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Abstract
As the composition of the workforce grows to at least fifty percent women, female
executives remain the exception to the rule. Facing unique obstacles in advancement,
women stagnate as they move up the corporate “ladder.” Companies that lack women in
the highest levels lose competitive edge, and as research emerges as to the importance of
women in the executive suite, companies explore strategies for retaining and advancing
females. Using case study analysis and interviews with female employees to analyze
specific organizational strategies at Deloitte and General Mills, this thesis explores best
practices and corporate strategies for advancing executive women. Bridging cultural and
structural strategies, Deloitte and General Mills are considered two of the top companies
for promoting women. These companies build strong business cases, demonstrate a
commitment through action over rhetoric, create strong accountability mechanisms,
maintain CEO-level advocacy and support, and drive change through continual
improvement. Using these companies as models, the thesis elucidates these five themes
as well as ten best practices for developing a targeted program for advancing executive
women.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The policies and cultural shifts of the twentieth century dramatically
increased the number of women in the workforce, yet opportunities for entry have not
resulted in opportunities for advancement or equality at all levels. As Figure 1.1 shows,
female participation in the workforce has been growing over the past four decades at a
relatively steady pace.
FIGURE 1.1
FEMALE WORKFORCE PARTICIPATION, 1970-2008

SOURCE: BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS1
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Despite women‘s continued entrance into the workforce, they still continue to face
obstacles to advancement into higher positions. Women face unique obstacles and
barriers for advancement, resulting not just in inequality, but the exit of many women
from career paths and even the workforce. Of Fortune 500 companies, women account
for only 2.6 percent of the CEOs, 6.3 percent of top earners, 13.5 percent of executive
officers, and 15.2 percent of board seats.2 The obstacles women face in and out of the
workplace are not just important to females, they affect employers, families, and the
entire national economy. Creating livable work experiences for women is not only a
question of equality; it is cost effective. According to a McKinsey & Company study in
2008, there is a correlation between a company with a ―‗critical mass‘ of at least three
women‖ on its ―management team and its organizational and financial performance.‖3
Further, the American Management Association estimates employee turnover to cost a
company between 25 and 200 percent of the employee‘s annual salary, depending on
the job.4
Losing competitive edge without a ―critical mass‖ of women in upper
management positions and with a high cost of turnover, organizations are leaving an
important talent pool untapped. A later McKinsey study suggests ―hiring and retaining
women at all levels also enlarges a company‘s pool of talent at a time when shortages
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Catalyst. ―U.S. Women in Business.‖ September, 2010.
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McKinsey & Company “Women Matter 2: Female leadership; a competitive edge for the
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Leigh Branham, Keeping the People Who Keep You in Business: 24 Ways to Hang On to Your
Most Valuable Talent (American Management Association, 2000), 8.
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are appearing throughout industries.‖5 This shortage is multifaceted. The United States
is facing a ―reverse brain drain,‖ where simultaneous low visa quotas and increased
economic opportunities abroad are sending much of the skilled foreign workforce home.
Traditionally, a significant amount of innovation has come from a talented pool of
foreign workers, but a Duke University study found that over a million highly skilled
professionals compete for an allotment of only 120,000 permanent resident work visas,
sending many—including those trained in the U.S.—home. Moreover, the explosive
growth being experienced in developing countries such as India and China is providing
additional incentive for highly skilled workers to return to rapidly expanding markets
abroad. U.S. companies face growing competition from these international firms on a
variety of levels, especially in the talent pool.6 Additionally, as ―baby boomers‖ retire,
U.S. companies face ever-growing labor demands, especially at senior levels. The
Bureau of Labor suggests that by 2012, the U.S. workforce will be losing two workers
for every one it gains.7 Gender diversity can help companies fill talent shortfalls while
simultaneously promoting other business goals.
The disparity in women at executive levels directly contradicts current statistics of
women and educational attainment, suggesting there are additional factors at work in
female advancement and retention. The National Center for Education Statistics reports
that women are already earning the majority of undergraduate and graduate degrees,
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accounting for an estimated 60 percent of all degrees in the coming decade.8 While
women begin to overtake men in degree-earning statistics, as much as 22 percent of
women with the most advanced degrees, including MBAs, PhDs, and MDs are not even
participating in the workforce.9 As the most educated segment of the population,
women account for an important pool of talent that is underutilized at the highest levels
of the corporate workforce.
The obstacles facing women in the corporate workforce, however, are not going
unaddressed. This thesis seeks to understand what structural and cultural organizational
strategies are most successful at helping executive women advance in the corporate
workforce. Rather than simply explaining barriers—as much of the current research
currently does—this study seeks to elucidate how women advance, resulting in best
practices for companies to influence systemic forces affecting women. The research
explores through in depth case study analysis two companies that have already been
recognized for their commitment to the advancement of women. For each company, the
case study will analyze specific organizational strategies, cultural dynamics, and
measurable benchmarks towards affecting gender diversity. Each case study will
include interviews with five women to provide a human face and story to the
experiences of women at that firm. These interviews will provide depth to each case,
uncovering how companies‘ strategies and their organizational culture work together to
promote successful advancement of women.
The thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter II addresses the seminal literature
8
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and explores relevant theory to provide a framework for understanding the obstacles
facing women in the corporate workforce and the resulting indicators for assessment of
their experiences. Chapter III will detail the research methods and design, from the case
study structure to the specific qualitative interviews of the executive women
themselves. Chapter IV will present the case studies, and Chapter V will analyze the
case studies, and Chapter VI will present the conclusion and implications of this study.

CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter addresses the seminal literature on the obstacles facing women in
the workplace and resulting organizational strategies to describe which practices are
associated with the achievement of female executive advancement. The metaphor of
the ―glass ceiling‖ has long described the artificial plateau women seem to face in
ascending the corporate ladder beyond a certain point.1 The complexities of the ―glass
ceiling‖ are varied, suggesting that barriers and obstacles arise from numerous places,
ranging from society to corporations themselves. In ―Gender-Based Barriers to Senior
Management Positions: Understanding the Scarcity of Female CEOs‖, Judith Oakley
outlines a clear framework for understanding the literature on the barriers women face
in advancement.2 Both the substance of the obstacles women face and their resulting
organizational strategies are often divided into two categories—structural and cultural.
Structural barriers are ―created by corporate practices‖ and ―stem from objective and
therefore easier to change causes of gender imbalance…‖3 The most often used
organizational strategies for affecting gender diversity exist in the structural realm,
involving retention and promotion. Cultural barriers include behavioral causes and are
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rooted in social norms, cultural conditions, and psychodynamics. As cultural barriers
are harder to identify, organizational strategies tend to address these obstacles less often
and less successfully.4 Not all problems or organizational strategies can be isolated into
just one of these categories, as there is frequently a complex interplay between both
structural and cultural practices. However, it is through this frame that the literature can
be better interpreted to provide the foundation to this study.
Oakely‘s model simplifies the dynamic interplay between structural and cultural
forces. Tharneou et al. outlines a more detailed model that more articulately frames the
literature in this realm, providing a better basis for interpretation for the foundation of
this study. A variety of models exist to describe female advancement through a
corporate career. Men and women face similar models, but the forces influencing
females‘ experiences are ultimately different, especially in the context of gendered
hierarchies. Figure 2.1 demonstrates the model, which illuminates the power of
structural and cultural forces affecting women‘s advancement, and it outlines the
interrelated dynamics of institutional hierarchies and women‘s individualized
experiences. The model for female advancement heavily addresses the influence male
hierarchy has, as nearly all corporate environments are male dominated. As women are
a numerical minority in the corporate workforce, their experiences exist in the context
of male dominated structures, which alter the nature of career encouragement,
institutional strategies, training, development, discrimination, and more. In terms of
advancement, forces can be broken down into those strategies that target women within
the organizational structure and culture. Few organizational strategies exist to address
4
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women‘s individualized experiences outside the context of corporate culture.5 As this
thesis seeks to understand effective organizational strategies for the advancement of
executive women, this literature review will expound on those elements organizations
can most affect—the structural and cultural forces that most impact women in the
workforce. As outlined in Oakley and Tharenou‘s models, structural elements
incorporate retention and promotion and corporate culture includes stereotypes, career
encouragement and development, and work-life balance.
FIGURE 2.1
PREDICTED WOMEN‘S MANAGERIAL ADVANCEMENT

SOURCE: THARENOU ET AL6
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STRUCTURAL
Strategic Human Resource Management Theory (SHRM)
SHRM theory demonstrates the intersection between structural and cultural
strategies, as it suggests that companies can take advantaged of the pool of female talent
by taking a more aggressive and active position on providing career opportunities and
resources for women.7 Consistency among these forces is a prerequisite of SHRM, as
the workforce strategy should reflect a firm‘s environment, culture, and goals.8 SHRM
is based in ensuring the human resource decisions and practices are integrated in
strategic planning. That is, SHRM is the interconnection of human resource practices
―across policy areas and across hierarchies‖ with overall strategic needs and goals of the
business.9 By promoting policies that are connected and consistent, companies can
create maximum impact.10 As organizations adapt to change, the combination of
interrelated human resource policies play a critical role in that change‘s direction.
Institutional Perspective
When understanding the SHRM model, it is important to identify organizational
practices within a broader institutional perspective. Scott (1987) identifies the many
7

George F. Dreher, ―Breaking the glass ceiling: The effects of sex ratios and work-life programs
on female leadership at the top‖ Human Relations, 56, no. 5 (2003).
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James Baron and David Kreps, Strategic human resources: Frameworks for general managers
(New York: Wiley, 1999).
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David Guest, ―Personnel and HRM: Can you tell the difference?‖ Personnel Management, 21
(1989): 48-51.
10

George Dreher and Thomas Dougherty, Human resource strategy: A behavioral perspective
for the general manager, (New York: McGraw-Hill/Irwin, 2002): 19.
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mechanisms in which institutions codify organizational structures and practices.
Contrary to SHRM, the institutional perspective suggests that often, organizational
practices and structures are not rationally founded, designed for a specific strategic
purpose, or even intended to meet specific goals. This perspective outlines the many
forces that can drive organizational structures: coercive mandates from laws or mergers
and acquisitions; legitimization from a ―superordinate‖ entity; external awards;
mirroring other organizations‘ best practices; and organizational inertia.11 Therefore, as
various forces can push an organization to craft its policies and structures, the results do
not often reflect any coherent, integrated strategy or goal.
SHRM elucidates the types of organizational structures that instead result out of
a rational strategy and is founded on the notion that institutions can successfully design
their structural processes to work together. On the structural side, this study is based
heavily within the SHRM theory in order to determining how companies employ and
articulate synergistic strategies for gender diversity, especially at the executive level.
The companies studied have committed openly to this goal and thus craft their strategies
to achieve this end. Therefore, within the SHRM framework, this thesis seeks to
understand how two companies thoughtfully employ synthesized strategies and cultural
shifts to successfully advance executive women.
Retention
In order for women to advance to executive levels, they must first remain at an
organization and within the workforce; therefore, retention strategies are critical

11

WR Scott, ―The adolescence of institutional theory,‖ Administrative Science Quarterly, 32
(1987): 493-511.
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towards promoting executive women. Many companies face few difficulties recruiting
women equally at entry-level positions yet find few women even available for
advancement at higher ranks. Deloitte & Touche, LLP was one of the first companies
to note this difference in 1991 when former CEO J. Michael Cook realized there were
few female partner candidates and an extremely high turnover rate of its most
experienced women. Realizing these women were leaving in droves, retention emerged
as an important strategy the company could employ to both understand what was not
working and thus create the working conditions in which women could push past the
―glass ceiling‖.12
Turnover Theory
A deeper understanding of the factors accounting for employees‘ turnover
intention and ultimate decision to leave inform the types of strategies organizations can
utilize to help retain employees. The development of a model associating job
satisfaction and organizational commitment began with Porter and Steers in 1973,13 but
was clearly articulated by Mobley in 1977 when he elucidated eight steps before the
intention to quit: evaluating the existing job; experiencing job dissatisfaction, thinking
of quitting; evaluating the expected utility of search and cost of quitting; intention to
search for alternatives; evaluating alternatives; and comparing alternatives with the
present job.14 While this model was influential in developing turnover theory, critics
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Mary C. Mattis, ―Advancing women in business organizations: key leadership roles and
behaviors of senior leaders and middle managers,‖ The Journal of Management Development 20, (2001):
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Lyman Porter and Richard Steers, ―Organizational, work and personal factors in employee
turnover and absenteeism‖, Psychological Bulletin 80 (1973): 151 – 176.
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question the model‘s over-specificity and redundancy. In 1994, Lee and Mitchell
offered the ―unfolding model,‖ which defines alternative decision ―paths‖ and
additional factors that encourage intention to turnover. Here, either ―shocks‖ to the
system or gradual re-evaluation cause job dissatisfaction or lowered organizational
commitment.15 Since these factors are mostly reflective of organizational internal
culture and policies, they are most influenced by management. Two other factors
remain important and unaffected by management: labor market opportunities and ease
of movement. As more opportunities are available within the job market, and as
moving from one job to another becomes easier, individuals are more willing to leave
their jobs. Since organizational strategies cannot control the outside labor force, in
order to prevent turnover, strategies must work to mitigate internal organizational
factors instead.16
Job performance is another factor weighed in various models; however, the
research on the relationship between job performance and employee turnover is
inconsistent. Initial research studies suggested positive linear,17 negative linear,18 and
even nonlinear relationships.19 More recent research tends to suggest a U-shaped

employee turnover‖, Journal of Applied Psychology 62, no. 2 (1977): 237 – 240.
15

Thomas Lee and Terrance Mitchell, ―An alternative approach: the unfolding model of employee
turnover,‖ Academy of Management Review 19, (1994): 51 – 89.
16

Jonathan Winterton, ―A conceptual model of labour turnover and retention,‖ Human Resources
Development International 7.3, (2004): 371-390.
17

Thomas Martin, JL Price, and Charles Mueller, ―Job performance and turnover,‖ Journal of
Applied Psychology 66, (1981): 116- 119.
18

Robert Keller, ―The role of performance and absenteeism in the prediction of turnover,‖
Academy of Management Journal, 27 (1984): 176- 183.
19

Ellen Jackofsky, Kenneth Ferris, and Betty Breckenridge, ―Evidence for a curvilinear
relationship between performance and turnover,‖ Journal of Management 12, (1986): 105-1 11.
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relationship.20 Most researchers have concluded that attempts to confirm a linear
relationship will fail to account for the complexity of the relationship behind job
performance and turnover.21
In developing models to explain intention to turnover and resulting retention
solutions, the role of gender in turnover must also be considered, especially as it relates
to job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and job performance. There are
differential turnover rates between males and females. The gender difference is
explained by a number of factors: females are more likely to search for a new position
as well as actually leave;22 values placed on various rewards vary between men and
women;23 and women‘s decisions to leave are frequently linked to relationships with
coworkers and familial commitments rather than labor-market conditions as for men.24
These factors rely heavily on indicators of job satisfaction and organizational
commitment. Gender in turnover rate also correlates to job performance. Schwartz
found that high-performing female managers are two and a half times more likely to
quit than their male equivalents.25 A major justification for this distinction comes in an

20

Wayne Hochwarter, Gerald Ferris, Dwight Frin, Ann Canty, Pamela Perrewe, and Howard
Berkson, ―Reconsidering the Job-Performance-Turnover Relationship: The Role of Gender in Form and
Magnitude,‖ Journal of Applied Social Psychology 31, no. 11, 2001: 2357-2377.
21

Donald Schwab, ―Contextual variables in employee performance-turnover relationship,‖
Academy of Management Journal 34 (1991): 966-975.
22

Hugh Arnold and Daniel Feldman, ―A multivariate analysis of the determinants of job
turnover,‖ Journal of Applied Psychology 67 ,(1982): 350-360.
23
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24
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understanding of differential indicators of success, which decouples the relationship
between job performance and turnover for women.26 Overall, gendered differences
exist in decisions to leave, so the resulting policies and strategies to affect retention
must be different as well. Hoonaker represents this interaction with gender and
turnover in his model, shown in Figure 2.2, which can help demonstrate where
companies can create the largest impact with strategies targeted to women:
FIGURE 2.2
GENDERED PERSPECTIVE ON TURNOVER INTENTION

SOURCE: HOONAKER27
Promotion
While women clearly face barriers to the topmost positions in the corporate
workforce, the problem does not exist only at this level, as the ability to advance
requires entrance into the ―pipeline‖ in the first place. A variety of forces are involved
in the structural promotion of women, including cross-organizational exposure and

26
27

Ibid.

Peter Hoonakker, Pascale Carayon, Jen Schoepke, and Alexandre Marian, ―Job and
Organizational Factors as Predictors of Turnover in the IT Work Force: Differences between Men and
Women,‖ National Science Foundation (NSF) Information Technology Program, (2004).
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career development such as profit-and-loss responsibility and high profile assignments.
While each of these elements is important for female advancement, women consistently
face barriers in each. These structural practices themselves are an important component
of the glass ceiling. When career development is not addressed at lower ranks in the
corporation, women rise more slowly, and when they get close to the glass ceiling, they
often lack the proper training and support to push through.28
A critical component of the experience needed to become a senior-level
executive is a broad exposure to the business from a variety of perspectives. This
variety comes from holding ―line positions,‖ including experience in areas like
operations, manufacturing, or marketing. Inclusion in the pipeline for top positions
necessitates line experience by mid-career, yet many women have not been granted
exposure across the organization in time.29 A 1987 study found that female MBA
graduates were less likely than their male peers to hold ―line positions.‖30 Often, this
concentration in certain positions in a company and exclusion from line positions is
called a ―glass wall.‖ Like a ―glass ceiling,‖ a ―glass wall‖ is an arbitrary barrier that
many women seem unable to shatter. Unlike a ―glass ceiling,‖ however, a ―glass wall‖
represents a barrier to lateral movement, preventing women from participating in roles
that provide cross-organizational exposure and profit-and-loss responsibility. As these
positions are heavily related to advancement to executive levels, ―glass ceilings‖ and

28

Oakley, ―Gender-Based Barriers,‖ 332.
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Ibid.
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Josephine Olson, Irene Hanson Frieze, and Deborah Good, ―The effects of job type and
industry on the income of male and female MBAs,‖ Journal of Human Resources 22 (1987): 532-541.
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continued barriers to line positions and the experience and challenge they provide
simultaneously perpetuates ―glass ceilings.‖ 31
Women lack exposure for a variety of reasons, including corporate policies and
culture as well as gendered stereotypes. Therefore, not only are women not getting the
line experience needed, perceptions about the necessity and availability of this
experience is an additional prohibitive barrier. In a study concerning perceptions, a
CEO noted that the gendered dynamics are often more complicated than they first
appear:
In the case of women, we use the lack of specific training for a job as a
reason not to open the jobs to them, when we are more ready to bring
men into jobs for which they are not specifically trained. That kind of
discrimination or stereotyping is much subtler and more difficult to get
at.32
A number of forces act upon women as they attempt to advance, but their ability to
enter the early positions necessary for additional advancement is contingent on the
corporate policies and culture aligning. The study further highlighted the difference in
male and female perceptions on the mechanisms preventing women from receiving line
positions and having the exposure to the entire organization. Women perceived this
barrier as a function of organizational structure and culture, while the males perceived
the obstacle as a function of female interests and black and white numbers such as

31

Linda Wirth, ―Breaking Through the Glass Ceiling: Women in Management,‖ First
International Conference-Pay Equity between Women and Men: Myth or Reality? Luxembourg,
February 2002.
32

