
CHARTING THE COURSE: GETTING WOMEN TO THE TOP 
Research shows frontline managers can play a pivotal role in helping women ascend.
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It’s an all-too-familiar scenario at many companies: When the opportunity for a promotion arises, Jeff and Linda, 
both on the same team, reach out to their manager Bill to indicate their interest. Bill immediately proposes a 
lunch meeting with Jeff. Over sushi and a beer, Bill encourages Jeff, saying it will be a tough position but excellent 
for his career. Jeff feels energized and excited, knowing his boss believes he can succeed. A week later, Bill calls 
Linda into his office where, in a more formal setting, he lays out all the pros and cons of the new position. He 
explains how hard it will be and questions whether Linda would want to do it. Linda, who already feels as though she 
has had to fight to be successful in her last few roles, wonders whether she has the energy to prove herself again.

The path to a senior leadership position is a strenuous climb. On paper, women appear prepared for the ascent—they 
now make up a majority of college graduates and 40% of the classes at top MBA programs. Well-educated, ambi-
tious women are indeed moving up the corporate ranks, but disproportionately few reach the summit. According 
to Catalyst, an organization dedicated to workplace diversity, women make up just 25.1% of senior managers and 
executives at S&P 500 companies and only 4.4% of CEOs, despite efforts by many companies to close the gap.

To understand why such a significant imbalance persists, Bain & Company and LinkedIn surveyed in 2016 more 
than 8,400 male and female LinkedIn members who work for companies in the US and who have at least a 
bachelor’s degree. The sample covered the full career spectrum, from entry-level employees to top leaders, and it 
spanned all major industries. This report details what we learned.

The harder route

Any serious climber will tell you that getting to the top requires not only the right skills but also will and energy. 
Aspiration and confidence, in particular, are vital to staying the course. “Talent and skills only get you so far,” said 
a partner at a professional services company. “It’s a tough path, and the ones who make it are the ones who want 
it and believe, even during the down times, that they can get there.”

Women and men today have the same climbing ability, even if they demonstrate different strengths at different 
times. The gender gap in the C-suite persists because external factors create a more difficult path to the top for 
women—one with more strenuous terrain requiring more energy and perseverance. That, in turn, affects women’s 
aspiration and confidence over time.

Lower aspiration and confidence levels undermine important career-building behaviors, including the willing-
ness to seize opportunities that will help propel a woman’s career. Our research shows that women are less 
likely than men to seek out an opportunity if they know their supervisor might not be fully supportive, to make 
decisions that could be perceived as risky or to voice an opinion with which others may not agree (see Figure 1).

Women who have made it to the top recount how they had to persevere in the face of difficult terrain. “You have 
to be hungrier. You have to be more confident, show more commitment, more resilience and more momentum,” 
said a female general manager at a major American multinational technology company.

From the start, women confront different dynamics and experiences at work that make their climb tougher than 
that of their male colleagues. Cultural norms in the workplace, often rooted in conscious and unconscious bias, 
are well documented. Both can create significant obstacles to advancement. Bias can limit a woman’s opportunities 
to take on challenging projects, for example. It can also take more subtle forms, such as comments on a perfor-
mance evaluation that question a woman’s career commitment or the assignment of extra administrative tasks 
to women in addition to their primary responsibilities (see Figure 2). 

The global head of a major business unit at a financial services company said at certain points in her career, 
managers made assumptions about what she wanted based on what they knew about her personal life. “All 
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around us, leaders assume they know the answer to career questions for women on their teams. How often do 
you hear senior male leaders weighing a woman’s personal life situation when considering her for something? 
They rarely talk about the personal life of a male candidate. Instead, men are often judged solely on objective 
professional criteria such as competence and experience.”

Even today, gender bias can be overt, such as being excluded from all-male social gatherings. The female general 
manager from the multinational technology company who noted that women have to be “hungrier” and “more 
confident” described how a peer in a previous role would smooth the path for his direct male reports by social-
izing regularly with them, excluding the women on his team: “He would go out [and play golf ] and make it all 
men, and that’s where they would make decisions.” 

