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I am often the only woman on a 
conference call or in the board room, 
especially in certain industries. This 
is just one way I can tell women 
are still bumping against the glass 
ceiling—due to factors in and out of 
our control. The main barrier, though, 
is simply that some industries are 
underpopulated by qualified women 
candidates. Employers bear much of 
the burden of changing the pipeline, 
but we can control some things from 
within it. 

First, prepare for and take 
risks. Apply for that plum job. Some 
women may be reluctant because 
they feel they are not yet 100 percent 
competent, while their male counter-
parts often feel that taking a risk on a 
new position is worth it, and if some-
one is willing to put them in such a 
position, they are qualified enough. 
Women, in my view, more frequently 
than men, feel that, even when hired, 
someone will “find out” they really 
aren’t as competent as they should 

be—that they are imposters. Even 
highly intelligent and overqualified 
women feel these insecurities.  
While an honest assessment of 
skills needs to be made to evaluate 
potential opportunities and readiness 
for them, most jobs involve some 
learning and challenge. 

Second, be an ally. Because of 
this self-doubt, women may discredit 
or discourage peers from seeking 
advancement or scrutinize a female 
candidate’s credentials more closely 
than those of her male counterpart. 
We need to give other women the 
same credence they give (or should 
give) themselves. Encouragement, 
mentorship, and sponsorship help 
us learn from each other and boost 
advancement for women who other-
wise might be discouraged.

Third, speak up and show up. 
Women should ask—even tactfully in-
sist—to be in the room or at key meet-
ings where growth opportunities are 
available. In addition, we should not 

shy away from business development 
“bonding” opportunities, like going 
out for a beer, golfing, or other tradi-
tional “male” activities. Women may 
decline because they feel they are not 
competent golfers (men often aren’t!) 
or fear they will feel uncomfortable in 
such settings. Learning (or learning to 
fake) some social skills to talk-the-talk 
at happy hour is part of conforming to 
the historic social-business structure. 
We can also create alternative events 
and, as more women advance, the 
universe of bonding and mentoring 
activities will evolve. In the meantime, 
golf lessons and learning enough 
about baseball to join the conversation 
can help women be perceived as part 
of the team. 

The glass ceiling can be broken, 
but it takes a combination of boldness, 
confidence, conformance to current 
and changing social norms, and the 
desire to advance. Sharing experi-
ences and advice will help the ceiling 
shatter sooner.
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