Belle Rose Ragins, ―Gender Gap in the Executive Suite: CEOs and Female Executives Report
on Breaking the Glass Ceiling,‖ The Academy of Management Executive 12, no. 1 (1998): 28-42.
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number of women in the pipeline and years of experience. The ability for corporations
to address this element of promotion hinges on bridging competing perspectives.33
Beyond functional job types limiting female advancement, lacking
developmental assignments and opportunities limit women from achieving the breadth
and depth of experience to be considered for promotion. McCall et. al (1998) analyzed
the types of challenges employees must encounter to be prepared and eligible for
promotion to more high-profile positions. These challenges ranged from simply
demanding assignments, starting up new and different elements of the business,
turnaround work for troubled operations and departments, large-scale management, and
navigating relationships outside of authoritative positions.34 Although the necessary
components of job development have been identified over time, women have
consistently been less likely than their male counterparts to receive these types of
developmental assignments.35 Moreover, organizations often do not promote women
into riskier, ―stretch‖ assignments, perpetuating gendered stereotypes and
discrimination. A 1996 study of promotions within three organizations suggests that
men tend to be promoted to riskier assignments, while women are often promoted into
jobs with familiar responsibilities and tasks. Without facing the challenges that McCall
et. al outlines, women do not have the opportunity to develop in the ways required for

33
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Morgan McCall, Michael Lombardo, and Ann Morrison, The lessons of experience: How
successful executives develop on the job (Lexington, MA: Health, 1988).
35

Val Velson and Martha Hughes, Gender differences in the development of managers: How
women managers learn from experience (Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership, 1990).
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executive promotion.36 Many of these structural barriers women face towards
promotion are fixed through cultural means such as mentorship and networking.
CULTURAL
Corporate culture is individualized among firms, but a variety of factors remain
constant across companies that help to create the ―glass ceiling‖ effect many women
face. It is exactly these cultural elements that corporations find hardest to change, as
SHRM and structural policies often fail to attend to the root causes underlying the
environment. Perhaps one of the most difficult elements of pinpointing exactly what
cultural realities exacerbate obstacles for female advancement is that perceptions differ
heavily between men and women and across firms as to what the obstacles even are.
Males and females have very different notions of the reasons women face difficulty
advancing, and as long as these differences persist, cultural solutions become harder to
implement and change harder to affect. While structural solutions can span the range of
problems identified by both men and women, identification of cultural obstacles
requires more clarity in defining the problems.37
Historically, the perception of the executive suite as a club for the ―old boys
network‖ remained constant, and while strides have been made as more women enter
higher echelons of the workforce, many of the cultural elements of this network remain.
The ―old boys network‖ is an informal social structure in which men utilize power and
competitive relationships to gain advantages in the workplace. Golf, sports metaphors,
36

Marian Ruderman, Patricia Ohlott, and Kathy Kram, Managerial promotion: The dynamics
for men and women (Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership, 1996).
37
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socializing locations like bars and gentlemen‘s clubs, and hidden emotion are just a few
standards of the network that continues to exclude women from its ranks. Women too
must learn to cope with sexual advances and gender dynamics.38
Further, women not only find it difficult to penetrate the engrained cultural
norms embodied by male hierarchies, but their historical role as ―tokens‖ or ―solos‖—
that is, women who in small numbers or individually represent the gender diversity of
the company—provides additional pressures, exclusions, isolation, and difficulties for
other women. It is instead in critical masses that women can successful promote
policies and culture that enable continued advancement for females. Tokenism can
become a dangerous part of corporate culture when used as a mechanism for superficial
advancement.39 While these two elements of corporate culture have a strong effect on
women and their experience in the company, stereotypes, career encouragement, and
work-life represent the three strongest cultural elements hindering female executive
advancement. It is in these three areas that companies, too, can strategize to affect the
most change.
Stereotypes
Women face stereotypes at all levels of their career, and often it is these
stereotypes that organizations must work to combat with strategies for cultural shifts.
Stereotypes of managerial and leadership styles and behavioral characteristics and even
attractiveness present a powerful barrier women must confront. These stereotypes act

38
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39
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as a type of ―white noise‖—a constant background static with which women must
constantly grapple, but which their male counterparts often cannot hear.40
Specific stereotypes of women from men can be debilitating in the workforce,
but it is overall group stereotyping that can create the most pervasive impact in
corporate culture. Research suggests that group stereotypes are reciprocally related
with corporate climates that exclude women.41 Group stereotypes have two important
elements in this context: first that women and men are different and second that all
women are alike. When men are the dominant majority in a corporate environment, the
effects of these group stereotypes are even stronger.42 These group stereotypes can
result in specific courses of action taken by supervisors and CEOs in providing specific
types of assignments or job roles to women or men.43
More nuanced elements of these gendered group stereotypes require analysis, as
their specific impacts on the corporate environment are immense. The image of women
as uncommitted and men as committed is perhaps one of the most deeply embedded
stereotypes women encounter as they try to make active and critical decisions for their
work life. Because the traditional work paradigm is rooted in a ―work is primary‖
model, it is inherently gendered. In the corporate workforce, commitment is defined by
those who prioritize work before all else and who show up to the office first and leave
last. This definition has disproportionately challenged women, and as flexible work
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arrangements and other strategies arise, often the question of commitment is again
raised, causing gendered stereotypes about organizational commitment. As
commitment is a primary factor in promotion, this stereotype has been at the root of
much of the stagnation of women in lower echelons of the workforce.44
In 1989, Heilman et al. studied how sexual stereotypes impact women in
managerial roles. Their findings confirmed that male managers positively associated
stereotypically male characteristics with management traits, while women were
described as lacking in self-confidence, analytical skills, emotional stability, and even
fewer leadership skills. Women were perceived as essentially opposite to men in every
characteristic measured, suggesting that stereotypes—even unconscious ones—play an
important role in women‘s minimal advancement in the corporate workforce.45
Tharneou‘s model demonstrates the importance of women‘s self-confidence in their
career advancement, but often stereotypes rather than reality dictate the influence of
female self-confidence in the workplace. As women negotiate authority, they tend to be
less upfront with their own self-promotion and tend to ask questions rather than
emphatically make assertions of fact. These behaviors, combined with more female
qualities such as nurturing, support, and listening are often perceived in the workplace
as a lack of self-confidence, thus perpetuating the cycle of the ―glass ceiling.‖46
Further, gendered norms of voice, dress, and attractiveness present further obstacles.
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Lower pitched voices increase legitimacy, as it is a more masculine trait, as is masculine
dress like suits. Women who work to fit more masculine stereotypes in these ways tend
to be more successful.47
However, even those women who attempt to conform to more traditionally
masculine stereotypes face behavioral ―double-binds‖ in which both masculinity and
femininity can create unintended consequences. For example, women who emulate
masculine speaking styles tend to be perceived as ―too aggressive,‖ yet those who speak
in higher tones or in more ―feminine‖ ways tend to be perceived as docile or lacking in
confidence. Women face a difficult situation in which reconciling competing gender
stereotypes becomes a nearly impossible task.48 As companies change structural
processes and corporate culture, finding creative ways to address sexual stereotypes
becomes paramount, yet incredibly difficult to change.
Career Encouragement
As women have more obstacles to face in advancement up the corporate ladder,
career encouragement represents an important resource for females to rely upon in the
workplace. Studies suggest that women benefit more than men from career
encouragement practices, especially early on, ranging from mentorship and networking
to supportive career environments.49 Early encouragement is helpful, not only in
providing career tools to help navigate the ranks of management, but also in providing
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certain forms of psychosocial and personal self-confidence support. Mentorship and
networking both have strongly gendered relationships with career advancement,
suggesting an important role for companies to provide support to their female
employees‘ career trajectory.
Mentorship
The literature aimed at understanding mentorship‘s impact on organizations and
employees is expansive. The role of mentorship is incredibly important in terms of its
impact on employees‘ organizational commitment, job satisfaction,50 instrumental skill
set, psychosocial competence, reduction in burnout, increased salaries and promotions,51
and more. The literature goes beyond the effects on the mentors and protégés involved
to examine the effects of mentorship on organizations themselves, where organizational
commitment and low turnover can have a very positive impact. Organizations often
formalize programs because they provide an outlet for the conveyance of company
culture, help identify talent, and are an investment in human capital.52 For the purpose
of this study, however, the most critical research focuses on the direct impacts
mentorship has on women and their advancement.
Gendered mentorship relationships have been a topic of research for decades,
beginning with Levinson‘s research, which suggested same-sex mentor relationships
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were a prerequisite for mentorship to be successful for the employee.53 Later research
contradicted these earlier findings, suggesting that opposite gender mentoring
relationships can be more effective.54 Men tend to be the most influential mentors for
career advancement of women, as men often have more power within organizations. In
terms of assisting women in career advancement, although men often do not serve
emotional or role modeling functions, their advice and assistance in career related areas
can be incredibly influential.55
Regardless of the makeup of the mentoring relationship, mentorship is an
effective tool for career advancement for women. Mentoring is frequently more
effective for women than men, as women face more obstacles to advancement and thus
need the advice and support more than men.56 Amidst gender discrimination and as
they confront the ―glass ceiling,‖ women may need mentorship to help ―negotiate the
minefield for promotion.‖57 Further, mentoring relationships can take on a variety of
shapes, ranging from emotional, or ―psychosocial support,‖ to ―career support,‖ in
which mentors provide protégés with specific career advancement tools. Women tend
to benefit from both, but career support provides females the networks and information
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to facilitate advancement that is often unavailable elsewhere.58 Moreover, for many
women, the mentor relationship serves as a strategic source of credibility and
legitimacy, whereas for men, broad and informal networks provide a source for
advancement.59
Networking
As the ―old boys network‖ pervades corporate cultures, women often find
themselves excluded from both informal communication and informal social networks
that enable the development of internal organizational influence and power. These
informal networks are critical for the advancement of both men and women, but as
women often lack access to these opportunities due to internal cultural standards, their
ability to gain the advantages remains out of reach. Even more importantly, for those in
the executive suite, competent networking skills are critical in the exercise of power of
network centrality.60 It is important to understand the importance of these informal
social networks in corporate culture and their resulting consequences for women‘s
potential for career advancement.
Informal social networks take a variety of forms, and in 1997, Podolny and
Baron outlined five network types that have effects on promotions and ―individual‘s
fate including intraorganizational advancement.‖61 Mentorship is uniquely positioned in
the model, as it overlaps across all forms of network ties, implying its intensely variant
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forms of content. The other four are represented in a model in Figure 2.3 that
demonstrates the nature of the ties and the content conveyed through various network
manifestations. Task advice, ―buy-in‖ or ―fate-control‖, strategic information, and
social support represent the four types of informal social ties that are important in an
organization. The importance of the flow between these four elements suggests that
company culture is critical in dictating flow of information, task support, job
performance, and more. Therefore, as basic social ties create important structures for
individuals within the organization, their connection to advancement and promotion
becomes evident.62
FIGURE 2.3
TYPOLOGY OF CONTENT OF ORGANIZATIONAL NETWORK TIES

SOURCE: PODOLNY & BARON63
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The implications of the power of informal social networks for women are
multifaceted. Not only does exclusion from these networks create a sense of isolation
for many women, but organizational politics and networking also increase stress
significantly more for women than men.64 Increased stress levels result from the
political dynamics themselves and from the more holistic problem of lacking support in
the organization. Mentorship is an important formalized source of support for women
in organizations, but informal network ties also remain a critical opportunity for women
to receive necessary support in an organization. Research suggests this support is
imperative for women in limiting work-related stress. Therefore, for women, informal
networks provide both a source of organizational power and influence as well as a
source for support and stress-reduction.

65

Barriers to access of these networks create

additional limitations for influence and advancement. Informal networks provide the
relationships and opportunities for many men to advance, while women, because they
access to these informal networks, rely on more formalized processes. Depending on
meritocratic processes requires strict objective qualifications, which many women also
find difficult to attain, thus creating a cyclical effect that continues to inhibit female
executive advancement.66 Lacking in both numbers and access, networking for women
is a crucial element of corporate culture that ―may be one reason that women and
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minorities, who are entering organizations in unprecedented numbers, are still
underrepresented, especially in upper-management ranks.‖67
Work-Life Balance
Broad cultural shifts have caused work-life balance to become one of the ―hot
issues‖ of the twenty first century. Information technology, increased demand on
response times and availability, fast-paced environments, and upheavals increase
pressure and shift demands on workers‘ time. The rise of Generation X and fear that
disrupted work-life balance degrades family and community life has led to an increased
awareness of the factors influencing this balance. Difficulty arises in defining ―worklife‖ balance, as objective and subjective definitions compete to successfully articulate
the individual experiences of workers. The ability to research and quantify work-life
balance relies on various models, each of which contains three overlapping influences:
developments at work, life outside work harmed by imbalance, and individuals and their
lives outside work that create the need for changing work-life balance.68
Five traditional models of work-life balance exist in current literature, beginning
with Zedeck and Moiser in 199069 and enriched by O‘Driscoll in 1996.70
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TABLE 2.1
WORK-LIFE BALANCE MODEL DEFINITIONS
Segmentation
Spillover

Work and life are two distinct domains
Work or home influences the other in a positive or negative way

Compensation Lacking factors in either work or home domains is made up for in the
other
Instrumental Activities in one sphere eases success in the other sphere
Conflict

Very high demands in all domains of life create difficult choices,
conflict, and overload

Recently, the focus has been primarily within the ―conflict‖ model, as growing
demands across life and differing definitions of balance and inputs create a dichotomous
experience of work and ―non-work.‖ However, two newer models help address some of
the overlap that exists between the original models. In 2000, Clark elucidated ―border
theory,‖ which asserts that individuals move across a ―work‖ and ―life‖ border daily,
but that the nature of those borders are fluid, subject to social construction and
individual experience.71 Guest synthesizes the competing elements of all these theories,
incorporating the main influences and factors that address work-life balance in the
organizational context. By articulating both subjective and objective factors, Guest
assumes the model can internally best reflect the complex definition of ―work-life‖
balance.
Though a hugely popular topic of discussion, a plethora of research questions
the fundamental idea of work-life balance. Caproni suggests that work-life balance
discourse itself perpetuates the very problems it seeks to solve, as it moralizes a set of
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values and decisions that have the potential to further entrench those who are not
compatible with the ideals. Further, this critical theory suggests that the work-life
model at its core reflects basic bureaucratic organizational structure, further
undermining individual choices and decisions.72
Moreover, for many individuals, especially women, the imbalance is rarely
experienced dichotomously, and instead, they ―opt-out‖ or ―off-ramp‖ as a reflection of
the competing forces in their lives.73 Others suggest the ―opt-out revolution‖ is instead
a myth and women instead face a ―double bind‖ that creates an untenable conflict for
career-oriented women. Many women end up being penalized for both feminine and
masculine behaviors, as neither is quite acceptable. Women can focus on their career
only at the detriment of other parts of their lives, or they can utilize flexible schemas to
be more available in other life facets and face ―opting out‖ or uncommitted labels.
Women who completely focus on their family are often looked down upon. Whether
they choose the ―work first‖ model or make more creative life choices, women
frequently face negative perceptions and thus a double bind in which no choice goes
unpunished.74 Rather than frame the challenges faced between work and home, others
define a ―life-course perspective‖ that analyzes career and family choices in the context
of entire life patterns and pathways.75
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Most research, however, exists in the middle of these competing ideas,
suggesting that the pressure for work-life balance is frequently so strong that ―balance‖
is nearly impossible to achieve without organizational intervention or complete
rejection of one side of the conflict (i.e. women not having children or quitting their job
entirely). As these experiences affect job satisfaction and organizational commitment,
work-life conflict can increase intention to turnover.76
A variety of organizational strategies exist to help address work-life balance and
arise out of various contexts. Structural policies range from flexible work arrangements
(FWAs), job sharing, telecommuting, flexible maternity and paternity leave, adoption
and elderly care benefits, and childcare assistance. While many of these strategies
prove useful for women—and men—who face greater demands at home, cultural shifts
that enable employees to feel comfortable and supported in using the options are harder
to find and define. The policies themselves are often not enough, as many employees
do not even feel as though the company or their supervisors actually support an
alternative work schedule, even when it is offered.77 Moreover, utilizing reduced time
or short term leaves can come at a permanent price, by either signaling lacking
commitment or through lowering metrics that determine an employee‘s eligibility for
promotion.78
This study seeks to better understand the intersection of turnover theory and
work-life theory to evaluate successful organizational strategies and their impact on
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retaining female employees in the workplace in order to promote their advancement.
Moreover, work-life balance theory provides a perspective on how organizations can
provide the context in which women can have the opportunity to advance to executive
levels without disrupting the balance of their lives.
CONCLUSION
Promises remain hollow that women would soon ascend to executive positions
as they filled the pipeline and as organizational strategies were developed to meet their
needs. Despite a surplus of literature analyzing the divergent needs of women versus
men, the benefits of advancing women, successful means of meeting their needs, and
more, women are still not advancing. The glass ceiling remains. Women require more
thoughtful alternatives to become a force in the talent pool for executive levels. While
research has demonstrated the existence of inequities, the reasons for their existence,
and has identified many of the potential solutions, little information exists regarding
big-picture best practices on how to integrate strategies into a cohesive structure for
advancing women. Rather than identifying individual practices, case studies will
provide insight into how structural and cultural shifts work together to best promote
women in the corporate workforce.

CHAPTER III
METHODS
Purpose
This thesis aims to understand what structural and cultural strategies are most
successful at helping executive women advance in the corporate workforce. Women
represent a critical talent pool for companies; their retention, development, and
advancement are necessary values to create sustained equality. There are significant
barriers women face, but there are also diverse strategies employed in the corporate
environment that help promote female executive advancement.
Despite the vast amount of research regarding the barriers women face in the
corporate environment, little research exists as to the best practices and methods
companies can employ to retain, develop, and advance their female employees. Through
the research and analysis of case studies, this thesis will add to a small but growing
body of literature on successful corporate strategies for the advancement of female
executives.
Research Design
The method of this study will be qualitative, as it seeks to get at the heart of the
unique and individual experiences faced by women in their work environments. While
surveys are a useful tool in qualitative research design, the data gathered from these
33
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methods lack the richness and depth that interviews can provide. In order to generate
theory as this study seeks to do, the process ―seems to require rich description, the
richness that comes from the anecdote.‖1 Just employing interviews, too, would lack the
depth necessary in the research aims of this study. An integrated approach that includes
individual experiences and entire corporate macrocosms is necessary to truly understand
corporate strategies.
Therefore, case study analysis will be employed, as ―the case study is a research
strategy which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single settings.‖2
Case studies can combine various data collection methods, providing a simultaneous
study of the specific women, the specific context in which they work, and the entire
organizational structure and strategy. Case study theory also establishes how cases can
be used to generate theory through ―within case analysis‖ and ―cross-case pattern
search.‖3 This study will explore two companies in-depth, aiming to elucidate the best
practices within each as well as the patterns between them.
The research design was modeled after the seminal literature of theory
generation through case study analysis from Kathleen M. Eisenhardt in 1989. She
elucidates the research protocol for this method design:
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TABLE 3.1
THEORY GENERATION FROM CASE STUDY ANALYSIS
Step
Getting Started
Selecting Cases
Crafting Instruments and
Protocols
Entering the Field
Analyzing Data
Shaping Hypotheses
Enfolding Literature
Reaching Closure

Activity
Definition of research question
Possibly a priori constructs
Neither theory nor hypotheses
Specified population
Theoretical, not random, sampling
Multiple data collection methods
Qualitative and quantitative data combined
Multiple investigators
Overlap data collection and analysis, including field notes
Flexible and opportunistic data collection methods
Within case analysis
Cross-case pattern search using divergent techniques
Iterative tabulation of evidence for each construct
Replication, not sampling, logic across cases
Search evidence for ―why‖ behind relationships
Comparison with conflicting literature
Comparison with similar literature
Theoretical saturation when possible
SOURCE: EISENHARDT4

