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Introduction

Anne is a recent college graduate who lands a competitive position with a well-known multinational company. Brimming 

with confidence, she hopes to someday reach management’s top ranks. She does well in the first few years of her career and 

hits many of the early milestones to a C-suite role. As she gains experience at her company, however, doubts start to creep 

into her mind about whether she can handle the path ahead. Although her company’s board has articulated a desire to 

see more women in top management, the requirements to make it there seem daunting—and lonely. Her direct supervisors 

have little advice for her, and there are few women in upper management to serve as examples. Soon, Anne begins to make 

other plans for her life—plans that no longer include the C-suite.

For the past five years, Bain & Company has studied how and why women’s career paths differ from men’s. One 
of the more telling findings from our 2014 US gender parity research is that a significant number of women follow 
Anne’s prototypical trajectory. We surveyed more than 1,000 men and women in the US at all career levels, asking 
specifically about their interest in pursuing a top management position (board, CEO level, and one or two levels 
below CEO) in a large company. We discovered that 43% of women aspire to top management when they are in the 
first two years of their position, compared with 34% of men at that stage (see Figure 1). Both genders are equally 
confident about their ability to reach a top management position at that stage. This suggests that women are 
entering the workforce with the wind in their sails, feeling highly qualified after success at the university level. 
However, over time, women’s aspiration levels drop more than 60% while men’s stay the same. Among experienced 
employees (those with two or more years of experience), 34% of men are still aiming for the top, while only 16% of 
women are. As they gain experience, women’s confidence also falls by half, while men’s stays about the same. 

Figure 1: Women’s aspirations and confidence drop significantly in midcareer, but that’s not the case for men

Notes: Graphs show employees’ aspirations and confidence in their ability to reach top management in a large company with more than 1,000 employees; new employees are
those with less than two years of experience; experienced employees are those with more than two years of experience or who are junior managers; senior leaders are three levels
below the CEO or at a higher level
Source: 2014 US Gender Parity survey (n=1,009)
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Many might assume this drop-off occurs as women get married and have children; however, our analysis 
suggests that marital and parental status do not significantly differ for women who aspire and women who don’t. 
The picture improves only slightly for more senior female employees. This detailed and segmented trend analysis 
runs counter to previous, more general research showing that women have aspirations equal to men’s.1 

The result of this trajectory is a well-documented dearth of women in top management roles in America. Despite 
women comprising more than half of all college graduates2 and about 40% of MBAs,3 they number only a slim 
5% of Fortune 500 CEOs and 17% of board members—numbers that have barely moved in decades.4 

These statistics are more than just a sign that women are missing out on opportunities. For years, external research 
has shown the financial benefits that accrue to companies that promote gender equality.5 A commitment to gender 
equality can also help fuel employee engagement and higher corporate growth rates. Using the employee Net 
Promoter ScoreSM (eNPS) to measure employee engagement (see Figure 2), our research shows that eNPS is 
much higher than average for both men and women at companies perceived to offer each gender equal pay and 
promotion opportunities, while it is much lower than average at those not perceived in this way (see Figure 3). 

Previous Bain research showed that engaged employees create more customer promoters and better business 
outcomes.6 Outside research confirms this trend: One study showed companies with highly engaged employees 
grow as much as two-and-a-half times faster than those with low employee engagement.7

To date, efforts to spur change in gender equality typically have focused most heavily on two spheres of influence: 
the classroom and the boardroom. Classrooms—where women now are often in the majority—are becoming more 
conducive to and encouraging of women. This helps explain why women are more likely than men to aspire to 

Figure 2: Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS) explained

The employee Net Promoter Score sorts respondents into three categories: promoters, passives and detractors.

• Promoters (score of 9 or 10): People who feel their lives have been enriched by their relationships with 
their organizations or leaders. They behave like loyal employees, typically staying longer and talking up 
the organization to their friends and colleagues.

