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Gender biased decision making  is our past...  
 
Increasing complexity of business challenges and growing uncertainty across 
markets calls for a new approach to leadership. An approach that isnõt 
biased by gender design. 
 
Many organizations have made significant efforts to help increase female 
retention and promote female leadership among their executives. World 
class institutions are developing important research to track female 
inclusion in business, and to measure its positive impact on performance. 
 
Business schools, large consulting firms and international forums are 
drawing interesting conclusions on how women help countries and 
corporations perform better.  
 
But still, while women are entering the work force at an amazing speed, 
the top levels of our global organizations are dominated by men. Executive 
teams with one or two women arenõt prepared to face the huge uncertainty 
of our future economies. And the fact that companies did well under male 
biased decision making in the last 100 years can no longer be an excuse, or 
a consolation. 
 
This paper looks at the reasons why female advancement seems to have 
stagnated at top levels despite the significant efforts put in place by many 
organizations.  
 
Driving in on the lack of conviction or passion, both among corporate 
leaders and among high profile female candidates, we offer new 
approaches to spur greater success among the top ranks of our 
organizations. 
 

From gender biased thinking to perfect leadership 
responses in the face of growing complexity 

 

This deliverable of our line of lessons on emotional strategy, called BeSt 
diamonds® , is designed to inspire new ideas and actions among 

corporate diversity officers, leaders of womenõs groups and initiatives, as 
well as thought leaders on female advancement. 
 
BeSt diamonds® is an innovative collection of expert knowledge on the strategic 
development of companies and first line executives. Inspired by the experience acquired 
year after year with clients, and built on the unique vision that our position in the most 
diverse business sectors provides, these diamonds of applied knowledge are intended to 
encourage and help boost our clientsõ innovation and strategic development. 
 
We hope that this reading will bring you excellent and very measurable results. 
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Top leadership: It õs time to get back to the basics that 
worked  before .  
 
The human body and mind were developed as the best known response to 
Stone Age conditions of incredible uncertainty and challenge. The 
combination of 50% men and 50% women appeared as the perfect 
complement to survive and ultimately transform their surroundings. Men 
and women, together, began the amazing journey of progress into todayõs 
modern, internet connected, globalized economy.  
 
Todayõs leadership doesnõt follow that design, however. In the 2010 Fortune 
500 ranking of global corporations, only 12 women were listed among 488 
male peers. Women on boards held 15.2% of total board seats and 9.8% of 
executive committee seats in 2009.  
  
Meanwhile, leading multinational corporations is getting tougher than itõs 
ever been before. The largest company in the world, according to the same 
ranking, grew its revenue by more than 40% in the last five years.  
 
Apart from managing enormous growth, top leaders need to cater to 
different cultures, changing political conflicts around the world, 
technological revolutions, global migration movements, and  lately, 
shockingly unstable financial systems. 
 
Leading global companies is only going to get more challenging, and the 
current economic crisis in most western markets is telling us we werenõt 
doing as well as we thought we were. What worked in the last few 
centuries, i.e. male biased decision making, isnõt good enough anymore. 
 
Itõs time to copy evolution driven wisdom and get back to the winning 
formula that got us through the most uncertain situations we ever faced 
since the invention of agriculture: gender balance among our top leaders.  
 

Why gender balanced executive teams are better than 
gender BIASED teams 
 
The problem with all male teams, or all female teams, for that matter, is 
that they are biased in their analysis of problems, limited in their creative 
ability, and constricted to a limited range of responses when implementing. 
 
Nature came up with the brilliant combination of two complementary 
genders to promote perfect species adaptation way before humans were 
ever around. The pattern worked so well, it was applied again and again in 
all kinds of species, including ours. 
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We lived in semi nomadic settlements of a maximum of 150 people, where 
men mostly hunted for big game while women gathered fruits and 
manipulated meats to feed everybody when the men came back with empty 
hands. Among all the other stuff done to succeed in raw nature. 
 