Women also confront more challenging dynamics at home: 61% of midcareer women have a spouse or partner 
who is pursuing a more intense or equally intense career vs. 38% of midcareer men. In our sample, midcareer 
women with children were almost 6 times more likely to be the primary parent (see Figure 3). 

Men confront work-life integration issues too, but they do not face the same trade-offs. The global head of a major 
business unit at a financial services company said all 14 men who interviewed her for a top job shortly after her 
daughter’s birth asked whether she was committed to meeting the demands of the new position. “One of them said, 
‘This is a 24/7 job. Can you do that?’ I remember thinking, I don’t see a bed in your office! Do you work 24/7?”  

The time and energy needed to manage these external factors erode women’s aspiration and confidence, prompting 
many to eventually reassess their career goals. Most significantly, women trail men at midcareer, the critical point 
when they need to decide whether to pursue the leadership track or opt out. While aspiration and confidence are 

Figure 1: Women’s lower aspiration and confidence mean a harder climb to the top

Implications of lower aspiration and confidence

Note: Data excludes advanced individual contributors (subset n=7,344)
Source: Bain/LinkedIn 2016 gender parity survey (n=8,407)
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Figure 2: Men and women have different experiences in the workplace

Compared to midcareer men, midcareer women are:

41% more likely to believe they do not have the same opportunities for advancement as their peers

16% more likely to have had at least one time in which they seriously questioned their ability to be successful

20% more likely to not feel inspired and motivated by the work they do day-to-day

42% more likely to be unable to manage the stress of work with a minimal impact on other activities 

38% more likely to believe that the volume and pace of work expected to advance are not reasonable

Note: Data for midcareer men and women (subset n=3,047)
Source: Bain/LinkedIn gender parity survey (n=8,407)

Figure 3: Women face different home dynamics
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lowest for both men and women at this point, reflecting the natural sorting process that occurs as people advance 
in their careers, a significant gender gap persists. At midcareer, just 56% of women demonstrate an aspiration to 
a senior leadership position, compared with 64% of men; and 57% of women show confidence that they can get 
there, compared with 66% of men (see Figure 4). Men’s terrain is often smoother, so they don’t need as much 
perseverance and they are more willing to take career risks.

The pivotal role of frontline managers

So, how do we get more women up the mountain? As every climber knows, having a seasoned guide—someone 
who knows the different routes and the terrain—can make all the difference. In the workplace, it’s the frontline 
managers who walk next to women every day and can exert significant influence on their development as leaders.

Bain & Company’s 2014 survey on the gender divide “Everyday Moments of Truth” showed that top-down efforts 
to help women advance were necessary but not sufficient. Women (and men) make decisions about their careers 
based on the daily interactions with their managers and peers. The report showed women benefit significantly 
from support during the “conference room” years—the formative period when employees are building the mind-
sets to become senior leaders. During those years, frontline managers play a critical role.

The responses to the latest survey bring the role of the frontline manager into even sharper focus. To help women 
get to the summit, frontline managers need to focus not only on building skills but also on bolstering aspiration 
and confidence. “I have always been very struck by how my managers told me not to get off the leadership track 
and told me to stick it out and try for the next rung,” said the chief operating officer of a major hospital network.

Figure 4: Women are trailing men in aspiration and confidence to ascend to top management
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Note: Data excludes advanced individual contributors (subset n=7,344)
Source: Bain/LinkedIn gender parity survey (n=8,407)
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Given that the workplace and home dynamics that make the journey to the top more difficult for most women 
are not improving, the role of frontline managers is made all the more important. Frontline managers often can 
help smooth the terrain, and in difficult passages, they can provide energy and encouragement.

Helping women advance 

To understand what actions would increase women’s aspiration and confidence, we asked survey participants to 
answer 21 detailed questions about workplace dynamics. Five themes were particularly important in generating 
and maintaining aspiration and confidence (see Figure 5). The findings pointed to four ways that frontline 
managers can help women move up the mountain (see Figure 6).

