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OMEN ARE UNDERREPRESENTED IN

many global companies, particularly
among senior leadership teams—and
companies are missing out on opportuni-
ties as a result. A large and growing body
of research shows that organizations with
greater numbers of women, especially in
leadership roles, perform better. For
example, a 2016 Peterson Institute for
International Economics study of some
22,000 global companies found that as
companies increased the number of
women among board members and senior
leaders, their profit margins increased as
well. Diverse teams bring diverse perspec-
tives to a company, improving both prob-
lem solving and resiliency and making the
organization more innovative and adapt-
able to change. (See “Diversity at Work,”
BCG article, July 2017.)

Yet when companies try to fix this problem,
they often center their efforts solely on
women. Experience shows, however, that
this is not enough to bring about material
change. Such a narrow focus essentially
walls off gender diversity as a women-only

issue instead of positioning it as a broader
topic that has a significant effect on overall
company performance. What’s more, at
most companies, women who try to gener-
ate meaningful change on their own find
that they are too few in number to produce
the necessary impact. Men need to join
their efforts in order to succeed.

BCG has been studying gender diversity at
organizations around the world for the past
several years. A key finding from our re-
search is that the career obstacles women
face, such as being overlooked for promo-
tions, tend to be institutional, with deep
roots in the organization’s culture. Many
women stall out in middle management—
or step off the career track entirely—not
because of explicit discrimination or lack
of ambition but rather because of many
small factors and daily hassles. (See “Dis-
pelling the Myths of the Gender ‘Ambition
Gap,”” BCG article, April 2017.) Reforming
this culture and creating true gender parity
requires participation by both men and
women, particularly given that the senior
leadership team at many companies is pre-



dominantly male. The good news is that
when men do become directly involved in
gender diversity, both men and women be-
lieve that their company is making much
greater progress in achieving gender parity.
(See Exhibit 1.) Worldwide, our data shows
that among companies where men are ac-
tively involved in gender diversity, 96% re-
port progress. Conversely, among compa-
nies where men are not involved, only 30%
show progress.

Men Tend to Have a False Sense
of Progress

It seems intuitive that involving men, and
thus increasing the number of people who
support gender parity initiatives, would
lead to greater results. Yet part of the chal-
lenge of getting men to join the efforts, ac-
cording to our data, is that they tend to
overestimate how well their company is do-
ing in terms of gender issues. When asked
whether their organization has made prog-
ress in gender diversity over the past one
to three years, men were, on average, 12
percentage points more likely to say yes
than women. Men also tend to overesti-
mate their personal involvement in such
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efforts by an average of 17 percentage
points. In some major markets—Australia
and India, for example—men rate their in-
volvement substantially higher than wom-
en do, by 20 percentage points or more.

Demographic shifts are likely to compound
the issue. Most of the people entering the
workforce today are millennials, who are
soon to become the biggest population co-
hort and to constitute the largest share of
the workforce at most organizations. Many
millennials expect to be part of a dual-career
household, where both spouses will need to
balance work and family commitments. And
they are more likely to see a company’s
stance on gender diversity as a marker for
the overall experience of working there.

Five Ways for Men to Get
Involved

The formula for gender diversity is clear.
(See Getting the Most from Your Diversity Dol-
lars, BCG report, June 2017.) And a central
thread running through all diversity initia-
tives is that the involvement of men is cru-
cial to generate progress. Companies simply
cannot succeed unless they make gender di-

EXHIBIT 1| There Is a Positive Correlation Between Involvement by Men and Perceptions of
Progress Toward Gender Diversity
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Source: BCG Gender Diversity Survey 2017.
Note: Respondents included both men and women in the companies surveyed.
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versity an organization-wide initiative and
men step up to take part. Men can become
involved in five ways. (See Exhibit 2.)

Support flexible-work policies. Across all 21
of the markets we examined, offering
flexible work—which includes part-time
employment, remote work, parental leave,
job sharing, and additional unpaid vaca-
tion—is the most effective way for compa-
nies to create a gender-balanced workforce.
Many companies have flexible-work
programs in place, but they are often
underutilized or used by only a limited
group of employees, such as mothers with
young children.

But flexible work will never become a real-
istic option for all unless men explicitly
support it, and they can do so in two ways.
First, men themselves need to take advan-
tage of these programs, by working remote-
ly, working part-time, or taking full paren-
tal leave, for example. In dual career
households especially, flexible-work ar-
rangements can have a huge impact on a
couple’s ability to better balance domestic
and work commitments.

Adopting these changes should start at the
top. As we heard from one executive of a
major retail firm in Australia, “The CEO’s
attitude really matters. Our CEO works flex-
ibly all the time. We help him make this
transparent to staff, so they don’t assume
they need to be in the office 24-7 to support
him while he’s working elsewhere.”

Second, and even more important, male
leaders need to explicitly support everyone
on their team who chooses to work this
way. For example, they should set clear

EXHIBIT 2 | Five Ways for Men to Get Involved

SUPPORT
FLEXIBLE- WORK
POLICIES

Take advantage of
flexible-work arrange-
ments, such as
part-time work and
parental leave.

Actively support others
who take advantage of

such arrangements.
Source: BCG analysis.