In other words, women helped bring in the income, or food, when men 
failed to do it. Women most certainly also gave lots of opinions about 
building tools, planning the tribeõs moves and finding new habitats. Until 
the men left for hunting or battling other tribes, partly to get away from 
the womanly naggingéwe know that women were also involved in the tribeõs 
spiritual interpretation of their habitat as guides that helped decide what to 
hunt next and where to go. Child rearing was not the only thing women did! 
 
Not only are male and female bodies different. Their brains are also 
designed to produce different responses in the face of threats. Weõve 
identified four key parameters that derive from evolutionary psychology 
conclusions, and also show across many research studies on male and female 
behavior at the workplace.  
 

 
 
 
You probably donõt relate these two idealized archetypes, but you can place 
yourself at the intermediate distance between both opposites that best 
defines you on each parameter. Measured globally, most women tend to be 
closer to the left type and most men tend to be closer to the description on 
the right. 
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The male biased response  
 
Men, from early childhood, tend to be very interested in building multi-
person teams to play fast paced competitions. As shown in research on 

communication priorities, they immediately try 
to define status to enable fast coordination in 
the heat of the battle. Men prefer to let their 
problems simmer rather than discuss their 
thoughts and emotions with peers. 
 
Men approach the world with more assertive 
ôtakingõ attitudes and love the thrill of risk 
taking. Like many other species, men blow 
themselves up as much as possible to scare off 
their enemies and impress the ladies.  
 
Recent questions about whether the financial 
crisis weõve recently suffered was a 

consequence of a male biased approach point precisely to a ôshoot from the 
hipõ attitude that gets men promoted easily in organizations created by men 
for men for the last few centuries. 
 
The female biased response  
 
Women also show strong preferences in their approach to business. They 
tend to focus on individual execution and only seek the team for guidance 
and sharing, like Stone Age women probably gossiped about childcare while 
individually scavenging for medicine remedies. Female bonding is an act to 
build harmony and immediate emotional connection, where sharing their 
feelings is a way of strengthening one to 
one alliances. Women tend to nurture and 
give in most of their exchanges, feeling 
uncomfortable about taking or assertively 
bargaining for themselves. 
 
Women prefer not to fire if theyõre not sure 
they can deliver. They assume risk in a 
more calculated and prudent way, and they 
love to execute efficiently and peacefully. 
Contrary to the skills needed to take down 
an animal bigger than you, female talent 
was designed to execute a lot of messy 
repetitive tasks on a daily basis, making the 
tribeõs settlement healthy and livable.  
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Many of the excuses we use today to explain the lack of women at the top 
of our organizations reflect on this female biased response.  
 

 The ôvision thingõ argued in the Insead study of 360ª feedback reports 
of their students, for example. Women are perceived as lacking a 
vision because they donõt sell their ideas as proactively as men do, 
they donõt volunteer them in meetings until they are sure they can 
execute them, and they donõt do enough alliance building like you 
need for big-game hunting or influence development. 
 

 Lack of seasoned women with the needed experience to staff top 
leadership is also an excuse that directly relates to female 
executivesõ lack of visibility and presence. Women tend to see 
networking and visibility as ôemptyõ tasks without value. They donõt 
like to ôblow themselves upõ. 

 

 Recent studies by Catalyst denounce that mentored med get 7% more 
promotions than mentored women, in part because mentors donõt 
ôsponsorõ women like they do men. In their research female mentees 
donõt describe the discussions about power tactics and informal 
moves that their male counterparts do. On the contrary, they 
complain that their mentors suggest uncomfortable tasks that go 
against their nature or personality. 
 

 Feminist attitudes and complaining outside the workplace are also 
traceable to our biological design. Women shrink away from violent 
tactics, which inevitably happen in the heat of battle for power. And 
so they self-exclude themselves from the game, later denouncing the 
organization as chauvinist when other men are proclaimed as 
winners. 
 
A lot of women still prefer to protest outside the door of the party of 
leaders about unfair rules rather than give in to playing the same 
informal power games men have been playing for centuries. Openly 
complaining to others outside the office is easier for them than 
persuading a mentor to bring them along to the event. 
 
 

The female disguised as male  response 
 
Most interesting are the cases of women who have had to become more 
male than the men around them in order to be admitted into the highest 
circles of power.  
 
