
© 2017 Brandon Hall Group. Licensed for Distribution by Skillsoft.  1

Research Summary

Women in Leadership Research: Top 5 Findings
Though interest in advancing women to C-level positions remains high,
 only 12% of organizations have achieved gender parity in C-level roles.

The number one barrier is inadequate management of the leadership pipeline.

KEY FINDINGS
• 70% of companies have a C-suite with 25% or fewer women. 

• Only one-third of companies have women currently being groomed for executive roles. 

• The number one factor holding women back from C-suite roles is a lack of succession management for 
the leadership pipeline.

• Smaller companies are better at achieving gender parity than their larger counterparts.

• High-performing organizations have different cultural philosophies about women in leadership.
Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Summary
Gender equality has long been a challenge of organizations worldwide, and in spite of awareness efforts and education, a chal-
lenging environment still exists for women leaders in the workplace. 

In Brandon Hall Group’s 2016 Women in Leadership Study, only 12% of responding organizations said they are seeing gender par-
ity when it comes to C-level executive roles, even though 97% of respondents say that the interest in having women advance to 
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Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 1 The Maturity of Gender Parity in Today’s Organizations
executive positions, including CEO, has remained the 
same or increased in the past few years.

Three times as many organizations have none or few 
women in C-level roles than have at least an equal 
number of men and women in those positions. 

With diversity and inclusion being a critical initiative 
for many companies, one element of that is creating a 
culture and atmosphere for women to advance to, and 
excel in, leadership positions. However, this is not with-
out challenges. As we see with much of our research 
across learning, talent, and HR, the key issues can only 
be addressed when the problem is clearly identified. 

We believe that a diverse leadership team is key to 
organizational success, even though the data shows 
there is limited representation in the current state. 
Throughout this report you will find data that outlines 
the current state of gender parity, systemic issues that 
prevent advancement, and opportunities to improve 
existing practices. 
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TOP 5 FINDINGS

1. 70% of Companies Have a C-Suite Featuring 25% or Fewer Women
As with any core organizational initiative, the direction must come from the leaders at the top. How this group models behaviors 
and decision-making is crucial for determining the direction of any initiative, including those concerning gender equity. This in-
cludes everything from social responsibility to CEO choice. The data shows that just 14% of companies have a woman serving as 
the Chief Executive Officer, and only 9% are strongly considering a woman as the immediate successor to the current CEO. 

In the C-suite as a whole, results are similar: 

Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 2 Representation of Women in the C-Suite
Despite making up about half the workforce, 
women are consistently underrepresented in 
the upper echelons of organizational leadership. 
Most companies have between 1% and 25% 
representation, which is a far cry from the level 
of parity that is needed. This is echoed by the 
succession planning piece of the equation: only 
one-third of companies have one or more wom-
en being groomed for executive roles. 
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2. Culture and Processes Lead to Systemic Barriers to Success
For the 88% of companies that have not yet achieved an equitable playing field, it appears that there are significant, systemic bar-
riers to success. The following graphic highlights the problems identified from most to least common. 

The top three areas stand out, and they represent significant barriers to success for women: 

Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 3 Top Barriers to Leadership for Women
• Inadequate management of leader-

ship pipeline. Just over half of com-
panies believe that the biggest issue 
facing the advancement of women 
is simply inattention. It is likely that 
every organization has a capable fe-
male leader somewhere within its 
ranks—it is another matter entire-
ly to believe that the organization 
is set up in such a way to support, 
encourage, and ensure her success-
ful preparation for senior leadership 
roles. This was the top response for 
large and mid-size organizations. 

• Little, if any, targeted development 
to grow women’s leadership capa-
bilities. 45% of organizations are 
not offering or supporting target-
ed development opportunities for 
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women. While we know that leadership development has been adopted by many organizations, the programs do not inten-
tionally target women for development and advancement. Whether by overt or inadvertent exclusion, this is leading to a lack 
of representation of women in higher-ranking positions. This was the most common issue for small organizations with fewer 
than 1,000 employees. 

• Lack of role models. Four in 10 companies believe that a lack of role models is to blame for low utilization of women in C-level 
positions. It’s no surprise that this is a contributor, since just 14% of companies have a female CEO and there is low penetration 
in the C-suite as well.  

The root cause underlying these various issues is a lack of coordinated effort. Companies that focus on diversity, gender equality, 
and creating equal opportunities are going to see the benefits of this approach. However, without the proper effort and intention, 
these and other issues will continue to limit performance. 

3. Methods Aimed at Developing Women Leaders are Under-Utilized
Despite the issues facing those women that aspire to leadership roles, there are opportunities for growing these individuals into 
strong organizational leaders. The most encouraging piece of this research revolves around the ways companies are making efforts 
to improve gender parity and the utilization of women in senior leadership positions. However, in many cases they are not used 
widely, they are not blended with more effective methods, and they are not supported by top management and organizational 
culture. That said, for companies that are trying to eliminate the gender disparity, this list provides a menu with great options to 
prioritize the growth and development of female leaders. 

At the top end of the spectrum, nearly 50% of companies offer diversity training to help employees understand the value of a di-
verse workforce. However, as we move down the list, we see that the majority of firms are not making use of many strategies for 
advancing women through the ranks, even though many of these programs and initiatives are not resource-intensive. 
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Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 4 Methods Targeted Exclusively for Developing Women Leaders
For example, creating a women’s net-
work for sharing best practices and sup-
port is an easy way to start paving the 
way for women to take on higher lev-
els of leadership responsibility. Another 
great idea that is used by just 13% of 
companies is using role models to do in-
ternal marketing campaigns to brand the 
company as a place that women can de-
velop themselves and advance to higher 
levels of achievement. Neither of those 
options require significant time or re-
sources, but they can be more effective 
than traditional diversity training. 