Selecting Cases
Since this research evaluated successful strategies, a review of companies known
for their strength in supporting and retaining female executives was the best places to
investigate. In the case study selection process, ―while the cases may be chosen
randomly, random selection is neither necessary or even preferable.‖5 An important
method of choosing case studies in which the processes of interest will be most
successfully studied and ―which are likely to replicate or extend the emergent theory.‖6
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This requires selection of cases in which that process is ―transparently observable.‖7
Therefore, both companies were selected based on their rankings as companies
committed to advancing and retaining female executives.
Both General Mills and Deloitte are part of the ―Hidden Brain Drain Task Force,‖
a small collection of companies that ―focuses on identifying, developing and promoting
a second generation of corporate policies and practices that support the ambition, work
and life needs of highly qualified talent across the divides of gender, generation and
culture.‖8 Both companies were ranked in Fortune‘s 2010 Top Companies to work for,
with General Mills at 58 and Deloitte at 63.9 In 2009, both General Mills and Deloitte
also appeared on Fortune‘s Top Companies: Most Women list, at 40 percent and 45
percent women, respectively. In 2010 and for many years previous, both companies
appear on the Working Mother‘s 100 Best list.10 Individually, each company has won
numerous accolades for its programs and policies. Using these rankings and
recognitions, Deloitte and General Mills were selected as two places with highly
recognized and visible programs for advancing executive women.
While there are a few different companies that appear on each of these rankings
and also receive recognition for their achievements, General Mills and Deloitte were
selected for their individual strength and their cross-company differences. General Mills
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has about 20,000 employees while Deloitte has about 40,000. Their industries are
extremely different: General Mills is a manufacturing and food business while Deloitte
is a service business in tax and consulting. Together, emergent patterns will paint a very
strong picture of policies and practices that can transcend specific business size,
industry, and location. Both companies are extremely large, ensuring that their
individual practices have been shared among their many offices and many employees.
This sharing and internal best practice methodology should ensure that the resultant
themes and practices are both informative and replicable.
Five interviews were conducted at each company, with females at the manager
level or above. By speaking with women at higher levels, the interviews were more able
to discuss topics such as advancement and experiences in positions of leadership as a
woman. A single contact at each firm helped find women to participate, yielding a
convenience sample. Table 3.2 provides a participant profile of the females interviewed.
TABLE 3.2
PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS
Respondent

Company

Title

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Deloitte
Deloitte
Deloitte
Deloitte
Deloitte
General Mills
General Mills
General Mills
General Mills

10

General Mills

Director in Talent
Partner; Audit & Enterprise Risk Services
Tax Director, Lead Tax Service
Manager, Multistate Tax Services
Principal; Management Consulting
Senior Director, Research & Development
Senior VP, External Relations
VP, Human Resources
Executive VP, External Relations.
President, General Mills Foundation
VP Consumer Insights

5
15
30
5
14
12
22
15.5
35

City
Location
NYC
Denver
NYC
Denver
Boston
Minneapolis
Minneapolis
Minneapolis
Minneapolis

31

Minneapolis

Years With
Company
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Crafting Instruments and Protocols
Within each company, the case studies involved five in-depth interviews of
female leaders, yielding ten total subjects. Further, each company provided a plethora of
internal data and information regarding their specific practices and policies. Additional
information about these companies published by a variety of organizations with a focus
on females in the workforce will be included. Multiple data collection methods have the
impact of a form of ―triangulation‖ that ―provides stronger substantiation of constructs
and hypotheses.‖11 The synergy between qualitative research and the quantitative data
will prove to identify salient relationships.
The interviews teased out a variety of themes relating to the relevant literature
on the barriers women face in the workforce as well as company policies, practices, and
environments that relate to the women‘s unique experiences. The questions were aimed
at the specific topics of key career moves and advancement, hurdles and obstacles,
work-life balance, mentorship, networking, company policy successes and
improvements, leadership behavior, implicit and explicit bias, implicit and explicit
support, professional development, and gendered behavior. Table 3.3 includes the
questions used in the interview process.
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TABLE 3.3
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. Tell me about your career path – how did you get where you are today?
2. What do you see as your key career moves? What helped facilitate these
moves?
3. What were your greatest hurdles or obstacles?
4. Tell me about your perception of your work-life balance. In what ways does
your company support a work-life balance?
5. What mentoring or sponsorship experiences have you had during your career?
6. Do you have a mentor or sponsor currently?
7. Have these experiences been important to your career?
8. Are you mentoring anyone? Have you in the past?
9. Has networking been important in your career? Is the networking internal or
external – or both?
10. What would you identify as the most successful strategies or policies at
‗company‘ that promote and develop women? At past companies?
11. What would you identify as the least successful strategies or policies at
‗company‘ that promote and develop women? At past companies?
12. If you could improve or add to your company‘s strategies and or policies, what
would you do?
13. Do leaders at every level of the business display consistent leadership behavior
and actions around this issue?
14. In what ways (if at all) does your organization‘s culture explicitly, covertly, or
tacitly discourage the development and promotion of female managers and
executives? (For example, does your company tend to reward men for potential
and women for performance?)
15. Does gender bias (even unconscious) affect management decisions to promote
individuals, or are men and women always treated the same?
16. In what ways (if at all) does your organization‘s culture explicitly champion
the development and promotion of female managers and executives?
17. Are there explicit policies, procedures, and practices that your company has put
in place within the organization to recruit, develop, and promote female talent?
18. Are men and women tapped in equal proportions for development perks like
attendance at executive education programs?
19. In your opinion, how good a job is your organization actually doing when it
comes to attracting, recruiting, developing, and promoting female managers and
executives?
20. What is the single-most powerful corporate strategy that promoted your
advancement?
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Entering the Field
The interviews occurred either in person in Denver or New York City or over
the phone, depending on the location of the interviewee. Each interview lasted
approximately thirty to forty minutes and was recorded onto a digital recording device
and later transcribed. Each company offered a plethora of resources, data, and reports
regarding their internal tracking around the issue of female advancement and retention.
Analyzing Data
The analysis will be broken into two parts: within-case analysis and cross-case
patterning. The within-case analysis will seek to synthesize the deluge of information
collected from interviews, internal company data, and widely available resources. This
process is intended to elucidate the unique patterns of each General Mills and Deloitte
before the information is generalized across cases or extrapolated to larger theory.
Intimate familiarity with each case eases the cross-case search for patterns. In order to
identify patterns across cases, the two cases will be analyzed through various categories
or dimensions that can demonstrate within-group similarities and intergroup differences.
These dimensions and categories will be identified from the literature and research
dimension objectives. The remaining steps of shaping hypotheses, enfolding literature,
and reaching closure will occur in the analysis and conclusion sessions.

CHAPTER IV
CASE STUDIES
Deloitte
Program History
In 1991, Deloitte‘s Chief Executive Officer, J. Michael Cook, was examining his
list of partner candidates when he realized that there were significantly fewer female than
male candidates: from the list of 100, only 5 were women. He then looked through the
recruitment numbers and the gender ratios at lower levels of the organization.1 Finding
that Deloitte was recruiting in balanced proportion, Mr. Cook discovered a hemorrhaging
―leak in the pipeline‖ wherein women were leaving in droves—after six to eight years,
within a group of employees hired at the same time, only two women remained for every
three men. This disparity only grew at increasingly higher levels. This imbalance was
striking to Mr. Cook for a variety of reasons; including the millions of dollars the leak
was costing the company at a cost of turnover at 200% salary.2 Combined with a strong
passion for the issue, Mr. Cook pioneered the ―business case‖ for advancing and retaining
executive women.
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With passion and concrete business reasoning behind him, Mr. Cook appointed a
taskforce driven to finding how to fix the hole in the pipeline. For varying reasons, Mr.
Cook encountered a lot of resistance. Men questioned why they were focusing on the
issue at all; women did not want to ―touch this issue with a ten foot pole.‖3 Both men and
women considered the exodus a simple fact of life—women leave for family reasons, not
for other jobs.4 Composed of both men and women, rife with resistance, and empowered
by Mr. Cook‘s commitment, the taskforce completed an assessment of the reasons of the
leak, the costs to the firm, and the resulting erosion to the quality of the candidate pool.
The taskforce was shocked at the root causes of the gendered differences in
turnover. The taskforce discovered that women were not simply leaving for family
reasons, but were motivated by career choices. The staggering numbers suggested that
―Over 70 percent of the women who had left were working full-time someplace else
within a year, and another 20 percent were working part-time.‖5 Further, men were as
interested in work-life balance issues as women, exposing an important level of support
that Deloitte was not providing.
As members of the taskforce dug deeper, they became convinced not just by the
anecdote, but also by the numbers. In 1993, after the taskforce articulated a clear need to
fill the hole in the pipeline, Deloitte launched its Initiative for the Retention and
Advancement of Women—the Women‘s Initiative (WIN). In 1993, when WIN was
launched, there were fewer than 100 female partners, principals, and directors. Today, it
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has more than 1,000.6 WIN has become a deeply embedded part of Deloitte‘s company
culture, providing an engine for innovation and change that is constantly recalibrated and
adapted to the changing needs of its workforce.
The Women‘s Initiative includes a range of programs and approaches to help
encourage the retention and advancement of women. From a formalized Mass Career
Customization framework that includes flexible work and career trajectory realignment to
professional development to programs to support those who have taken time away but
want to remain connected, WIN represents a wide-reaching strategy to support its
workforce from every possible angle. The mission driving the Women‘s Initiative at
Deloitte is to drive marketplace growth and create a culture where the best choose to be.
By the Numbers:
TABLE 4.1
DELOITTE STATISTICS ON WOMEN
Number of employees
Percentage women
Women managers, senior managers, and corporate executives
Women partners, principals, and directors
Women among top earners
Women on board of directors
Women corporate executive hires in 2009
Women participating in management or leadership training *
Women participating in formalized executive succession planning last year*
Women promoted last year who utilized a formal flexible work arrangement*

~40,000
44%
36%
23%
26%
29%
17%
7%
6%
21%

Do formal compensation policies reward managers who help women advance?
*(as a percentage of total female workforce)

Yes

SOURCE: WORKING MOTHER MAGAZINE7
6

Deloitte, LLP, ―Unleashing Potential: Women‘s Initiative Annual Report 2010.‖

44
Structure
Mass Career Customization
Since 2004, Deloitte‘s structural implementation of its Women‘s Initiative has
centered on its Mass Career Customization (MCC) framework. MCC emerged in 2004
when Deloitte realized that isolated flexible work arrangements (FWAs) were not serving
the needs of employees or the company itself. Point-sourced FWAs were instead simply
providing Band Aid solutions, rather than a comprehensive structure for formalized
flexibility. Searching for a model that could provide the needed benefits of a more
flexible work model without the inflexible and problematic structure of FWAs, Deloitte
adapted a basic concept from consumer products. Put simply: ―if you can customize jeans
or sneakers, then why couldn‘t you customize careers?‖8
MCC went through a series of pilot testing to ensure that the underlying goals and
objectives of the program were possible and scalable. The initial pilots were run in
Deloitte Consulting, as this arm of the business fit two important criteria: 1) the leaders
were willing and 2) the consulting lifestyle was the hardest to tackle from a travel and
workload perspective. While MCC remains adaptable and constantly undergoes
evaluation, these pilots enabled Deloitte to craft MCC into its current model.9 Currently
90 percent of Deloitte employees have created their initial MCC profiles.10 At Deloitte,
Mass Career Customization is the underlying structural force within WIN.
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It is through this structure that each employee can ―identify options, make
choices, and agree on tradeoffs to ensure that value is created for the business and for the
individual.‖11 MCC relies on the ―corporate lattice‖ model that moves away from both
―one-size-fits-all‖ career ladders and isolated flexible work arrangements. Deloitte
employs the lattice framework because ―lattices are platforms for growth, with upward
momentum visible along their varying paths.‖12 In the lattice, four dimensions—pace,
workload, location/schedule, and role—are addressed through defined, yet mutually
supporting options. While Deloitte clearly sets the structure through which flexibility is
achieved, collaboration between employees and managers provides the support and
execution for the MCC framework. As one respondent explained:
It‘s the formalized thinking around Mass Career Customization that really
brings to life and gives structure to talk about these things…it gives it a
formal structure and a vocabulary. It isn‘t just [I] want to go do whatever
and [I‘m] not committed; instead, it‘s ok to do that and have that
conversation.
By providing the impetus, context, and vocabulary, Mass Career Customization enables
both employees and employers to define their needs, provide a sense of normality and
acceptability to the discussion, and yield mutually beneficial outcomes.
The core elements of MCC are clearly defined to ensure a consistent and feasible
set of options for employees and Deloitte to navigate. Pace represents movement towards
progress and promotion and workload refers to the quantity of work and number of hours.
Location/schedule addresses travel schedule, when the work is performed, and how—
such as in office or through telecommuting. Role is more complicated—including
11
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responsibilities and level within the organization. These four dimensions interact with
one another, creating a dynamic interplay that will create specific experiences for each
employee in their individual roles.13
The most common MCC profile looks like that in Image 4.1, which is similar to
that of ―90-plus percent of employee profiles at any given point in time.‖14 Here, the
employee is a midlevel manager working full time in as much travel capacity as
necessary. He or she is mid-career, on a mid-range track towards promotion:
FIGURE 4.1
COMMON MASS CAREER CUSTOMIZATION PROFILE

SOURCE: DELOITTE15
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Employees and their managers meet to work together to create an MCC profile
that uniquely reflects that individual‘s career goals and life circumstances as well as the
business‘s needs. These goals, circumstances, and needs change over time, enabling
employees to adjust their career trajectories at evolving life stages. Together, the four
dimensions can operate at one of three main levels—normally, decelerated, or
accelerated. As one interview respondent noted,
With Mass Career Customization, there is this philosophy that sometimes
your career is moving forward at a really fast rate, sometimes it‘s stalled
but at less of a trajectory, and sometimes it‘s dialed back. It always gave
me the contingency plan that if I couldn‘t keep going up, that I could do
this or I could do that but still be here and be successful and still move
forward but maybe just lengthen that time. Always knowing that back
door gave me the carrot when things got hard to know that wait, I can do
this. 16
By encouraging a fluid career trajectory through the lattice model, MCC supports a
longer-view perspective of an employee‘s career. This longer view enables long term
planning and envisioning goals in the context of a career, rather than year-to-year agenda
setting. Many women actually find they can be promoted while utilizing the ―dialed
back‖ option in MCC, as it ―really can be a differentiator‖ in demonstrating ―you have
good time management skills and good leadership skills.‖17 Because many people‘s MCC
profile change over the course of their careers, the long-term career view can create a
―sine wave-like rhythm of rising and falling phases.‖18
MCC is a part of the annual evaluation process, during which an employee will
fill out his or her profile and discuss any arising needs or changes with his or her
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manager. The MCC process is not unique to female employees, it is used for every
employee no matter his or her position, gender, or function. This widespread availability
of MCC to both men and women is a key to its success:
The opportunity to secure a flexible work arrangement through a MCC
profile is offered to everybody. It is not separate and distinct because
you‘re a woman. It‘s just who we are.19
Deloitte includes the MCC framework in goal setting and performance review sessions in
order to promote standardization, increase efficacy, and create a forum for ―more robust
discussion.‖20 MCC is intended to support sustainable career-life integration without
sacrificing success and high standards of performance. Only those who fit certain
eligibility requirements of performance can be eligible, because if ―you‘re struggling to
get work done on normal hours, what are you going to do on reduced ones?‖21 Alignment
with the annual evaluation process ensures that focus is continually on performance and
driving business.
MCC precipitated a number of changes in the organization, but perhaps less
noticeably was that MCC shifted the responsibility of deciding on career pace and
trajectory to the employee. This was especially powerful for women, who had formerly
been the recipient of much paternalistic decision-making. One respondent, who had been
at Deloitte for 30 years, noted this significant change as one of the most noticeable to her:
There were plenty of women that wanted those really extreme assignments
but weren‘t getting them because someone was making the decision for
them that they were a woman with a young family and therefore couldn‘t
travel…Now the organization understands that as a woman with a young
child I might have the interest and desire to still stay in a very fast pace or
19
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as a woman with a young child I may not want to have my career on that
face pace…nobody but me should be making that decision.22
As MCC made discussions of career paths easier to have, it simultaneously granted both
women and men the autonomy, structure, and security to make career decisions for
themselves.
Professional Development
Part of WIN‘s mission is to ―drive marketplace growth,‖ which requires that all
employees—especially women—have the support and skills they need to successfully
render services to clients. As one respondent elucidated, WIN helps achieve this by
ensuring that:
all the women have all the skills they need, whether executive skills or
technical skills or leadership: the intangibles, the networking or selling
skills. All of our people have access to it, but the WIN is to ensure that our
women are positioned to drive marketplace growth because that will
ensure their advancement.23
Professional development opportunities provide many options for women to gain the
skills, experience, and training necessary to be in the position to be advanced in the first
place. Before developing targeted professional development interventions, Deloitte
monitored a variety of factors, including how the biggest client engagements were
staffed, how women were getting assigned work, and women‘s access to information
about how advancement functions. By monitoring these processes, Deloitte was able to
develop specific programs that could address clear needs in the company.
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These programs span the spectrum in content and form, and various offices,
regions, and specialties offer opportunities. In 2010 there were over 400 professional
development, mentoring, and networking WIN events.24 (Mentoring and networking will
be discussed under ―Culture‖ in the next section.) As Figure 4.2 demonstrates, Deloitte
has outlined a clear path of programs and opportunities for women at each level:
FIGURE 4.2
WOMEN‘S INITIATIVE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES
Entry
Level/Seniors

Developing Extraordinary Leaders
IMAGINE Mentoring
Leading Edge
Leading to WIN
Local BRG and WIN activities
Women as Buyers
Developing Extraordinary Leaders
Ellen Gabriel Fellows
Emerging Leaders Development Program
Local BRG and WIN activities
Management Development Program
Think Tank
WINning New Business
Women’s Initiative Senior Manager
Advisory Council (WISMAC)
Developing Extraordinary Leaders
Emerging Leaders Development Program
EXCELerated Development Program
Local BRG and WIN activities
Think Tank
WINning Career Strategies
Women’s Initiative Manager Action
Committee (WIMAC)
EXCELerated Development Program
Howard University Leadership Development
Program
Leadership Development Program
Local programs

