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By DANNY PARISI

NEW YORK While most companies have a gender diversity program of some sort in place, far fewer women feel that
those programs are having a genuine effect on how they advance through a company.

Speaking at the Women in Luxury conference on Sept. 26, a principal from Boston Consulting Group laid out some
of the ways that companies can support their own women employees and not just their women customers.
Advancement and retention, it turns out, are far more important for this than simply hiring more women.

"Women are not shattering the glass ceiling," said Katie Abouzahr, principal and Global Women@BCG fellow,
Boston Consulting Group. "There are more CEOs named John then there are CEOs who are women.

"People talk about shattering the glass ceiling, but its more about a broken ladder," she said. "In the United States
there are more women than men in college but the ratio reverses as you go up the business ladder."

Luxury Daily produced the Women in Luxury conference on September 26.

Advancement and retention
While much of the Women in Luxury conference focused on women customers and the personal experiences of
women in the luxury world, Ms. Abouzahr's talk laid out some clear data on the reality of women in the workplace
and how companies can treat them better.

One of the key things Ms. Abouzahr spoke about is the disparity between what men think is the biggest obstacle for
women and what women think it is .

When asked, most men said that recruitment was the hardest thing, meaning that, as a woman, initially getting the job
you want is the most difficult part of a career.

But for women, the two things they chose as most difficult were retention and advancement. Essentially, it's  not
hiring women that is the problem, it is  keeping them and ensuring they are able to advance through the company.
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Men misidentify major obstacles for women. Image credit: BCG

Ms. Abouzahr attributes this to a few things. One is unconscious, or worse, conscious bias on the part of men who
run businesses against promoting women into larger roles.

Additionally, a lack of sensitivity to women's needs, such as adequate maternity leave and role models, causes
many women to quit jobs they are unhappy in rather than staying and advancing.

While men, as the dominant force in much of the business world, have a responsibility to be supportive of women
and help them get the equal treatment they deserve, Ms. Abouzahr still emphasizes that women need to speak up and
ask for the things they want.

"Don't wait around for some CEO to fix everything," Ms. Abouzahr said. "Take accountability and own it and drive it
yourself.

"Don't ask, don't get," she said. "Ask someone to be your sponsor, ask for what you want."

Next steps
Making these changes happen takes more than just cursory gestures towards equality.

BCG conducted a survey in which 91 percent of companies said they had some sort of gender diversity program in
place. While this number should be celebrated, only 27 percent of women said that they personally benefitted from
one such program.

This number is consistent with the experience of women in other industries as well.

For instance, female consumers control around 30 percent of the world's wealth, and yet many financial services
companies do little to focus specifically on their women clientele (see story).

Ambition is not the issue. Image credit: BCG

BCG's Ms. Abouzahr stresses that treating women well is  not just the morally right thing to do, it is  also just good
business.

"Approach this like you'd approach any other major change," Ms. Abouzahr said. "This isn't just an HR thing.
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"This is a big deal. This is a potential 6 percent increase in profit margins," she said.

"Build a case for the change and set goals. Relentlessly track those goals and refine your approach in order to meet
it better."
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