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Hudson’s study found that there are important differences between those who aspire to senior man-

agement positions (“aspirers”) and those who do not (“decliners”). The research also demonstrates 

that women define success differently and have different goals depending on their age. The study 

divided respondents into three age groups: 25-34, 35-44 and 45-54 years old.

“The way we deal with talent—the one-size-fits-all versus the accommodation of individual needs and 

desires—will make the good corporations stand out from the mediocre ones,” wrote Ben Verwaayen 

in a recent article in The Times. “It will determine success, not just for an individual company, but also 

for a whole sector, market or even nation.” [1] Verwaayen is CEO of the London-based BT Group, a 

global telecommunications company.

Few companies have initiatives designed to identify and develop women for executive-level positions. 

Only 21 percent of the female respondents in our study say that their company has such a program, 

and of those, fewer than half say it is effective. Add to this the fact that companies pay little attention 

to meeting the specific needs of women aspirers in different age groups, and it is clear that employ-

ers have an enormous opportunity to do more to advance the careers of talented women.

Leading companies have begun to recognize that including women in the executive suite gives them 

true competitive advantage. In addition to bringing diversity of thought to the table, it positions com-

panies to flourish during a talent shortage that promises to get worse with the pending retirement of 

the Baby Boom generation. 

A s p i r e r s  v s .  d e c l i n e r s

While many companies pay attention to their “high-potentials”—those who have been deemed high-

performing and likely to grow—few take into account whether these individuals aspire to move up 

into top positions. Employers should target those with potential who also have high aspirations, and 

give them what they need to fulfill their goals. 

What can your company do to increase the likelihood that talented 
female middle managers advance to senior-level positions? A new 
Hudson study suggests that identifying women who want to attain 
the top jobs and creating programs that position them for leadership 
roles would result in more female top executives and a big payoff for 
employers. These initiatives revolve around better career planning, 
including mentoring programs and networking opportunities, and 
flexible work options such as telecommuting and flex time.
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[1] ��Ben Verwaayen, “Ask not what your workforce can do for you, ask what you can do for your workforce,”The Times, November 19, 2007.



Our study found that aspirers are different than decliners in a variety of ways: [2]

• �A much higher percentage of aspirers than decliners want to stay at their current  

company as they advance in their careers (78 vs. 57 percent).

• �Aspirers are more likely to be completely positive about their job than decliners (42 vs. 28 percent).

• �More than twice as many aspirers than decliners (30 percent compared to 17 percent) say they  

are best described by the following statement: “My career comes first, but non-work life is a  

close second.” 

• �The single most important goal for aspirers is the opportunity for growth and development  

(48 percent vs. 28 percent of decliners).

These findings suggest that companies can retain their female aspirers by giving them the oppor-

tunity to grow and develop. For employers, this creates a win-win situation. By challenging female 

managers with increasingly complex assignments, the company reaps the benefit of their work and 

discourages them from jumping ship, taking their skills and experience with them. 

The study also found that older female managers are much less likely than younger women to want 

to stay at their current company. Fifty-nine percent of the oldest respondents (45-54 years old) say 

that they would like a promotion or a lateral move at their current company, compared to 75 percent 

in the middle age group and 81 percent of younger women. (See “Age and Aspirations: How Female 

Managers View Their Careers.”) A likely explanation is that the longer women remain at a company, 

the less they perceive that they have the opportunity to grow and develop. Consequently they decide 

to change jobs. 

Given the high cost of replacing workers, particularly those in the professional ranks, it makes sense 

for employers to devise strategies to retain and advance women. One step that will go a long way is 

to give up the notion of the traditional career ladder. While this may not be easy given the hierarchical 

structure of many organizations, it already is beginning to happen.

Historically, employees progressed along a predictable path, beginning as trainees and moving up 

to increasingly responsible positions in a vertical specialty area, such as finance, sales or human 

resources. However, today’s workers are much more focused on gaining the skills they need to  

manage their own careers. This may involve moving to a different business unit, moving laterally  

or even down a level. Companies that want to keep talented people have to make it possible for 

employees to navigate a meandering road, rather than climb a ladder. 
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[2] �Margaretta Noonan, “The Ambition Divide: Differences Define Women’s Career Aspirations,” Hudson, February 2008. 

