
The Power of Exclusion 
What it takes to get her ahead



Women’s career progression has never been 
more headline news than it is today.  With 
topics such as the gender pay gap, #MeToo and 
Time’s Up campaigns and the issue of women 
being under-represented at board level (only 
14% of CEOs globally are women), it’s clear that 
the need to make room for women at the top is 
a mainstream topic and a burning issue.  
Women continue to diminish further up the 
ranks, resulting in an 80/20 or even 90/10 male 
to female ratio by the time you reach board 
level, with 44% of women saying that their 
gender has hindered their career or will in the 
future. 

There are simply not enough female leaders and 
this is the conversation that has been taking 
place for a long time.  The problem is no longer 
about raising awareness, it’s about instigating 
action and determining the best strategy to 
tackle it – and organisations know they need to 
do something about this.

The question is: what kind of ‘something’? 
Truthfully, there’s a lot of talking going on but 
very little action taking place. Everyone agrees  
it’s an issue but by opting for the safe choice of 
generic talent development, organisations are 
not getting to the heart of what their women 
need, nor understanding why directing their 
money towards dedicated female development 
offers a tailored solution that goes beneath  
the surface, resulting in sustainable 
organisational change.  

Why?  Because prioritising women might be 
seen as positive discrimination so board 
hypocrisy seems the safer option, to sweep the 
issue under the HR rug.  The whispers and 
worries in the boardroom are what if by shining a 
light on our female talent, the men are left in the 
dark.  Is this really fair?

44% of women 
who have reached 
board level say 
that their gender 
has hindered 
their career.

The Diversity Paradox:  
The Power of Exclusion
But it’s not about taking men out of the picture, 
it’s about putting emphasis on women to get 
them into the picture in the first place.  This is 
the great paradox of inclusion – that inclusion 
must also involve exclusion at times because in 
order to be authentically inclusive and offer an 
immersive experience for the end user, 
businesses have to be able to temporarily exclude 
in order to offer something truly tailored with a 
clear impact. 

It’s clear that the 
need to make room 
for women at the 
top is a mainstream 
topic and a burning 
issue. Currently, only 
14% of Global CEOs 
are women. 
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The Kickback
Despite the emphasis on the lack of women at 
board level, the gender pay gap and the need 
for greater diversity in management, the recent 
kickback about female talent development has 
been fueled by a fear of being seen to be 
favouring women or discriminating against 
men by taking steps to increase the ratio.  

The ironic and contrary reaction to a focus on 
women causing a kickback from the majority 
must not be a reason to shy away from the 
debate.  It is important to remember that  
real culture change takes time but standing 
firm is essential, to both female development 
and organisational change as a whole.   
Getting momentum at this point can lead  
you towards other populations.  A series of 
misunderstandings around a men versus 
women approach have bubbled up, with 
strong opinions on all sides about whether 
women should be treated identically to  
men on their leadership development  
journey, entirely “specially” or something 
in-between.  

However, it is really important to remember that 
this is not about excluding men, it’s about 
providing a platform that facilitates creating 
content and coaching that is tailored for 
women. In recognition that women often have a 
very different experience of their careers by 
comparison to their male colleagues.  And 
there’s a difference.  This isn’t positive 
discrimination.  You’re not hiring a woman 
instead of a man, you’re nurturing your talent 

Female-Centric 
Development:  
Extinct or Essential?It is really important  

to remember that this  
is not about excluding 
men, it’s about 
providing a platform 
that facilitates creating 
content and coaching 
that is tailored for 
women. 

Not Women Only 
Women-only shouldn’t mean only women

The crucial message is that women-centric is 
not the same as women only.  This is very 
different to dividing genders, segregating or 
diminishing.  

Positive female-focused programmes 
absolutely must integrate managers and 
leaders of all genders, providing wrap-around 
inclusion and awareness sessions that inform 
and engage the relevant stakeholders.  
There’s nothing more powerful than men in 
senior positions promoting programmes for 
women and understanding the foundations of 
female talent and why the organisation needs 
to protect the pipeline in the first place.

