
To Break the Glass Ceiling, We Don’t Need to Hire More Female Leaders- We Need to Create Them 1

To Break the Glass Ceiling, We 
Don’t Need to Hire More Female 
Leaders- We Need to Create 
Them
Ghostwritten thought leadership for leading data intelligence firm, by Dylan McNulty-
Holmes

The term “glass ceiling” has been part of our cultural vernacular for over 40 years, and 
in that time, eradicating it has become a priority for companies and governments around 
the globe. Indeed, making boardrooms and management teams more gender balanced 
isn’t just a noble step towards greater equality- it can also be profoundly good for 
business.

The benefits of having more women in leadership are widely touted- you can expect a 
14% average increase of sales per employee by replacing a male CEO with a female 
one, according to the National Bureau of Economic Research. In the long term, 
Catalyst.org claims companies who manage to sustain high numbers of female board 
members for 4-5 years can expect to outperform their male-dominated competitors by 
84% on return of sales, and by 60% on return on capital. And it’s not just the bottom line 
that is positively impacted; a study by the Center for Creative Leadership claims that 
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employees with female bosses feel less burnt out, and more supported in their career 
development.

Aside from the quantitative impacts, the need for a greater diversity in leadership 
approaches is becoming increasingly apparent. According to the WEF Future of Jobs 
Report, many of the most sought-after skills in the job market by 2022 will be so-called 
soft skills, including creative thinking, emotional intelligence and social influence. This 
demand for holistic personal development and fresh perspectives goes some way to 
explaining the current boosts experienced by companies with more women at the top. It 
also suggests that empowering women to take on leadership roles will only become 
more important as time goes on.

All signs point towards an increased demand for women in boardrooms and C-level 
positions. But this does beg the question: if women are so good for business, why has 
the percentage of women in leadership stagnated around the 25% mark?

At least part of the answer is still, regrettably, bias. A UN report that covered 75 
countries showed that more than half of people still believe men make better political 
leaders, and around 40% believe men make better business managers. Both men and 
women alike suffer from these biases, both conscious and unconscious- and in certain 
instances, women even moreso. The NBER study mentioned earlier found that hiring 
female CEOs actually had a harmful effect on the wages of the most junior female 
employees.

Clearly, these biases not only contribute to women struggling to break into the top tiers 
of employment. In fact, they negatively affect women at every stage of their professional 
development. Women make up 37% of mid-level managers, but only 27% of senior 
managers, 11% of an organisations’ top earners, and 5% of CEOs. Perhaps instead of a 
glass ceiling, then, we should think of the challenges women face as more of a glass 
strata- a series of barriers impeding women’s progress on each and every rung of the 
career ladder.

Evidently, it’s not enough to be open to hiring a female CEO- there simply aren’t enough 
of them. The answer is to invest time and resources in creating female leaders, drawn 
from your existing talent pool. Perhaps the most effective way to bring more women into 
leadership teams is simply to evaluate the ways in which organisations foster- and 
currently, fail- female talent.

A commitment to nurturing female talent can start before you’ve even filled a position. 
Consider, for instance, the impact of making sure job ads accurately reflect the skill set 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/09/future-of-jobs-2018-things-to-know/
https://www.catalyst.org/research/women-in-management/
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required for a role. Writing a wishlist of every talent and proficiency a candidate could 
possess might attract a truly outstanding (and therefore, possibly overqualified) 
candidate, but it may also deter female applicants. Only 27% of women feel comfortable 
applying for a job beyond their perceived level of expertise- so you might already be 
filtering out female applicants before they’ve even registered interest.

Also worth any organisation’s consideration is blind hiring, which can increase a 
woman’s likelihood to land the job by as much as 50%. Many sophisticated tools and 
platforms exist to implement blind hiring- but it can also be implemented for the price of 
a Sharpie.

For existing female employees, support and education infrastructure is vital. Internal 
education programs are a fantastic way to both nurture talents and foster confidence. 
Confidence in particular cannot be underestimated when it comes to getting women on 
to leadership tracks. According to an internal study by KPMG, 59% of their female 
employees struggled to “see [themselves] as a leader”. Thus, creating the female 
leaders of tomorrow relies not just on training women to lead, but helping them to 
overcome imposter syndrome and see their full potential. Also, as obvious as it may 
seem, consider offering additional training in leadership specifically- 57% of women 
surveyed by KPMG considered this to be the most important area of education for them 
to advance in their career.

Finally, when it comes to helping women take the next step up the career ladder, make 
sure it’s an equal playing field. Consider promotion and salary negotiation structures 
that don’t rely entirely on self-advocating; only around a third of women feel confident 
asking for a promotion or a raise. Additionally, any “blind” consideration of promotion 
cases could also avoid widening gender disparities at the uppermost levels of your 
organisation. You might also consider combining additional training tracks with 
promotions. For instance at _____, we’re piloting an Entrepreneur in Residence 
programme with 50% of female participants, which will directly lead them into leadership 
& VP-level roles.

Evidently, the answer to breaking the glass ceiling once and for all isn’t as simple as 
hiring more women. Gender parity across all levels of organisations will only be 
achievable if we consider obstacles at every phase of career growth- from the hiring 
process, through promotion, and additional training. And lest we forget, creating female 
leaders is not only a moral imperative for companies- it is also beneficial, and 
achievable.

https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/ph/pdf/ThoughtLeadershipPublications/KPMGWomensLeadershipStudy.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w5903.pdf
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/news/hr-magazine/0418/pages/can-blind-hiring-improve-workplace-diversity.aspx
https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/ph/pdf/ThoughtLeadershipPublications/KPMGWomensLeadershipStudy.pdf
https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/ph/pdf/ThoughtLeadershipPublications/KPMGWomensLeadershipStudy.pdf