In male biased dynamics leadership is something you earn informally by 
showing superior skill or results in competition. By the time you are asked to 
lead, most of your colleagues have assumed you have better qualities than 
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they do. It is a silent process of informal gossip and behind-the-scenes 
tactics. 
 
But women like to approach problems openly and directly, having little 
interest for competitions that create sore losers. When women want power 
they openly demand it, as they would do with female peers.  
 
Gender biased reactions to couple disputes reflects this well. Women will 
bring up the problem immediately and keep talking about it until it gets 
solved, while men prefer to let it sit at the back of their heads and watch a 
football game while they silently mull it over. 
 
Even when playing an organizational power dynamic created by men, 
women are feminine in their tactics. By being direct, forcefully demanding 
and assertively defending their turf, they are perceived as too aggressive by 
their male peers because mend would ask for it in an indirect way. 
 
The BEST response capitalizes strengths of both gender designs . 
 
Evolution provides the best possible definition of leadership: Those who lead 
adapt better and faster to the contextual challenge than everyone else. This 
implies they see the trend or pattern before their competitors, they create 
a strategy that leverages their 
strengths and they adapt their 
organization to execute it faster than 
others. 
 
Gender biased teams inevitably 
misread the challenge. Unknowingly. 
How are they supposed to adapt 
perfectly to market situations if they 
are condemned to produce one kind 
of response? 
 
A balanced gender team will argue internally before taking on more risk or 
being too humble. While the men focus on mobilizing key alliances around 
the globe, women capitalize strongly bonded teams to increase 
organizational efficiency. Short-term bottom-line obsession gives way to 
social responsibility and respect of the environment. Combined intuition and 
educated business instincts provide a more neutral and balance response to 
each market upheaval.   
 
Weõre not inventing anything new here. The last time we faced levels of 
uncertainty comparable to those of todayõs top leadership was 10.000 years 
ago, before we invented agriculture to reduce risks with food supply. Both 
genders worked together as a team, leveraging each otherõs strengths to 
produce the best response at all times. 
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What we ARE doing right  
 
Getting from 100% masculine governance in the first half of the twentieth 
century to a 50% men ð 50% women composition of our leadership is 
probably one of the most significant cultural changes of all times. According 
to change management theory, weõre doing several things right: 
 

(1) The business imperative is getting clearer. Specialized organizations 
like Catalyst have been joined by major consulting firms and business 
school researchers in building evidence to support female 
advancement: Groundbreakers by Ernst & Young, several Global 
Economics Papers by Goldman Sachs, Women Matter by Mckinsey & 
Company, as well as special reports by the World Economic Forum, 
the World Bank and the United Nations. 
 

(2) Quick wins are amply celebrated. Any and all cases of success led by 
women are heavily published across western economies in the media, 
to the point where some start to question whether the financial crisis 
could have been avoided with more women in leadership. Fortune, 
Forbes and the Financial Times regularly update the world on 
rankings of female power. 
 

(3) Innovative policies, initiatives and network efforts to promote women 
are being implemented in most major corporations around the world. 
These efforts are also heavily awarded, communicated and copied by 
others. The Catalyst 20th anniversary awards compendium in 2007 
illustrated 64 òcutting-edge strategic initiatives for advancing 
womenó.  
 
Most approaches combine executive coaching and soft skill 
development, uniting high potential female candidate information in 
specialized data bases which are then offered to decision makers, a 
variety of mentorship programs and the facilitation of in-company 
networks. While quotas have been used in some environments, they 
remain a controversial measure. 
 

Fifty years after we started all this, we can be satisfied that women make 
up 40% of the global workforce, with double digit growth in certain 
countries. This would seem like a great result if it werenõt for the fact that 
women have been working behind the scenes of small family businesses 
throughout our evolutionary history. They just didnõt get paid for it. 
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Where weõre stuck 
 
Yes, we HAVE come a long way. We can illustrate the process with an S 
curve, where we started out with zero female influence in business in the 
sixties. Then we knew what do to, but not how. Today, we know how to 
keep advancing, but not what to do next. 

 
While in the sixties and seventies 
we knew what to do, it was 
terribly difficult to get support 
in order to get it done.  
 
