








New Types of business leaders. Chairman 
and CEO of Avon Products Inc. Andrea Jung at 
the celebration of International Women's Day with 
the Virtue Foundation at the Global Summit for a 
Better Tomorrow at The United Nations. 

At far left, actress and Avon Global Ambassador 
Reese Witherspoon speaks as Jung listens at a 
press conference before announcing the United 
Nations Development Fund for Women partner-
ship with Avon to promote an end to violence 
against women through economic empower-
ment at the United Nations. 
{Photo credits clockwise from far left: KOESTER AXEL, CORBIS;  
Ben Baker; Getty Images for Bragman Nyman Cafarelli; 
Michael Nagle, Getty Images}
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Indeed, women fare better in newer industries such as high technology that recog-
nize and reward differences rather than old-line companies that value masculine 
ways of knowing and doing.38 And it is these innovation-led companies that will be 
the driving force of the U.S. economy in the 21st century—not just big high-tech 
companies but the many small- and medium-sized businesses. Women will do 
well in these companies and the companies will do well in turn as more and more 
women take more and more positions of responsibility throughout their ranks of 
these businesses amid changing workplace structures in the coming years. 

How companies are responding

Some leading companies have rethought some of their core principles and have 
been willing to alter longstanding management practices—embracing a more 
flexible approach to doing business that recognizes the new realities facing 
workers and their families. But most U.S. companies have not. There is ample 
evidence that those who have embraced change are reaping significant benefits 
and that there are three primary needs of women in business that employers 
need to address: 

•	 Work-life and flexibility programs that enable women to adjust their everyday 
work schedules, especially women in low- and middle-salary ranges where these 
types of programs are noticeably absent

•	 Career development programs that take into account the fundamental changes 
in the relationship between workers and their employers and that recognize 
that career development should not assume a “one-size-fits-all” human 
resource development strategy 

Women are faced with a double bind in 
organizations—staying true to their core values  
or adopting the masculine values and traits that  

are dominant in their organizations. 
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•	 Inclusive work environments in which women’s diversity of inputs into company 
decision making reap the best benefits for businesses 

These three sets of workplace initiatives are clearly interrelated, but each needs to 
be examined separately to underscore their importance and the overall benefits to 
companies, women, and their families alike. 

Work-life and flexibility programs

Since the mid-1980s, leading-edge organizations have been exploring ways to 
help their workforces minimize the conflict inherent in successfully integrating 
the work and family domains. Offerings can run a very broad spectrum, from on-
site child care to flexible work schedules to telecommuting. The need for these 
organizational policies became more prominent due to the rise in professional 
working women and dual-career couples, but it would be a mistake to assume that 
such initiatives are only valued by women. A 2005 Fortune magazine article, “Get 
a Life!”, for example, reported the results of a study of Fortune 500 male execu-
tives. These men made the case in no uncertain terms that flexibility is critically 
important for them, too. For instance, 84 percent of the participants in the Fortune 
study said they would like job options that allow them to realize their professional 
aspirations while having more time for things outside of work. And 87 percent 
said companies that do so will have a competitive advantage attracting talent.39 

The good news is that there are proven benefits for both employers and employees 
when companies institute flexible work schedules. A 2002 study by the Families 
and Work Institute, for example, found that when employees have greater access 
to flexible work arrangements, they are more committed and loyal to their employ-
ers and are willing to work harder than required to help their employers be suc-
cessful.40 Other studies have found significant cost savings and other benefits as 
a result of offering flexible work arrangements. Case in point: The professional 
services consultancy Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu estimates a savings of $41.5 mil-
lion in 2003 in reduced turnover costs by retaining employees who would have left 
if they did not have a flexible work arrangement.41 

Workplace flexibility also improves the productivity of workers and can reduce 
the level of employee stress, which is a leading cause of unscheduled absences.42 
Furthermore, worker flexibility facilitates commitment to the job.43 Examples of 
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these programs abound. Hewlett-Packard Co., one of the world’s leading technol-
ogy companies, has offered flexible hours to virtually all employees since the early 
1970s. Or consider International Business Machines Corp., which designates 40 
percent of its 330,000-person workforce as virtual workers—meaning they work 
from client sites or from home, not IBM offices. 

