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Hello from Hilary…
As every state starts to relax their Covid-19 restrictions, workers are contemplating what their workplace will now
look and feel like. Many articles have already been written about more employees adopting flexible working
(working when and where it suits the employee, possibly within employer parameters) and working from home
(WFH) in the future and I for one am a great fan (recognising that some time should be spent in the office to
maintain business relationships and contribute to corporate culture). However, flexible working and WFH does
come with challenges on both sides of the relationship, employer, and employee.
I’ve been speaking with several people over the past couple of weeks about their expectations around working
conditions and it appears that most employers are trying to do the right thing in terms of social distancing and
health in the workplace. However, this may mean that workers continue to WFH, at least in part. Some managers
are going to feel challenged with the new arrangements, especially if they are inexperienced or have never
managed remote workers before.
I am still hearing “I have to be back in the office because he/she is a bit of a micro-manager and needs to see that
people are working”. I have long been an advocate of allowing people to work where and when they choose as
long as they are capable of self-managing their work performance, but I know many managers whose primary
metric for believing that their team member is ‘working’ is their physical presence in the office. Let us consider
why this is backward thinking.
The reason employers employ a person is, basically, to perform a role and ‘get things done’. Why then do we
focus on the ‘time’ spent at work, rather than measuring the ‘outcome’ – the reason for the existence of the job in
the first place? Let’s focus on how to support employees achieve their work objectives, whether that’s on a daily,
weekly, monthly or project basis and encourage managers to set performance metrics around operational goals,
quality standards, client satisfaction, financial milestones, etc, rather than time in the office. It’s a very different
way of managing for many people, but we must ensure this is one of the changes we make as we emerge from the
restrictions – don’t let’s just go back to the old ways without reviewing if they were the best solution.
Employers will also benefit in many ways, but one interesting statistic has emerged. Research has already shown that
employee sick days have reduced drastically during WFH. There could be multiple reasons for this, but hopefully it
signals that those able to WFH (reportedly about 40% of the working population) are managing their mental and
physical well-being in ways that allow them to continue working. Sometimes we just cannot face that commute to
work, or perhaps we did not sleep well the night before and need a slower start to the day or a nap in the afternoon.
Nothing wrong with that, unless you are on a strict timetable to be at work first thing in the morning and stay there
until close of business, when the easier option is to take a sick day. This may also affect parents taking carer’s leave
when, for example, taking a child to the doctor; taking time to do this during WFH and then get back to working
afterwards is a much better solution than having to take a full or half-day carer’s leave from work. However, we need
to be cautious about agreeing to ongoing working whilst caring for young children. This is fraught with risk, where the
child may not be properly supervised, and the worker may be significantly distracted.
Let us encourage employers to measure ‘what’ the employee is achieving, rather than ‘where’ and ‘when’ the work is
being done. This will surely benefit all, but particularly women who still have the highest proportion of caring and
home duties – although flexible working for men and women may change how these responsibilities are shared.

Hilary
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Research Insights…

Women hold 14.1% of
chair positions, 26.8% of
directorships, and
represent 17.1% of CEOs
and 31.5% of key
management personnel
(WGEA 2020, Data
Explorer).

Are we moonwalking gender equality?
Caroline Rosenberg & Anna Ware

“What if men are, by physiology or temperament, more adapted to exercise authority or to issue command?”

-

Tony Abbott, former Australian Prime Minister

“I just don’t think she has a presidential look, and you need a presidential look.

-

President Donald Trump, on Hillary Clinton

Highlights:
•

An increase in perceptions of competence for women has not resulted in increased income
for women, or more women in leadership.

•

In Australia, evaluation of female leaders’ performance is not affected by gender
stereotyping.

•

When people become more familiar with seeing women in positions of leadership,
stereotypes and negative reactions are reduced.

The 100% Project was founded in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis. A group of passionate women
and men came together to be part of the solution through advocacy and research. Now, a decade after the
GFC, standing at the door of the COVID-19 pandemic, we reflect on our journey towards gender equality,
bookended by two global catastrophes.
Often, for people who are battling everyday gender stereotypes and casual gender discrimination, it can feel
like we are broken records, repeating the same arguments over and over. It can be discouraging and
frustrating when we do not seem to be moving forward (and even backsliding according to some statistics!)
despite all the effort. As an organisation, the last thing we want is to be doing the same thing over and over
and expecting different results. So, while we are continuously pushing ahead with new research, we also want
to take stock, evaluate the effectiveness of our approach, and learn from the past.
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Personally, we are practically infants on the issue of gender equality, but that doesn’t stop us from climbing
onto the shoulders of giants!

Recent Research
Professor Alice Eagly, well-known for her work on gender, stereotyping, leadership, and feminism and her
team examined the gender stereotype changes in America between 1946 and 2018. They reported that that
“gender stereotypes have changed but the changes are surprising”.
They looked at three types of gender-stereotyped traits: competence (i.e., intelligence, creativity), communion
(i.e., affection, emotion) and agency (i.e., ambition, courage, decisiveness).

1. Gender stereotypes regarding competence changed, especially the intelligence component of
competence. That is, over time, the number of respondents attributing competence and intelligence to
both genders increased dramatically.

2. Over time, there was an
increase in respondents
attributing communal traits
warmth, compassion,
affection) to women, rather
men.

