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New research shows we’re a lot further from achieving 
parity than we thought. What went wrong? 
by Nancy M. Carter and Christine Silva

Women in Management: 
Delusions of Progress T he accepted message on gender 

disparity in the workplace has for 
the past 10 to 15 years  been one of 

acknowledgment and reassurance: Yes, 
women represent just 3% of Fortune 500 
CEOs and less than 15% of corporate ex-
ecutives at top companies worldwide , but 
give it time. It’ll change. After all, women 
also make up 40% of the global work-
force, with double-digit growth in cer-
tain countries. They’re earning advanced 
professional degrees in record numbers 
and in some areas surpassing men. Com-
panies have implemented programs to 
fix structural biases against women and 
support their full participation in leader-
ship. Women are finally poised to make 
it to the top, the argument goes. Not yet, 
but soon.

If only that were true. New research 
by our firm, Catalyst,  shows that among 
graduates of elite MBA programs around 
the world—the high potentials on whom 
companies are counting to navigate the 
turbulent global economy over the next 
decade—women continue to lag men at 
every single career stage, right from their 
fi rst professional jobs. Reports of progress 
in advancement, compensation, and ca-
reer satisfaction are at best overstated, at 
worst just plain wrong. 

“Frankly, the fact that the pipeline is not 
as healthy as we’d thought is both surpris-
ing and disappointing,” says Jim  Turley, 
the chairman and CEO of Ernst & Young, 
a sponsor of the research, which tracked 
more than 4,100 MBA students  who gradu-
ated between 1996 and 2007. “Companies 
have been working on this, and I thought 
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A New Way to Assess Pay and Performance 
The ongoing executive-
pay debate hinges largely 
on average compensation, 
which has  skyrocketed de-
spite companies’ decline in 
performance. But that’s a 
highly skewed metric, say 
Gian Luca Clementi and 
 Thomas Cooley of NYU’s 
Stern School of Business. For 
example, SEC fi lings show that 
a few mega-earners boosted 

the 2006 average  to 
$46 million, whereas the 
median was just $5 million. 

To better assess pay and 
performance, the researchers 
mapped compensation at 
companies publicly traded 
in the U.S. against net share-
holder gain over a 14-year 
period (1993–2006). The 
charts here illustrate the 
relationship for more than 

30,000 executives at 2,800-
plus companies .

Overall, shareholder gains 
mean higher pay (top-right 
quadrants); shareholder 
losses, lower pay (bottom 
left), mainly as the result of 
yearly changes in the value of 
executives’ stocks and options.

CEOs earn more for their 
performance than before, 
some as much as $35 for every 

$1,000 of shareholder gain—
a 25% increase from a decade 
ago. But with a greater portion 
of compensation now tied up 
in stocks and options, they also 
take on more risk, and their 
wealth takes a bigger hit when 
markets sour. 

That’s why “every year 
[some] CEOs lose money,” the 
researchers note. “Sometimes, 
they lose a lot.”

we’d seen progress. The last decade was 
supposed to be the ‘promised one,’ and it 
turns out that it wasn’t. This is a wake-up 
call for corporations.”

It’s especially disconcerting that, after 
a decade of aggressive eff orts to create op-
portunities for women, inequity remains 
entrenched. Companies must acknowl-
edge their failure on this front, learn why 
they haven’t succeeded, and come up with 
better programs to help talented women 
advance.

First Post-MBA Jobs

Even after adjusting for years of work expe-
rience, industry, and region, Catalyst found 
that  men started their careers at higher 
levels than women. And that isn’t because 
women don’t aspire to the top—the find-
ing holds when you include only women 
and men who say they’re aiming for  senior 
executive positions. It’s not a matter of par-
enthood slowing women’s careers, either. 
Among women and men without children 
living at home, men still started at higher 
levels.

“Most companies’ systems are designed 
to be all about equity among a like group 
of jobs and roles,” observed Xerox chair 
Anne M. Mulcahy when we shared the re-
sults with her. “They’re not looking for in-
equity in terms of initial position.” Though 
well intentioned, “companies have gotten 
very good at managing grade levels and sal-

ary dispersions.  If you come in the door in 
the wrong placement, those systems aren’t 
going to adjust the imbalance.”

Firms must consider how their talent 
management processes contribute to the 
problem. This is especially critical regard-
ing first jobs, since they set the stage for 
all the inequities that follow . Assumptions 
about demographics and life choices —
women leave to start families; women 
don’t aspire to upper management; re-
gional diff erences skew the results—have 
become handy excuses for gender inequity 
in the management ranks, even putting the 
onus on female employees for the discrep-
ancies. But our results suggest they’re red 
herrings that don’t  account for why women 
continue to lag. 

Mulcahy proposed a simple test for 
companies to see if they have systemic 
bias. “Take the résumés of the last 100 
people  hired, remove the names, do an as-
sessment of where the hires should be posi-
tioned, and compare that with where they 
were placed .”