Managers

Senior
Managers

Partners,
Principals, and
Directors

X

X

X

X

SOURCE: DELOITTE ANNUAL REPORT25
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This section will discuss one program from the Women‘s Initiative for each position
level.
Leading Edge: Leading Edge is a collaboration between Deloitte and the
Simmons School of Management, developed over a decade ago. Partners,
principals, and director level women participate in this five-day session. Over 300
women have participated over the past ten years, with 100 of them currently
holding senior leadership positions. Three of these women now sit on the U.S.
Board of Directors. In the program, women seek to develop leadership,
negotiation, and networking skills in order to better prepare for senior leadership
positions.26
Forward Track: This program, targeted at female senior managers, brings together
24 women from across the country four times during the course of a year for
coaching on skills ranging from business development to executive presence to
conflict management. The program enables introspection, goal setting, personality
assessments, leadership profiling, and strength analysis in order to prepare women
for their road to partnership. One respondent, who participated in Forward Track,
noted that ―It really helped work through in my mind that [partnership] is
something I really want to do and could be successful doing.‖27 Very tangibly, the
program provided this woman ―the confidence of ok, I can do this. I can
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succeed.‖28 She recollects that this program was so powerful in her development
that she makes it her personal mission to translate the skills and lessons learned
from Forward Track to her mentees and counselees—both men and women.
WINning Career Strategies: Over 200 female managers participate in this
program each year, learning career management skills and networking with other
women. Early investment in leadership, development, networking, negotiation,
and personal brand development enable these women to take responsibility for the
trajectory and pace of their career advancement.29
Leadership Development Program: Building Your Career: For those just starting
out at Deloitte—new hires and those within their first 18 months at Deloitte—this
program provides workshops that expose opportunities, obstacles, and strategies
for career advancement and management at Deloitte.30
While there are significant opportunities at the corporate level for career
development, most employees‘ interactions with professional development occur at the
more local level. These programs enable targeted support to help move employees
through various stages of their careers and enable women to see their needs met and
modeled. Every woman in this study had participated in some form of formalized
professional development.
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Sabbaticals
Further underscoring its commitment to work-life integration, Deloitte offers a
voluntary sabbatical program in each of its U.S. offices. This program provides
opportunities for employees to participate in external career development, volunteering,
or other personal growth opportunities. Intended to provide employees a change to
―recharge‖ and increase satisfaction over the long term. An employee can pursue one of
two sabbatical options after meeting eligibility requirements and undergoing a preapproval process. For those who seek one-month away from work in a capacity not
covered in other leave policies, such as parental leave, there is a four week unpaid option
with continued benefits. A longer option ranging from three to six months with continued
benefits and up to 40 percent of base salary exists for those employees looking to pursue
career development or volunteer opportunities.31 Women account for 57 percent of
sabbatical users.32
Personal Pursuits
Sometimes the combination of opportunities to support more flexible work-life
integration are not enough to provide employees with their needed availability. The
Personal Pursuits program enables Deloitte employees to take a leave from the workplace
for one to five years with an intention to return. The program provides training,
mentoring, networking, licensing accreditation, and even occasional assignments. These
opportunities allow individuals to maintain the skills and relationships that are critical to
31
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success in the workplace while simultaneously granting the employee the chance to take
personal time away from the workplace. This program embodies Deloitte‘s commitment
to a long-term career view, keeping employees whom have been trained and invested in
committed and connected to Deloitte no matter their individual life needs.
WIN Champion and WIN Exportation
An important element of Deloitte‘s Women‘s Initiative is its external focus:
Deloitte doesn‘t just employ its supportive practices internally, it works to sell, support
and export its model to its clients and other companies. This is important in two ways: 1)
Deloitte has an incentive to continue to adapt and craft its WIN to be an existing model of
the successes of the program and 2) it signified Deloitte‘s lasting commitment to the
business case of WIN. As Deloitte employees are tasked with deploying WIN to clients,
they begin to better understand the nature of the changes that have occurred, the
commitment to supporting women, and the value structure behind the program. One of
the interview respondents serves in a leadership role for both the clients and markets
taskforce and WIN Champion program, the external facing elements of the WIN
program. She explained that in this leadership capacity she was ―so, so impressed in how
committed [WIN women] are to advancing women.‖33 This external facing element of
the WIN structure is a crucial and burgeoning element of Deloitte‘s model.
The WIN Champion program is located in the Northeast region and brings a WIN
leader to every major client. This leader is tasked to direct the relationships with the
client‘s own women‘s programs as well as help share Deloitte‘s model with clients. This
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strengthens client relationships while providing Deloitte an opportunity to ―sell‖ its best
practices externally.
In less formalized practices than WIN Champion, Deloitte works to export its
model in a variety of ways. As this practice continues to build, Deloitte makes a business
not just out of the tangible and measurable benefits WIN has provided Deloitte itself, but
in marketing and selling its program to others. Deloitte leaders have presented at 46% of
Fortune 100 companies about WIN and MCC. They present and testify at a number of
conferences and governmental agencies. Deloitte is considered the expert on these
issues.34 It is because of this practice and Deloitte‘s incredible alignment of its culture
and programming with its brand that so much information on WIN is available. As one
woman noted, an important selling point of WIN is the competitive advantage of being
the first company to truly do it. She notes, ―There is no question that the Women‘s
Initiative is part of our brand. Men and women…everyone knows.‖35 Monitoring,
measuring, and adapting WIN helps Deloitte flourish and helps provide another form of
client services to Deloitte‘s expansive repertoire.
Culture
From the beginning, Deloitte‘s WIN sought to conquer its gender inequities from
every angle: structurally through Mass Career Customization and professional
development and culturally through a variety of programs aimed at stereotypes, career
encouragement, and work-life balance. These culturally based programs are sometimes
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harder to identify and certainly more difficult to measure, but WIN has had large impacts
on the culture of the organization:
I think it‘s changed Deloitte in a huge way. It‘s changed our culture in a
huge way. I think people are more aware of differences, they don‘t make
assumptions, they understand the importance of mentoring and
sponsoring. It‘s created huge culture shifts for both our men and our
women.36
Mass Career Customization was a critical element to redefining company culture, but a
few key programs in each category—stereotypes, career encouragement, and work-life
balance—stand out in their effect on the women, men, and the entire workplace at
Deloitte. All women interviewed in this study discussed noticeable cultural shifts in their
experiences at Deloitte, and many were able to point to specific programs that helped
facilitate those changes.
Stereotypes
Men and Women as Colleagues
When WIN began 18 years ago, one of its largest challenges identified was the
underlying assumptions between men and women in the workplace. Much of the
resistance WIN faced in its inception was related to these assumptions. Countering
stereotypes and assumptions can be an incredibly difficult feat, which then CEO Mike
Cook recognized. Therefore, Cook and his initial taskforce rolled out a training program
for men and women titled ―Men and Women as Colleagues.‖ This taskforce was:
about what it is like for men and women to work together and all of the
assumptions that men make about women and their ambition and career
choices and all of the assumptions that women make about women and
what women think of men.37
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When it came to fundamental cultural change, Men and Women as Colleagues is often
cited as the ―precipitating event, if you will.‖38 Everyone at Deloitte was put through this
training, a feat that took over two years to accomplish. Cook took personal responsibility
for the program:
Mike Cook kept a list. So he kind of forced it on people, no question, but
even those who felt like they were getting forced into going came out the
other end really appreciating why we were doing this. People still talk
about it and that was 15 years ago.39
As a discussion about ―gender dynamics in the workplace,‖ Men and Women as
Colleagues was ―truly transformational. If there was any one thing that changed the
culture it was probably that.‖40 Obviously the program wasn‘t perfect—it came at a time
when these issues were just beginning to surface as an organizational priority. One
woman remembers:
There were some people who believed it and there were some people who
believed it was a crock of you know what. But did it move our
organization? Yes. Did it serve a purpose? Yes. Did some people walk
away going, wow, I never realized or recognized that I was doing that?
Yes. It accomplished all of that.41
Men and Women as Colleagues represented an early change in company culture that has
been sustained through commitment at the individual and organizational levels. While
employees today do not undergo Men and Women as Colleagues training, the values
seem long-lasting and translate to new generations in the workplace. However, each
woman noted that though there seems to be an underlying culture of support,
38
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organizational programs and trainings cannot possibly transform each and every
individual and their biases:
I think sometimes certain people, male or female, will come from a
different mindset and perhaps forget what someone‘s situation is…And
when I‘ve worked with people who are more that way, I‘ve had to keep
that as my perspective that it‘s their style—that‘s not Deloitte…. But
that‘s one person. I‘m not going to let one person influence what I do for
my career.
Another woman noted that some of the imbedded stereotypes or problems can also be
generational, and that ―As we [women] grow in our careers and as older generations
retire, we‘ll be closer to the balance.‖42
Women as Buyers
Recognizing that an inclusive culture is not entirely internal and a critical
component of business successes, in 2006 Deloitte created the ―Women as Buyers‖
(WAB) program. These workshops are a half-day training on the unique ways female
executives make buying decisions for their companies. The program came about when
Deloitte recognized its business was being hampered by misunderstandings, assumptions,
and biases. As one woman noted, even today, this problem exists:
I was in a marketing meeting the other day and we were going through
potential client targets. One of the managers was interested in pursuing
one client, and our boss said ‗Well that might make sense for Stacey to
look at because their VP Tax is a woman, and we‘ve had trouble getting
through to her in the past.‘43
Rather than simply tasking females with female buyers, Deloitte invested in a year of
research on how female executives make decisions. The 2010 Annual Report explains
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that although the program was developed for the competitive advantage of better
understanding the marketplace, ―the workshops delivered other benefits we didn‘t expect:
a greater appreciation for women colleagues and more men identifying with WIN.‖44
The results from WAB have been incredible: 500 partners have been through the
training, each citing, on average, that it helped them win a million and a half dollars in
new business. Overall, that accounts for ―$750 million of new business for a 4 hour
workshop that we basically built in house.‖45
WAB represents the primary lesson that Deloitte has embodied throughout its
WIN: communicating through the ―business case.‖ As initiatives are marketed and
targeted towards ―driving marketplace growth‖ as WIN‘s mission suggests, buy in and
willingness seems to follow. Moving the focus to external relationships with clients and
success marked an important transition: having essentially closed the gender gap in
turnover, Deloitte‘s new ―business case for WIN…is really around the marketplace and
connecting with clients and growing our client base through WIN.‖46 Gender awareness
and stereotypes are complex issues, and Deloitte works to initiate change and programs
that are responsive to the changing cultural environment.
Career Encouragement
Mentorship
While Deloitte offers a variety of formal mentoring opportunities, the company
works to ensure that the opportunity exists but is voluntary. Rather than making
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mentoring programmatic, Deloitte works to make more formal mentoring relationships as
available as possible. Mentorship is part of the job descriptions of its partners, principals,
and directors, encouraging these leaders to keep an eye out for potential protégés.
Further, Deloitte developed an internal mentoring database, which lists willing mentors.
In order to ensure that mentors can maximize the relationship, Deloitte brings in an
external mentor-implementation firm to train top-level staff. A national mentoring
taskforce works to develop, implement, and support mentoring programs on the corporate
level.47 In 2002, for example, Deloitte implemented a program targeted at women called
Virtual Role Model: a website aimed at promoting work-life integration. The website
contains profiles of women who are successfully advancing and balancing their personal
and professional lives in four categories: personal, roles and responsibilities,
advancement, and managing work and home responsibilities.48
On the more regional and local level, WIN leaders work to promote mentoring
programs. One such program is the ―Women‘s Initiative for Leadership Learning‖
(WILL) in Alberta that connects established female leaders with women new in the
workforce. Various business functions have their own mentoring programs, such as the
Buddy Program in the tax department that provides not only a formal counselor, but also
a mentor/buddy as an additional resource.
Every Deloitte office implements a mentoring program in which employees are
guided by a counselor, meeting quarterly to review career goals and objectives. This
47
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counseling program includes monthly communications, a website specifically about
mentoring, and more. Counseling and mentoring relationships can be very different:
I see mentoring and counseling as two very different things. I see
mentoring as more of a coaching role and counseling where the person
delivers the performance feedback. There is more of an administrative role
layered into it. Then I have under me several managers with their
counselees as well. So I‘m trying to help develop their ability to be
counselors as well to the more junior staff.
Mentoring relationships can span the spectrum in types of issues supported. One woman
explains her role as a mentor through a recent encounter with her mentee:
I have one formal mentoring relationship for another senior manager in the
insurance practice. We meet quarterly and—actually I had a call with her
earlier this week. In the partnership admittance process, there is this form
called the leadership profile form and it‘s about a 20 page assessment of
your background, education, goals, major accomplishments, major clients,
major places of influence. She had drafted that and we went through it and
some areas that might be strategic for her to focus on and strengthen her
background.
While these formalized relationships can be very influential in various women‘s
careers, many noted the power of their informal relationships often exceed those
of formal ones. These informal relationships engender a sense of support
throughout company culture, can relate to specific life experiences, and can grow
organically. Each woman in this study noted a specific informal mentoring
experience that was critical to her success.
Sponsorship
Perhaps one of the most powerful elements of WIN is its ability to adapt as the
needs of the women at Deloitte change. As new research emerges about the power of
sponsorship in advancing women, ―they‘re finding that women are over mentored and
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under-sponsored.‖49 The Center for Work-Life Policy in conjunction with American
Express, Deloitte, Intel, Morgan Stanley, and the Hidden Brain Drain Task Force define
sponsorship in a January 2011 study. Sponsorship goes beyond the responsibilities of
mentorship: ―Sponsors advocate and facilitate critical career moves…sponsors go out on
a limb for their protégés, providing stretch opportunities, forming critical connections,
and promoting visibility.‖50 Women at Deloitte have been finding sponsorship through
organic, informal relationships for some time, discovering that an advocate is crucial:
I think that‘s one of the most important lessons I learned. It really does
help—especially at a company like Deloitte—to have people that are
going to advocate on your behalf.51
While all of the women in this study pointed to someone who took interest in them earlier
in their careers, for many women, gaining access and developing these relationships can
be difficult, especially as institutional and cultural barriers get in the way. One woman
explains the two primary drivers of why women have difficulty with finding sponsors:
part of it is that organizational issue of access to relationships and access
to sponsors. So that‘s something the organization can help with. And part
of it is women themselves don‘t want to view relationships at work in such
a transactional way…. Bridging that gap is the next big challenge for us.52
Deloitte has created sponsorship and coaching programs that formally provide women
with access to the relationships that can be so influential. By holding the sponsors and
coaches accountable for the success of their protégés, Deloitte offers a structure in which
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individual or cultural barriers do not prevent the cultivation of crucial sponsorship
opportunities. Offering programs for individuals at varying levels in the organization—
―sponsors for managers and senior managers, programs that help principals, partners, and
directors (P/P/Ds) build and execute career plans to prepare for leadership positions,
executive committee exposure for senior mangers, and career guidance for junior-level
professionals.‖53 Commitment to sponsorship is being actively promoted throughout the
organization:
For example, at the women‘s partner and director meeting in September,
our CEO was the last speaker. He had everyone take out their business
card with over 1000 people in the room. He had each write down the name
of at least one woman who she will commit to sponsor in the coming year.
Now we‘re going to go back to everyone who was there and say, ‗what
have you done? Who have you reached out to?‘ That accountability piece
is really crucial and it‘s hard because you have basically two ways of
creating accountability: the carrot and the stick. We‘re not big on sticks
here. We have to be more creative around the carrot. Really, honestly, just
knowing that you‘re going to get asked the question—that‘s pretty
powerful.54
Sponsorship is one of the growing concerns for Deloitte, and new programs are growing
throughout the organization as people begin to truly understand the importance of these
relationships.
Networking
Participation in the over 400 WIN events provides the foundation for Deloitte‘s
networking opportunities for women. These programs connect women with other females
throughout the organization, it connects them with critical professional information, and
provides an outlet that would otherwise be impossible to find. Recognizing that
53
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networking is different for women than men, Deloitte employs a thoughtful networking
process:
Women don‘t have the same kind of access that flows through informal
networks about how careers are built. So, we explain it to them. We have
someone from the succession planning committee come talk to the young
women partners about how succession planning works in this firm. How
do you get your name on the list for a leadership position? Basic things
that women don‘t realize men are getting all this information through
informal networks.55
Regional offices encourage more localized networking opportunities at well:
[Networking is] definitely something that is really stressed—the
importance in terms of marketing and building your career. We have the
informal program called Connect4 where you‘re supposed to go out and
connect with people in the community—say Deloitte alumni or classmates
from college or friends in the business community …We have lunch-andlearn activities, for a while we had a book club where we chose a book
that had something to do with women in business…I think the biggest
benefit is getting together with other women and building your network.56
Most networking opportunities happen at the office and local levels, providing women
the opportunity to meet one another and connect in a meaningful way.
Work-Life Balance
Mass Career Customization was instrumental in developing Deloitte‘s model for
work-life balance. However, it is the resulting cultural shifts in support and acceptance
that women (and men!) have lives outside the office that enable the program to thrive.
When women get promoted while on a reduced work schedule, it signals to everyone that
support runs deep, that flexibility is real. Support in a variety of ways speaks wonders to
women:
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I can‘t say enough good things about the support I got from the firm…I
got the support that I needed and I also talked to my client about it…I
found that in being open with my clients that I was working part time... I
was so surprised on how supportive the client was.57
This support trickles down to other employees, both men and women:
Seeing that same flexibility, those same concepts on how careers were
managed, were still applicable to the partners…it was a philosophy so
deep within Deloitte about how they approached working with individuals,
working with their personal goals, their career goals…And it was
important to see that flexibility continue and see it throughout every
level… I‘ve always tried to emphasize, though, that those are the same
options that are available to them as well. It‘s not a program for women.
It‘s a program for everyone. And we do have several males who may have
a hobby outside of work that may want to do a triathlon or may want to
take a sabbatical to travel. Those options are available universally.58
Universal acceptance, support, and flexibly engrained throughout the organization
create a culture where work-life balance is the norm. Culture is inextricably
linked to structure and programs, and MCC has promoted a world where
―flexibility,‖ ―acceptance,‖ and ―support‖ were three of the most used words by
the women in this study.
Accountability
Inherent in any initiative with stringently outlined goals and objectives is the
framework to ensure accountability and sustained commitment. Deloitte has crafted
specific methods to make sure the issue stays ―on the front burner.‖59 Constant exposure
of the Initiative‘s successes and failures as well as constant recalibration of the
organization‘s policies, goals, and focus keep WIN committed and agile. The program
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emerged from the top of the organization and remains a priority at this level through a
combination of accountability practices.
Direct CEO Reporting
As WIN was born from a driven and committed CEO, it makes sense that Mr.
Cook established a direct line between WIN and the CEO office. Every quarter, the CEO
at Deloitte meets with the WIN National Managing Principle and Chief Diversity Officer
to discuss the numbers, the Initiative, and the progress and future needs of the program.
As WIN‘s Annual Report reflects, ―Because talent diversity is so important to the
strength of our business, WIN is a priority, starting at the very top, and it
shows…Salzberg holds himself and everyone else accountable for the initiative‘s
performance.‖60 CEO Barry Salzberg employs a variety of methods to demonstrate his
sustained commitment to WIN, ranging from these direct reporting meetings to
participation in WIN activities. The Annual Report notes that Salzberg recently
participated in a Leading to WIN workshop as a full participant.
In 2010, Deloitte began its Talent Days program, a series of open forums between
CEO Salzberg and the CEOs of each of Deloitte‘s other client and enabling areas. This
year‘s forums‘ focus was on WIN, Diversity, and Mass Career Customization. Together
Salzberg and the other CEOs discussed successes and challenges in order to develop a set
of common goals and actions around the issue.61
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WIN External Advisory Council
Perhaps one of the most unique elements of Deloitte‘s Women‘s Initiative from a
structural perspective is its External Advisory Council. The council came about when
then CEO Mike Cook decided that because Deloitte was not a publicly traded company
and had no inherent external checks, an external advisory board could be ―a kind of
watchdog for the firm around the Women‘s Initiative.‖62 The board was originally
chaired by Lynn Martin, who had previously been Secretary of Labor under President
George H. W. Bush. As the initial chair, Ms. Martin, set the tone of the council that still
exists today.
She was very aggressive in holding the firm‘s feet to the fire. She would
present what was going on with WIN at the partner meetings. She had a
lot of credibility as a woman who had been a senior person in a
Republican administration.63
The role of the council has changed over time, extending beyond a simple watchdog
group and moving to an ―ambassador‖ type role for WIN. The council is composed of
independent advisors, all female, and work to encourage Deloitte to push itself and stay
committed to its goals and objectives around WIN. Chaired by Dr. Sally Ride, the first
American woman in space, the council is still known for its stringency: ―Trust me. Sally
also holds our feet to the fire and knows our numbers inside and out.‖64 Under Dr. Ride,
the council meets twice a year with Deloitte leaders and holds quarterly conference calls.
The biannual meetings between Deloitte leaders and the External Advisory
Council ensure accountability in a variety of ways, but perhaps most powerfully, in the
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simple way that the council exposes the successes and failures of WIN. In having to
provide the numbers twice a year, WIN leaders must track metrics and ensure progress.
Further, the CEOs of each of Deloitte‘s businesses attend these meetings, opening WIN
to questions and challenges. These discussions have an effect:
Honestly, knowing that you have to talk about these numbers and what is
going on and explain why they are the way they are…knowing you‘re
going to get questions on them…that has a lot of impact.65
While it has been an important and effective tool to ensure accountability for
WIN, the External Advisory Council was a ―gusty move and not many companies
have followed suit.‖66 It is not easy to expose faults or struggles, but Deloitte
demonstrates it is committed to continual improvement through its reliance on the
External Advisory Council.
Measurable Goals and Metrics
The numbers presented in WIN‘s direct reports to CEO Salzberg or to the
External Advisory Council stem from a streamlined and mindful practice in outlining and
measuring progress. Commitment to numbers has enabled Deloitte to communicate WIN
and the need for WIN as a business case, which is especially important in an industry that
relies so heavily on numbers. WIN is ―continuously making sure that we know our
numbers, both our internal numbers and what is going on externally.‖67 Each business
unit monitors measures within their function, ensuring continued alignment with the
goals of WIN. A sample collection method for these metrics can be seen in Figure 4.3.
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FIGURE 4.3
BUSINESS UNIT METRIC TRACKING