(i.e.,
than

3. Stereotypes around
agency did not change
time. That is, respondents
consistently rated men as
having more agentic traits
more ambitious,
aggressive, and decisive)
women.

over

(i.e.,
than

Reprinted with permission from Eagly et al.
(2019)

These findings are contrary to the general belief that gender stereotypes have converged and will continue to
do so because of the growing similarity in the employment and domestic commitments of women and men.
This review demonstrated that, despite the role changes, the stereotypes around women displaying more
communal traits have been further reinforced. Additionally, there have been no significant differences to
stereotypes regarding agency.
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Professor Eagly explained the reason for these stereotypical traits to be sticky is a lack of conscious
awareness of occupational segregation. In other words, women tend to work in roles that reinforce communal
traits (e.g., healthcare and education). This reinforces the stereotype that women are more communal. Even in
male-dominated occupations (e.g., law, engineering), women tend to be placed in roles that reward communal
behaviour (e.g., human resources). Meanwhile, men tend to work in roles that reinforce agency (decisionmaking, assertiveness), even when they may be in female-dominated workspaces (e.g., doctor instead of
nurse; principal instead of teacher).
You may be wondering: why haven’t the increased perceptions of women’s competence resulted in increased
income for women, or more women in leadership? Professor Eagly and her co-authors hypothesised the
reason to be that:
“Agency is lesser ascribed to women and leadership is imbued with agency.”
The two of us were curious to find out if there was some existing evidence to Professor Eagly’s hypothesis and
we found another very recent study that asked the question:
“Do gender stereotypes about agency affect how voters judge the governing performance of
male and female political leaders?”
Roosmarijn de Geus and colleagues explored this question by comparing the retrospective judgement of
voters from America and Australia on the performance of their male and female political leaders (i.e.
governors, premiers, and mayors).
The findings are intriguing.
When it came to the retrospective attribution of credit for positive performance, there was no evidence that
leaders were judged differently, based on gender, in either Australia or the United States.
However, in the US, there was evidence of gender stereotyping when considering negative performance of
political leaders. That is, male leaders were judged more harshly for negative performance than female
leaders.
The authors theorised that this finding could be explained, at least in part, by the “outsider” or “novice” effect.
The American respondents were more willing to give female leaders the benefit of the doubt for negative
performance, because the voters considered them to be “novice” and attributed an outsider status to women in
U.S. politics.
In Australia, however, voters are relatively more familiar with female political leaders, so female politicians lose
their “novelty” status. This explains why there was no evidence of gender stereotyping in voters’ retrospective
evaluations of leader performance.
However, the authors acknowledge that these findings do not mean that gender stereotypes are absent in
politics. On the contrary, these stereotypes are still manipulated by political leaders to advance their own
political goals. The two opening quotes to this article are only a drop in the ocean of gender in politics.
So what? How can we change stereotypes around agency for women?
In writing this piece, we asked the other members of The 100% Project Research Committee to reflect on
agency stereotypes for women. Although we do acknowledge that stereotypes around communal traits for both
genders are hugely problematic, for this article, we are focusing on agency!
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As it stands, it seems that women are judged as having less agency because they have not been often seen in
leadership roles. But what can we do about this?
One approach could be to target stereotypes about leaders.
Here are some comments from the Research Committee Members:

“In organisations where leadership stereotypes reward roles/skills where one gender dominates, greater
opportunity should be given to the other gender to acquire these skills.”

-

Research Committee Member

“Given equality in competence, in senior leadership roles the value of communion should not be
underestimated.”

-

Research Committee Member

Reflecting on these comments led us to think that perhaps the stereotypes around leaders possessing agentic
traits should be targeted. Perhaps instead we should focus on stressing the importance of communal traits in
leadership. Then, surely, more women will be able to move into leadership positions?
Unfortunately, there are two glaring problems with this approach.
First, it perpetuates the stereotypes and assumes them to be reflective of the truth. That is, it assumes that
women actually do possess more communal traits than men, and that men possess more agentic traits than
women, instead of acknowledging these perceptions as stereotypes. This means that this approach is also not
helpful in reducing the stereotypes about agency in women.
Second, it downplays agency as an important trait in leadership. There are many agentic traits that leaders
must display including decisiveness, ambition and assertiveness.
Another factor detrimental to women pursuing leadership, in addition to Professor Eagly’s hypotheses, is the
tendency of people to judge harshly those women who do not portray stereotypically female traits.

“Is there an expectation that we must also like women, and for that to happen they must still fulfil certain
stereotypical expectations?”

-

Research Committee Member

Women who display agentic traits may still be unsuccessful in pursuing leadership roles because they may be
criticised for not conforming to gender stereotypical expectations. At the same time, women who do conform to
gender norms, and portray more communal traits, may not succeed in pursuing leadership roles either, as they
are judged as lacking agency.
In this circumstance, women are damned if they do and damned if they don’t.
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But it’s not all doom and gloom, there is promise that the Mere Exposure Effect may prove useful in shifting
agentic stereotypes and reduce harsh judgement of women who display agentic traits. The Mere Exposure
Effect stipulates that the longer we are exposed to something, the more we tend to like it. That is, we are more
likely to prefer something if we are more familiar with it.
The findings from the study by de Gees and colleagues, discussed earlier, potentially provide proof of the mere
exposure effect at work. Voters’ retrospective judgements on the performance of female political leaders were
no different to performance judgements of male leaders in Australia, but not the U.S. It is possible that
Australian voters did not display gender bias in the judgements of leaders’ performance because they were
more familiar with, and thus less repelled by, female leaders.

Put simply, having more women in senior leadership roles will help to change the stereotypes.

How do we achieve that?? Stay tuned for another piece from us!

Caroline Rosenberg

Anna Ware

Please reach out to us if you are keen to be involved in our research, we would love to hear from you!

The 100% Project Research Committee

Page 6