Current Jobs

After starting out behind, women don’t 
catch up. Men move further up the career 
ladder—and they move faster.  In our study, 
the only women who advanced at an equal 
pace were those who began their post-MBA 
careers at middle management or above—
and not many did. Only about 10% started 
at those levels, compared with 19% of men. 

“Does this refl ect the presumption that 
men are qualified and ready but women 
have to prove themselves first?” asks 
Bloom berg chief marketing officer Mau-
reen A. McGuire.  (More research will be 
needed to truly answer her question.) 
She adds: “Companies need to make sure 
they’re placing managers based on qualifi -
cations, not presumptions.”

Can we attribute men’s disproportionate 
advancement to early managerial assign-

About 10% of the MBA 
graduates in our study 
left business and strung 
together jobs in a variety 
of other settings, from 
nonprofi ts to government 
agencies to educational 
institutions, some of them 
self-employed or on a 
part-time schedule. When 

returning to a traditional 
career track, men and 
women had markedly 
diff erent experiences. The 
men resumed movement 
up the corporate ladder, 
increasing their salaries 
and attaining career 
satisfaction at levels 
comparable to those for 

men who never left. The 
women—no more or less 
likely to take off -track 
jobs—didn’t fare as well 
as the men. In fact, they 
advanced less than women 
who had stayed in business 
the entire time.
—N.M.C. and C.S.  
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ments? No. Although it’s true that people 
who have managed others reached higher 
levels, the women and men in our study 
were equally likely at every career stage to 
have had direct reports. 

We think that gender difference in ad-
vancement may reflect another problem 
altogether: bad fi rst bosses.

Why They Changed Jobs

And so we circle back to those fate-sealing 
first jobs . A quarter of the women in our 
study left their first job because of a dif-
ficult manager—nearly as many as those 
who moved on for more money (26%) or 
for a career change (27%). Only 16% of the 
men left because of a diffi  cult manager. Of 
course, these results suggest that women 
and men may be treated diff erently by their 
fi rst managers. 

Once again, early-career success is prov-
ing to be crucial. “It’s very important who 
your fi rst or second supervisor is,” says Rick 
Waugh, president and CEO of Scotiabank, 
another research sponsor . “Many times, 
that determines whether you’re going to 
stay with that organization and how far 
you’re going to advance. That fi rst landing 
spot—whether you get coached, developed, 
and mentored or you get a bad manager—
casts the die. Companies need to put more 

emphasis on manager–direct report rela-
tionships in that fi rst job.” 

RESEARCH SHOWS that diverse talent sup-
ports innovation and business success, yet 
organizations underutilize and undervalue 
their highest-potential female talent. Given 
the commonly held misperception that the 
talent pipeline is robust, companies are at 
risk of allowing complacency to inhibit 
their competitive advantage. While prog-
ress has been made in many firms, more 
work clearly needs to be done. Even among 
the best and brightest managers, gender 
equality has yet to be attained. Despite gen-
uine eff orts to ensure fairness, some busi-
nesses may be inadvertently overlooking 
bias that creeps in at initial job placement. 
Others may underestimate early managers’ 
impact on employees’ career trajectories. 
And others may have neglected the topic 
of gender equality in recent years, consid-
ering it an issue of the past. Our research 
should indeed be a wake-up call, and orga-
nizations need to answer it with renewed 
eff orts to combat systemic gender inequity. 
Not soon, but now. 
 HBR Reprint F1003B

…FOR ALL EXECUTIVES

Pay and performance generally align, 
though this group has lots of excep-
tions—mostly non-CEOs, whose pay is 
less closely tied to stocks and options.
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…FOR ALL CEOS …FOR “PROFESSIONAL” CEOS

The pay-to-performance link is tighter 
for CEOs alone. Public outrage focuses 
on those at the top left, who make 
money despite shareholder losses.

CEOs with equity stakes lower than 
1% are most sensitive to share holder 
gain. In 2006, 75% of CEOs fell into 
this category.

WHO’S HAPPIER?
Men at all managerial levels had sig-
nifi cantly higher career satisfaction 
than women. On average, 37% of men 
indicated they were very satisfi ed with 
their overall advancement, compared 
with 30% of women. Only at the entry 
level was there no diff erence between 
men and women. 

7%

Nancy M. Carter is Catalyst’s vice president 
of research and a visiting scholar at Insead. 

Christine Silva is a director of research at 
Catalyst. For their full report, go to www.catalyst.
org/publication/372/pipelines-broken-promise.

“ That fi rst landing spot—whether you get 
coached, developed, and mentored or you 
get a bad manager—casts the die.” 

WHAT ABOUT SALARY?
Women reported lower fi rst salaries than 
men, and that can’t be neatly blamed on 
the fact that  they started at lower levels. 
Controlling for job levels and industry, 
we still found that women made, on 
average, $4,600 less in their initial 
posi tions. Gender diff erences in starting 
salary were compounded by gender 
diff erences in salary growth .
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