SOURCE: DELOITTE 2010 ANNUAL REPORT68
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General Mills
Program History
About 15 years ago, then CEO Steve Sanger put himself in a very dangerous
position. In front of a room of his top female leadership, Sanger asked how to get more
female officers. Having noticed that the company faced a large gender gap in its
leadership team, Sanger called in the ―big guns:‖ the women themselves. One woman
recounts the experience:
Steve Sanger spoke at that meeting and he had a purposeful mission to get
more women officers leading our divisions. I was a little taken back
because there were a lot of women in the room who had been with General
Mills, and they were brutally honest with Steve. They said, you know it‘s
not really a glass ceiling until you own the P&L and become a general
manager—and then it‘s all guys who were ruling. I mean, I couldn‘t even
breathe because, you know, you‘re taking to the CEO of our company.
But you know, it was so honest and Steve, right there, made a commitment
that it was going to change. He asked for it. He listened to it. And he
made a change. 69
Since that meeting, Sanger worked to find ways to continue the company‘s drive
towards leadership equality, finding creative ways through informal channels and
formal policies.
Sanger built General Mills‘ unique business case, propelling the issue
forward and building collective buy-in from around the company. The business
case was founded in the idea that, ―this isn‘t just something you‘re doing as a
societal good. This is something you‘re doing to be a better company.‖ Based in
the unique product structure of General Mills, ―if you think about our products are
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still more sold to women than to men directly, so we should have women helping
to run the business.‖70
The initiative began with values and culture and moved to find supporting
policies and practices to codify those commitments. Driving the initiative is
continual improvement:
We‘re continuing to figure this out. The top leadership embraces change
and embraces flexibility even though, again, every single experiment you
do doesn‘t work out. But we‘re not a sexy place to work like Google –we
sell things like Cheerios and Gold Metal Flour and Green Giant
Vegetables. We have to embrace change.71
As General Mills ―figures this out,‖ the company stays committed to company
culture, to top leadership support, and to keeping streams of dialogue open and
honest. Steve Sanger opened the floodgates of honesty and shared experiences,
and ―it‘s not going backwards with Ken Powell. It‘s part of our company
culture.‖72
General Mills‘ initiative to increase gender diversity among its leadership and
support females throughout its workforce encompasses a broad set of formal and informal
practices, a deeply rooted culture, and a rapidly growing expanse of female employees.
From formal flexible work arrangements that target individual work redesign to women‘s
networks in every business function to enormously successful mentorship programs
aimed at increasing cross-gender and cross-racial dialogue, General Mills employs an
integrated approach to supporting its female workforce. The mission driving the General
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Mills‘ support of its female workforce is the same as its overall corporate mission:
Nourishing Lives.
By the Numbers
TABLE 4.2
GENERAL MILLS STATISTICS ON WOMEN
Number of employees
Percentage women
Women managers, senior managers, and corporate executives
Women hired in professional positions
Women among top earners
Women on board of directors
Women corporate executive hires in 2009
Manufacturing plants with a women‘s task force

~17,000
40%
41%
54%
40%
36%
50%
40%

Women participating in management or leadership training *

4%

Women participating in formalized executive succession planning last year*
Women promoted last year who utilized a formal flexible work
arrangement*
Do formal compensation policies reward managers who help women
advance?
*(as a percentage of total female workforce)