• Passives (score of 7 or 8): People who are fairly satisfied but not loyal employees. They rarely talk up 
their companies, and when they do it’s likely to be qualified and unenthusiastic. If a better offer comes 
along, they are likely to defect.

• Detractors (score of 0 to 6): People who feel their lives have been diminished by their associations with their 
organizations or leaders. They are dissatisfied, and even dismayed, by how they are treated. They frequently 
speak negatively about their organizations and are likely to leave as soon as they find something better.
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Figure 3: Companies that are perceived to offer equal opportunities to men and women see big dividends 
in employee engagement

Notes: Companies offering equal opportunities are those that received a score of 4–5 (agree/strongly agree) on a scale of 1–5, where 1 is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree,
when asked the question, Qualified men and women in my company or organization have equal opportunities to receive equal pay and rise as far as their abilities can take them; 
companies perceived as offering unequal opportunities received a score of 1–2 (strongly disagree/disagree)
Source: 2014 US Gender Parity survey (n=1,009)
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leadership roles when they enter the workforce. In the boardroom, many senior leadership teams are investing 
time and resources on gender equality through corporate policies, programs and culture. 

These efforts are necessary but not sufficient. While women graduate from the classroom with increasing 
levels of ambition, their classroom experiences do not always translate to the workplace. There, they often feel 
uncomfortable advocating on their own behalf: 40% of respondents believe that women undersell their experience 
and capabilities. And despite boardroom efforts, employees are not experiencing the full effects of the top-level 
commitment to gender equality: Only 35% of men and women believe the leadership team at their company or 
organization has made gender parity a visible priority. 

Even taken together, the classroom and the boardroom have yet to truly level the playing field. Women, in particular, 
do not believe they have an equal opportunity to advance. Only 30% of women in middle management and 24% 
of women in upper management and executive positions believe there is an equal opportunity to be promoted on 
the same timeline as men, compared with 51% and 46%, respectively, of their male counterparts. These results 
indicate that there remains substantial room for improvement in gender parity outcomes. 

While both classroom and boardroom efforts could improve, Bain research suggests that a major gap in gender 
parity advocacy and support exists at the conference room level, where employees spend the formative years of 
their career after school and before coming onto a board’s radar. For that reason, this report focuses on the daily 
interactions employees have with their supervisors during the career period in which they crystallize their aspirations 
and build—or erode—their confidence. We look not only at the direct interactions with supervisors but also at 
the stereotypes and environment a supervisor may help create or dispel. 
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1. Why women’s confidence and aspirations erode

One of this survey’s goals was to pinpoint the stage at which both men and women decide to disengage from an 
executive career path. What we learned is that half of the employees who do not aspire to top management made 
this decision as experienced employees, even if their doubts began building much earlier. The trend holds true 
for men and women. Among women who have made it to a top management position, 57% did not make the 
decision to pursue that route until they were an experienced employee more than two years into their career. Men’s 
decision points, however, are spread more evenly across age ranges, though 42% have already decided to aim 
for a top position before they are two years into their career.

Taken together, these findings suggest that an employee’s experience at work in the early years of their career shapes 
their choice to either pursue C-suite roles or stay behind. The obvious question is what factors drive women’s 
aspirations and confidence levels to fluctuate so dramatically, and so much more than men’s? To help answer it, 
we first identified key areas where the experiences of those who aspire to top management differ most from those 
who do not. We then dug deeper by looking at how likely both women and men were to agree with certain positive 
statements about their companies at various stages in their careers. Finally, we confirmed the findings by looking 
across career stages to see how significantly these factors influenced employee engagement as measured by eNPS.

Survey results point to three critical areas where women in the middle of their careers report more negative 
experiences and perceptions than those who have just entered the workforce: a clash with the stereotype of the 
ideal worker, a lack of supervisory support and too few role models in senior-level positions. 