There is a strong argument for sectors and 
organisations that are earlier in their diversity and 
inclusion journey to start with gender and evolve 
from there. If for no other reason than the ROI of 
having a more precise and targeted programme 
tailored for the largest minority group. 
Organisations who are beginning their diversity 
and inclusion transitions who try and be 
everything to everyone often fail.  Resource and 
attention gets spread too thin. If constructed 
appropriately, talent development programmes 
address the leadership competencies required 
for inclusion in the broader sense anyway, 
opening the door for accelerated culture change.

Women-centric leadership programmes are far 
from extinct, they are essential because by 
temporarily taking women away and doing specific 
work tailored to the relevant issues that are 
exclusive (or certainly more applicable) to them, 
they can then be re-integrated with a renewed 
understanding, knowledge and appreciation in 
the areas that have the greatest impact.  

For Now, Not Forever
Prepare today, protect tomorrow

It is our mission to make women-centric 
programmes unnecessary.  We don’t want to 
be running these initiatives forever, the goal 
is to inform, educate and change culture so 
that projects like this become obsolete.  

But for now, the data is clear that there is a 
long way to go.  Globally, only 19% of firms 
have a female manager with men all over the 
world tending to earn more than women* and 
women making just 79 cents for every dollar 
that men made in 2019**  However, bit-by-bit 
and business-by-business we are breaking 
bias and changing culture for the better, 
championing diversity, inclusivity and equality 
for all.

*World Bank via ourworldindata
**Pay Scale report 2019

pipeline and ensuring you get the best from 
every person in your organisation.  The focus is 
around understanding that different genders do 
indeed have different experiences of the same 
system which presents unique challenges that 
can be effectively addressed through targeted 
development programmes. And in organisations 
that are in the early stages of embracing a shift 
to an inclusive culture these programmes are 
often the only forum where it feels totally safe to 
explore, articulate and make sense of the 
complexities of what might be holding women 
back.  It’s not advocating the promotion of 
women over men, it’s taking positive action to 
unlock the full potential of your female talent.
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Mars and Venus:  
Different planets,  
different approaches

Men and women are fundamentally 
different and putting everyone in the same 
box in the name of inclusivity means that 
coaching is not as tailored or as effective.  
Put simply, one box fits none.  Instead of 
being frightened of the difference between 
the genders embrace it and use it for a clear 
business advantage – different strengths 
and weaknesses make a stronger team

Solidarity and Shared Experience: 
Brilliant bonding and network building

Women experiencing a group programme together form a real bond that can last 
way beyond the life of the programme.  This leads to them feeling valued and 
empowered by their new network, emerging more focused on their career paths 
and how to achieve their professional goals. 

Unique Challenges:  
Female-centric coaching,  
female-centric concerns

Women face challenges that are of 
specific relevance to them such as 
experiencing pregnancy and 
encountering the transition through 
menopause, a topic that remains taboo in 
most corporate environments, which can 
also deeply impact their work lives.  
Addressing these with other women 
means having deeper, more open 
conversations around topics that simply 
aren’t as applicable to male employees. Importance of Authenticity:  

Staying true, “you do you”

There are different ways of succeeding 
without having to ‘fight’ or assume 
masculine personality traits or 
behaviours, encouraging women to stay 
true to themselves as they progress.  A 
single-gender environment not only 
drives authentic career progression but 
also takes steps towards creating new 
role models for the future who are 
committed to supporting other women 
within the pipeline.  
 

Women-Centric: 
Why Female-focused Programmes Work

Safe to Share: Shared experiences and unique empathy

Women benefit hugely from having a safe space to share openly, especially when 
they are in the professional minority. When women share together it provides a 
sense of strength and power.  When women are brought together there are 
common themes and phrases such as “it’s so good to know I’m not the only one”. 
The safety of the space is what drives these conversations, encouraging trust, depth, 
authentic shared experiences and a sense of solidarity.  This informs the organisation 
honestly, providing authentic insight into the real issues at the root of the business.