Other companies boast compressed workweeks for all of their employees in 
specific business units, among them Raytheon Co.’s missile systems business. 
Under this arrangement, every employee can work nine days over two weeks, not 

The tradeoffs working mothers make. This businesswoman works at her home office while 
her elder son does his homework. Millions of working mothers—and fathers—have to make often 
difficult trade-offs when it comes to work and family. {Rolf Oeser, The New York Times}
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including weekends, allowing them every other Friday off to take care of personal 
or family issues. And some highly successful companies, among them Intel Corp., 
follow traditional maternity leaves with a “new parent reintegration process,” 
which allows up to one year of integration time following leave for new parents. 
During this time, an employee might work part time for 6 to 12 months and get 
access to a variety of forms of scheduling flexibility.44 

Phased retirement programs also are growing in popularity and seem particu-
larly appropriate in light of the aging workforce population. Phased retirement 
programs allow employees to “ease” into retirement in stages by gradu-
ally decreasing hours worked over a period of months or years. This allows a 
smoother transition to retirement or into a new role during traditional retire-
ment years and minimizes the adverse impacts of going from full-time work to 
an unstructured retirement. Businesses that utilize these kinds of flexible work 
arrangements have experienced dramatic improvements in productivity, loyalty, 
employee retention, and cost reduction.45 

But offering these programs alone often is not enough to address the needs of 
working women. Indeed, many women (and men) are highly reluctant to utilize 
flexible work arrangements for fear they will be perceived by their employers as 
less committed. Women and men need to feel supported and respected for their 
flexible work choices and the benefits of offering these programs, for the employer 
and the employee, need to be highlighted.46 

Moreover, such flexibility should not be limited to white-collar workers. Hourly 
workers benefit greatly from flexible work options. Studies conducted by the Boston 
College Center for Work & Family47 and Corporate Voices for Working Families48 
found that flexibility programs for hourly employees are just as successful as those 
created for professional employees. Companies in a wide range of industries, includ-
ing hotel giant Marriott and the national drugstore chain CVS, have invested heav-
ily in addressing the work-life challenges of their hourly employees. The benefits 

Workplace flexibility improves the productivity of 
workers and can reduce the level of employee stress, 
which is a leading cause of unscheduled absences.
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of such programs for companies are similar to those 
experienced by companies offering these programs to 
their white-collar workforces—savings in recruitment 
and retention costs, improved productivity, and much 
greater employee engagement. 

But too few companies are offering these kinds of 
programs to hourly or low-wage workers. While 
some hourly workers face rigid work schedules, with 
very little ability to alter their work hours, others 
must deal with constantly fluctuating work sched-
ules, including the precise work hours and amount 
of work hours, both of which may vary dramatically 
from week to week. The most effective dimension for 
improvement depends on the type of work schedule 
the worker faces. For workers on rigid work sched-
ules, meaningful input into work schedules is key. 
For workers on unpredictable work schedules, pre-
dictability is key. For workers whose hours fluctuate, 
stable work schedules are key. And for those workers 
subject to challenging work schedules that are resis-
tant to change, such as those who work overnight, 
strategies to mitigate the negative effects of those 
challenges will be key. 

Career development

In addition to flexibility, women also need invest-
ment in their development. Companies need to help 
women thrive in the workplace to reap long-term 
benefits. Increasingly, the need to navigate careers 
while maintaining work-life integration has become 
an enormous challenge for all working people and 
their employers. Organizational careers within 
one company are increasingly a thing of the past 
and families’ structures are very different today 
than they were 20 to 30 years ago. Today, employ-
ers and employees alike are fast moving toward a 

The latest from the American people

Q: Do you agree or disagree: Employers 
should be required to give workers more 
flexibility in their work schedules?