13%
27%
Yes

SOURCE: WORKING MOTHER MAGAZINE73
Structure
Work-Flex
General Mills maintains a robust set of flexible work arrangements, covering
myriad life events. The sheer breadth of this program is evident in the numbers: in 2009,
57 percent of employees flexed their schedules at one point or another, while about 27
percent of females promoted in 2009 had utilized a formal flexible work arrangement.
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Although the program has demonstrated continued success, General Mills hired a
Flexibility Manager to continue to improve and support work-life balance and flexible
work arrangement programs.74
This program truly embodies flexibility, in that while there are some pre-existing
arrangements available, many are tailored to each individual‘s personal needs. The
company believes strongly that ―due to the individual nature of flexible work
arrangements, these will vary from location to location and person to person.‖75 The
reasons for these arrangements can range from families to life-long passions:
But trying to be a lot more flexible with people—recognizing whether or
not it‘s because they have young children or an aging parent or a health
condition or even—we have a woman who is on the US curling team for
the Olympics and we flexed things for her so she could live that dream and
passion of hers.76
The need and value of these opportunities are clear, providing the ―business case‖ for the
company and its leaders to understand the benefits accrued through providing flexible
work arrangements. This value is communicated at all levels of the organization,
encouraging each employee to support their peers and each manager to find creative ways
to continue to support employees:
It takes more work and it‘s not as cookie-cutter, but what that allows us to
do is frankly build more loyalty with our employees. If you have a young
child and you were going through some challenges with the child‘s health
or were feeling overwhelmed and the company valued you as an employee
and was willing to keep you and put you on flex for a period of time—
that‘s going to play out to everyone‘s advantage for the long term because
it builds more employee loyalty.77
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One woman shares how her experience with a leave of absence engendered a lifelong
sense of loyalty to General Mills:
I did take a leave when both of my parents ran into health issues at the
same time. It was short; it was two months, but there wasn‘t anything
questioned. When your dad is in the hospital and your mom is in another
hospital right beside him, there‘s no question in your mind where your
priorities are. My boss was the one who said ―you need a leave of
absence.‖ She almost just took care of what I had to do because I couldn‘t
even think straight. I was back in two months and you know…I would
walk off a cliff for her. She was just so supportive. And it wasn‘t just her;
it was the company. But she brought that to life for me.78
While the company provides a range of pamphlets and information for its employees on
the types of flexible work arrangements available and various individual success stories,
it is in the actionable commitment by managers and leadership that drive the experiences
of employees.
Commitment to flexibility means more to the company than just loyalty—it
provides the company an important outlet for signaling to talent that General Mills‘
investment in its employees is for the long haul. This message is brought to life for many
women not just in the arrangement itself, but also in what happens after:
As I was negotiating my way back into the company [from a sabbatical], I
got pregnant…But you don‘t get to choose. So they say, well, come on
back. I worked for six months and then I went on leave. I asked to come
back part time, which they allowed me to do for six months. And then a
job came up; it was a VP promotion job running Cheerios and Wheaties.
And they said, ―we know you said you wanted to stay part time for a year,
but if you are interested…we didn‘t just want to make this decision
without asking you. But if you want it, it‘s up, it‘s open; if you want it,
it‘s yours.‖ I really appreciated that. It wasn‘t paternalistic. It wasn‘t like
they made the decision for me. And they promoted me. So I was
promoted off of part time after maternity leave after a leave of absence.
So to me, that‘s when you know that the company got it. They value
talent…That shows me that the company really understands something
78
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important. That the talent is the talent. If it‘s a man or a woman, it
doesn‘t matter. If he or she is out for a couple years, it doesn‘t matter.
We‘re in it to win it and we‘re going to develop our talent for long periods
of time…My kids are 9 and 11, look at how many years they‘ve gotten.
Look at how much loyalty they‘ve built that here I am raving about the
company to some stranger!79
Whether for the retention, loyalty, or the investment in human capital over the long-term,
work-flex provides General Mills an incredible opportunity to strengthen its workforce
and create a workplace where individuals want to, and can, stay.
The company believes heavily in the impact work-flex can have on its employees,
but General Mills‘ success in its flexible work policies stems from its commitment to
achieving business results. General Mills has successfully convinced its leadership of the
value for the employees in the context of not only engendering loyalty, but also driving
business results. One woman comments that, ―General Mills is an environment that is
wildly supportive of family first and that value‖ while keeping in mind that ―we all have
big jobs and responsibility…‖ The flexible work arrangements only work ―if you‘re
delivering results.‖80 The company explains that the flexible work arrangement can help
encourage ―innovation and productivity‖ through ―individual work redesign—a different
and better way of working, designed to enhance performance or quality standards.‖81 By
focusing the conversation on what a flexible work arrangement can achieve for the
company, General Mills continues to encourage support from all—the employees
searching for flexibility and the managers looking to achieve business success alike.
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Further, success in these policies comes not only in commitment from leadership,
but of buy-in across various demographics in the company. Traditionally, flexible work
arrangements are the business of women, needed for family and childcare obligations.
General Mills strives to include all employees, no matter their individual reasoning, to
participate and feel supported in achieving flexibility in their work schedules. Men are
made to feel comfortable using these arrangements:
Yes, men are taking advantage of them as well. We have paternity leave
and have had senior men take advantage of them. Because the reality is,
especially in the work-life balance area, it‘s not just about women. Men
use them just as much.82
When General Mills looks to its future needs in this arena, it notes that continued support
for men and employees looking to find balance for a breadth of reasons is a must. The
Flexibility Manager works to not only develop the arrangements and organize their
structural implementation, but also works to find ways to improve the culture of support
around the arrangements.
Professional Development
A company committed to finding lifelong employees, General Mills invests
heavily in the training and development of its workforce. A significant portion of this
development comes on the job and through exposure to a variety of positions. With over
one third of its corporate executive P & L positions filled by women, General Mills is
finding how to develop its women through the necessary experiences on the job. This is
critical for advancement:
First of all, our operating philosophy is that the vast majority of
development happens on the job. So the vast majority of development you
82
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are going to get is going to come by being put on a job that‘s going to
prepare you for the next bigger job. That‘s where a lot of women and
minorities get bogged down. They‘re not given a shot. You know, if I
hadn‘t run Cheerios, I wouldn‘t have been prepared to run the next thing.
That‘s the first.83
Beyond ensuring that its women make it from one level to the next through challenging
assignments and increased responsibility, General Mills employs a targeted professional
development program. The General Mills Institute houses these programs, demonstrating
the company‘s commitment to development runs so deep it invests in its own training
house. In practice, this enables all employees to gain additional skills as leaders:
There‘s a General Mills Institute that has a full complement of leadership
development training. At every stage of my career, at every level of my
career straight up through president level, there have been very specific
courses and training and opportunities to learn more about myself and my
leadership style and to consider new and fresh approaches to motivating
and inspiring teams. This has been enormously important for my
development as a leader.84
Commitment to development begins with its newest employees. Within the first 12 to 18
months of each employee‘s career, the employee and his or her manager create an
individual development plan to direct the trajectory of future development. At each
following step in an employee‘s career she will find targeted programs for different
positions in different functions (examples: Camp Champ for new marketing
professionals or Cereal School for new technical professionals), as well as special
programs targeted towards women. In times where professional development might
require outside education, General Mills reimburses the full costs of job-related courses.85
The sheer scope of professional development opportunities for employees and women
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specifically at General Mills make professional development less of a ―perk‖ and more a
simple fact of General Mills life. With 54 percent of the participants in the General Mills
Institute in 2009 being women, professional development truly equalizes the playing field
for women at General Mills.86 With the skills and development available and General
Mills, capacity is rarely if ever a hindrance in the advancement of women.
Sabbaticals
Just as the company provides a vast array of employee benefits, General Mills
offers generous leave policies for those times in life when a flexible work arrangement
just isn‘t enough. Sabbaticals can be used for families: parents may take six months of
unpaid leave and expect a comparable position upon their return. After a year with the
company, individuals may further their education with an unpaid education leave of one
to two years, with tuition reimbursement. Parental and educational leaves have been the
most fruitful for female employees: 78 percent of these leaves in 2008 were taken by
women. Perhaps the most unique of its sabbatical opportunities, General Mills offers an
―innovation sabbatical‖ in which an employee in research and development can take up
to 26 weeks of paid sabbatical to explore new ideas and trends in his or her given field.87
Between the company‘s flexible work arrangements and sabbatical program, employees
should always be able to find the right option for what life throws her way. As one
woman put it, ―In my career I was given the opportunity to take a leave of absence
nonrelated to pregnancy. And this just speaks to our company‘s flexibility around
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talent.‖88 The robust sabbatical program is just another way General Mills proves to its
employees that they are out to keep them for the long haul.
Supplier Diversity
For General Mills, commitment to diversity does not exist solely within its
company‘s walls. The company believes so strongly in the business case for promoting
women and minorities within its ranks that it works to also embody this value externally
with its Supplier Diversity Program. This program signals to employees the depths of the
company‘s commitment while simultaneously providing General Mills new streams of
business. Their commitment to supplier diversity is explained on their website as:
Minority and women-owned businesses are critically important to the
future of our business. By forging lasting relationships with a diverse
supplier base, we open new avenues of opportunity and promote mutually
beneficial growth.89
As General Mills outlines its commitment to women in its workforce through a solidly
articulated business case, it finds other ways to support innovation and target its customer
base. Supplier Diversity is just one of the ways General Mills seeks to promote diversity
in all channels of its business.
Culture
Stereotypes
General Mills fundamentally shifted much of the stereotypical underpinnings of
its work environment through a surprisingly unintentional, yet effective, method. By
achieving its goals of more gender equality in leadership positions, the conditions were
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ripe for changing engrained norms. More women in leadership positions breakdown
stereotypes by modeling their success and lifestyles; generational change makes certain
stereotypes drift away. One woman suggests that changing stereotypes and
understandings of female capacity and balanced lifestyles isn‘t necessarily a function of
changing corporate communications, but instead modeled behaviors:
I don‘t know that we have different things we‘re saying, I just think we
have leaders who are modeling now. Do we have more senior leaders now
who have a dual career? Even men who have wives who work and have
busy family lives? Yeah, we just have more people who have situations
that are similar to others in the organization. Like women whose
husbands also have demanding jobs or many of our senior women whose
husbands stay home. I think we have different modeling—that‘s the
nature of life. As people retire and new leaders come in of a different
generation and life circumstance. That in my mind—we haven‘t changed
how we talk about things, it‘s just more credible and real now because we
have leaders who model the behavior.90
Modeling is exceptionally powerful, especially in an organization that has nearly closed
its gender gap at the top: mothers head five of seven US retail divisions. The same
woman recounts how this shift has changed from the beginning of her career.
Because there are more women in leadership today than we‘ve ever had,
you see a modeled leadership that is acceptable and people are okay with
emulating. That‘s different than 15 years ago when there weren‘t women
running organizations or at the helm of our various businesses; I think that
has changed. With women division presidents with kids who are 6, 7, 8,
9, 10, and have to go to their games or this thing or that and need to pick
them up because the husband is out of town or any of those things—that‘s
modeling. Some is intentional and some is just life. They have to do it. I
believe that‘s changed.91
Women have exceeded the 40 percent marks of both number of managers, senior
managers, and corporate executives as well as the percentage of the company‘s top
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earners. Today this makes for a very different workplace in which stereotypes can either
fall flat or even end up reversed:
We still have occasional cultural friction—the before the meeting heavy
sports talk…it happens. It‘s not that at any time as a woman in the
company that you feel like you‘re missing out on something. But you
know, on Snacks, I had a leadership team that had all women except two
men. So a 13 member leadership team. For them, we always joked that
we felt bad because we would sit around and talk about shoes and hair—
we would sit around and talk about stuff that in no other typical corporate
setting you would talk about…complimenting peoples shoes. We would
get in these big discussions about Zappos and it was hilarious. But you
know, it‘s the same thing, so if you were Matt Pier in that example you
might have felt a little excluded, but it was fun. This is a unique place.
We might be an aberration in your data. It‘s a pretty incredible place in
that regard.92
While most women felt that stereotypes were as far present from the culture of the
company as possible, perhaps the strongest feeling was that their culture feels so
supportive and female-friendly that it‘s ―nothing. It‘s just not a big deal. It‘s not, and
that‘s the way it should be. I think we‘ve overcome a lot as a company in terms of beliefs
about what women can and can‘t do.‖ Moreover, generational shift has aided General
Mills in some of the support and cultural strength it has achieved. One woman suggests
that ―there is such strong support, and I think with your generation coming in it‘s just
kind of accustomed and there‘s not as much of a question about why, it‘s just
accepted.‖93 This overall sense of normalcy with women in executive roles and with
women throughout the organization suggests that General Mills has achieved one of the
ultimate end goals of any women‘s initiative: equality typified by normalcy. While no
company can guarantee that individual personalities or relationships won‘t be a source of
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―friction,‖ General Mills has created an overarching sense of stability culturally for its
women.
Obviously this sense of normalcy and lacking stereotypes does not occur simply
through increasing the numbers of females in leadership capacities or through relying on
generational attitude shifts. Targeted programs and policies increase the pace and
strength of shifting stereotypes. First of all, General Mills has not fallen into the trap of
achieving greater equality and therefore ignoring its goals and accountability towards
gender equality:
I think it goes in waves. I came of age during the 70s when this was our
generation‘s push…our push to be able to get in the workplace and make
an impact and be treated as equals. And then sometimes you get people
set into a sense of kind of—it was always like this and it‘s not something
we have to worry about. And I think now you have more of a
resurgence—you just can‘t take your eye off it or some people will slip
back into old behaviors. The key is always how do you take it to the next
level, not that okay, we have enough women now, so we don‘t have to
worry about it. It is not about the numbers, it‘s about a lot more than
that.94
One of General Mills‘ greatest strengths culturally is its continued desire and
commitment to ―take it to the next level‖ rather than accepting victory through its
numbers. The co-mentorship program discussed in the following section provides
required, open streams of communication to broaden understandings of stereotypes,
lifestyles, and obstacles for men, women, and people of different cultural backgrounds.
Through its Women‘s Leadership Forum, its many different employee networks, and
through institutionalized flexibility through work-flex, professional development, and
generous benefits, General Mills attacks cultural misunderstandings and stereotypes from
every perspective. Each of these programs promotes open discussion and support while
94
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simultaneously working to encourage the success and achievement of its employees and
company overall. General Mills seems to understand that,
in the long run, a company operates better when they have people of
different styles and that tolerates style differences. Our life-blood for the
company is built on innovation, and if you don‘t have differences and you
have only one point of view in the same way, you‘re never going to get
there.95
By ―staying focused on the results you‘re trying to achieve and allowing different ways
for that to evolve,‖ General Mills enables the vast scope of its program for women to
address stereotypes and cultural support from a variety of ways.96 The success can be
seen in the way women talk about their experiences, their comfort in aligning their
personal and professional lives, and the open dialogues that has been created through
leadership modeling and organizational commitment.
Career Encouragement
Mentorship
Formalized mentorship opportunities are the hallmark of General Mill‘s career
encouragement program. These programs vary from opportunities for all employees to
specific programs for diverse populations throughout the company. Underlying all of
these experiences is a dedication to the right match:
These are UNBELIEVABLE experiences. Only at General Mills would I
say this kind of formal process of mentoring really works. They spend a
ton of time matching people up. You have to fill out a survey—what do
you want out of the relationship. And I think they do a lot of matching
about what do I want and who might be the best person to connect with
me on that?97
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These matches can provide women a whole host of benefits, ranging from career advice
to support to needed perspective in the company. One woman explains that her mentors
were an important element of her retention at a time when things were not going her way:
I went to both of these women separately and I think those two women are
what kept me in the company. Had both of them not been there, I think I
would have been putting a call into a headhunter. Yes, those relationships
are really important. They provide perspective. They tell you what you
need to hear, not what you want to hear.98
Ranging from informal to highly structured and specified, mentorship at General Mills is
a fundamental part of the workplace environment, engendering a common culture of
support, understanding, and learning.
Perhaps most emblematic of General Mills‘ commitment to diversity and women
is its 18 month co-mentorship program for director-level and above minority and female
employees. One participant explains the program as one where ―you‘re partnered with
sometimes a peer level, sometimes above, but it would be cross-gender and race.‖99
Rather than a typical mentoring relationship in which the mentor and mentee have similar
qualities, careers, or life experiences, the co-mentoring program works to bring two
individuals from very different backgrounds together. One woman puts it succinctly:
―I‘m an African American woman and the mentors that have been the most impactful
have been people that don‘t look like me.‖100 By formalizing the opportunity for men and
women and those of different ethnic groups to sit and share about problems unique to
their individual experience, General Mills offers its employees a chance to bridge the
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cultural divide that can exist between diverse groups. The company defines its CoMentoring Program as intended
to promote a cross-functional, two-way learning exchange and dialogue
between the two partners, who serve as both mentor and mentee within the
relationship. This program generates a broader awareness of gender and
racial issues at the most senior levels of the company.101
These experiences can be extremely useful in a variety of ways. One woman explains her
experience in the program:
The co-mentoring relationship that I was put into in General Mills was set
up for women leaders. So my co-mentor happened to be a man. This was
to make sure I was going to be successful at General Mills. We were
supposed to be talking about unique female issues, and I just looked at him
and said ‗I don‘t have any.‘ Which is so wonderful. But I so appreciated
the connection because now I can set up coffee with the Chief Marketing
Officer at General Mills and we know each other. So it certainly gave me
an edge.102
The effect of getting to know a peer in a deeper way can be insightful, and some women
participate over and over again:
I‘ve participated in that for probably five years with different co-mentors
each time. And that‘s extremely helpful because you get to know
someone you might not expect and get an experience that you might not
otherwise. You really get the chance to know someone on a deeper
level.103
Inherent within the co-mentoring program is an understanding that both participants
mutually have a lot to learn from one another. This peer-based mentoring can spark
deeper understanding of cultural values, career paths, and life experiences. One woman
remembers that for ―some of my white male peers, it‘s been really helpful for them to get
insight into what it means to be a woman, a person of color, or to be from a different
101
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cultural background.‖104 Moreover, the existence of a program directed at cross-gender
and cross-race understanding demonstrates to all employees the value the company
places on diversity and cultural openness and understanding. By including race and
gender in this program, General Mills signals that it isn‘t just about these categories. It is
about different perspectives.
Mentorship opportunities also offer General Mills and its employees another
important benefit: cross-generational relationships and strategic understanding of
shifting employee needs. Every woman in this study noted the importance of mentors in
her advancement and careers; however, each also recognized that her role as mentor has
perhaps taught her just as much and improved her ability to support women. Part of this
stems from executives‘ experience level: women who have been at the company for
awhile have a different perspective. As one woman, who has been at General Mills for
35 years suggests, ―from a more mature stage in my career, it has been great to keep in
touch with what younger women are thinking and what they‘re concerned about.‖105
Another, a veteran of General Mills for nearly 16 years, echoed the sentiment, noting
there are important lifestyle distinctions with the upcoming generation:
I‘m in the process now of learning. Some of it is that I didn‘t think I was
that old, but I am relative to what‘s important to young people now.
[Mentoring] has been very helpful. I remember a young man who was 22
or 23 right out of undergrad and we were talking about expectations… I
was telling him we don‘t have any expectations that if you see emails from
us on the weekend, it‘s not our expectation that you work then…He
looked at me like ―okay…‖ It didn‘t even cross his mind that he would be
working on the weekends—like it came out of left field. It was helpful for
me because it was like wow, that‘s not even something he would worry
about…106
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As women in leadership roles are invested in supporting the next generation of women
and talent below them, and as these leaders are responsible for development and
implementation of General Mills‘ strategies towards female advancement, mentorship
plays an incredible role:
You think that [mentorship] is going to be all about what you‘re going to
teach somebody when you‘re in the mentoring role—when you‘re the
senior person, so to speak. It never is that way. You always feel like you
gained just as much…Even just the insight into how people younger or
more junior in the organization are experiencing working at our company.
And to understand, you know, what really works well and where the holes
and the gaps are. We develop policy to aid their development. Well,
what‘s working and what‘s not working? That‘s what you can only learn
from talking to people.107
The company places a premium on talking to people, on hearing what is working and
what is not. Mentorship can provide both a formal and informal outlet for these voices
and provides much needed support.
The value of listening—of caring—what is going on with employees is modeled
from the top, demonstrating again that actions speak louder than words. Former CEO
Steve Sanger proved this when he initiated the women‘s program after listening to his
senior women at the Women‘s Leadership Forum. He also exhibited it personally:
I always felt a special relationship with [Steve] because we had worked
together when he was at a more junior time in his career and had gotten to
know each other there. So throughout my career, I‘ve always felt—not
that I was his best friend or anything—that I had a relationship with him.
When I reflect, I probably met with him three times through the most
formative years. It wasn‘t very frequent, but it was such a big deal that
here the CEO of the company knows my name and seems to be interested
enough to invite me out to lunch. You know, that matters. It makes you
feel like, whoa, would I get that in another company? Would they even
know what I was doing?108
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Current CEO Ken Powell continues the tradition of listening and understanding. That
mentorship knows no specific hierarchy proves General Mills is truly invested in
advancement, support, and collaboration.
Sponsorship
While General Mills does not have a formal sponsorship program, there seems to
be widespread commitment to the value that sponsors can have on the careers of its
female employees. Each woman interviewed noted the importance of an advocate in her
career, both in the advancement process and in terms of confidence and support. Even
the smallest demonstration of this support can make all the difference:
It‘s so squishy, but it‘s that people believed in me. That‘s all it is. From
early on people believed in me. From pretty early on—there are junctures
in your career, three years in, six years in, nine years in that are like, is this
really what I want to be doing, is this really what I want to be? Especially
if you can‘t see yourself in the next level or the next level or the next
level, that‘s a big question. I mean really early on I had my boss and his
wife over to dinner and he pulled my husband aside and just talked to him
about how he saw me and what he saw in me. It was a one-minute
conversation; it wasn‘t a big deal, right? But it made a huge difference for
me. At that point, it made a big difference.109
The nature of sponsorship at General Mills seems to be embedded in the culture of the
company. A company driven by innovation, General Mills relies on its human capital
and top talent to drive business results. Sponsorship seems to have grown organically
from this business value—―you get sponsorship through performance or something that
someone you work for sees that they like. There is no other way to get sponsorship.‖110
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By advocating for and pushing employees forward who demonstrate capacity, leaders can
help advance women:
Within a company it was usually a vice president that saw opportunities
that were going to put me in great leadership roles and who assigned me
into those roles and absolutely put me on a vertical learning curve. It was
someone who challenged me…took me in a job that I didn‘t think I had
the skills for—what did I know about R&D strategy?...I didn‘t know what
skills I needed. So it was critical to have those conversations, sponsors,
people to support me and get me into that role.111
The dialogue around female advancement is open and widespread, and the informal
commitment to sponsorship demonstrates that leaders at General Mills have been
consistently finding ways to promote women throughout their ranks even when programs
or direct policies do not exist. Value driven rather than process oriented, General Mills
demonstrates on every level that advancement occurs best when values are put to work.
Networking
Recognizing that different groups within the company have different needs,
General Mills instituted seven Employee Networks to provide networking opportunities,
support, and an open forum for sharing ideas and information. The seven networks are
the: Hispanic Network, Women‘s Forum, South Asian American Network, Betty‘s
Family, Asian American Network, American Indian Council, and Black Champion‘s
Network. Each network encourages relationships and provides the group a voice to
General Mills‘ leadership. With access to leadership, the networks provide important
networking opportunities for individuals with those higher in the organization.
The Women‘s Forum represents a whole-company network for women, while
nearly every business function also offers a woman‘s network. As one woman put it, ―we
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have a very, very developed group of networks for women in our organization.‖112 There
is a woman‘s officer group, women in marketing, women in sales, and more. Each
network hosts events, meetings, and opportunities for women in different functional areas
to network with one another. While these networks are recognized by the women as
important to providing them opportunities and a voice, networking seems to be ingrained
in the culture so much that formalized opportunities are a rarity. Networking is among
the many skills taught in the array of development opportunities through the General
Mills Institute, teaching women to view networking as a strategic part of a career. Many
women felt incredibly networked already, and noticed that the company culture did
wonders for making that just a fact of life at General Mills. As one woman exclaimed,
―I‘m like the Verizon guy…I‘ve got the whole network behind me!‖113
Work-Life Balance
Driven by constant improvement and endeavoring to support the lives of its
employees, General Mills has made enormous strides in supporting the work-life balance
of its employees. One woman explains how this transformation has taken place since her
early choice to go part-time with a child:
It was in the early stages so there was definitely more risk involved for me
and for my superior who granted this. I think he took a little heat from
some of the people he worked with but that‘s what change and opportunity
is about—taking risks that make sense. That helps open the norms for a
lot more people to be doing it now—it gives a lot more flexibility so it‘s
exciting to see how it continues to evolve because I think that will
continue to make us an employer of choice.114
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Since these ―risks,‖ work-life balance has become less a consideration and more a
standard. The various structural elements and policy formulas provide employees the
ability to control their time when life‘s events conflict with work. But it is the cultural
value General Mills places on work-life balance from a variety of perspectives that drives
the acceptability of using these policies, of living the experience, and of embodying the
company‘s overall mission. One woman explains how this mission applies in reality:
When we have our company mission of nourishing lives, it‘s for our
consumers as well as for our employees. Nourishing lives might be being
home with a newborn baby or it might be being in the hospital holding
your mom‘s hand. It‘s real. It‘s not just a little bumper sticker.115
While not all women expressed their understand of General Mills‘ philosophy on
work-life balance in such eloquent—and almost marketable—words, each
explained that there is a constant at General Mills: the whole employee. This
consistency is evident:
I would say that the values are very consistent across the entire leadership.
The importance of knowing the whole person and work-life balance.
Obviously we have to deliver results, but every company has
that…Personalities will vary, but the values and the principles are
consistent.116
Part of the driving force behind this consistency is the family atmosphere of the
company. The family atmosphere is driven from every level of the organization, again
demonstrating that some of General Mills‘ greatest success comes when the leadership
does more than talk about company values—it lives them. Family is in the culture:
And you also see at this company with all these women—we all have
young kids, by the way—in fact, everybody straight up to Ken‘s
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leadership team—everybody‘s got kids. That‘s really important to
shaping the culture of the company.117
With an atmosphere shaped around family, the company recognizes that the needs of an
employee can change. While children may be the classic driver of work-life conflict, the
needs of employees range. What remains is a culturally engrained sense of prioritization:
That was my lesson learned. It‘s not a destination; it changes. It‘s more
what‘s called for now—and being supportive of what people need now. It
might be a maternity leave. It might be a paternity leave for the guys.
That‘s so common here. It could be personal health or a family health
issue. There‘s no shame. There‘s no ‗gosh you must not be a hard
worker‘ guilt put on you. It‘s almost the reverse. If I didn‘t put my family
first it would be like ‗what are you doing here? You need to be home!‘118
The company‘s commitment to balance and wellbeing in its employees‘ lives is evident,
but each woman recognizes that maintaining this value is also her own responsibility.
The company culture seems to avoid engendering feelings of guilt in its employees for
seeking work-life balance. In fact, the women recognized that rather than guilt, General
Mills‘ culture encourages a feeling of independence and comfort. However, peers and
management can only respond to the needs of an employee when he or she makes it clear
what those needs are, and women must ensure to not create their own feelings of guilt:
Half of that is on the individual, and I have certainly found that if you
clearly define what is important to you and what your boundaries are and
you stick to them, the organization will certainly support you on that. But
you have to clearly define it and not feel bad about it. So I had to get over
when my kid was little and at daycare, I was leaving at 4:30 and I was
punching the clock then because he was going to sleep at 6:30. I didn‘t
stay past 4:30 or take meetings past then, I didn‘t waiver on that for 18
months. I was very clear about that and everyone around me knew it and
got it. That‘s what happens. So I could have made myself feel bad about
it that there were still a ton of people around me working or more
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meetings after 4:30. I felt bad for a little while, but then I decided you
know what, this is what matters.119
As General Mills has made enormous strides towards modeling and embodying its
company value of ―nourishing lives,‖ it still faces challenges. One woman recognizes
that this challenge can come, ironically, from the middle:
But it‘s one of those things that when you have support from the top
down and from the bottom up, it‘s in the middle that you sometimes lose
people. Those middle managers may not have been…maybe no one spent
the time with them to tell them why it‘s important or why to bring it to life
or the patience for it.120
However, while these challenges exist, she is exactly right about the importance of
bringing the values and commitment ―to life‖ for all employees at every level of the
organization—especially the managers whose attitudes and beliefs can shape the every
day General Mills experience. As the leadership begins to understand the potential gap in
the middle of its workforce, the company continues to target and improve its policies,
practices, and open forums for discussion.
Volunteering
General Mills‘ mission to ―Nourish Lives‖ permeates all aspects of the company,
including its commitment to the community—locally and in the world at large. As one
woman put it, ―It‘s what you do for the employees, the consumers, and it is also what you
do to give back to the community.‖121 Employees are encouraged to incorporate in their
work-life balance a sense of community responsibility and a chance to align workplace
values with personal values. Recognizing that its employees are more fulfilled and
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balanced when they are engaged members of the community; General Mills provides
many opportunities for its employees to volunteer. The company also models this on a
broader level through expansive Corporate Social Responsibility practices.
One woman notes the ease with which she has been able to participate in this
program:
The General Mills Foundation is large and you pass it when you‘re in our
headquarters—they make it super easy for you to volunteer in the
community in a way that makes sense for you…So if you‘re passionate
about education and supporting teachers and education and volunteering
as a mentor or as a tutor, there‘s a program at General Mills called
―Nourish Students, Nourish Minds.‖…There‘s a global foods program that
gives you an opportunity to work on technical problems for a food
company in a whole other country on the continent of Africa...I volunteer
in that program and several other people do... I‘m sure I could figure out
how to do this on my own, but I wouldn‘t have. It‘s too hard. But now
it‘s as simple as signing up to volunteer and someone calls you.122
The benefits of volunteering can transcend the individual and community; it can
translate to better business. She continues,
And what a great opportunity to understand global business. I don‘t work
in our international division but I know now I would be a little more
prepared for it because I understand how business works in Nairobi a little
bit. I‘ve learned better business management from that volunteer
experience.123
As General Mills built its commitment to gender diversity on a business case, its
continued support of work-life integration and community support furthers the notion that
investing in human capital in a variety of ways can simply mean better business in the
long run.
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The General Mills Foundation works to promote General Mills‘ values while
demonstrating an important commitment to the community. This broad-standing
dedication to external causes mirrors those causes that the company has also committed
to internally, such as gender and cultural diversity, health, education, and culture.
Corporate commitment signals to employees that these values are part of the true culture
of General Mills, not just a set of policies targeted towards employees and bettering the
bottom line. Underlying each of its commitments in the community is a notion that
General Mills is working to share the ―expertise, ideas, and financial resources to build a
better tomorrow.‖124 An emphasis on the future further shows General Mill‘s
understanding that committing to its values is a long-term prospect. For example,
supporting diversity is not just in its hiring and promotion practices, its in finding ways to
support diverse students through school and through college to widen the talent pool and
potential for opportunity. By encouraging employees to live the mission in the
community while simultaneously dedicating over $370 million to community programs
over the past 57 years, General Mills ―nourishes lives‖ in every possible way. This
commitment trickles down through company culture to each employee.
Accountability
Aligning its corporate drive for quantitative goals and measurable results with its
value driven call for diversity, General Mills created a variety of methods of ensuring
accountability for closing the gender gap. General Mills is well known across the
business sphere for its dedication to creating a workplace supportive of women and
diversity overall, creating an environment where the success and failures of its initiatives
124
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remain front and center. The desire to close the gender gap and break the company‘s
perceived ―glass ceiling‖ began at the top under then CEO Steve Sanger. Accountability
practices begin at the highest levels, with checks at every position up the ladder.
Women‘s Leadership Forum
Steve Sanger‘s commitment to women‘s issues began upon hearing about
women‘s needs and experiences at the Women‘s Leadership Forum. This group
continues to provide an important measure of accountability and consistency to the
program. Every year this group of senior-level women meets to discuss critical issues
ranging from identifying future needs to analyzing that year‘s progress. The CEO and
senior management attend this Forum and are thus held accountable directly by the senior
women themselves. Targets are set at this annual meeting, providing strict guidelines for
year ahead. By identifying future needs and continuing to provide a platform for women
to express their experiences to each other and to the leadership, General Mills can
continue to stay in front of its upcoming challenges and opportunities.
Executive Diversity Council and Diversity Department
The Executive Diversity Council and Diversity Department work together to set
and support a strategy for promoting diversity in the organization. Both groups work to
support gender and cultural diversity. The Executive Diversity Council brings together
heads of each function and business in quarterly meetings in order to set strategy and
review progress on that diversity strategy. The Diversity Department is the center of the
business‘s diversity strategy, employing consulting and best practices to various networks
and functions. The department serves as a resource to the individual employee networks,
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providing a conduit to the leadership and a source for accountability. These groups
receive attention from the very top levels of the organization, assuring that the strategy
remains a top priority.
Measurable Goals and Metrics
In addition to the face-to-face accountability to female leadership, clearly
articulated metrics enable General Mills to make targeted improvements towards
increasing the number of women in upper-level positions. The company‘s first ever
female Senior Vice President and Executive Vice President explains how these metrics
have emerged to play an important role over the past 15 years:
One of the things we started getting very serious about maybe 15 years
ago was setting goals and measuring against them. So just as we do with
our values or profits, we set goals and say how many women do we have
at the officer level, director level, manager level? What should our goal
be? And then working towards that with a talent review on a quarterly
basis to see who is the most qualified in different functions…And this is at
the CEO level review. The goals, the progress, and making it part of the
annual objectives…then you make progress. It‘s a nice to do but it‘s a
need to do.125
Metrics and goals enable the company to create accountability at all levels of the
organization. But at General Mills, the strongest promise of accountability has come
from the top office, demonstrating a deep commitment to the issue of women in the
organization. This has continued even as the man in the office has changed. CEO level
review encourages sustained commitment, because
if the leaders of the organization decide this is important, set goals, and
then measure them, that‘s probably the key that is going to make the
difference. They‘re going to find ways to do the how. They‘re going to
make it happen.126
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From the top down through other levels of leadership, General Mills uses a ―diversity
scorecard‖ to track its progress as well as leadership involvement. The scorecard is used
to not only measure progress on women‘s issues, but also issues of multicultural
diversity. The scorecard looks something like this:
FIGURE 4.4
GENERAL MILLS DIVERSITY SCORECARD

SOURCE: BAKER127
As commitment is modeled in the top, channels for accountability trickle down
throughout the organization and are measured in a variety of ways. Ensuring alignment
with the women‘s program isn‘t simply a function of the number of women; it is also
finding ways of evaluating intangibles and how goals are being met:
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Every division will have a year-end close and a mid-year evaluation, and
consistently in those divisions you will hear business results—what we are
doing in our own little house. Each division is like its own company, and
we will talk about what it‘s doing here in the community. A celebration of
people‘s personal and professional accomplishments. That happens in
every division meeting as well as our year end meetings, so it feels like
it‘s got to be pretty consistent. We have leadership values that are
communicated to everyone—these are the values of our company and in
our performance appraisals we‘re rated on our integrity. Are we living the
company values in a way that is responsible?128
In order to track success by providing employees at any level in the organization a voice,
General Mills conducts an annual survey of its employees. This enables the company to
both track its progress on diversity and to emphasize best practices while simultaneously
ensuring a consistent feel for the pulse of the entire workforce. Furthermore, external
surveys provide an external source of accountability and measurement, shedding light on
major needs and major successes over the past year. Embracing change and continual
improvement, General Mills uses its metrics to continue to adapt.
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CHAPTER V
CASE STUDY ANALYSIS
Program History
While extremely different programs, the initiatives at Deloitte and General Mills
grew out of a similar recognition: not enough women were in the upper ranks of the
company. Both companies had CEOs who were extremely and openly committed to
beginning an initiative to increase the number of women in higher ranks while creating a
more supportive, open culture. Each company worked to develop and articulate the
business case for such a program. Because Deloitte and General Mills are so different,
the business case was unique in each company. For Deloitte the sheer cost of turnover
alone was costing the company millions. For General Mills, with a customer base mainly
consisting of women, the need for a reflective employee and leadership base was more
than clear. But underlying each company‘s case was that supporting, retaining, and
advancing women is good for business. As the business case unfolded and as the CEOs
gathered support, success continued to unfold and the programs continued to expand.
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By the Numbers
TABLE 5.1
CROSS-CASE STATISTICS ON WOMEN
Category

Deloitte

General
Mills
~17,000
40%
41%

Number of employees
~40,000
Percentage women
44%
Women managers, senior managers, and
36%
corporate executives
Women partners, principals, and directors
23%
N/A
Women hired in professional positions
N/A
54%
Women among top earners
26%
40%
Women on board of directors
29%
36%
Women corporate executive hires in 2009
17%
50%
Women participating in management or
7%
4%
leadership training *
Women participating in formalized
6%
13%
executive succession planning last year*
Women promoted last year who utilized a
21%
27%
formal flexible work arrangement*
Do formal compensation policies reward
Yes
Yes
managers who help women advance?
*(as a percentage of total female workforce)

Difference
D +23,000
D +4%
GM +5%
N/A
N/A
GM+ 14%
GM +7%
GM +33%
D +3%
GM + 7%
GM + 6%
N/A

SOURCE: WORKING MOTHER MAGAZINE1
In terms of numbers, General Mills appears to have achieved more success in its
achievements toward breaking the ―glass ceiling.‖ Deloitte outpaces General Mills in
three of nine categories: number of employees (by 23,000), the percent of women in the
company (by four percent), and the percentage of women as a percentage of the total
female workforce participating in management or leadership training (by three percent).
General Mills outperforms Deloitte in all other six categories available for comparison.