The Confidence Crisis:  
Championing Confidence,  
Building Boldness

Women are more susceptible to being 
negatively impacted by lack of 
confidence, executive presence and lack 
of strategic network.  Analysing fifty of 
the most elite female senior associates, 
we discovered that without exception, 
every single woman had confidence 
issues in a different way to their male 
counterparts. Confidence is a core topic 
that needs to be addressed as it takes on 
a very different flavour and level of 
honesty among women that in a mixed-
gender group.
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Globally, only 19% of 
firms have a female 
manager with men  
all over the world 
tending to earn  
more than women*
*World Bank via ourworldindata
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A Door to More:  
Opening the door to true inclusion

Once you open the door to female leadership, 
you inadvertently open the door to all diversity, 
improving the sense of belonging, acceptance 
and ultimately the progression of other 
workplace minorities.  You are immediately 
shifting the collective blind spot of the male 
majority not truly understanding what it 
means to sit on the outside. This is critical for 
accelerated culture change from the top. 

There are clear relationships between racial 
and ethnic diversity and organisation 
performance. New studies are increasingly 
demonstrative that the myriad of other kinds 
of diversity (for example, age and sexual 
orientation) bring clear competitive 
advantages for companies*

Untapped Talent: 
Hidden talent to transform your business

Women’s coaching creates an opportunity for 
more female leaders.  Often women want 
progression but hold themselves back or feel held 
back in some way.  Dedicated female leadership 
programmes ensure that insecurities are remedied 
so the women in your organisation aren’t missing 
out on growth opportunities whilst simultaneously 
ensuring capitilisation of an untapped resource of 
talent hiding in your ranks. 

Core Culture 
Change: 
Transformation not  
tick boxes

Addressing diversity in order 
to tick a box means doing 
the minimum and not 
achieving the maximum.  If 
you truly introduce 
programmes that go deeper 
and deal with the real issues, 
this will transform your 
business at a core level, 
engaging hearts and minds 
and making a marked 
difference, not only to your 
profit but also to your 
people.

Employer of Choice: 
A Beacon for Brilliance,  
attracting talent

Female-specific leadership 
programmes offer an opportunity for 
employers to show how much they 
value and are committed to investing 
in and nurturing women in their 
organisation, acting as a beacon in 
business for attracting and recruiting 
female talent.  This investment creates 
loyalty and belief both internally and 
externally, for existing employees and 
for the female talent of tomorrow.  
Ultimately this means positioning the 
companies who invest as stand out 
employers of choice for women in 
their industry. 

Increased Innovation: 
Equality means enhanced 
Innovation 

According to Accenture, 
innovation is six times higher in 
companies where men and 
women are treated equally.  
Equality gives you an edge, 
opening up opportunities and 
implementing new ideas.

Return on Investment: 
Females improve financial results

It has been longproven that a diverse leadership 
delivers better financial results.  Companies in 
the top quartile for executive team gender 
diversity are reportedly 21% more likely to 
experience above-average profitability than 
companies in the fourth quartile.*

Part of the ROI for these female-centric 
leadership programmes is that you are actively 
recognising a systemic problem, a shared set  
of experience and challenges, for which you  
are designing a solution to address. The  
Intra-personal challenges around for example 
limiting beliefs. And the interpersonal, such  
as specific know-how to navigate masculine 
leadership styles at the top where political  
nous is essential to maximise impact and 
opportunity. 

