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Canada lags behind other developed countries with regard to female
representation on corporate boards and in management leadership.
Since 2015, firms regulated by the Ontario Securities Commission
have been required to disclose annually the number of women on
their board of directors and in executive officer positions. Firms that
have not adopted ways to promote the representation of women are
required to explain their reasons for not doing so. /

Despite the existence of ‘comply or explain’ legislation, there has
been slow progress for board representation, and even slower
progress for women in executive leadership positions.” In 2018,
40.1% of TSX-listed firms reported having no female executive
officers, 29.1% reported having one female executive officer, and
30.8% reported having more than one female executive officer.
Women filled only 29% of vacated board seats, and held 15% of

board seats overall. In Canada, only 4% of firms have a female CEO.?

I Reasons for slow progress

Many attribute the lack of female leaders to a “leaky pipeline,” where
women opt out of challenging career paths. But research suggests
that opting out is not the problem. Instead, workplace cultures an
practices that fail to accommodate the realities of care work-for
which working mothers remain overwhelmingly responsible—push
women out of the workforce or out of advancement to leadership
roles.?

Women are also disadvantaged by the stereotype of leadership as
a masculine trait.* Leadership bias against women has been found
in a variety of fields, including entrepreneurship and engineering.®
Because women do not fit the stereotype of a leader, they are often
less respected.®

For example, when women are promoted to leadership positions
in male-dominated and technical occupational fields, they may
face backlash. Because managerial positions involve less technical
work, an increasing number of women in such positions may
validate pervasive stereotypes about women being less technically
competent.’
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How to fix the problem of representation igg:gg:%

“Gender blind” vs. “"gender aware” approaches to hiring and recruitment

While a gender-blind approach to hiring, such as redacting applicants’ names and other identifying
information may help women get interviews, this approach cannot remove biases that are already
part of workplace cultures.® Research finds that even when firms present pro-diversity values and
encourage applications from underrepresented groups, they still exhibit bias in hiring practices.’
Management can implement diverse team-based hiring so that a single hiring manager is not
responsible for hiring decisions. Doing so will help to ensure that hiring is based on agreed upon job
criteria and not merely the outcome of one individual’s “gut instinct” about “fit,” which may reflect
unconscious biases.™

Change job descriptions for leadership roles
Job descriptions can be rewritten to reduce biased language and eliminate associations with gender
stereotypes. For example, changing “assertiveness,” a term associated with men, to “confidence.”

Implement quotas or hard targets

Research showsthatthe beliefthat quotas compromise meritocracyis misguided. The implementation
of quotas to increase female leadership is not a trade-off on quality.”" Instead, board governance
quality may improve. Specifically, increasing the number of women on corporate boards to three or
more enhances the likelihood that women'’s ideas are heard, and that boardroom dynamics change.’?

Sponsorship and mentorship

Whereas workplace mentors provide advice, workplace sponsors advocate on behalf of their
sponsees and champion their advancement. Because sponsorship relies on the efforts of senior level
executives, such relationships are less common but more valuable than mentorship relationships.
Women with sponsors are almost twice as likely to believe that being promoted to executive
positions is attainable.”™ Promoting sponsorship in addition to mentorship is thus a key intervention
for increasing female leadership.

Diversity training

Diversity training can help when implemented with buy-in from management, and alongside other
efforts to reduce gender inequality.’ A key complement to diversity training is clear accountability
for what change looks like. Efforts need to be widespread and long-term, otherwise the mere
presence and availability of diversity training can create the illusion that an organization is fair, and
management may cease efforts towards truly inclusionary and substantive change.’®

Educate to dismantle gender stereotypes

Socialization into stereotypical gender roles begins in childhood,' as do biased perceptions of
women as followers rather than leaders.'” Solutions aimed at addressing leaky pipelines mustinvolve
training for educators of every age group, from preschool to university to onsite job learning.

View this full brief, including references, on our website:

https://www.gendereconomy.org/women-and-leadership/
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