Fifty years later, in 2010, there 
is more support for the cause 
than ever, yet we donõt really 
know what to do to push women 
up to the top.  
 
A number of symptoms depict 
intangible barriers that continue 

to stop  women from getting to the top.  
 
For a start, there are still important gaps between male and female pay.  
 
The UK office for national statistics reports show as much in 2007 and 2008, 
with a 12.8% global salary gap, and 9 women receiving more than one 
million pounds versus 269 men. Average female salaries at top levels were 
1.2 million pounds, while men got 2 million.  
 
The 2008 Catalyst survey of more than 4,000 high potentials who graduated 
from top MBA programs worldwide showed that women were paid 4,600 
dollars less than men in their first jobs, occupying lower level management 
positions.  
 
Secondly, female presence at the top is still anecdotal. 
 
As mentioned before, the 2010 Fortune Global 500 list of CEOs shows only 12 
women, while the 2008 Catalyst census of women corporate officers and top 
earners in the fortune 500 shows only 15.7% corporate officers and 6.2% of 
top earners were women.  
 
The catalyst census of women board directors in Fortune 500s of the same 
year revealed only 850 women among the total 5610, which is a 15,2%. 66 
companies in the Fortune 500 had no women on their boards, and only 92 of 
the Fortune 500 corporate boards had three or more women on them. Both 
reports show very similar numbers for 2009. 
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Last but not least, women arenõt squeezing their opportunities like men do. 
 
The cited Catalyst survey in 2008 on mentoring programs between senior 
corporate officers and high potential female candidates speaks of intangible 
glitches in these relationships that get them 7% less promotions than their 
male equivalents. 
 
The authors recommend choosing better mentors and taking their role 
towards open sponsoring of their mentees. But there are probably more 
things to do with female mentees to overcome possible unconscious 
resistence as well. 
 

What to do now  
 
In 2011 weõre dealing with the fundamental gap between compliance and 
passion among the women aspiring to power, but also among the men in 
power who must pull them in. Both sides may be doing stuff to advance 
female leadership, but a less than impressive reality tells us theyõre not 
passionate enough about what theyõre doing.  
 
The current limitations to female advancement are unconscious  on both 
sides of the equation. If we canõt put our finger on the barrier that is 
stopping us, it means we need to dive deeper into the way our mind works. 
 
An emotion  centric  model of behavior and business models.  
 
Simply put, if we were fully convinced about it, 
we would get it done a.s.a.p. What we call 
profound conviction in business is often related to 
ôgut feelingsõ or ôinstinctsõ that fall under the 
emotional complexity of our nervous system. 
 
The fact that every organization we build has 
human beings at its core, condemns it to think and 
behave like one big person. This big personõs 
thoughts are called company strategy, and his or 
her habits are the ensemble of business processes 
we call the company business model. 
 
Emotions can be placed at the core of individual 
thinking and doing, as well as organizational 
strategy and business model.  
 
Not only because emotions were built into the 
human body design millions of years before 
intellectual abilities and abstract thinking 



 

11 de 14 

All the information and graphics contained in this document of the Bethencourt Strategic 
diamondsÈ collection belongs to the authorõs intellectual property and is protected by 
law. Any and all reproductions of its contents may be legally pursued.  
For more information, go to www.bethencourt.biz and www.pinobethencourt.com . 

 

appeared, as biology, evolutionary psychology and neuroscience illustrate. 
 
But mostly, systemic emotions are overpowering because a lot of modern 
executives tend to ignore or underestimate the impact of their own 
emotions and those of their colleagues on their organizationsõ end results.  
 
Next steps? Mobilize the emotional core of men in power and women 
seeking entry  
 
The next steps to achieve full gender balance at the top need to tackle this 
core dimension of business. We often refer to it as motivation, informal 
dynamics, unwritten rules, business instinct, company culture, executive or 
leadership skills, or team building, for example. Weõre still pretty shy about 
calling emotions by their name in business. 
 
Diversity officials and HR directors need to become a lot more ambitious. 
Getting one or two women on the board is hardly enough. The goal needs to 
shift towards full gender balance at the top.  
 