Tell the great women on your team that they can advance to leadership roles in your firm, and back that up with 
action. Believing is half the battle. Men and women who are aspirational and confident are 19 percentage points 
more likely than those who lack these qualities to believe that they have the skills and leadership qualities to advance, 
and they are 22 percentage points more likely to believe that they are more capable of advancing than their peers.

However, few midcareer women envision themselves as successful: 41% are more likely to question whether they 
have the same opportunities for advancement as others of their level and experience, and 16% are more likely to 
have had at least one time in which they seriously questioned their ability to be successful.

Survey respondents said managers who believed that they could be successful made a difference. The former vice 
president of human resources at a global oil and gas company said her manager set her aspirations soaring by 
encouraging her one day to think about a top management position, including CEO. “That was the first time I 

Figure 5: Frontline work experiences build aspiration and confidence
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ever had someone really challenge me to think beyond the end of my current role…. He fueled my desire to be 
successful by telling me I would be successful.” 

Frontline manager actions:

•	 Invest in day-to-day coaching, including specific and workable feedback: “Here is what you are doing well, 
here is where you need to continue to invest, and here is how I will help you.”  
 
One midcareer female at a professional services firm said it’s often hard to gauge where one stands relative to 
peers and what it takes to move to the next level. “I’ve found that when I have a sense of how I’m doing and what 
it takes to be successful or what I need to do to perform well, I’m more confident and more likely to want it.”

•	 Champion high-potential women; don’t just support them. Behind-the-scenes support is valuable, but advo-
cating for someone in front of others says you believe in her skills and leadership potential. In particular, 
encourage women to apply for roles that stretch beyond their current position, even when they feel risky, and 
help them succeed in those roles.  
 
The previously cited global head of a major business unit at a financial services company said some of her 
managers gave her the confidence and experience to make it to the top. “One manager had enough confidence 
in me to put me in stretch roles, such as supervising 40 people with little experience supervising anyone. My 
managers believed in me before I did, and over time that built my confidence.”  

•	 Help manage the stumbles. No one reaches the top without occasional stumbles. When they happen, help 
women regain their footing; let them know that these moments are natural steps on the path to success.  

Figure 6: Frontline managers are pivotal to women’s ascent

Four actions to increase aspiration and confidence

Tell the high-potential women on your team they can advance to leadership roles in your firm,
and back that up with action

Paint many models of success, even if they aren’t yours
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The former vice president of human resources at a global oil and gas company whose manager encouraged 
her to consider aiming for the role of CEO said she was able to experiment and take risks because she had 
managers who made her feel as if she had a safety net. “I was not always successful in everything I tried, but 
I normally had either organization support or supervisor support so that I was not punished for it.” 

Paint many models of success, even if they aren’t yours. Show women that there is more than one route to the 
top, and make it clear that there is no single stereotype of success. Point to male and female role models that 
women can learn from and emulate. 

Those who are aspirational and confident are 19 percentage points more likely to see senior leaders of their firm 
as those they would like to emulate and 16 percentage points more likely to be inspired by senior leaders of their 
firm. However, many women cite the lack of role models at the top who are facing similar work and home dynamics. 
To advance faster and further, midcareer women need to look ahead and not feel stymied by a stereotype of success 
that doesn’t fit them.

“My second male manager was adamant that his team have a life at home,” said the global head of a major business 
unit at a financial services company. “He would come by my desk and insist I go home. He often told stories 
about how his close relationship with his father was pivotal to his success and he was determined to do the same 
for his family by making sure he had time for them. He emphasized the importance of balancing family with 
career but, at the same time, he never lowered his standards.” 

Frontline manager actions:

•	 Identify and celebrate diverse leadership models. Be aware of how you talk about success. Focusing primarily 
on the hours that one works or an aggressive leadership style may lead to incorrect assumptions of what is 
required for success. Make teams aware of the variety of successful leadership styles and methods of inte-
grating work and personal priorities. Discuss with women how they can leverage their own strengths and 
styles to become a senior leader.