Companies that want to keep talented people have to make it 

possible for employees to navigate a meandering road, rather 

than climb a ladder.



Most companies do a poor job of career planning, especially for women. In a talent-short environ-

ment, this is an increasingly serious problem. A new IBM survey of more than 400 human resources 

executives from 40 countries found that organizations around the world are concerned about their 

ability to develop future leaders. In North America, slightly more than two-thirds of companies fear a 

shortage of executive talent. [3]

Eric Lesser, the study’s lead author, commented that although many of the companies in the study 

have been experiencing higher than usual turnover over the past two years, they’re still not focusing 

upon talent attraction and retention. “We think that’s a mistake, because the war for talent continues 

to escalate, with new competitors for talent emerging all the time. This is no time to feel comfortable,” 

said Lesser, an associate partner with IBM’s Institute for Business Value.

An effective career planning process must factor in an individual’s interests and desires, as well as 

her skills and competencies. If there is a gap, the employer is responsible to help the individual close 

it, whether by offering managers varied experiences, training or educational opportunities, or a formal 

mentoring program. 

Successful companies such as Memphis-based FedEx have made talent management a top priority. 

For example, the company has emphasized training for employees for more than 30 years, believing 

that it is directly linked to competitive advantage in the marketplace. FedEx was the first company in 

the service category to win the Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award and has consistently been 

on the list of top companies to work for.[4]

Unfortunately, activities that improve retention, such as training and career planning, are low on the 

priority list of most organizations. Given the high cost of losing valuable employees, this is short-

sighted. Typically, the cost to replace an employee is 150 percent of the person’s salary, according to 

the Saratoga Institute, a research organization that studies human capital issues.

Losing employees isn’t inevitable, but it does occur frequently. A longitudinal study by the U.S. Bu-

reau of Labor Statistics conducted in 2006 shows that, on average, individuals held 10.5 jobs from 

ages 18 to 40 (women held 10.3 jobs), or a new job about every two years. A Hudson Index poll of 

more than 2,000 U. S. workers conducted in February 2007 reinforces the point. The survey found 

that while only a small percent of workers are actively looking for a new job, more than half are at 

least willing to consider another opportunity. 

At the same time, companies give lip service to the concept that “our people are our most important 

asset,” but more typically treat people as an expense rather than an asset. They fail to recognize the 

importance to their financial success of having the right people in the right jobs. This message needs 
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[3] �Patrick J. Kiger, “The Coming Leadership Crisis,” Workforce Management, October 17, 2007. 

[4] �Heather Collins, “Leadership Development,” Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), November 2003, www.shrm.org.

Unfortunately, activities that improve retention, such as training and career 

planning, are low on the priority list of most organizations.



to come from the top: company leaders should demand accountability around issues such as open 

positions and turnover, just as they do about financial results. 

Accountability is key in achieving gender equality in the workplace. A recent study found that “the 

best hope for remedying [inequality] may lie in practices that assign organizational responsibility for 

change.” The authors added, “Structures that embed accountability, authority, and expertise … are the 

most effective means of increasing the proportions of white women, black women, and black men in 

private sector management.” [5] 

R o o m  f o r  i m p r o v e m e n t

Hudson’s study found that of the areas women consider most important for career development, 

employers do poorly in three: mentoring programs, the opportunity to work with senior management 

and offering flexible hours.

The easiest and most overlooked option to develop and advance women is to offer them varied 

experiences within the company. Having the opportunity to interact with different managers and 

mentors, whether through a formal program or informally, is critical for their growth. At the same 

time, increasing men’s interaction with female managers helps to reduce gender stereotyping, often 

caused by ignorance or lack of exposure. Such prejudices, conscious or unconscious, can color  

performance evaluations that, in turn, affect promotion decisions.

Historically, female managers have been overlooked for promotions because they have had no  

P&L responsibilities. Making sure that women hold line management positions is an important  

way to prepare them for top leadership roles. 