Figure 4: Experienced female employees feel less confident than their male peers about their work opportunities
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Source: 2014 US Gender Parity survey (n=1,009)
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Clash	with	“ideal	worker”	stereotypes

Men and women start their careers feeling equally comfortable with traditional paths to the top, as measured by 

agreement with the following statement: “I see myself fitting into the typical stereotypes of success within my 

company” (see Figure 4). These new employees likely come into the workforce with bright-eyed optimism regarding 

the expectations of them and their ability to meet those expectations. But as employees—particularly women—

gain more experience, they become significantly less confident about their standing. The data shows a sharp 

39% decline between new and experienced women in feeling that they fit in, vs. 23% for men. While our study 

showed no significant difference in women’s aspiration levels based on marital status or motherhood, many 

employees still shift their priorities toward non-work interests later in their careers. “Many top-level execs are 

‘on’ 24/7 and that is not appealing at all,” one survey respondent commented. More bluntly, “[I don’t want] to 

trade my personal life” to meet the organization’s demands, wrote another. 

While companies may differ in many ways, there is broad acknowledgment of a deeply ingrained ideal worker 

model. When we asked survey respondents to rank the most important characteristics for promotion in their 

companies, approximately 60% agreed on the top five. These characteristics fell into two categories: maintaining a 

high profile in the organization, and an unwavering commitment to long hours and constant work (see Figure 5). 

To build their visibility, ideal workers are willing to take on high-profile projects on top of day-to-day work and are 

adept at self-promotion and networking. As the comments suggest, they also come in early, leave late and—in 

between—are “always on” via email or cell phone. 

Figure 5: Working long hours and maintaining a high profile tend to be rewarded with promotions

How important do you think each of the following characteristics is for promotion or advancement in your company?

Source: 2014 US Gender Parity survey (n=1,009)
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These ideal worker criteria are not necessarily the true keys to success, of course. More nuanced skills, such as the 
ability to juggle multiple priorities effectively or move a team to higher productivity may ultimately lead to better 
performance than merely spending more time at work. However, survey responses show that the ideal worker 
stereotype is still something with which ambitious employees must reckon. 

Unfortunately, both men and women perceive these criteria as being particularly challenging for women to meet. 
In fact, women judge their own behavior most harshly. They are about twice as likely as men to believe both that 
women undersell their experiences and capabilities, and that women do not put themselves forward for challenging 
roles and assignments. The perception that women aren’t as committed to long hours because of their family 
commitments is also common, with a sizeable 58% of women and 47% of men believing that managing both 
work and family commitments slows or disrupts women’s careers. 

The dominance of these ideal worker stereotypes affects employee engagement more than any other factor 
measured against eNPS in the survey (see Figure 6). Employees at companies that are perceived to embrace many 
paths and career models are substantially more engaged than average, with men’s eNPS at these companies two 
times the male average and women’s three-and-a-half times the female average. On the other hand, those who do 
not feel their companies embrace many paths and career models have significantly lower eNPS. In fact, women’s 
eNPS is a staggering 98 points lower at such companies, vs. at firms that prioritize equality. 

Lack	of	supervisory	support

The second characteristic of women with work experience who have lost their aspirations for C-level roles is 
feeling unsupported by supervisors. New female employees are more likely than new male employees to agree 

Figure 6: For both women and men, the company’s perception of the ideal worker as well as a lack 
of supervisory support and role models affect eNPS

Notes: For “embraces many career paths,” respondents agreed/strongly agreed to this statement: “My company embraces many models or career paths;” for “supportive,” respondents
agreed/strongly agreed to this statement: “My supervisors have been supportive of my career aspirations;” for “role models,” respondents agreed/strongly agreed to this statement:
“I have role models similar to me in senior or top management at my company:”
Source: 2014 US Gender Parity survey (n=1,009)
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with the statement, “My supervisors have been supportive of my career aspirations.” But by midcareer, the picture 
looks very different (see Figure 4). Experienced women’s agreement level is about one-third lower than new 
women’s, while men’s barely moves. This suggests that whatever is happening in the conference room reinforces 
men’s aspirations while eroding women’s. Employee loyalty also suffers when supervisors are not tracking with 
an employee’s career ambitions. Across career stages, those who do not feel they have a supportive supervisor 
have significantly lower eNPS than those who do (see Figure 6).