Some companies even use special tac-
tics to raise awareness of the women 
that are interested in climbing the exec-
utive ladder. The most common meth-
od is through simple networking groups 
(53%). About one-third of companies create a special diversity and inclusion group dedicated to women leaders as a way to 
support the aspirations of this segment of the workforce. Again, this is relatively easy: it only involves laying the foundation and 
creating an environment where this type of community can flourish. 
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4. Smaller Firms Are More 
Likely to Achieve  
Gender Parity
Large organizations are more likely to offer op-
portunities for targeting women leaders than 
smaller firms, but apparently it’s not enough to 
make a difference. When asked about the level 
of gender equality, small companies were more 
than twice as likely to score above average or 
exceptional than their larger counterparts. 

This table offers insights in general terms, but 
this is also a challenge specifically at the CEO 
level as well. Small companies have a woman in 
the CEO slot 29% of the time, but only 8% of 
large firms have females serving as a chief exec-
utive officer. Mid-size firms fall in at 12%.

Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 5 Gender Parity Results by Company Size
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5. High-Performing Organizations Have Different Cultural and 
Philosophical Views
Other than process-driven issues, we also see perception playing a major role in the advancement of women in the workplace. 
Many of the questions we asked companies about philosophies and approaches pointed to underlying factors causing many of the 
issues we have explored here. 

But there is a definite split when it comes to high-performing organizations and the rest of the pack. High-performing organizations 

Source: 2016 Brandon Hall Group Women in Leadership Study (n=420)

Figure 6 Culture of Gender Parity: HiPOs vs. Others
(HiPOs) are shown through survey results to 
see overall improvement across these criteria: 
employee engagement, customer satisfaction, 
voluntary turnover, organizational revenue/
performance, and organizational productivity. 
Consider the following contrast between the 
HiPO group and the average firm. 

In some cases, there is a 20-point or higher 
spread differentiating this group from its peers. 
These types of belief systems and cultural norms 
not only shape the way it treats its pipeline of fe-
male leaders -- it shapes the organization and its 
performance as a whole. The processes them-
selves can’t be corrected without significant at-
tention to these belief systems and philosophies 
that drive everyday decisions. 



© 2017 Brandon Hall Group. Licensed for Distribution by Skillsoft.  9

Research Summary

Authors and Contributors
Rachel Cooke (rachel.cooke@brandonhall.com) Rachel Cooke is the Chief Operating Officer at Brandon Hall Group 
and Principal HCM Analyst. Rachel is responsible for business operations including client and member advisory ser-
vices, website, content and marketing design, annual awards program, and overall accountability for the company’s 
project management function.  Rachel has worked in the HCM research industry for over ten years and has held 
several key management and executive positions with talent and learning research and performance improvement 
industries. 

Claude Werder (claude.werder@brandonhall.com) edited this report. He is the Vice President of Research Operations and Principal 
HCM Analyst at Brandon Hall Group. His responsibilities include overseeing Brandon Hall Group’s team of analysts, directing re-
search priorities, content quality assurance, and producing the annual HCM Excellence Conference.

Nissa Benjamin (nissa.benjamin@brandonhall.com) is the Marketing Coordinator at Brandon Hall Group and created the graphics 
and layout for this report.



© 2017 Brandon Hall Group. Licensed for Distribution by Skillsoft.  10

Research Summary

About Brandon Hall Group
Brandon Hall Group is a HCM research and advisory services firm that provides insights around key performance areas, including Learning and 
Development, Talent Management, Leadership Development, Talent Acquisition, and HR/Workforce Management.

With more than 10,000 clients globally and 20 years of delivering world-class research and advisory services, Brandon Hall Group is focused on devel-
oping research that drives performance in emerging and large organizations, and provides strategic insights for executives and practitioners responsible 
for growth and business results.

At the core of our offerings is a Membership Program that combines research, benchmarking and unlimited access to data and analysts. The Membership 
Program offers insights and best practices to enable executives and practitioners to make the right decisions about people, processes, and systems, 

coalesced with analyst advisory services which aim to put the research into action in a way that is practical and efficient. 

The Value of Membership
The Brandon Hall Group Membership Program encompasses comprehensive research resources and an array of advisory services. Our Membership 
Program provides:

• Cutting-Edge Information – Our rigorous approach for conducting research is constantly evolving and up-to-date, providing your organization with 
current and future trends, as well as practical insights.

• Actionable Research – Your membership includes advisory services and tools that are research-driven and provide you a breakthrough approach to 
addressing immediate challenges and opportunities inside your organization.

• Customizable Support – Whether you are an executive or entry-level practitioner, our research and analyst insights can be leveraged at an individual 
level and across the entire organization. We realize that every organization has unique needs, so we provide multiple analyst and research access 
points.

• Community of Peers – We realize the value of connecting with your peers and being part of a community that is focused on continuous improve-
ment. Your membership provides you with personal connections to fellow professionals.

• Unlimited Access – Every member of your team has the ability to utilize research, best practices, and advisory services when they need it most.

To learn more about Brandon Hall Group, please call us at (561) 306-3576 or email us at success@brandonhall.com.
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