




As a female CEO of a global retailer I am increasingly asked questions about 

gender in leadership like -   

1. Why are there so few women at the top?

2.	 Do	women	lead	differently?

3.	 Are	there	different	expectations	of	female	leaders?	

4.	 Are	women	leaders	treated	differently?

5.	 What,	if	anything,	can	we	do	to	fix	it?	

These	are	complex	questions.

It’s	difficult	to	extract	meaning	from	numbers	alone	in	particular	because	

leadership	is	associated	with	having	a	certain	‘position’	(some	exceptional	

leaders don’t have or want senior roles but are still leaders in my mind). But 

the lack of women in senior positions is marked, in Australian 17% are CEOs 

and 28% have key management positions.  

KPMG research for the Australian Institute of Company Directors’ (AICD) 

Gender Progress Report found that 5 per cent of ASX 100 companies had 

female	CEOs	in	2011	–	five	years	later	that	number	hasn’t	changed.	It’s	

everywhere.	In	venture	capital-financed,	high-growth	technology	startups,	

only 9% of entrepreneurs are women.

I	can’t	overstate	the	complexities	of	behaviour.

One	woman	can	behave	as	differently	from	another	as	she	can	from	a	man.	

That’s before we take personality, company, cultural or generational factors 

into account. 

That’s a long way of saying that my observations in this Pink Paper come 

with a lot of caveats. 
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However, I have noticed some things along the way that make me believe 

there is more we can do as individuals and within our companies to ensure 

that those who want to, can get on that ladder and climb it. 

Why are there so few women at the top?

The numbers don’t divulge the reasons.  

In Australia numbers are low but growing, while in the US the percentage of 

females in Fortune 500s dropped 4% (reasons vary). Of the 29 companies 

that became part of the Fortune 500 in 2016 only one was led by a female. 

Only 17% of women are CEOs. The recently released AICD Gender 

Progress Report shows 26% of ASX 200 companies have 30% female 

directors whilst 10% have no female directors. The gender pay gap is real. 

Short term this creates a 20% shortfall in superannuation but think about 

the social impact long term. 

Somewhere between getting a job and getting the top jobs, women’s skills 

and education are not being ‘potentialised’ to use a completely made up 

word.

That’s bad for a lot of reasons but incongruously for one of the reasons that 

matters most to companies - productivity.  Diverse workforces perform 

better financially, if I start hyperlinking all the research I’ll run out of space, 

just Google it. 

Women	influence	more	than	85%	of	retail	decisions	yet	very	few	make	it	to	

the top.  

Do women lead differently? 

Does it matter?

I	lead	in	a	different	way	from	other	women,	and	from	other	men.	I	am	me.

Differences	exist	between	people	of	the	same	gender,	between	those	

of different genders and amongst those who don’t care for traditional 

definitions	of	gender	at	all.
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But	what	does	interest	me	is	the	expectations	I	have	of	myself	and	that	I’ve	

found others have of me, maybe because there are so ‘few of us’ at the top. 

And	there’s	definitely	‘stuff’	we	can	do	about	that.	

Broadly this includes – 

1. Bias

2. Waiting 

3.	 Over-indexing

4. ‘I’ over ‘we’

5. Burning out 

1. Bias - conscious & unconscious ways we reinforce leadership stereotypes 

I don’t think someone at the top is deliberately shifting girl names to the 

bottom of the pile. 

But thanks to behavioural economics and neuroscience we know that 

regardless of how rational we believe we are, our brains are wired to prefer 

one thing over another.

There’s so much going on it’s just the brain’s way of saving time.

The consequences of these brain shortcuts though are profound and self-

perpetuating.

Let’s look at attraction bias. 

A study of over 22,000 participants found that male leaders are more likely 

to make hiring decisions and, surprise, prefer hiring men.  

The skills of a CV with a male name will be judged by women and men as 

more competent than the same CV submitted with a women’s name and it 

makes	no	difference	in	science,	which we expect to be more objective. 
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Dr. Sebastian Bailey says biases can be so subtle that we don’t even know 

we’re using them. Women can self-select against applying for jobs where 

adverts use adjectives like “driven” over “approachable”.

Fixing	these	biases	is	not	easy	because	just	being	aware	of	them	doesn’t	

mean we overcome them.  

What does help? If participants are held accountable for and expected to 

justify a decision they make they are less biased. 

AICD CEO John Brogden said the Gender Progress Report that it’s clear 

many ASX 200 chairs “still don’t see [gender] as a strategic imperative that 

leads to better business performance and board decisions.”  You can see 

how that view, combined with these sorts of biases could play out. 

As leaders we must educate ourselves and our teams about bias. Then take 

it further by looking at how we write job descriptions or adverts and learning 

and	implementing	actions	that	can	make	a	difference.

2. Waiting – leaning in & out, stumbling up & falling over in hope of being 

picked

In every job I’ve had I have over performed in the hope that someone 

important would notice and pick me.

Lucky for me, it happened. 

Better still, I’ve got to work with some of the most interesting, successful, 

supportive bosses and mentors you could hope to learn and be inspired 

from. 

Of course I worked like the clappers to prove, no, to over-prove, that I 

deserved the honour of being where I was. 

I love Seth Godin’s blog Reject the tyranny of being picked: pick yourself 

because he calls this behaviour out. Don’t wait for permission, just get going.

As a female leader I wish I could say that I came up with that advice or that I 

am where I am because I applied it to my life.