One reason for the disconnect between midlevel women and their (often male) supervisors may be a lack of 
meaningful dialogue. In fact, one study showed that almost two-thirds of male executives are hesitant to have 
one-on-one meetings with a more junior woman.8 And even when dialogue occurs, gender differences may affect 
the nature and success of the conversations. For example, women are often seen as more relational while men are 
often seen as more transactional. Survey respondents are two-and-a-half times more likely to believe men are 
worse at building relationships with colleagues than women. Respondents are five times more likely to believe 
women are better at working with colleagues of the opposite gender. The upshot is that female employees may 
need a different type of dialogue than male supervisors are accustomed to having. 

Whatever the root cause, many women believe their supervisors don’t know where they are in their career 
aspirations, or what to say or do to support them. Some are frustrated that their supervisors are “not encouraging 
or recognizing a desire to stay and passion for the work,” as one survey respondent says. Others report receiving 
poorly delivered and often very negative feedback from supervisors: that they “lacked talent”; that they’re “not cut 
out for” a role in top management; or simply that they “didn’t really want it.” 

Too	few	role	models

Finally, survey responses from experienced women indicate that the dearth of women in upper management to 
serve as role models also hampers progress toward gender parity. While both experienced men and experienced 
women are less likely to feel they have role models similar to themselves than new employees, the difference is 
slightly more significant for women. Combined with women’s perceived inability to meet the ideal worker norm 
and lack of supervisor support, the three factors form a psychological barrier that can be difficult to overcome. 
Those who do not feel they have role models in their companies also have significantly lower eNPS than those 
who do, again with the difference being more pronounced for women (see Figure 6). 

One of the paradoxes surrounding the push for role models is that there are not yet enough women at the top to 
embody the heterogeneity of the employees looking up to them. In fact, many of these women face undue pressure 
to be all things to all people, potentially detracting from their ability to focus on their own career growth. A woman 
with particularly low eNPS states that she would not recommend her company: “There are very few women at 
the senior executive level who provide groundbreaking leadership and can serve as role models for future leaders.” 
On the flip side, many companies fail to use the legitimate examples their current leaders—male and female—
could provide to up-and-comers who crave a broader set of stories. For example, our research shows that 64% of 
female executives and 47% of male executives at large companies have used flexible work arrangements. Unfortunately, 
stories of how leaders made tradeoffs between work and personal life on their way to the top are often not 
shared broadly. This muting effect is consistent with the ideal worker characteristics described earlier where the 
characteristic that ranks lowest is being open about family and nonwork commitments. 
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2. How to build women’s confidence and aspirations

Previous Bain research has shown the extent to which a direct supervisor can shape an employee’s corporate 
experience. One group of studies suggested that direct supervisors—rather than HR or leadership teams—funda-
mentally drive employee loyalty and engagement. The correlation is significant: 87% of employees who are 
“promoters” of their companies also give their direct supervisors high ratings.9 

Despite the vital nature of these supervisory relationships, however, leaders on the front line are often unsure about 
the expectations for developing their employees, much less how to provide the level of support and professional 
development their employees need. It’s not uncommon for managers to win promotions because they have 
functional expertise, rather than strong management or people development skills. Further, financial goals typically 
give an incentive to midlevel managers to achieve results, with people-related outcomes a distant second priority. 

To make meaningful progress on gender parity goals—and indeed to more effectively lead the next-generation 
workforce—frontline managers must rethink and reinvigorate their efforts in the conference room to catalyze the 
talent and ambition in their ranks that may otherwise go unappreciated (see Figure 7). At the corporate level, 
companies must support these efforts by setting expectations that all leaders are responsible for encouraging and 
developing female talent, and by providing the necessary training or policies to make those expectations a reality. 

