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To Advance Equality for Women, 
Use the Evidence: 

Three Missteps We Make



Three missteps:

1. An overemphasis 
on quantity

2. Trying to ‘fix’ 
women

3. Over-optimism



An Overemphasis on Quantity



The Glass Cliff



The Glass Cliff
• Archival, experimental, case study, and qualitative 

work demonstrates that women are more likely to 
appointed to leadership positions in times of crisis

• These positions are risky, precarious, and stressful

• Impact women’s experience sand their tenure

• Risk reinforcing stereotypes that women are not 
suitable for leadership



Implications
• A focus on the number of 

women in leadership 
positions, ignores the nature 
of these positions.

• Need to ask when and why



Trying to ‘Fix Women

  



Trying to ‘Fix Women

  





Women’s Choices

  BUT

• Places the onus on women
• Ignores continuing structural barriers
• Promotes individual mobility
• Leaves the status quo untouched



Context Constrains Women’s Choices

Women’s career 
choices are shaped 
and constrained by 
organisational and 
social contexts and 
how women see 
themselves within 
these contexts 

Our ambition and 
willingness to 
sacrifice do not 
occur within a 
social vacuum



Implications
• Women’s confidence and 

ambition are related to the 
distinctive treatment they 
receive at work  - particularly 
the negative treatment they 
receive.

• Organisations need to provide 
a culture and context that fuel 
women’s ambition and 
motivation rather than stymie 
them.



Over-optimism





Survey Respondents: Managerial Vets 

N = 266, all with managerial experience 

    54% female

    46% have 10+ years of managerial experience

    88% currently working as manager and/or employer

When discrimination is no longer a 
problem?



v1

v2



What would advise for Elizabeth?
 Pay
 If Elizabeth was employed in your practice, what salary do you think would be 

fitting for her?

 Evaluation
 Generally speaking, how competent does Elizabeth seem to be?

 Treatment
 If Elizabeth was employed in your practice, along with several other vets, would you:
  - let her start taking on more supervisory / managerial responsibilities?
  - give her the opportunity to be more involved in managing the business/financial 

  side of the practice?
  - advise other vets to look to her as a valuable source of knowledge & guidance?
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“Elizabeth” vs. “Mark”: Evaluations of Competence & Treatment

(compared to “Mark”)

Offer Less Encouragement
to pursue promotions, other opportunities
for advancement

Provide Fewer Opportunities
to take on new managerial responsibilities

Express More Reservation
about others looking to Elizabeth [Mark]
as a valuable source of knowledge, guidance

Among those who believe discrimination against women is no longer a problem

“ Elizabeth ” Less 
Competent

Poorer Treatment
in the Workplace



Thus…

Over-optimism

• A failure to recognise ongoing discrimination

• Associated with increased discrimination

• Also associated with less support for gender 

equality initiatives (Begeny, Grossman, & Ryan, 2022)



Conclusions
• Numbers are not enough – quantity 

of women vs quality of positions
• Fixing women does not tackle the 

root of the problem nor does it lead 
to systemic change

• Celebrate wins, but over-optimism 
is associated with discrimination 
and stymies change
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