•	 Talk openly about your own path, but don’t make it everyone’s. Explain how you have made the climb, and 
be honest about the highs and the lows. That will help others forge their own path. 

Make everyday interactions the priority over periodically scheduled reviews. Increase women’s day-to-day energy 
levels through open and regular feedback. Bain’s 2014 research concluded that everyday moments of truth are 
more critical to one’s long-term career path than career discussions or performance reviews. Daily interactions 
are particularly important for midcareer women, who are 20% more likely to feel uninspired by their work.

Survey respondents said positive reinforcement—namely, a note of praise for doing things well—gave them a jolt of 
aspiration. One chief marketing officer of a national restaurant chain said her managers signaled they valued her work 
outside of the performance review process by sponsoring her visa and allowing flexible working hours when her husband 
lived in a different city. “The flexibility was a signal that I was doing well and they thought I would be successful.”

Frontline manager actions:

•	 Be aware of the importance of frequent little moments. Unplanned and offhand comments can increase energy 
or have a lasting negative impact. Telling someone, “You are doing great,” twice a year during a review is not 
enough. Build aspiration and confidence every day in the hallways and conference rooms. 
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Knowing that a manager is committed to helping you navigate the tough terrain ahead also shores up confi-
dence. “When I was transitioning to a new role, a more senior woman said [to me], ‘Look, I’m going to come 
to your meetings, and I’m going to sit in the back of the room. And I’m going to immediately debrief [you] 
and give you feedback,’” one female chief administrative officer at a national insurance company recalled. 

Support the whole person—not just the worker. Women’s more challenging work and home dynamics make it 
tougher for them to juggle heavy work volumes and work-related stress. Our survey showed that midcareer 
women are 42% more likely than men to struggle with managing the stress of work without impact on other 
activities and 38% more likely to believe the volume and pace of work expected to advance is not reasonable.

A female regional president at a global financial services firm turned down two promotions to run a business unit 
because the jobs required heavy travel and would have been tough on her family life. When a senior executive 
called to say he understood her decision and supported her 150%, she was shocked. “I don’t think he realizes the 
effect he had on me. He was true to his word.” A few years later the country manager two levels above her retired 
and she got the job. 

Managing work-life balance is part of a broader cultural conversation. However, frontline managers can play a 
positive role. 

Frontline manager actions:

•	 Broaden your professional development conversations. Have open and honest discussions not only about 
professional priorities but how they fit with one’s personal priorities. Develop a plan for advancement that 
ensures women can meet both professional and personal goals.

•	 Reinforce verbal support with action. Cultural norms and bias can unconsciously signal that goals set down 
on paper are not acceptable for someone on a leadership track. Ensure that the women on your team can 
pursue their career goals while doing what is important to them outside of work. 
 
The female regional president at a global financial services firm said her manager helped her achieve 
work-life integration by allowing her to squeeze in a longer lunch hour to go running. “At five to twelve, 
he would say to others in a meeting, ‘We need to wrap up, because she needs to run.’  That has really 
helped me define boundaries.”

Everyone’s aspiration and confidence ebbs and flows; that’s natural. However, the accumulated energy required 
for women to persevere increases the likelihood that frontline manager support can make a big difference in 
helping women emerge from a period of low aspiration and confidence and continue climbing.

Of course, frontline managers alone can’t accelerate women’s ascent. They need visible and sustained support 
from the C-suite. Top leaders need to communicate clearly that gender parity is a priority—that it’s good for profits, 
good for shareholders and good for the future of the business. The organization also needs the right training 
programs to help women succeed. Leadership teams should track progress on key metrics for women’s career 
advancement and hold all management levels accountable for creating change. 

Ascending to the corporate heights is a long climb. It takes aspiration, confidence and committed mountain guides 
to persevere. Women are ready to make the trek. Companies that encourage managers to help women actively 
navigate the path to the top will be more successful at making the most of the talent across their entire workforce. 
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