Based on our research, we offer a number of practical recommendations for both managers and corporations, as follows.

Figure 7: Many recommendations fall in the classroom or the boardroom; we focus on the gap in 
the conference room
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Advice	for	frontline	managers:	Creating	change	in	the	conference	room	

From the big decisions of whom to promote to the smaller choices about whom to champion in a team meeting, 

managers can shift employees’ standings in significant ways. (See the sidebar, “Five daily conference room actions 

for any frontline manager.”) Managers are not just power makers; they also have the most direct access to employees 

and their personal goals and challenges. With this combination of power and knowledge, there are many actions man-

agers can take to ensure they are equipped to more effectively encourage, develop and support their female employees: 

Celebrate the balanced worker. Managers can strongly influence their employees’ view of the ideal worker, both in 

terms of their own behavior and in what they outwardly reward and champion. To encourage a healthier work-life 

balance among employees, managers should consider sharing some of the specific ways in which they personally 

integrate their work and home priorities, and encourage employees to experiment with those and other tactics, 

such as blocking out certain hours each day to attend to family commitments or in some cases working from home. 

Managers should also be hyper-aware of who is selected for the most visible roles (e.g., emceeing a department 

meeting, presenting at a team meeting) to make sure opportunities are well distributed. Finally, spotlight those 

who have excelled using alternative work models through such vehicles as newsletter articles, corporate videos 

and live events. Mining these stories can help create more common ground between leaders and employees, and 

can also help fuel more creative solutions for future generations. 

Invest time in getting to know employees better as individuals. When a manager directly engages with an employee 

about their career goals and how to achieve them, they often see multiple benefits at once. First, the employee is 

likely to feel more valued and more ambitious as a result of being asked. Second, the manager has more fodder 

to consider in helping the employee develop and add value to the organization. Yet starting those conversations 

is not always easy. The two key aspects of the process to master are how to elicit the necessary information and 

what to do with it. 

How to facilitate sensitive conversations. While it may be difficult to bring up potentially sensitive topics, managers 

can take several steps to make the process easier. Schedule regular meetings so that dialogue becomes more 

comfortable; find a neutral meeting spot such as a conference room or coffee shop; and be prepared (and willing) 

to step outside of comfort zones. 

Consider how to tailor support to the individual. Employees hold a wide range of career aspirations, some of which 

may change as they move through different career stages. One of the toughest jobs for a manager may be figuring 

out who wants what and when, and tailoring their support accordingly. Women’s states of aspiration are not always 

obvious to the outside world and can change over time. For managers, the key point is to bear in mind that success-

fully supporting an employee can look very different from one person to another and over time. Open dialogue, 

listening, and adjusting tactics based on employee feedback are vital to making support meaningful. What doesn’t 

work is taking a one-size-fits-all approach. 

Employees will always need both tactical and emotional support, but may index toward one or the other depending 

on their preferred style, current career aspirations, position and more. For example, when a woman is pushing to 

top management, she may need more tactical support, such as clearly outlined criteria for promotion, specific and 

actionable performance feedback, being asked to lead a special project, and direct affirmation and encouragement 

that she can reach top management. But her needs may change as her career aspirations shift or as family commit-
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ments change, requiring more emotional support. Action items for managers in this category include seeking 

out and listening to feedback from employees, establishing a genuine personal connection with them, publicly 

praising a woman for a job well done, and encouraging and supporting a woman to use non-traditional working 

models—assuming this is support she wants. Managers can inspire and encourage employees by tailoring these 

actions to each individual employee based on her specific needs and preferences. 

Expand the concept and definition of role models. While many often assume that finding role models is a purely 

organic activity on the part of the individual, supervisors can in fact meaningfully influence the process. Frontline 

managers may not always be their employees’ role models, but they can play an important role in helping employees 

understand why role model “composites” are helpful and how to engage with them. 