MODEL THE
RIGHT BEHAVIORS

Make no assumptions
about the challenges
and roles that women
may want to take on.

Be mindful of the
messages you send,
and speak up if you
see something amiss.

COMMUNICATE
FAIRLY

In meetings, ensure
that everybody has
sufficient opportunities
to speak.

In evaluations, focus
feedback on actions
rather than personality
traits.

boundaries about when people will or will
not be available, transparently communi-
cate their teams’ schedules to clients, and
make sure that no one on the team dispar-
ages people using flexible-work models.

Our data shows that these attitudes are al-
ready taking hold among men under age
40. Such men are more likely to be part of
a dual-income household, to contribute to
child care (and thus to seek flexible-work
options), and—critically—to change their
behavior to support women at work, partic-
ularly with regard to flexible-work policies.
For example, they are more likely than old-
er men to say that they would change the
schedule for routine meetings to accommo-
date people who work flexibly.

Model the right behaviors. Men should be
mindful of the work environment they
create and the messages they send, and
they should take steps to model the right
behaviors. For example, before a predomi-
nantly male team books an off-site event at
a traditionally male-oriented venue, such
as a golf course or a cigar bar, all the team
members should be asked about their
preferences for location. Many women
would love a day on the golf course, but it’s
worth checking. Notably, this goes both
ways—teams that are predominantly
female should find out all the team mem-
bers’ preferences for location before, say,
holding an event at a traditionally female-
oriented venue, such as a spa.

Similarly, male employees should avoid
making any assumptions about female em-
ployees, including their goals, needs, and
ambition levels. For example, a male man-
ager’s well-intentioned move to “help” a

SPONSOR A GET INVOLVED WITH
HIGH-POTENTIAL COMPANY-SPECIFIC
WOMAN INITIATIVES

Actively support a
woman in your
organization to advance
and develop, advocat-
ing for her at key
inflection points in her
career, such as a
promotion or a transfer.

Participate in women’s
initiatives within your
organization: for
example, attend a
recruiting or affiliation
event and support
initiatives via social
media.
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new mother by taking her out of contention
for an international job assignment may in-
stead end up adversely affecting her career.
(Besides, nobody is likely to do the same for
a new father.) Instead, the manager should
simply ask the employee whether she
wants to be considered for such a posi-
tion—and if so, should actively support her
to make it work. The evidence shows that
women are just as ambitious and eager to
take on leadership roles as men, and that
the culture in which they work determines
whether they stay at an organization.

Crucially, men should also speak up when-
ever anyone behaves inappropriately,
whether through comments to colleagues,
in client interactions, or in any other way
that reinforces a negative, retrograde cor-
porate culture. When leaders don’t take ac-
tion in those situations, they are sending
an implicit signal that such behavior is OK.

Communicate fairly. The stereotypical
male communication style is to dominate
discussions and fill the room, whereas
many talented employees—particularly
women—have equally strong ideas and
contributions but are less dominant in the
way they present them. The most effective
communicators are able to employ a
variety of styles and tailor their approach
to the situation, and male leaders should
recognize and support all styles.

For example, in meetings, male leaders
should ensure that everybody has sufficient
opportunities to speak, that nobody is talk-
ed over or consistently interrupted, and
that credit goes to the originator of a good
point and not just whoever talked the lon-
gest or the loudest. (See “How We Closed
the Gap Between Men’s and Women’s Re-
tention Rates,” BCG article, June 2017).

Similarly, when giving feedback, male lead-
ers should focus on actions rather than
personality traits. Research from Catalyst,
a nonprofit that promotes inclusive work-
places, indicates that when providing feed-
back—for example, during a formal perfor-
mance evaluation—many managers use
words such as “abrasive” or “helpful.” But
giving specific feedback about actions tak-

en and outcomes achieved is much more
effective. For example, rather than describ-
ing an employee as “helpful,” highlight a
specific action: “Focusing the discussion in
our weekly meetings on projected results
was helpful in aiding us to hit our target
for the quarter.”

Sponsor a high-potential woman. Increas-
ingly, companies are launching programs in
which a senior male leader sponsors the
career of a junior woman in his depart-
ment or business unit. Sponsorship is a far
more structured form of support than
mentorship, which typically involves
occasional conversations and informal
career advice. Sponsorship entails advocat-
ing for a female employee at key inflection
points in her career, such as bringing her to
high-profile meetings, supporting her
application for a promotion or a key
international post, and ensuring that she
gets the training and development she
needs to move up in the company.

Get involved with company-specific initia-
tives. Many companies are launching
internal programs dedicated to improving
the recruiting, retention, and promotion of
women. Men should actively take part in
these programs by, for example, serving on
a diversity and inclusion committee, attend-
ing a conference on the topic (whether
internal or external), or using social media
to create greater awareness. (Many compa-
nies have social media groups and channels
that are closed to the public, spurring more
candid discussions among employees and
executives.) A CEO who shows up to attend
an internal affiliation event or conference,
for instance, can help signal the importance
of the topic more than any number of press
releases or emails.

DATA CLEARLY SHOWS that gender diver-
sity leads to better operational and fi-
nancial performance. Achieving that kind
of success can happen if the entire organi-
zation takes part—specifically, if men get
off the sidelines, join with women, and be-
come actively involved in creating an equi-
table workplace.
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