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At the beginning of each year, Time Magazine announces its “Person of the Year” as a way of honoring someone who
has done the most to influence the events of the past year. For 2017 the award went to The Silence Breakers, women
who launched the movement against sexual harassment and who gave voice to open secrets in the workplace. Given
the impact of their effort and the results they achieved in a short period of time, the award makes sense to me and is an
appropriate way to honor those who have pushed us all to stop accepting the unacceptable.
Reading their story reminded me of a related issue that has festered for many years and yet still persists pervasively in
the business world – equal opportunity for women in the workplace. This continues to be an important issue for all
women in business who possess top-notch credentials, work every bit as hard as men, and deserve to be rewarded and
acknowledged for the results they achieve every day.
What is the nature of the issue?
The issue of gender equality in the workplace is one that I have discussed with my management students at the College
of New Jersey when we cover equal opportunity and the law. There are many federal statutes that were promulgated to
address equal opportunity and one of the most important is the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (amended in 1972). It made it
unlawful to discriminate in pay on the basis of sex when jobs involve equal work, require equivalent skills, effort, and
responsibility; and are performed under similar working conditions.
Despite the statute and efforts to address this issue by many firms, women still earn only about 70% as much as men in
similar jobs. In addition, women have struggled to earn leadership positions in most organizations, despite their
qualifications, experience and expertise.

How can we successfully address this issue in business?
The best firms today are aware of the above issues and are taking positive steps to remedy the situation. Some of the
most critical approaches include the following:
•

•

•
•

Building a culture of inclusion and innovation, while rethinking old systems and processes. This includes the
ways that firms approach recruitment, performance management, succession planning and talent development
to ensure there is a non-biased process to identify, develop, and advance leaders in the organization.
Creating recruitment processes and programs that promote both genders to seek all kinds of jobs in the
organization. Among other things, firms should ensure that women are fully considered in the talent
management process and are encouraged to pursue opportunites they desire.
Paying employees market rate salaries rather than making salary decisions based on salary history. In addition,
changing company cultures to recognize / reward results that are achieved, not hours worked.
Developing mentoring programs and / or affinity groups that are specifically focused on developing women for
management and leadership positions at the firm, and throughout their industry. Closely associated with this
approach is developing sponsorships and in-house champions for women who have demonstrated future
potential based upon their past performance, especially their ability to consistently achieve performance
objectives.

Why is it important to address the issue of equal opportunity for women?
The benefits of accomplishing equal opportunity for women in the workplace, particularly in the area of leadership, are
numerous and tangible.
Research published by Catalyst and Zenger Folkman (as articulated in the Harvard Business Review) reveal many ways
businesses benefit from having women in leadership positions.
Examples include the following:
•
•
•
•

Fortune 500 companies with more female board of director members attained “significantly higher financial
performance” than those with the lowest female representation.
Female leaders were rated more highly by their peers, bosses and direct reports than male leaders in 12 of the
16 competencies required for outstanding leadership.
Female leaders were consistently rated higher in the category of building relationships that translate to tangible
business results, according to the Harvard Business Review.
Women were rated more highly than men when it comes to inspiring and motivating others, according to the
Zenger Folman study. This typically translates to a more productive workforce and an improved bottom line.

Having worked for several transformative women leaders during my business career, I can personally attest to the
legitimacy of these benefits.
In conclusion, while it is clear that some progress has been made to achieve equal opportunity for women, there is much
more work to be done in order to remedy the situation. All of us have a role to play in addressing this issue for women
today – as well as for those who will assume leadership roles in business and in society tomorrow. Given the definitive
benefits of championing women in business, what is preventing you from doing your part to advance the ball on this
important issue?