1

Working Mother Magazine, ―2010 Working Mothers 100 Best Companies.‖
http://www.workingmother.com/BestCompanies/node/7818/list
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Most noticeably, General Mills has a staggeringly higher percentage in four crucial
categories: female corporate executive hires (by 33 percent), percentage of women
among top earners (by 14 percent), women on the board of directors (by seven percent),
and women managers, senior managers, and corporate executives (by five percent).
These numbers are especially important, as they most strongly relate to female executive
advancement. The women among top earners category is perhaps the most enlightening,
as General Mills proves that with 40 percent of top earners being women, the company is
putting its money ―where its mouth is‖ and showing in action, not in words, the parity
between men and women. While not 50 percent, the number is extremely high compared
to most other companies.
Program Structure
Perhaps the largest difference between the Deloitte and General Mills‘ programs
is their structural foundations. Over the course of its Women‘s Initiative, Deloitte
developed and instituted a plethora of structural processes. After trial and error and
piloting programs, the Mass Career Customization (MCC) framework was implemented,
providing a comprehensive structure for flexibility and work-life balance. MCC provides
Deloitte employees and managers a formalized method of navigating different life stages
and employee needs. With a specific process in place, managers and employees not only
must have a discussion about upcoming schedule and work-related contributions; they
feel comfortable doing so. The program provides a clear, consistent vocabulary and a
uniform model through which to make individualized work-life decisions.
Unlike the formal, consistent processes of MCC, General Mills offers a vast array
of flexible work arrangements and unique, individualized options for work-life flexibility.
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Participation in this program is significant: 57 percent of employees flexed their
schedules in 2009.2 There are some popular forms of these schedules, but for the most
part they are non-―cookie cutter,‖ pre-defined arrangements like those at Deloitte.3 A
flexibility manager and diversity department help coordinate the flexible work
arrangements for employees, and managers and supervisors help facilitate conversations.
The General Mills model embodies more of a ―work redesign‖ philosophy, in which
flexibility is just part of the job.4 The flexibility options at General Mills are founded in
the values of employee loyalty, lifelong employment, and the ―whole person.‖ Heavily
based in the company‘s culture and values, individual agency and experience drives the
flexibility programming.
The differences between the two companies‘ approaches—Deloitte as process
driven and General Mills as values driven—create extremely different implementation
schemes and vocabularies. However, both seem to achieve impressive results. General
Mills‘ usage of their policies is higher, but as Deloitte‘s Mass Career Customization
program is expanded and becomes more normalized, expectations for usage are high.
The differences in approaches suggest a fundamental difference in company atmosphere
and cultures, demonstrating an overall flexibility available for companies to find the
model that works best for them.
While the two companies structure their work-flexibility models very differently,
both are embedded in similar philosophies and generate similar results. In both

2

Working Mother Magazine, ―2009 Working Mothers 100 Best Companies.‖
http://www.workingmother.com/BestCompanies/node/7818/list
3

Interview Respondent #9.

4

General Mills, ―Diversity.‖ http://www.generalmills.com/diversity
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companies, employees must be performing at high levels to be eligible for flexible
arrangements. Deloitte has a more systemized application process with specific
performance standards, but both believe strongly that flexible arrangements are a manner
of achieving better business results; therefore, employees must have demonstrated
capacity to work in more unusual circumstances. Both companies work to ensure that the
opportunities are available to both men and women and are viewed as an employee
opportunity, not just as a female policy. General Mills appears to have a stronger culture
around flexible work for its men than Deloitte, but the MCC model ensures that all
employees are having conversations about their career paths and needs. Each company
believes in the loyalty engendered by flexibility options, and both are seeing continual
increase in usage of such policies.
Professional Development
Deloitte and General Mills maintain robust professional development programs
for all of their employees, but both companies articulate a need for women to have access
to additional opportunities. At both companies, this recognition emerged as it became
clear that women have different needs and that women navigate the corporate
environment differently than their male counterparts. Further, as women encountered
obstacles, professional development offered an important opportunity for the companies
to provide those women tools for overcoming difficulties while strengthening their onthe-job skills that are required for promotion. As the promotion literature suggests,
experience, training, and exposure are critical elements in moving any employee
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forward.5 Deloitte and General Mills use professional development as just one avenue for
providing women with experience, training, and exposure.
Through the General Mills Institute at General Mills and through a specific
professional development path very clearly articulated by career stage, both companies
have expansive, integrated programs for encouraging women to not only be better at their
jobs, but more prepared for promotion. While the General Mills Institute is an enormous
and visible component of General Mills‘ culture, Deloitte‘s professional development
structure provides more targeted opportunities for women. Further, these opportunities
provide a clear path for advancement, as the programs are specifically designed for each
step on the path to promotion. That General Mills‘ programs are enfolded among all
other professional development opportunities reflects its entire corporate culture. While
based on different philosophies, both companies garner support and success from offering
their female employees specific training opportunities for career success and
advancement.
Sabbaticals
Just as their flexible work policies demonstrate a commitment to long-term
careers for their employees, Deloitte and General Mills‘ sabbatical programs signify that
the companies believe strongly in their talent. This belief runs so deeply that they are
willing to allow employees to pursue personal matters for extended periods of time when
flexibility is no longer enough. Both programs are formalized, and while both require

5

Judith G. Oakley, ―Gender-Based Barriers to Senior Management Positions: Understanding the
Scarcity of Female CEOs‖ Journal of Business Ethics, 27, no. 4 (2000): 321-334.
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employees to be high performers and have specific time constraints, the sabbatical
programs enable employees to pursue a wide range of life opportunities.
External Initiative Work
As a consulting practice that has developed its WIN program into an exportable,
replicable model, Deloitte stands out. General Mills works entirely internally, creating
and expanding programs as needs emerge. Because Deloitte has an external ―face‖ to its
program, it has a much more coherent framework and much more available information.
The corporate environment at Deloitte was an important driving factor behind the
structural framework created for WIN, but the desire to export the success in both a
consulting and client-facing way has provided Deloitte the unique impetus to articulate its
strategy in a coherent manner. Moreover, the program demonstrates to Deloitte
employees, clients, and the public that the company‘s commitment to advancing women
does not stop in human resources. General Mills represents this in its client work and in
programs like its supplier diversity program; however, the initiative consists of very few
external elements. Again, both methods have their advantages, providing each company
its own measure of autonomy and accountability.
Culture
Deloitte and General Mills each approached cultural shifts in their workplaces
differently. Deloitte built its culture around a strong process and structure; General Mills
articulated its values and emboldened its culture, creating processes and structures that
complement that culture. Each model has a strong basis in the individual company‘s
characteristics and leadership philosophy, but each fundamentally changed the
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company‘s culture in positive ways. Culturally, both companies are revered for the
substantial progress made in creating an environment of inclusion and support wherein
employees can thrive both professionally and personally.
Stereotypes
Stereotypes have been a potent force in the existence of the ―glass ceiling,‖
preventing women from ascending in scenarios where perceptions and preconceived
notions override individual behaviors. These stereotypes offer an important place for
companies to intercede and contribute to a more open and supportive company culture.
Deloitte and General Mills managed to address fundamental stereotypes in their
organizations through a variety of mechanisms, ranging from specific training programs
such as Deloitte‘s ―Men and Women as Colleagues‖ to General Mills‘ deeply embedded
values. Neither company has or probably can achieve perfection in this arena—
individuals and their preexisting stereotypes are impossible to address at the corporate
level in every case, yet both companies have created overarching cultures in which these
stereotypes are not embedded corporately.
In Deloitte‘s early use of specific training programs to combat stereotypes and
misperceptions directly, the company directly impacted the ―white noise‖ women often
face by bringing it to the forefront of conversation.6 The seminar aimed to address the
two parts of group stereotypes—that men and women are different and that all women are
the same7—and teach all employees that every individual is different and a culture of
6

Belle Rose Ragins, ―Gender Gap in the Executive Suite: CEOs and Female Executives Report on
Breaking the Glass Ceiling,‖ The Academy of Management Executive 12, no. 1 (1998): 28-42.
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openness, communication, and getting rid of all assumptions is critical to the workplace.
Every employee went through this training, which helped instigate a cultural shift that
remains today—the company values that no assumptions can be made about any one
employee‘s needs, wants, or life circumstances. Moreover, Mass Career Customization
provided Deloitte the impetus to challenge the commitment stereotype by including every
employee in the conversation about her or his MCC profile and outside life
circumstances. Thus, by helping to change the traditional work paradigm within
Deloitte‘s four walls for both male and female employees, the company openly and
successfully helped combat gendered stereotypes.
Unlike Deloitte‘s targeted method of addressing stereotypes through its training
programs, General Mills has achieved similar success through much more inadvertent,
yet potent, forces: modeling and values. After having more women in leadership roles
who simply exhibited the lifestyle and values that undermine certain stereotypes of
women, women at General Mills noticed certain stereotypes simply began to fall away.
As the priority of bringing more women up through the ranks is communicated at all
levels of the organization, the leadership‘s commitment further helps prevent stereotypes.
Most importantly at General Mills, however, is the clearly articulated value structure of
the company. Families come first. Great business is absolutely critical, but does not
need to come at the expense of employees‘ personal priorities. As employees are
―brought up‖ in the values of the company, stereotypes either disappear or do not form,
enabling an open culture of support and individuality. Perhaps the strongest indicator of
General Mills‘ success in imbuing the corporate environment with strong values and not
accepting stereotypes is the notion that stereotypes are simply nonexistent. Women in
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leadership and female capability are simply facts. Normalcy at General Mills is a lacking
of stereotypes.
Career Encouragement
Mentorship
Just as the literature suggests, the power of mentorship on the women at both
Deloitte and General Mills is incredible. Reflecting the conflict in the literature,8 women
from both companies cited important mentoring relationships with both men and women,
noting that individual experiences were more powerful than any patterned gender
relationship. However, every woman noted that both informal and formal mentoring
relationships were critical to her career advancement, both in terms of navigating the
company with specific information as well as support in finding work-life balance. Both
Deloitte and General Mills have robust mentorship programs for women, and both seem
to foster environments in which many fruitful, informal relationships develop organically.
Interestingly, while Deloitte tends to be more process-oriented in its WIN
programs than General Mills, Deloitte offers fewer formalized programs, focusing instead
on a more informal environment in which relationships are voluntary but encouraged. As
with many of its programs, regional opportunities are offered throughout various business
functions. Performance-based relationships (counselors) are required, and most women
are involved in mentoring relationships.

8

John Sosik and Veronica Godshalk, ―The role of gender in mentoring: Implications for
diversified and homogenous mentoring relationships,‖ Journal of Vocational Behavior 57, no. 1 (2000):
102-122.
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General Mills, on the other hand, has an extremely robust and codified mentorship
program. Mentorship is perhaps one of its most developed programs, ranging in types of
relationships targeted to specific employee populations to address certain cultural issues.
Women at various levels have required mentorship relationships, and various business
functions have formalized programs. Mentorship programs are widespread and variant,
and participation is deeply engrained in General Mills‘ culture. Informal relationships
are also widespread, but the immense participation of all employees in mentorship
programs—men and women both—creates a culture in which support and open
communication is not merely suggested, it is mandated.
Sponsorship
While professional development opportunities provide women the chance to hone
their functional and leadership skills, enabling them to be more prepared for
advancement, many women still face the obstacle of receiving riskier ―stretch‖
assignments.9 Both Deloitte and General Mills have codified mechanisms of challenging
and pushing female leaders, and a culture of sponsorship represents their strongest
method of providing women the opportunity to be promoted to riskier assignments and
executive levels. Women at both companies reaffirmed the importance of sponsors in
their own careers, as these sponsors provided women with a voice and an ally in the
executive suite where gender often plays an important role.
Sponsorship helps advance women into those assignments and roles that are
necessary steps towards executive advancement, and it also provides an actionable means

9

Marian Ruderman, Patricia Ohlott, and Kathy Kram, Managerial promotion: The dynamics for
men and women (Greensboro, NC: Center for Creative Leadership, 1996).
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toward dismantling the ―old boys network‖ and the perks associated with it.10 It is in this
network that men can use relationships to their advantage in the workplace, and
sponsorship—while obviously based on talent and ability—provides women the
opportunity to gain similar advantages and support. Moreover, sponsorship programs
and opportunities enable women to learn how to use work relationships in a more
transactional way. Deloitte and General Mills each recognize the power of sponsorship
in shifting gendered relationships in the workplace.
Networking
The ―old boys network‖ is not only addressed through sponsorship programs, but
also through networking programs. While formalized networking opportunities could
never fully supplant the power of informal networks, especially long-term gendered ones,
the networking programs at both companies provide women with opportunities to gain
access to relationships among each other, among peer groups, and with leadership. Both
companies further rely on the message sent by such programs—that relationships in the
workplace are important for every employee to help them navigate their companies. The
literature notes the importance of networking opportunities for women in the workplace,
as a system for support, strategic information, task advice, and buy in.11 Women at both
companies noted how various networking opportunities can provide each of these
benefits in different situations. For example, by using WIN‘s networking programs to sit
women down and explain openly and directly the systems in organizational structure for
succession planning or partnership, Deloitte ensures that women have access to the same
10
11
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strategic information as men often do through more informal networks. By beginning
with formalized programs, both companies found success in resulting informal structures
that many women experience on a more day-to-day basis.
Each company employs its networking opportunities in vastly different ways.
Deloitte structures its networking opportunities within WIN and on more regional and
local levels. This programming enables Deloitte to use networking in a very functional
way—to create relationships that are meaningful and useful for women in their daily
workplace and careers. Moreover, with over 400 programs in WIN each year, there are a
variety of contexts in which women can meet each other, meet with leadership, and create
relationships organically. Programs take on a variety of forms, ranging from those that
provide women with more social support and others that are specifically targeted at
creating channels for sharing strategic information. Networking opportunities are
universally recognized as a critical component of business and corporate success, creating
a significant amount of buy-in for all employees, especially women.
General Mills maintains a much more structured networking program, with
employee networks for each of its minority groups as well as networks within specific
functional groups and categories. Each of these networks maintains a significant amount
of autonomy, allowing highly specialized information to flow and relationships to form.
Women from across the organization view their membership in these employee networks
as a critical component of their corporate identity, and these networks act as a nexus for
conversation, information flow, and relationships in the organization. In such a large
organization, the specialized groups provide a ―home‖ of sorts for employees to form
relationships and to navigate the General Mills workplace. With a headquartered
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environment, these networks provide a very centralized networking opportunities, and
upwards of 40 percent of General Mills‘ manufacturing plants also maintain women‘s
networks to enable more localized inclusion.
Work-Life Balance
Work-life balance at both companies is intimately tied to their flexible work
programs, yet while women at both companies feel supported and mostly well balanced,
the ways in which each company maintains work-life balance are extremely different.
An environment of support and openness at Deloitte stems from the
implementation of Mass Career Customization and structural programs that enable
women to maintain harmony between their work and personal lives. Through MCC and
continued support from the upper ranks of the company, Deloitte has found a way to
ensure cultural buy-in for its work-life balance policies. The literature suggests that most
companies‘ major downfalls come when the policies are left without cultural backing.12
Within MCC and within the long-term framework of WIN, Deloitte has managed to find
a way to generate cultural support around structural policies, providing women the ability
to truly take advantage of available work-life policy. Moreover, by promoting many
women out of flexible work arrangements at various points in their personal lives,
Deloitte demonstrates actionable commitment to its values, engendering a cultural
acceptance of work-life balance at many levels throughout the organization.
General Mills finds many of the same outcomes as Deloitte, but began first by
articulating values and molding its structural policies around those values. By living its
mission of ―Nourishing Lives‖ in all ways, General Mills engendered a commitment to
12
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work-life balance and the ―whole employee‖ throughout all levels of the organization.
The company articulates clear values and acts on them, creating an open environment for
communication and prioritization of life and family amidst an environment of productive
and successful business. Moreover, the company has created work-life balance in a
variety of contexts, not just in flexible work arrangements. Through volunteering or
healthy life opportunities, General Mills proves to its employees that their values and
company values can align in important and meaningful ways. The policies form around
these values, granting them legitimacy from the start.
Accountability
Both Deloitte and General Mills support their common mission with a clear
structure for accountability. Rather than simply talking about a commitment to
supporting and advancing women, these companies internally created mechanisms to
ensure they would be held accountable for their success and progress—both internally
and externally. Each company touted its accountability measures as proof of their
commitment and as a demonstration of the means necessary to ensure sustained
engagement despite the many other priorities that can surface over time. Moreover, the
accountability procedures were some of the first practices each company undertook in
their respective women‘s initiatives. The prioritization of accountability from the start
was a fundamental aspect of each company‘s success.
The two companies‘ methods for accountability are nearly identical. Both provide
direct access between female leadership and the top leadership and CEO—Deloitte
during its annual meeting of the female partners and General Mills at it annual Women‘s
Leadership Forum. WIN leaders at Deloitte and top leaders at General Mills report
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regularly to the CEO on progress in women‘s initiatives and programming. Specific and
measurable goals for supporting and advancing women are outlined at both companies,
and each company employs a specific process of data collection at every level of the
organization. Deloitte maintains a separate staff for WIN and General Mills has a distinct
Executive Diversity Council and diversity department under which the women‘s initiative
is housed and staffed. General Mills also employs a specific Flexibility Manager for
flexible work arrangement policy. Together Deloitte and General Mills model
successful tactics for ensuring adherence to specific goals.
Despite their similarities, each company maintains certain unique processes for
accountability. Deloitte finds additional incentive to meet its targets by having an
External Advisory Council that is filled entirely with non-Deloitte women. This council
is specially tasked to ask the hard questions, push the organization, and hold leaders‘ feet
to the fire. This council is especially unique and a point of pride for the Deloitte‘s
Women‘s Initiative. General Mills conducts frequent surveys of its employees and
women in order to track opinions and experiences and an ongoing basis. This data
constantly provides General Mills the information necessary to adjust its programming to
be more successful.
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TABLE 5.2
CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS
Category
Flexible Work
Arrangements

Professional
Development
Culture

Stereotypes

Mentorship

Sponsorship

Networking

Work-Life
Balance

Accountability

Deloitte
Mass Career Customization (MCC) provides a
systemized process of adjusting one‘s work
schedule at varying life points. A common
vocabulary, form, and model create consistency
amid extremely unique life circumstances.
Specific professional development
opportunities exist at every level and for
women in particular, providing relevant and
necessary information for every position.
As the number of women grows and as more
people interact with WIN and MCC, the culture
of support and acceptance has grown around
the program structure and mission.
The ―Men and Women As Colleagues‖ and
―Women As Buyers‖ training programs had
great impact on assumptions. MCC enabled
different ways to think about work flexibility to
dispel stereotypes about work commitment.
Mentoring opportunities abound, providing
many chances for relationships without
programmatic strictness. From online databases
to regional programs to required counselors,
Deloitte provides every chance for its women
to find mentors that fit their needs.
Capitalizing on its research with the Center for
Work-Life Policy, Deloitte is creating
structured methods of connecting women to
sponsors and training women on strategic
relationship development. Leaders‘
commitment to sponsorship provides a model
for all employees and leaders to follow
Local offices and regional WIN groups host
many events throughout the year while national
WIN programs provide training about
networking as well as access to how careers are
built, enabling women the knowledge many
men find through informal networks.
Support and balance comes from a wide
acceptance of flexible options through MCC
and the common vocabulary has ensured the
organic growth of a culture of balance around
the programs.
The line of accountability goes straight to the
top: WIN leaders report directly to the CEO
and an External Advisory Board holds the
company responsible to meeting its goals and
targets. Metrics are monitored at every level of
the organization.