As key agents of this cultural change, Chief Diversity Officers and HR 
specialists must work with both actors to make gender balance happen: top 
leading men and the women who aspire to join them. 
 
The men in power: CEOs, corporate officers and non executive directors  
 
In order to inspire our leaders to pursue gender balance in their teams, we 
need to make the business imperative for female advancement a lot more 
relevant to them.  
 
Important steps to include in your action plan include: 
 

1) Build stronger and better arguments for female inclusion in top 
decision making forums. World Bank and United Nations studies, or 
theoretical equations about diversity simply donõt make CEOs 
passionate about getting women on their teams.  

 
The logic needs to get more specific, tie directly onto income 
streams and margin, discuss specific female candidates and depict 
closely relevant success stories to drive the message straight to the 
CEOõs heart. 
 

2) Tackle unwritten rules and informal motivation gaps directly. Map 
decision makers and influencers across top levels of leadership to 
identify their real interest in the cause and their fundamental 
barriers against full gender balance. 
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3) Get better mentors involved in mentoring programs. The higher up 
they are, and the more influence they have, the faster they can pull 
their female mentees up. And they need to feel authentic pride in 
the mentees they are assigned in order to openly advocate in their 
favor. 
 

4) Spend more time (and budget!) on making the mentor chemistry 
work. Mentors and mentees need to feel comfortable enough to 
discuss unwritten rules about leadership, specific power tactics and 
alternative plays the mentee can try out.  
 

5) Increase communication and visibility efforts around female success, 
not only to boost female candidates, but also to adapt unconscious 
stereotypes in the organization and change mindsets across the 
corporate floor. The company as a whole needs to become inspired 
by specific female leaders and proud of implementing their vision. 

 
The women who seek power  
 
A lot more support needs to be put into helping female candidates 
overcome their own unconscious stereotypes about success, and their 
discomfort with organizational unwritten rules. Women need to master the 
informal power game the way it is played now, if they ever want to 
influence the makers of the rules in the future. 

 
Preparing female candidates involves three equally important lines of work. 
Itõs not enough to create a network and put them in contact, or to make 
their data available on a web page or data base. They need to develop their 
ôselling caseõ proactively as a top priority, shaping their work assignments to 
help them outshine competing colleagues. 
 

 Mentoring programs to enable access and visibility of candidates 
among top leadership. 
 

o Careful selection of highly influential mentors 
o Motivate mentors to openly sponsor and push their mentees as 

candidates 
o Less is more. Reduce number of mentees and increase the 

quality of interactions.  
o Actively follow up on chemistry, defining improvement 

opportunities. 
o Donõt expect mentors to do the executive skills development 

 

 Coaching to develop executive skills and deconstruct unconscious 
stereotypes or resistances.  
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o Minimize additional paper work for mentoring and executive 
development programs. 

o Explore confidence issues and negative stereotypes of success 
o Increase risk assumption and pursue ôriskierõ assignments  
o Assertive self selling and negotiating: less nurturing and more 

capturing 
o Learn to read power dynamics and master them 
o How to build trust with older male colleagues, and improve 

chemistry with mentors 
 

 Strategic networking plans that build large scale teams of alliances of 
several degrees for the future. 
 

o Actively develop support networks to get known and be 
appreciated across the company versus strictly task-oriented 
networks 

o Openly discuss business vision and understand the process that 
enables strategic decision making from a bunch of individual 
opinions 

o Analysis of organizational influence factors and key players 
o Development of short term tactics and medium term plans to 

build personal  
 

 

Be ambitious! Spread your ambition onto your CEO and 
your best women.  
 
As a species we have accomplished so many incredible things. Weõve paced 
the moon, soared the skies with amazing architectural wonders and reached 
deep into the hearts of our oceans. Weõre even breaking grounds in 
nanotechnology and genetic engineering. 
 
If we really WANTED to have full gender balance at the top of our 
organizations, it would already be happening.  
 
 



 

14 de 14 

All the information and graphics contained in this document of the Bethencourt Strategic 
diamondsÈ collection belongs to the authorõs intellectual property and is protected by 
law. Any and all reproductions of its contents may be legally pursued.  
For more information, go to www.bethencourt.biz and www.pinobethencourt.com . 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 