How role models fit. Role models have historically been seen as single individuals who look like the person needing 

a role model. That is, a woman often selects a female role model, a man chooses a man, alumni from the same 

university tend to band together, and so on. However, it is important for supervisors to help employees understand 

that many people can offer relevant stories and solutions, regardless of demographic category. 

Moreover, managers can help redefine the notion that up-and-coming employees need only one role model, since 

it is nearly impossible for a single person to embody the right combination of traits. Instead, employees might 

find their best source of inspiration from creating a role model portfolio that includes different individuals with 

certain traits and experiences around issues like work-life balance or leadership styles that might resonate with 

them at different points in their career. This group can be a critical part of an employee’s “personal board of directors,” 

providing advice and experience.

Identifying good role model candidates. Managers often know many more people across the organization than 

their employees and can serve as a critical conduit for connecting women with the right role models at the right 

times. However, this can only happen if managers have open dialogues with women and understand specifically 

what they might need modeled at a given time. These dialogues might also create opportunities to coach certain 

male leaders on how to be good role models. In fact, managers should resist the urge to only connect female 

employees with female role models, in part to reduce the pressure on those (likely few) female role models. 

Advice	for	corporate	leadership:	Supporting	efforts	in	the	conference	room

Many companies have a variety of thoughtful initiatives designed to increase the number of women in top roles, 

such as flexible work arrangements, networking groups or formal mentorship programs. Even with strong support 

from the top, however, many initiatives fail to thrive when they hit the daily pressures on the front lines. Companies 

can improve by eliminating the assumption that someone else in another part of the business is handling gender 

parity. This requires efforts to translate high-level goals into practical, everyday actions for frontline leaders that 

reinforce, rather than squelch, the confidence women bring into the workforce. Here we look at several ways 

corporate leaders might make change in the conference room a reality: 

Communicate expectations across the organization. The message that gender parity is important needs to start with 

the CEO and cascade down through top leaders. Everyone needs to know that this mission is important to their 

individual bosses, not just the nebulous boardroom. Male leaders in particular may be surprised to realize they 

can do an important service by sharing the workload often placed on female leaders to own “women’s initiatives.”
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Equip and train managers with the capabilities required to meet these expectations. Most managers are not 
equipped to coach and develop employees, so offer skill-building and training opportunities to address the biggest 
gaps in existing manager capabilities. These trainings should address the particular ways they can coach and 
inspire women, with thoughtful dialogue and role-playing exercises to underscore the complexity of the task. It 
is particularly important that male managers be consciously included in these trainings and reminded of the 
importance of the role they play in supporting their female employees.

Refine approach and processes to recruiting and talent management. From hiring to promotions to people leaving 
the organization, make sure the organization has the necessary data to understand what’s happening to its own 
talent pipeline. Where are the victories, and where are the biggest challenges? What segments of the population 
might be underrepresented, and what can help right these imbalances? In addition to collecting important data, 
hire and promote candidates who break the mold with nontraditional career paths or who are uniquely skilled 
at supporting employees and unlocking their talents. Moreover, aim to include people with diverse experiences 
and styles in the decision-making processes for hiring and promotion so they can more adequately reflect new 
perspectives on the ideal worker. 

Foster sponsor relationships among senior-level employees and ambitious up-and-comers. A sponsor advocates 
for the future of the individuals they assist, helping to open doors and introduce new opportunities to them (unlike 
the private counsel a mentor might provide).10 Creating this type of interaction can benefit an organization for a 
variety of reasons, including the proactive succession planning it promotes. Senior-level employees can go a step 
beyond the necessary exercise of considering who should replace them and actively help that person (or people) 
to be ready for the role. To accomplish this, sponsors must have power in their organizations and be a part of 
the conversations about employees’ futures and opportunities. Given the small number of females in many of 
these powerful roles, men are often a critical part of the sponsorship equation. As one female respondent said, 
“Women need a male sponsor to get ahead.”