Formal mentoring programs also are an effective vehicle to reduce turnover and help talented female 

employees develop their careers. These programs are most successful when they are tied to manag-

ers’ performance appraisals. However, most organizations do not have such programs. A 2007 survey 

of HR professionals conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) found 

that about three-quarters of the respondents’ organizations lacked a formal mentoring program. [6]  

The scarcity of mentors is a particular challenge for women, according to Catalyst, a research orga-

nization that studies career advancement for women. A 2003 study found that nearly one-quarter of 

women never had a mentor. It also reported that 43 percent of senior-level women strongly agree 

that the lack of role models is a significant barrier to advancement. The lack of opportunities for 

women to network with people outside the company, including customers, suppliers and vendors, 
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[5] �Alexandra Kalev, Frank Dobbin and Erin Kelly, “Corporate Affirmative Action and Diversity Policies,” American Sociological Review,

Vol. 71, August 2006.

[6] 2007 Benefits Survey Report, SHRM, www.shrm.org.

The easiest and most overlooked option to develop and advance 

women is to offer them varied experiences within the company.



is another barrier. Organizations that encourage and facilitate gender-neutral social and community 

service activities where networking can take place will realize a higher return on their human capital 

investment. 

“…Women gain from strong and supportive mentoring relationships and connections with powerful 

networks. When a well-placed individual who possesses greater legitimacy (often a man) takes an  

interest in a woman’s career, her efforts to build social capital can proceed far more efficiently,”  

authors Alice Eagly and Linda Carli wrote in a recent Harvard Business Review article. [7] 

An influential study conducted in the late 1980s by University of Nebraska professor Fred Luthans 

looked at four categories of activities that managers in a variety of organizations engage in: com-

munication, traditional management activities such as planning and decision making, human resource 

management and networking. Of the four, only networking had a statistically significant relationship 

with success. Success was defined as the speed at which an individual was promoted. 

“Successful real managers spent relatively more time and effort socializing, politicking and interact-

ing with outsiders than did their less successful counterparts,” Luthans wrote. “Networking seems 

to be key to success.” Networking behaviors included non-work-related conversations; dealing with 

customers, suppliers and vendors; and attending community service events. 

Deloitte and Touche found several years ago that a lack of networking opportunities was the primary 

reason women who were expected to become partners were leaving the company. Deloitte re-

sponded by developing company-sponsored networking and formal career planning for women, in 

addition to renewing its commitment to flexible work arrangements such as flex time and job-sharing. 

The result was increased retention of women, and particularly senior managers, the position that 

precedes partnership. [8] 

Smart companies understand that retention and flexibility go hand in hand. Instituting practices such 

as flex time, telecommuting and job sharing promotes work-life balance and allows women to con-

tinue working as they raise their children. Without this flexibility, women may be forced to leave the 

company and start again at a new organization when their children are older, which is detrimental to 

both women and employers. Companies also should keep an open mind about welcoming talented 

women back if they decide to take a hiatus from work while their children are young. 
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[7] Alice Eagly and Linda Carli, “Women and the Labyrinth of Leadership,” Harvard Business Review, September 2007.

[8] �Nancy R. Lockwood, “Women in Business and Mentoring,” SHRM Briefly Stated series, 2004, http://www.shrm.org



C o n c l u s i o n

Hudson’s study found that the vast majority of female middle managers aspire to senior manage-

ment positions. Nevertheless, most companies have done a dismal job promoting women to fill top 

jobs. Remedying this requires organizations to:

• �Provide opportunities for female aspirers to grow and develop, including career develop  

initiatives such as a formal mentoring program. 

• �Increase women’s networking opportunities with customers, suppliers and others outside  

the company.

• �Move career planning to the top of the priority list, demanding accountability for results.

• Institute flexible work arrangements such as flex time and telecommuting.

Organizations that commit to taking these steps don’t do so because it is “the right thing to do.” 

Rather, they understand that in a highly competitive environment it makes business sense to  

advance women with the skills, competencies and desire to succeed in the executive suite.
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