6

http://www.forbes.com/sites/sebastianbailey/2015/05/05/how-to-beat-the-bias-against-women-leaders/#70d40bb066dc
http://www.forbes.com/sites/sebastianbailey/2015/05/05/how-to-beat-the-bias-against-women-leaders/#70d40bb066dc
http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2011/03/reject-the-tyranny-of-being-picked-pick-yourself.html


But self-picking wasn’t on the to-do list. I saw this as a lesser leadership 

style and I must say that having spoken with many leaders, I see this as a 

predominantly female trait.  

As	to	whether	or	not	it	is,	there’s	extensive	debate	on	the	subject.	

There was little issue with the data in Sheryl Sandberg’s book Lean In: 

Women, Work and the Will to Lead that women are paid less or that driven 

men are admired where their female counterparts are labelled as “pushy, 

bossy”.

But there’s been strong disagreement as to whether internal obstacles like 

lower motivation and fear of being disliked keep women back.

Moreover, should women want to join a culture and structure with 

entrenched systems that make it harder for them?

I don’t have the answer.

But I do have newfound appreciation for the synthesized Godin-Sandburg 

caution about not hanging around in hope. 

Certainly in taking our company global there was no waiting-around attitude 

but we’re talking about the chutzpah that’s needed to get to be the person 

leading that growth.

I read some funny responses to Lean In that included ‘if I lean in further I’ll 

fall	over’	and	although	I	laughed	it	had	me	reflecting	on	another	quality	I’ve	

heard	from	more	than	one	female	leader	talk	about,	over-indexing.

3. Over-indexing – believing you have to be brilliant & better & splintering 

to try & achieve it  

I think for minorities of any stripe at the top there’s an added drive to prove 

you’re worthy because the consequences are felt beyond you.  

A failure is not just personal, it’s public and while male leaders get chopped 

down too, the focus tends to be on what went wrong from a business 

perspective rather than their gender.
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Instead,	having	been	picked	or	picked	yourself	and	then	finding	yourself	at	

the top table what do you do? Everything beyond and in your power to be 

brilliant and better, no matter the personal cost. 

6.30am, 11.30pm, weekends, public holidays, taking on more and more 

again. 

This	is	not	just	a	gender	issue;	many	senior	executives	are	over	extended.	

But I think the drive to succeed is stronger when you know that failing will be 

about ‘female leaders’ and not just about organizational challenges.

Over-indexing	is	a	belief	that	you	have	to	be	brilliant	and	better	and	come	

with all the answers.

It comes from the perception that ‘I’ have to have ‘the answer’ rather than 

seeing	leadership	for	what	it	is,	a	team	effort	by	a	body	of	people,	all	of	

whom	have	considerable	experience	and	expertise	to	develop	the	answers	

together.

It’s okay to say ‘I don’t know’, you don’t have to know ahead of time and you 

don’t have to get there alone. And we never do. 

4. ‘I’ over ‘we’ – the fast burn of the lone ranger 

Collaboration is considered a female strength and yet once at the table, 

many women think they have to go it alone, coming up with solutions in 

isolation.  

Instead what I’ve learned is that leadership is like a living body that needs 

constant energy, inputs and ideas. 

We	talk	about	leadership	teams	but	it’s	different	creating	a	true	team	that	

acts together in the interests of the group as a collective hub.

When you are part of a collective leadership body you don’t have to be all 

things to all people, you just have to have the breadth in capability and trust. 

If you as a member of the team are pressured there’s support, if you’re 

energized you can contribute at the highest levels.  
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The focus is to maintain the collective energy of the team at optimal levels 

even	if	there	is	a	difference	between	the	team.

We	live	in	a	culture	in	which	the	CEO-God	is	alive	and	well.	Excessive	salaries	

and payouts have caused a decline in public trust in particular when a leader 

fails or when having turned a company around and left, the shareholders 

realise the results achieved by cost cutting and other short term solutions 

are not sustainable.   

The upside of the cult of CEO is to be and be seen as the game changer who 

can do anything when the reality as everyone knows is that a whole team of 

people is running to make things happen.   

What if anything can we do to fix it 

So	is	there	anything	we	can	do	to	fix	all	of	this?	

Of course there is. To do so we have to tackle the personal at the same time 

as structural and cultural impediments to diversity. 

This includes - 

1. Be a role model – role models tell us it can be done, get one and be one

2. Support others – from the micro to the macro wins be the person who 

sings	the	hallelujah	chorus,	it	means	when	you	give	difficult	feedback	

people will accept it comes from the right place too 

3. Bias – train hirers and decision-makers about biases and consequences 

then put in systems that help structure those biases out. Block out 

gender names on CVs. Check adjectives in position descriptions. Be 

mindful with job ads.   

4. Structure – create parallel work streams or rotation in roles in practice 

(not just theory) that creates a live and adaptive organization that makes 

meaningful part-time work possible. 

Brilliant women and men around the world are putting their minds to 

how we overcome costly and unproductive biases, they haven’t found the 

solution and nor have I.
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However, I hope that my personal insights are able to contribute in some 

meaningful way, even if it’s just to encourage you to stop waiting and start 

writing your own story.  

There’s no rose-colour on the numbers. They’re concerning. 

But we have to think beyond quotas, which can create isolation and 

resentment (including for those who get up a result, because they may be 

seen as ‘quota babies’) but also beyond coaching and mentoring which has 

failed to create enough momentum or structural change.

Instead	we	need	new	questions	like	if	it’s	possible	to	create	tax	incentives	

for	next	generation	training	for	true	diversity?	And	then	ask	how	we	ramp	up	

the process because given the potential and productivity losses that result 

we have waited far too long for far too little and something must be done. 

I’d love to know what you think we can do to get traction here. 

Please connect with me on Twitter and LinkedIn and sign up to my 

website to stay in touch and keep the conversation going.

Rachel Kelly 
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