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Going Beyond The Numbers:

How the best organisations are engaging and retaining senior women
Thought Leadership Piece written by Meena Thuraisingham, Director and Principal, TalentInvest
The research

Our research has shown that there are 4 themes that have emerged from focus groups of female leaders we have conducted for clients wishing to get to the core of the issues that stand in the way of greater engagement of their senior female leaders:
· Less access to challenging jobs

· Fewer opportunities for high impact assignments
· Less supportive workplace culture

· Poorer fit between life on and off the job

But these are not dissimilar to the outcomes that men value also. So why does the women’s experience of the work environment differ so markedly from the male experience (as evidenced by engagement surveys conducted by companies)?  Why do these different realities exist within the same company?
The challenge

In our work with these differing realities, access to challenging jobs and opportunities for high impact assignments appears to be linked to a number of systemic barriers to the career advancement of women that get in the way:

· Lack of access to sponsors, advocates and mentors
· Limited knowledge required to navigate the political terrain
· Few role models

· Lack of early knowledge about job or assignment opportunities

More critically, even among women in leadership roles, there are differences in how women who have reached very senior roles and those in the pipelines experience these same barriers. Furthermore seeing women as a single homogenous group is one of the blights of most diversity programs. Any intervention to increase the engagement of women must recognise and act on the fact that women are not all alike and differ in what they value and want!
The impact of not addressing these career barriers can be summarised as impacting the 3 ‘S’ model of engagement:
· Say (how positively they felt about the job, and the company and advocated it)
· Stay (their intention to stay)
· Strive (their engagement levels).

It is a model that illustrates the pathway of choices women are taking that includes leaving the  organisations that no longer engage them. The alarming brain drain of senior women into businesses of their own tells much of this story, no more so in the US where today every 60 seconds a woman selects to leave corporate ranks to start a business, but a trend now very visible around the globe.

A model for success

For organisations wishing to act on these barriers and bring change in retention, engagement and advancement of their women in leadership, the priorities will need to centre more holistically around all the following strategies:

· Open, transparent and fair allocation of assignments

· Eliminating bias in promotion decisions
· Skilling up managers to provide open and constructive feedback
· Strengthening the line of sight to ensure roles have more impact and meaning for the individual
· Ensuring  personal involvement and engagement of line manager in the development plans of the female leaders
On the broader cultural level, there has been noticeable shift in aspirations in almost all key segments in today’s workforce – a convergence of needs that reflect a desire for greater work life balance and the desire for work that has broader life meaning, rather than just organisational meaning. Women will no longer be alone in their needs for this new kind of dialogue in the workplace. As this convergence continues in the workforce, the workplace will have to keep up with this need by challenging its very definitions of career success as well as its structures to provide broader life meaning for the diverse people it employs.
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