Women working full time
81%

86%

85%

83%

16%

12%

12%

13%

Agree Disagree

Women working part time

Professional women

Blue-collar women

Source: Rockefeller/TIME poll, 2009.
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self-directed career model that noted career scholar Douglas T. Hall of Boston 
University has termed the “protean career.”49

A protean career puts individuals squarely in charge of steering their own career 
development, but supporting greater flexibility, creating customized careers, and 
ensuring that individuals have the competence to navigate the myriad of career 
options cannot be left to chance. It requires a coordinated effort that modi-
fies organizational human resource policies and stresses shared responsibility 
between organizational leaders and individual contributors to create win-win 
solutions for the organization and its members.50 

Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu provides an excellent example of an employer that 
has taken an aggressive leadership position in protean career approaches. Its 
program, “Mass Career Customization,” enables employees to create individu-
alized career goals that take into consideration obligations outside of work. 
Deloitte’s MCC program grew out of a women’s initiative within the company, 
but it is now being used across the board for individuals regardless of level in 
the organization, age, or gender. 

For career development programs to work effectively, companies also need orga-
nizational mentors.51 Women and minority group members often struggle to find 
effective mentors within their organizations because these one-on-one relation-
ships typically evolve informally. But the lack of mentors for minorities or female 
employees in the higher echelons of a company make this difficult.52 There are two 
things that organizations can do to help foster effective mentoring for women in 
light of the small number of senior female executives. 

First, companies can develop formal mentoring programs. Many large compa-
nies, including the accounting and consulting firm KPMG, assign all new interns 

Women and men need to feel supported and  
respected for their flexible work choices and  

the benefits of offering these programs, for the 
employer and the employee, need to be highlighted.
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and employees a formal mentor. The formality of the arrangement is sometimes 
challenging, as most mentoring relationships evolve in an informal manner. The 
existence of a mentoring culture within the organization can help to overcome 
some of the artificiality of the relationships inherent in formal mentor-mentee 
matching services. It also ensures access to mentors for diverse employees 
who may not otherwise have an easy time developing mentoring relationships 
through informal channels. 

Second, companies need to recognize the importance and usefulness of employee 
networks. A woman’s network, for example, which may be made up of peers, 

The importance of mentoring. Women in senior positions in some companies are taking their 
younger coworkers under their wings. {Marc Asnin, Redux}
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subordinates, and managers, can provide others in the network with the psycho-
social and career support they need. IBM and the pharmaceutical company Merck 
are examples of large, global organizations that have invested heavily in develop-
ing and supporting these employee groups.53 

Inclusive work environments

Finally, women (and minorities) in the workforce need to be recognized and 
rewarded for their differences rather than being encouraged to fit outdated 
norms. Many organizations have developed diversity initiatives, but such 
programs can segment diverse groups by demographics rather than creating 
heterogeneous groups that would allow the members to explore and learn from 
their differences. Research shows that when diversity is viewed as strength and 
there is a high level of acceptance of distinct viewpoints, organizations benefit 
because it allows for a broader range of perspectives and unique contributions.54 

What’s more, when women and minorities feel respected for their differences, they 
will be more “retainable.” Companies that offer diversity and inclusion programs 
can benefit handsomely for the effort. These efforts typically include:

•	 Management and employee diversity training programs
•	 Succession planning systems aimed at increasing the representation of under-

represented groups in higher-level roles
•	 Employee networks and affinity groups for women and minorities
•	 A wide menu of programs and policies crafted to respond to a variety of employee 

needs and family situations in different cultural contexts
•	 Access, recognition, and awards programs for nonwork obligations, such as lead-

ership efforts in the community and volunteer work55

When differences are recognized and rewarded, women and other minority groups 
feel more comfortable raising issues that promote their well-being. Jane Dutton 
and her colleagues from the University of Michigan found in their 2002 study 
that women take cues from their environment that influence whether they are 
willing to raise gender-equity issues in their workplaces. Their study found that 
demographic patterns, qualities of top management, and qualities of the organiza-
tional culture each served as indicators as to whether women would feel comfort-
able voicing their concerns.56 
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PepsiCo has been one of the pioneer U.S. corporations in promoting and reward-
ing women and minorities. As we mentioned, while only 16 percent of Fortune 500 
corporate officers are women, as of 2009, 33 percent of PepsiCo’s executives and 
30 percent of its board of directors are women. The organization has a long history 
of both developing and promoting women, which is a major part of the firm’s overall 
business strategy and success.57 Since 2006, when Indra Nooyi took the helm, reve-
nues have increased by nearly 10 percent, despite slow economic growth. In addition, 
over the past decade, the company’s share price has increased more than 50 percent 
while the Dow has gone down by nearly 18 percent during that same period. 

