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GENDER EQUALITY

Diversity makes for a
dynamic workplace

Nadia Mans-Kemp
and Suzette Viviers

Ithowgh  gender
oquality 1s an age
old discussion, 1t
remains a contro
versial tople.

Two prominent researchers
in the feld Ronald Burke and
Susan Vinnkcombe, argue that
sender has become a "bhusiness
issue” rather than merely a
“woman's issue”,

Given increasing competition
for a limited talent pool. the
quality of a company’s human
capital could be a competitive
atvantage. The gender compo
sition of hoards and top man
agement therefore Increasingly
ain attention from policy mak
ers, the media and researchers.
Intermational and local statistics,
however, show that less than
200 of directors are females.

In 2007, two US researchers,
Alice Eagly and Linda Carll.
argued that the glass ceiling
metaphor was no longer apt in
the 21st century,

They said women were not
challenged by one ohstacle, but
encounter several difficulties to
advance their careers.

They proposed an altermative
metaphor of a labvrinth as
women  are  confronted by
work-life balance Issues. dis
crimination at work and preju
dice based on thelr gender.

There have been reports of
successful women being reluc
Lant o support other wormen
the so-called queen bee syn
drome. Women also experience
self-doubt and guilt due to an
inability to achieve a work-life
balance, A lack of access to cor
porate networks o advance
women's careers has also been
noted by rescarchers,

The debate on board gender
diversity changed over the past
two decades. In the 20008 pro
ponents offered several reasons
why  gender diversity  should
be  encouraged.  Researchers
reported that women brought
fresh  perspectives o board

room  discussions, were less
likely to resort to @roup thinking
and had a more collaborative
leadorship stvle than men. If
thore were open communica-
tion channels, peaple tended o
be more comfortable  about
voleing their concermns, resulting
in a comstructive atmosphere o
share ideas. But diverse opin
fons may result in conflict and
slower decision-making.

Ther debate shifted from rea
sons for limited female directors
and why this status quo should
be tackled to a discussion on
how corporate female participa
tion could be encouraged

Some women complain that
it is difficult to obtain access ©
malke-dominated corporate net
works. The term homosoctality
refers o the general orlentation
(o associate with ndividaals Hke
oneself. Men often tend o asso
clate with other men when
forming corporate networks.

NOMINATION
COMMITTEES SHOULD
SOURCE PROMISING
WOMEN BOARD
CANDIDATES AND
OFFER THEM SUPPORT

Both sexes should, however,
be  encowaged 0 avold
homoscocial - networks  and
rather engage with  directors
from both sexes o lean from
each other's experiences.

Companies should continu
ously grow and develop the
talent  pipeline by - allocating
{more) resources to developing
promising female  emplovees,
Line managers should provide
challenges o women to prepare
them for career advancement,
Their job satisfaction should be
regularly monitored.

If continuous  development,
further studies and mentorships
are encouraged, the  director
talent pool will be enlarged.

According to the critical mass
theory, three or more women

directors are required to really
bring aboul corporate change
Nomination committees should
source promising women board
candidates  and  offer  them
development support.

Compantes  should — also
review thelr work policies for
parents to facilitate and support
work-life balance. There should
he a focus on the quality of an
employers work rather than
the mumber of hours spent at a
desk. If long working hours are
reduced, women  might  have
maore flexibility to meet their
family responsibilitics.

Facchook  chief  operating
officer Sheryl Sandberg sets an
example.

She leaves work at 5.30pm
o spend tdme with her familv.
More women should tollow her
example and support or reguest
family-friendly policies.

Men shoukd also be encour
aged 0 take  advantage of
family-related henefits, House-
hold responsibiliies should be
shared, to allow both partners to
develop their careers,

Another option to advance
board gender diversity is legis
lation. In Nowrway, fermale board
diversity is enforced by means
of a quota. while former Labour
government  minister Lovd
Mervim}  Davies  infroduced
female board targets in the Uk

But board gender diversity
should not be legistated I SA

In light of gender activist
Germaine Greer's comment that
AIf a women never kets herself
g0, how will she ever know how
far she might have got?”,
women should make the most
of the opportunities offered to
them. They should challenge
their firms to enlarge women's
access o mentoring and other
development  opportunitics o
ensure amore equal workplace.
not only at board level, but
throughout companies.

® Mans-Kemp and Viviers are
academics at the department of
business management at
Stellenbosch Universiny.

Confronting
inequality:
Faceboak
chief
operating
officer Sheryl
Sandberg is
pushing for
mare women
in the
warkplace
and in
leadership
positions.
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