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While gender diversity remains top of mind for many companies, current progress indicates
organizations are not doing enough to advance women in the workplace. A recent 2018 study on
female leadership by McKinsey & Co. estimates that if companies continue at their current rate of
hiring and promoting women, the number of women in management will only increase by 1
percent over the next ten years (Krivkovich, et al., 2018).

Organizations that attract and hire the best talent, regardless of gender, are more likely to win.
But traditional hiring practices don’t consider the systemic issues that weaken gender diversity
efforts and limit the number of female leaders in organizations. This is where steps need to be
taken that limit bias and discrimination so that a diverse candidate pool can be built.

Importance of diversity

A lack of females in leadership and in hiring can have a significant impact on an organization’s
bottom line. Not only are companies missing out on half of the workforce, but it has been proven
that gender diversity and cultural balance among corporate leaders is associated with higher
stock values and greater profitability (Noland, Moran, & Kotschwar, 2016). Companies with
gender variety in their senior leadership enjoy higher levels of efficiency, innovation and
objectivity, and find it easier attracting additional female talent due to a perceived opportunity
for people like them. By attracting the best talent, with diverse perspectives, experiences, and
contributions—companies can build and nurture an environment where everyone can do their
best work.

The success that diversity brings can be seen by looking at Fortune’s World’s Most Admired
Companies 2019, where 70% of leaders surveyed gave high marks for their company’s
effectiveness in externally recruiting woman leaders. In addition, 87% say that diversity and
inclusion programs are a source of competitive advantage, highlighting its importance.
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Hiring factors limiting the number
of women in leadership

Unconscious bias

Unconscious bias is a part of human nature
and is often triggered from the first glance at
a resume. These innate biases have
contributed to inequality in hiring practices
because of one’s tendency to favour those
who look, think and act like oneself.

In fact, “just 35 percent of UK professionals
trust their organisation’s leaders to deliver
change on the diversity and inclusion agenda,
and over half believe their leaders have a bias
towards those who look, think or act like
them.” (Smyth, 2018)

Also concerning is the status quo bias in
making hiring decisions, where hiring
managers are unconsciously more likely to
choose candidates from the category that
was represented by the majority of finalists.
For example, if two of the three candidates
were men, it would be more than two thirds
likely that a man is chosen for the job
(Johnson, Hekman, & Chan, 2016).

Performance bias

Performance bias is a type of unconscious
bias where those in dominant groups are
judged on potential, while those in minority
groups are judged solely on
accomplishments. We see this in how
successes are attributed to individuals in the
hiring process. With respect to gender, males
currently occupy most of these dominant
groups, often resulting in other female
candidates being more carefully judged and
scrutinized. In these instances, “a man’s
success may be attributed to his innate talent
while a woman’s success may be attributed to
luck, hard work or mentoring,” (Johnson,
Hekman, & Chan, 2016).

Self-assessment

Confidence and accurate self-assessment are
further contributing factors to a lack of
females in leadership roles. For example, it is

generally seen that women tend to underrate
their performance. Because of this, women
are less likely to apply for step-up roles or
push for a promotion. According to data from
the “Women CEOs Speak” (2018) study, 65
percent of the female CEOs surveyed said
they only realized they could become a CEO
after someone told them so, and only 12% of
women CEOs said they had aspired to a CEO
role for “a long time.” This does not
necessarily mean that women want these
types of roles less than their counterparts, but
that they’re more likely to have been
conditioned to question their abilities whereas
men haven’t.

Strategies of successful companies

To truly make an impactful shift and increase
the number of successful female leaders,
companies need a broad approach to
organizational change that supports the
unique needs of all groups and fosters a
culture that enables everyone to thrive. These
efforts span, but are not limited to, needs
assessment and strategic roadmaps, targeted
assessment and development for
underrepresented groups at all career stages,
relationship coaching (between the employee
and key stakeholders), and broader education
for managers and leaders. Strategies need to
be developed and implemented that identify
diverse candidates to ensure hiring managers
have a full view of all the available talent
qualified for a given role.

Promote a diversity recruiting message

Making it clear to prospective candidates that
the company is dedicated to fostering a
diverse team and inclusive recruitment and
assessment practices is the first step to
attracting underrepresented groups of
candidates. By including messaging during
sourcing that emphasizes the leadership
team’s commitment to diversity, companies
can increase all candidates’ engagement with
the brand.
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Create leadership opportunities

Spending time understanding what a “step-
up” candidate looks like and what key
characteristics would make that type of
candidate successful creates opportunities to
consider a more diverse set of candidates for
leadership roles. Create clear, measurable and
specific criteria to base recruitment and
assessment efforts on. Building out a success
profile for a high-potential leader with
diversity in mind provides a blueprint for what
a strong candidate looks like, and outlines not
just competencies but also traits, drivers, and
experiences. It can help organizations identify
opportunities to place candidates into
leadership roles they can grow into while
reducing the impact of unconscious bias.

Utilize assessments

Assessments that find common
competencies, traits and drivers of high-
performing candidates enables organizations
to take an inclusive and diversity-intelligent
lens to the recruitment and assessment
process. When used as a benchmarking tool,
assessments can also combat biases as they
provide objective insights and remove any
assumptions.

The use of success profiles adds an additional
level of objectivity to the process. Assessing
against a success profile ensures candidates
are evaluated and measured against what is
most important for success in the role.

Structural inclusion

Building structural inclusion tools into hiring
practices helps reduce the impact of
unconscious biases, and broadens the

candidate pool. This includes strategies such
as utilizing blind resumes, diverse interview
panels, balanced candidate slates, and
structured interviews. These solutions help
make the assessment and selection process
more objective and allows access to the full
pool of talent. Behavioural designs like these
have proven successful in increasing the
amount of women in leadership roles around
the world (Bohnet, 2016).

Continuously review employer requirements

Stringent experience and skill requirements
can limit the amount of qualified, female
candidates that employers are able to
consider by screening them out or, worse,
dissuading them from applying at all. In
industries that have historically had
underrepresented groups this can make
diversity efforts especially difficult. Thinking
critically about requirements that limit the
candidate pool, such as industry experience,
can help companies increase diversity in their
recruitment efforts.

Our commitment

Korn Ferry is committed to promoting
diversity and inclusion in the workplace. We
partner with organizations to build
workplaces that attract, retain and release the
full potential of a diverse talent base. Our
clients have access to the widest possible
talent pools as bias is removed from role
design, recruitment processes and reward
practices and we help create compelling
employee value propositions that appeal to
diverse groups. Finally, we collaborate with
leaders to create cultures of inclusion where
diversity is intrinsically valued, where every
individual contributes fully, and where
talented people can advance through the
organization, regardless of their gender or
background.

To learn more about diversity, read our fact
sheet on advancing women by clicking here:
KF Institute.

https://dsqapj1lakrkc.cloudfront.net/media/sidebar_downloads/AdvancingWomenWorldwide-FactSheet.pdf
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About Korn Ferry

Korn Ferry is a global organizational
consulting firm. We help clients
synchronize strategy and talent to drive
superior performance. We work with
organizations to design their structures,
roles, and responsibilities. We help them
hire the right people to bring their
strategy to life. And we advise them on
how to reward, develop, and motivate
their people.
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