More and more companies today recognize the advantages of promoting women 
throughout their organizational structures, yet there remain clear glass ceilings—
organizational barriers to the advancement of women throughout their careers. 

Where do we go from here?

The Great Recession may mark a turning point for women in the workplace. As 
some of the old icons of American industry struggle to survive, management prac-
tices that were seen as innovative in the early- to mid-20th century will be chal-
lenged because of new technologies, changing consumer needs, and contemporary 
workforce education, demographics, and values. Now is the ideal time to let go of 
outdated management frameworks that no longer foster employee engagement or 
facilitate desired organizational outcomes, given the increasing diversity of the 
American workforce.

For cultural shifts to occur across businesses and industries large and small, there 
needs to be a shift in U.S. policy around work-family issues, flexibility, and diver-
sity. Despite its position as a global economic leader and a leader in the advance-
ment of equality for women, our nation continues to show little appetite to address 
the needs of working women and families through government policy. In a study of 
the maternity policies of 168 countries, for example, the United States ranked at 
the bottom in terms of time and financial support provided for maternity leave.58 
And the lack of provision of medical insurance and caregiving all strongly suggest 
that the United States falls far below many less prosperous countries in the provi-
sion of the basic policies that would support families, specifically the U.S. working 
women who are primarily responsible for the care of these families.
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At the helm. PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi at a lunch meeting with other top executives at the 
company's headquarters in Purchase, New York. {Mark Peterson, Redux}
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To summarize, there are five key points that need to be clearly understood:

1.	 Women make up more than half the talent that is available for corporate Amer-
ica, and their outstanding performance in educational institutions—especially 
higher education and professional schools—demands that employers create 
workplaces that attract, retain, develop, and exploit (in the best sense of the 
word) this tremendous resource. 

2.	 While we have grown and changed as a society over the past 30 years and women 
have reached greater equality in the workplace, life outside the workplace still 
places enormous and highly unequal challenges and demands on women. This 
must be understood and addressed by corporations and society as a whole. Other-
wise, the unparalleled talent that women bring to business will always be under-
utilized as disillusioned women play roles that are well beneath their abilities and 
become part of the so-called leaky talent pipeline as they leave their employers. 

3.	 The highest impact actions employers can take to increase women’s contributions 
and enhance their progress cost very little. Such actions involve letting go of out-
dated mental models such as the idea that there is only one place that work gets 
done, one way to structure a workday, one model for the ideal career, and one lead-
ership style that works in today’s workplace. Flexible work arrangements, flexible 
career paths, and new leadership styles better meet the needs of today’s diverse 
workforce but also today’s flexible and fast-changing economic environment.

4.	 Many companies are putting forward progressive workplace policies for women, 
but too few of these companies include policies that apply to workers who are at 
the low and middle end of the company pyramid. All workers need policies that 
meet the changed realities of work and family, not just high-end workers.

Despite its position as a global economic leader  
and a leader in the advancement of equality 

 for women, our nation continues to show little 
appetite to address the needs of working women  

and families through government policy.
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5.	 Too few businesses have taken the initiative to change workplaces on their own. 
Government has a real role to play in incentivizing businesses to update their 
employment policies.

In closing, the support that women need to be successful is not different from the 
support all working people need. Women’s responsibilities for childbearing and 
caregiving, and their lack of access to positions of authority in business, simply 
make women’s needs far more acute. If the United States is truly to be a success-
ful economic engine and role model for the 21st-century global economy, it will 
be because we found a way to fully utilize the human potential that exists in this 
country. Now is the time to replace outmoded ways of operating with progressive 
and proven new models of leadership in organizations that will help us achieve 
that objective. 
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