The Business Benefits
All businesses want to be seen as inclusive  
and embracing diversity but there is a major 
difference between positive intent and actual 
action.  How many businesses are actually  
pro-actively investing in changing culture?   
The business benefits are clear:

*Diversity Matter Report, McKinsey & Company
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Once you open the door 
to female leadership, 
you inadvertently open 
the door to all diversity, 
improving the sense of 
belonging, acceptance 
and ultimately the 
progression of other 
workplace minorities. 
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Better Inclusivity 
Equals Business 
Impact
Women mean business, directly and positively 
impacting your bottom line; the evidence shows 
that having women on your board impacts 
business positively.  A recent study by the Boston 
Consulting Group has found that diversity 
increases the bottom line for companies.  
According to their study, companies that have 
more diverse management teams have 19% 
higher revenue with a Nordea study concluding 
that companies with a female CEO or 
chairperson of the board of directors achieved a 
25% annualised return.

Now Is The  
Time To Act
The lack of female talent at senior levels has been 
a fringe HR issue for most of the last decade.   
But it is a serious commercial concern and in the 
coming years must be raised to core business and 
bottom line focus to achieve sustainable change.  
The issues are the same as they’ve always been 
but the outcomes can be vastly different for  

Companies that have 
three or more women  
in top management 
functions deliver 10% 
better return on equity, 
achieve 16% higher  
return on sales and  
26% higher return on 
invested capital. 

those businesses who are bold enough to  
back their female talent and support them 
authentically with clear and consistent action.

Developing your female talent will improve your 
overall team, impact your business and affect 
your bottom line.  Companies that have three or 
more women in top management functions 
deliver 10% better return on equity, achieve 16% 
higher return on sales and 26% higher return on 
invested capital.  Investing in female talent and 
women-centric coaching can mean more 
efficiency, higher engagement and a strong 
return on investment, whilst also attracting, 
fostering and retaining female talent and 
protecting the pipeline.  

Women’s leadership programmes are not for 
everyone, and certainly are not forever. Your 
organisational goals, overall strategy and current 
position when it comes to inclusivity all play a 
part as to whether they’re the right choice for 
you.  Our plan is not to drive diversity for another 
decade.  The work we do today is to change the 
future, designing a more diverse world where 
women in leadership is simply business as usual.  

Harnessing the power of exclusion now, for the 
sake of greater inclusion in future, may just be 
the game-changer you’re looking for.  
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Over 500 women have  
completed the programme 
in the past 5 years with over 
25% of these going on to 
achieve a promotion.

125 
women

Women on the programme 
also achieved a promotion 
rate five times greater than 
the group average for 
female progression

5x
46.6%  
of all promotions 
into senior roles in 
2018 were female

31.5%
MALE

ALL GRADES

FEMALE

Lloyds improved 
their mean gender 
pay gap from 32.8% 
to 31.5% (April 2019). 

If Lloyds had equal 
men and women at 
all grades across 
the company, the 
gender pay gap 
would actually  
be 2.5%. 

-2.5%

MALE FEMALE

70%  
of women moved to new roles 
(laterally and promotions) and/
or took on significant stretch 
responsibility within 12 months 
of attending the programme

99%  

of participants rated the 
programme 4 or 5 out of 5

Lloyds was awarded the 
Corporate Company of the 
Year at the Women of the 
Future Awards to recognise 
its support for and 
nurturing of young women 
in UK business

Lloyds received Overall Winner of 
the Breaking the Mould awards, 
celebrating forward-looking 
companies with schemes to  
ensure women are well  
represented on boards

The Results Speak for Themselves:  
Our Partnership with Lloyds 
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“Our coaching programme with 
Talking Talent plays a crucial  
role in increasing female 
representation within our  
senior management population.  
It is fundamental in realising  
the potential of our women, 
enabling them to progress.   
The coaching is of the highest 
quality and the team are a 
pleasure to partner with.”  
Wendy McGuinness, 
D&I Manager, Lloyds Banking Group

Want to talk further?  We would 
love to share our expertise and 
results from over ten years of 
specialist knowledge and working 
with over 15,000 of women who 
have been through our Women  
in Leadership programme. Get in 
touch at info@talking-talent.com 