Five	daily	conference	room	actions	for	any	frontline	manager	

• Set an example for your employees by being open about your own path to success and by getting 
to know them personally .

• Visibly reward and outwardly champion employees who break the mold, offering public recognition 
for those who are successful using non-traditional schedules or career paths .

• Facilitate open discussions with your employees about their career aspirations, listen intently and 
co-create strategies for how you can best support them in reaching those goals .

• Be an advocate for your employees . Find opportunities for them to grow in the organization 
through such avenues as recommending them for promotion, assigning them high-profile projects 
and prompting them to raise their own hands for step-up opportunities .

• Connect women to a variety of high-potential role models, regularly refreshing the connections 
as the employee’s needs and focus change over time .
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Implement and track progress on key metrics. Hold managers accountable for supporting employees by creating 
metrics around key people-development skills and by regularly engaging with managers on their progress in these 
areas. Whether through formal or informal feedback, find out what employees think of their managers and what 
might be missing. Regularly comparing team outcomes across the organization can help shine a light on managers 
who are particularly successful and encourage behavior change among those who are not. Additionally, consider 
tracking broader metrics such as employee turnover or the number (or percentage) of women in key roles within 
a manager’s sphere of influence. 

If there is one action item that leaders at all levels—both corporate and frontline—should take to heart, it’s the 
power of encouragement. Women are entering the workforce with plenty of ambition and confidence; leaders must 
help them grow rather than wither. While the right way to accomplish this varies significantly across situations 
and requires tailoring to individuals, managers who personally take on the challenge of gender parity—and companies 
that mobilize resources to support those managers—stand to see impressive results. 
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3. Conclusion

Increasingly, Anne’s experience that we described earlier—a clash with the traditional corporate culture that results 

in a nosedive in confidence and ambition—is likely to resonate with both male and female employees. The generation 

now entering the workforce is particularly attuned to personal missions and highly unlikely to feel comfortable 

with cookie-cutter approaches to promotions or long hours in the office. Our study shows that 45% of those under 

the age of 30—more than any other age group—envision a career that allows for periodic breaks. This finding 

reinforces other research indicating a generational shift in how both men and women view work.11 As a result, 

managers who can help employees overcome their discomfort in the corporate environment and successfully 

chart their own unique paths will become very valuable to organizations. 

As career expectations between men and women continue to converge for the next generation of employees, 

companies have to get the gender parity issue right to stay ahead of the curve in their talent management practices. 

This is no easy feat. The imbalance of women in power is a challenging issue laden with complexity and nuance. 

We’ve discovered, however, that everyday interactions make a huge difference in gender equality outcomes. 

Classrooms and boardrooms will continue to be important crucibles for change, but by themselves they are insuf-

ficient. The conference room, where teams interact and professionals grow, is a vital additional place for progress. 

Our research suggests that by encouraging and enabling frontline managers to rethink their approaches to women’s 

career development, companies will be far more successful in attracting and retaining the next generation of 

top talent, both female and male. 

Net Promoter SystemSM and Net Promoter ScoreSM are trademarks of Bain & Company, Inc., Fred Reichheld and Satmetrix Systems, Inc.
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Methodology

The 1,009 people who responded to our March 2014 survey come from a variety of positions and circumstances. 
Slightly more men than women responded: a ratio of 55% to 45%, respectively. Almost half of the respondents 
are from public companies, 44% are from private firms, and the rest are from government, nonprofits or other 
organizations. Approximately 75% come from companies with more than 1,000 employees. Twenty-six percent of 
respondents are new employees, 37% are experienced, and 29% are senior managers. Eight percent are executives 
or CEOs, of which 70% are men. Respondents under the age of 40 account for 31% of the sample, while those 
between 40 and 60 make up 50%, and the remainder are over 60. About 66% of respondents are married or 
cohabitating, while 26% are single, and 8% are widowed, separated, or divorced. Almost 30% of respondents 
have dependent children at home. 
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