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At the World Economic Forum in Davos this year, I sat on a panel with Canadian Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau, who managed to out-feminist a group of speakers that included Sheryl Sandberg and 

Melinda Gates. His now famous rationale for gender parity last year – “because it’s 2015” – sums up 

our exasperation at a situation that seems illogical, yet remains a problem across most organizations. 

As a new CEO a few years ago, I sent personal letters to each top leader in the company outlining my 

goals for talent development and gender parity at ManpowerGroup. Besides it being the right thing 

to do, I believe having a gender balance also leads to better decision-making and better results; you 

need diverse perspectives to navigate a rapidly evolving world, where old assumptions can be 

dangerous to the long-term health of the business. 

Still, changing the entrenched thinking and unconscious biases that have prevented women from 

advancing for so long can be challenging – even in 2016. 

Obviously gender parity is not an overnight transition, and that is particularly true in leadership roles. 

It takes a certain track record and set of experiences before anyone will trust you to lead a company, 

so making sure women get equal and purposeful access to those opportunities from the start is 

critical. As with any leadership decision, the key is asking yourself, where does the organization need 

to be in 10 years, and then taking the practical, deliberate steps to get there. 

At ManpowerGroup we recently interviewed 222 leaders globally – 72 from ManpowerGroup and 

150 from other organizations – to better understand the obstacles preventing women from reaching 

senior positions.  

By and large, both women and men agreed the key challenge is an “entrenched male culture.” That 

can range from something as basic as who the CEO invites to lunch, to more structural issues like 

workplace policies or promotion criteria. I don’t think most male leaders are intentionally biased 

against their female colleagues, but we do need to take a hard look at the culture we create and 

whether it is aligned to produce the results we want. 

If you have no female candidates for your organization's top jobs, it’s probably time to look in the 

mirror. 

Ultimately, our research confirmed what we already know – change starts at the top. Culture is not 

the sort of thing you can delegate. The CEO has to own it, communicate it and measure it. My senior 

leaders know that growing workforce diversity is one of their key performance indicators each year. 

At ManpowerGroup today, a third of our board and half of our emerging leaders are female. I am 

pleased with our progress but not yet satisfied. We are relentlessly committed to doing better, and 

I'm optimistic we’ll see more of it from ourselves and others in 2016. 
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