find universal agreement that women are motivated by increasing their confidence in personal skills and abilities.

Until companies value the importance of developing women and encouraging this type of personal development programme as a common-sense approach to a complex issue nothing will ever change.

Our survey 2003 asked women if they thought they would benefit from gender specific development and an astonishing 87% of the senior women who responded said ‘yes’ 100% of women believed that personal development and learning are motivators in the workplace.

Our Creative Female Leader programmes cover areas such as perceptions, values and beliefs, choice management and planning, assertive communication through learning sensory acuity and how to deal with fear and criticism.

The value of this type of development for women cannot be underestimated. The results that we have achieved in the last 2 years speak for themselves. 

The flexible working initiatives on their own will never be enough. Companies need to ensure that women feel empowered to make their own decisions and not feel that different somehow equates to less. Top down policy must be supported with bottom up development.