General Mills
A vast network of flexible work arrangements
provide individualized options, no matter the
life circumstance. Some consistent options are
available, but options are negotiated on an
individual case-by-case basis.
The General Mills Institute provides the
breadth and depth of opportunities that make
―professional development‖ nothing out of the
ordinary…just part of the job.
General Mills maintains a culture based in
clearly communicated values. Everything
comes back to values, driving a culture of
inclusion and support.
With clearly articulated values and widespread
acceptance of different lifestyles, stereotypes
fell away through modeling by leadership. The
deeply engrained value structure keeps
stereotypes at bay.
An extremely robust program, mentorship at
General Mills is a job requirement. Various
position types and groups in the company have
targeted mentorship opportunities to address
unique needs and experiences. Everyone has a
mentor from day one.
While informal, commitment to sponsorship
seems to trickle from the very top throughout
the organization. The company openly commits
to human capital and performance—
sponsorship is a natural outcome, and one that
cycles as each employee discovers its impact
on her career.
Seven employee networks and myriad
women‘s networks provide formal networking
opportunities for support within groups. Their
direct interaction with leadership provides a
voice and chance to network and build strategic
relationships.
Driven by its mission to ―Nourish Lives‖ for its
customers, its employees, and the community,
General Mills consistently commits to the
―whole employee‖ and her values. Families are
top priorities, a fact modeled from the top.
With checks at every position up the ladder,
accountability starts from the bottom and
moves to the very top for CEO level review.
Surveys, the Diversity Scorecard, and metrics
enable progress tracking and strict
accountability.
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Emergent Themes
Analysis of the two cases yielded five common themes that underlie both Deloitte
and General Mills‘ successes as leaders in the corporate environment for supporting and
advancing executive women. These five themes include: women‘s initiatives are better
for business; actions speak louder than words; accountability is critical; CEO level
advocacy is a must; and continual improvement drives success.
Better for Business
Behind nearly every value statement or program justification, both Deloitte and
General Mills reasoned with a business case. Both companies used business rationale to
garner support, develop programs, and drive change.
Actions Speak Louder Than Words
As every woman recounted her experience in her respective company, she noted
that her most influential experiences came upon noticing that the language around the
women‘s initiative was more than just words: it was made to happen. The mission of the
women‘s initiatives surfaced to the women themselves when it was brought to life by a
manager, a peer, or top leadership. The crafted vocabularies and policies at each
company were adopted and used when the commitment had previously and transparently
been demonstrated.
Accountability Is Critical
Without holding themselves accountable, neither General Mills nor Deloitte
would have nearly the success they have to date in their women‘s initiatives.
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Accountability mechanisms drive change in a very tangible way, and ensure the
companies are kept on track even when other priorities are added to the agenda.
CEO-Level Advocacy
At both companies, the anecdotal ―inception‖ of the women‘s initiatives began
with the commitment and decision of male CEOs. Their continued involvement in the
issue, ranging from full participation in flexible work arrangements or a ―family first‖
ethic to open reporting and accountability mechanisms, represents to the women in the
companies that their support, retention, and advancement is a top priority. The CEOlevel support also helps maintain consistency across the organization and ensures that
even when times get tough or other priorities surface, the women‘s initiative is not to be
sacrificed.
Continual Improvement
Deloitte and General Mills have reached their respective levels of success due to
their sustained commitment, continued improvement and adaptability, and desire to be
the best in their industries and in supporting and advancing women. As circumstances
and context change, both companies work to better serve their women. New issues arise,
strategies do not work out, and needs change. Both Deloitte and General Mills embrace
change and are never satisfied with improvement: they work for perfection. This value
permeates all elements of the women‘s initiatives and is a critical component of reaching
goals in advancing women.

CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION
This thesis explored the structural and cultural strategies that are most successful
at advancing executive women in the corporate workforce. The conclusions are drawn
from two case studies of companies that are universally recognized for their commitment
to women: Deloitte and General Mills. The case studies included interviews with five
senior women from each company as well as internal and published data and information.
Much literature exists regarding barriers women face in the workplace, but very little
exists on the strategies that help mitigate those obstacles. This study contributes to a
small, but growing literature on best practices corporations can employ to propel their
businesses forward in female executive advancement.
The literature1 suggests that the corporate environment and thus corporate
strategies can be broken down into two categories: structural and cultural. Within these
categories are important elements. Structure includes retention and promotion while
culture incorporates stereotypes, career encouragement and development, and work-life
balance.2 Both case studies affirmed these categories, providing insight into the policies
and practices of each Deloitte and General Mills to address either barriers or nonexistent
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opportunities in each category. The literature helps provide a structure for understanding
the major obstacles women face as well as the major realms for change. There is much
research as to the fact that women are not advancing, and as to many of the reasons as to
why this is the case. This thesis contributes to the literature by shedding light on how
companies can affect change in advancing women and why these methods are most
effective.
Both companies‘ structural programming center around their work-life balance
and professional development policies, creating an environment that women can thrive in
over the long term. The long-term balance provided by these strategies promotes a high
level of job satisfaction and thus retention, allowing women to remain in the workforce
despite their conflicting life responsibilities and be promoted to higher ranks. Robust
professional development programs at both Deloitte and General Mills provide women
skills and information to be successful in their jobs, awareness of unique issues facing
women, and increased eligibility for promotions. Structural policies were extremely
important of both companies‘ programs; however, Deloitte used its strong structure to
mold its culture. A process based company as consultants and accountants, Deloitte
played to its strengths by developing a usable and scalable process that could help
instigate the cultural changes needed to support women and their choices. Further,
Deloitte operates out of many offices, creating a dispersed employee network. By
developing a strong structure and process, Deloitte enhanced its capacity to be
implementable and scalable no matter the office.
Alternatively, General Mills developed its program in the opposite direction.
Using company values, General Mills addressed the cultural forces needed to propel and
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support women first and then shaped its structure and programs. With a large
headquarters, the cultural approach allowed General Mills to centralize its values and
culture, letting it trickle-down through the organization organically. In offices outside of
headquarters, General Mills exported its structural programs and seemed to successfully
translate its culture. Strong programs in addressing stereotypes, both naturally and
programmatically like Deloitte‘s ―Men and Women As Colleagues‖ and ―Women as
Buyers‖ programs create an open culture of inclusion. Career-encouraging practices like
mentorship, sponsorship, and networking are paramount at both organizations,
connecting women to each other and to leaders, forming a culture of support. Formal and
informal and local and regional opportunities abound for each category.
Each company employed an extremely structured accountability process, ensuring
that goals were both created and met. Deloitte‘s External Advisory Council created a
sense of external responsibility and accountability—airing one‘s successes and failures
publically becomes a powerful impetus for change. General Mills‘ Women‘s Leadership
Forum generated a direct line between the CEO and upper leadership and the women
themselves, keeping the company committed, the values clear, and the lines of
communication open. Both companies ensure continued engagement of the CEO in their
initiatives by maintaining direct reporting processes to the CEO multiple times a year.
With WIN for Deloitte and the diversity department for General Mills, both companies
maintain their own offices and staffs in administering and evaluating their programs.
Solid accountability structures ensure sustained commitment.
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Overall, five major themes emerged in the cross-case study analysis:
1. Better for Business
2. Actions Speak Louder Than Words
3. Accountability is Critical
4. CEO Level Advocacy
5. Continual Improvement
Deloitte and General Mills provide powerful models for how a company can go
about fundamentally changing an organization to achieve gender diversity. Together,
their similarities and differences provide something even more powerful: proof that no
matter a company‘s industry, size, structure, or culture, breaking the ―glass ceiling‖
internally is possible. The nobility in the cause is evident. Deloitte, General Mills, and
other companies working towards this change are pursuing an extremely difficult goal,
and encountering obstacles and institutional inertia every step of the way. But as one
woman said, ―the proof is in the pudding.‖3 The numbers speak for themselves. Whether
creating and following a strict recipe like Deloitte or cooking intuitively like General
Mills, getting results requires adjustments, occasional failure, and sustained commitment
to the end product. After much analysis, the best practical strategies—or recipe—any
company can follow to advance, retain, and support executive women should include
these very basic ingredients:

3
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1. A clearly articulated and uniquely framed business case
The research is out there. More women in executive positions are better for
business. The reasons vary from female leadership style,4 to cost of turnover,5 to an
enlarged pool of talent.6 The ability of the leadership team to communicate this fact—
that it‘s not just an anecdotal issue; it‘s a matter of the bottom line. In addition to
providing the company with the context of the business case for its women‘s initiative, it
must tailor the case to the company‘s individual experience. For General Mills it was a
matter of its customer base being majority female. For Deloitte, the cost of turnover
alone was crippling, and the company‘s clients wanted consultant and auditing teams that
matched their customer base. Whatever a company‘s unique industry, demographics,
product make up, or environment, articulating the business case for that company to
commit to advancing executive women is the first and necessary step towards achieving
results.
2. Task force to analyze the company‘s unique position
Deloitte began its Women‘s Initiative with a taskforce that delved deeply into the
company‘s numbers and structure to understand the exact nature of the problem. This
taskforce enabled the company to understand those aspects of Deloitte that needed to be
changed, and demonstrated the unique opportunities available. Moreover, the taskforce
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provided the starting point—measurements from which to check all future progress. The
results from the task force were instrumental not only in crafting the initiative itself, but
in getting leaders and employees on board. Businesses are numbers based. Just as the
business case for making such changes is critical to outlining the exact financial and
effectiveness reasons of a women‘s initiative, a task force can analytically evaluate the
present situation and future needs. While General Mills managed to affect major change
without such a task force, companies undertaking an initiative now would be served well
by doing their due diligence. Every company faces unique challenges. Consultants or an
internal task force could illuminate these challenges, enabling internal leadership to craft
an integrated strategy.
3. Commitment from the top leadership, including the CEO
Both Deloitte and General Mills began with an open commitment from their
CEOs to crack the ―glass ceiling‖ in their respective companies. When CEOs and the top
leadership team are on board and are vocal and present advocates of advancing women,
the entire firm understands it is a top priority. Values trickle down and accountability is
maintained at the highest level. As top leadership dictates the allocation of resources and
time, its unyielding commitment to advancing women is critical. While individuals in the
leadership team can change, sustained dedication at the top ensures institutional memory.
Deloitte and General Mills have transitioned through other CEOs and other top leadership
throughout their women‘s initiatives, yet the leadership remains a strong advocate of the
women‘s initiative. This transfer is critical and ensures a long-term success for a
women‘s initiative.
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4. An integrated strategy and a connected network of policies, practices, and values
If Deloitte and General Mills exhibited anything in their women‘s initiatives, it is
that advancing women is so much more than a human resources issue. As Strategic
Resource Management Theory (SHRM) suggests, success in achieving a workforce
strategy for women requires an integrated plan between human resource and larger
business goals and practices.7 Both companies demonstrated how critical SHRM
practices are in designing a women‘s initiative. It is more than a piecemeal selection of
programs aimed at an end goal. Success for both of these companies stemmed from the
strategic foundation in their initiatives. Arrived at in completely different ways, each
company created a vast network of connected programs that work together to affect
change within the organization.
For Deloitte, providing the initiative a name (WIN) and providing an umbrella
under which to house each of the programs was a powerful tactic. The name makes it
easy to talk about; it indicates the program is a priority and is not going away. However,
General Mills‘ program is just as strategic and holistic, but the fact it lacks a name might
provide it a level of power as well. Without a name, the chance for it to be pigeonholed,
isolated, or marginalized is much smaller. Though it lacks a name, every employee is
aware of the programming, suggesting that its lacking title enables all employees to
participate in its opportunities freely. It provides a level of adaptability over time as
focus on women‘s issues expands to include diversity and lifestyle issues as well.
Whether the integrated strategy has a name or a specific mission such as Deloitte‘s,
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consistency among the values, goals, and practices is a necessary element of a successful
push for advancing female executives.
5. Open streams of communication
Steve Sanger began his mission to break down the ―glass ceiling‖ at General Mills
after a meaningful dialogue with his female leadership. Since that time, General Mills
has remained committed to fostering open communication among employees, company
leadership, and the CEO. Through employee networks, the Women‘s Leadership Forum,
and everyday interactions, the lines of communication are open. This meaningful and
honest dialogue empowers women with a voice in change and the direction the company
takes. Further, by keeping lines of communication open, the company can make more
informed decisions about its future and about its decisions. These decisions can reflect
need rather than a paternalistic perspective of what is needed. Open streams of
communication can occur among employees as well. As communication is a value that is
clearly and constantly articulated and upheld, employees feel a sense of openness with
each other that can foster a greater sense of support and a more inclusive culture. At
both Deloitte and General Mills, each woman noted the importance of open
communication about lifestyle decisions in increasing comfort levels and redefining
cultural norms. Without open streams of communication, it becomes increasingly
difficult for change to move three-dimensionally and for values to trickle throughout the
organization.
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6. Inclusivity
A women‘s initiative cannot be isolated to women. In order to achieve the
cultural inclusion necessary or to have policies utilized, the company must get men on
board from the beginning. This enables the company a level of agility and adaptability to
change as employee demands shift, while ensuring that women receive open support
rather than resentment. Both companies benefited, ironically, from having male CEOs as
the nucleus of dedication. Men immediately knew at both companies this was more than
a women‘s issue, and each company explicitly worked to bring men into the fold. Every
employee must feel comfortable expecting balance and support, and everyone must
understand the importance of such an initiative. When men in leadership positions
openly commit to the issue and model the lifestyle and cultural values of the company‘s
women‘s initiative, success is much more likely. Values are modeled from the top and
from the leadership. Men and women and diverse groups alike must be included.
7. A common vocabulary
Words demonstrate values. When employees and leadership share a common
vocabulary regarding both the company‘s values and programs, it generates a common
understanding. The vocabulary provides the impetus for individuals to have necessary
conversations regarding their work-life balance and their needs in the work place. By
knowing everyone is on the same page, employees feel more comfortable utilizing
available policies and supporting one another. Having the terms and words to frame the
discussion is paramount, as women can then know how to ask for what they need.
Communication is paramount to achieving success in a women‘s initiative, and a
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common vocabulary makes that communication both easier and more meaningful. When
the language exists, values can become an inescapable part of company culture.
8. Embracing change and continual improvement
Even as goals are met or exceeded, the mark of Deloitte and General Mills‘
successes stem from their continued commitment to improvement, change, and an
attitude of ―it‘s never enough.‖ Each company strives for the ideal—of perfect balance
and nonexistent obstacles for any employee, especially women, to reach their fullest
potential. As perfection is impossible, each company continues to push, continues to
adapt and react to obstacles, and continues to innovate in its methods. Many companies
find such a program to be extremely difficult. It is. In their push for continual
improvement, Deloitte and General Mills have managed to sustain their commitment
even as the rubber hits the road. Their words and their actions align. Neither success nor
failure pushes this priority off either company‘s agenda.
9. Long-term perspective of employment
Put simply, advancement is impossible without retention. Companies committed
to retaining employees over the long-term find a larger pool of talent from which to draw,
fewer costs associated with turnover, and perhaps most importantly, an inoculated
company culture that perpetuates itself over time. Programs such as flexible work
arrangements, sabbaticals, professional development, or sponsorship all demonstrate a
commitment to investing in employees. By framing employment in terms of a lifecourse,8 long-term path, companies accrue both loyalty and a high return on their
8
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investment in employees. Without this fundamental belief, the value of programs,
initiatives, and cultural change is extremely diminished. The maximum impact of
women‘s initiatives comes when a company truly believes that ―the talent is the talent‖9
and a few months or a few years is very small compared to the long term implications in
terms of female advancement and success.
10. Accountability
Just as beginning a women‘s initiative is impossible without clarifying the
business case, sustaining it is impossible without a structured system of accountability.
Both General Mills and Deloitte established strict methods of accountability, ranging
from direct reporting to the CEO to external advisory boards to employee surveys.
Departments and employees are specially tasked to oversee the programs and policies of
their initiatives. Specific metric tracking methods create analytical means of ensuring
progress in a variety of areas relating to female advancement and support. Those ranging
from lower-level managers to top level leadership participate in the collection of this
metric data, ensuring accountability at every level of the organization.
This system of accountability serves a number of functions. First, it creates a
form of institutional memory for the initiatives, ensuring that they are not simply a fad or
forgettable with new leadership. This codifies the programs into company structure and
solidifies their position in company culture by demonstrating a commitment strong
enough to create metrics and accountability for success or failure. Moreover, follow up
on both the numbers and experiences of the women themselves provides the company
frequent checks on the pulse of the organization. Change and flexibility are more
9
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possible when the data and proof of either success or failure are readily and regularly
available. Perhaps most importantly, accountability creates an inherent incentive
structure. The ―sticks‖ associated with having the organization‘s feet held to the fire by
an external advisory boards or by reporting to the CEO are powerful. But often more
powerful—the ―carrots‖ of having measured success enable companies to receive
recognition in the form of awards, clients, employee loyalty and performance, and
remaining a top employer of choice.
Limitations
Given these findings, there exists much room for further research into corporate
strategies for advancing executive women. While these two case studies provided insight
into two very different companies and corporate environments, additional case studies
would broaden and deepen the cross-case conclusions. Moreover, the case studies relied
on very few interview samples, which limits the scope of experiences analyzed. More
interviews with women at varying levels in the company could provide even deeper
insight into the experience for women at every step in the pipeline. Further, the various
ages that would be included in a sample such as this would allow the research to include
a more nuanced perspective of changing generational and corporate needs. Spanning the
interviews to cover a wider scope of offices and regions could also provide greater insight
into how women‘s initiatives are felt further and further from the initiative‘s epicenter.
A further limitation of this study was that it included only female perspectives.
While the research methods were intentionally specific to including only women, without
male opinions, the research misses a critical perspective. The results recognizes the
importance of getting men on board and creating a culture of inclusion for men and
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women through programming, so hearing from the men and their experiences would add
a lot of richness to the data collected. Further research could include men and women for
a full or more complete perspective on company culture and a better understanding of the
complex gender relationships that drive a corporate environment. Male perspectives
would be required to truly test if the fundamental shifts in company culture are as the
women expect. Moreover, the mixed gendered responses would result in corporate
strategies that could be scaled and molded for incoming Millenials and diversity overall.
Conclusion
Deloitte and General Mills have the unique opportunity of benefiting from being
some of the first companies to achieve exceptional results from their women‘s initiatives.
The competitive advantage of being the first provides a host of advantages. Deloitte
continues to expand its WIN practice, selling to and sharing its best practices and
techniques with clients and other companies. General Mills has achieved near parity with
its male and female top earners and continues to gain recognition for its extremely
inclusive culture. Both companies win many awards each year recognizing not only their
sustained commitment, but their incredible results. Employees continue to migrate to
these companies knowing of their reputations. Clients and employees with similar values
stay loyal and committed over the long-term. In a time when life-long employees are a
rarity, these companies benefit from retaining a large share of their workers for their
entire careers. The return on investment of keeping high-performing employees
throughout their careers is immeasurable, both in the bottom line and in cultural and
institutional memory.
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And perhaps most powerfully, as earlier generations retire and as Millenials enter
the workforce, employee demands will change in unimaginable ways. A generation that
puts itself first, Millenials and many company models of ―work-first‖ no longer mesh.
Companies that are agile and provide employees the measure of support and work-life
balance that Deloitte and General Mills have found will be at the forefront as employers
of choice. With 15 years of a head start, both Deloitte and General Mills have already
done the work to envelop the next generation of employees. The structures and values
already align, and the processes and transparency exist to adapt quickly as needed.
For companies that have yet to embark on the journey of a women‘s initiative, the
justification for doing so is nearly indisputable. As companies like Deloitte and General
Mills have laid the groundwork for best practice strategies, many of the most difficult
questions as to implementation and approach have been answered. Reinventing the
wheel is costly and difficult. Companies with proven success have so much to teach
companies with less experience in advancing women. As more research emerges about
best practices, the potential for widespread change in the corporate environment is
enormous.
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