
Foreword
We are most fortunate to be living through times of high 
transition in business and society, and those who will 
embrace the challenges and winds of change -- will also be 
the authentic leaders who will be well rewarded with high 
distinction, stature, and profits of innovative thinking.

The increasing commitment of women executives to become 
a part of this changing business format, and the 
differentiating styles of leadership that women are bringing 
to their roles across organizations -- is forever changing the 
way companies are responding to future markets, ethical 
leadership, and defining talent for the fast-growing 
economies.

At the same time, there continues to be some resistance 
among companies and CEOs in recognizing this strong, 
active, nurturing, and collaborative style that women are 
bringing to company boards and top-management -- and it 
will be the endeavor of this survey report to place on record 
the reality of what the women leadership styles are 
conveying to building business, intellectual, and social capital 
for companies.

Although the survey has been conducted in corporate India 
only, we believe that the conclusions and indicators are 
universal in their application to companies and women 
executives worldwide.

We hope that this report will provide a realistic tool for 
mentoring the minds of top-management and enabling 
women to understand their potentials and strength -- and 
take us all one more step forward in the mission for building 
future markets, future stakeholders and future leadership.

We invite you to continue your contributions and thought-
leadership on this mission and mandate.

 
Poonam Barua
Founder Convener
Forum for Women in Leadership

Poonam Barua
Founder Convener
Forum for Women in Leadership

Sangeeta Singh
Executive Director - HR
KPMG
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Executive Summary
Organizations that aim to deliver the highest 
standards of leadership require a diversity of 
thought and talent capability. It is 
increasingly being recognized that women 
do bring substantive diversity to company 
boards in terms of their composition, skill 
sets and experiences.  Their intuitiveness, 
negotiation skills and the collaborative and 
inclusive styles of leadership that they 
inherently display would be seen as striking 
a fine balance with the more process-driven 
leadership culture, which is the hallmark of 
their male business peers and counterparts. 

While much research has been conducted 
on gender stereotypes, the “Forum for 
Women in Leadership” (WILL Forum) in 
partnership with KPMG conducted a survey 
on "Creating Women Business Leaders: 
Differentiating Styles of Women Executives" 
-- to bring to light the personality and 
motivational factors that serve at the core of 
underlying gender differences in leadership.  

How do women executives define their 
leadership context? Are specific styles of 
leadership truly unique to women leaders? 
Can these leadership styles enhance the 
value of corporate India’s contributions to 
the global marketplace by supplementing 
those of their male counterparts for 
sustaining the pace of growth and 
development of the world economy? Would 
the intrinsic leadership styles of women 
make them adept managers? Through this 
study, we aim to address the foregoing 
questions, which revolve around how 
leadership styles of  women would 

contribute to enhanced business 
performance through collaborative 
leadership, public-spiritedness, flexible 
mindsets and high standards of work ethics. 
Another key issue we aim to analyze is how 
far organizations in India can – and do – 
enable women to lead effectively. 

Specifically, our research evidence reveals 
that women leaders are self-critical of their 
own strengths and weaknesses and tend to 
rebound gracefully from setbacks. They tend 
to be intuitive crisis managers enabling fair 
and sound judgment. Further, they drive a 
democratic and inclusive approach by 
building an ecosystem and nurturing talent. 
These qualities, appear to be intrinsic in 
character to women – leading to a 
collaborative style of leadership -- thereby 
setting higher benchmarks for themselves, 
and their peers. 

“Women make up half the human 
resources available to any country. If this 
half is not being channeled into the 
economy or being made a part of 
decision-making processes, the country’s 
economic potential is bound to suffer. As 
business-leaders and policy-makers seek 
to navigate their way through the 
current crisis, they need the talents of 
both women and men to come up with 
the best solutions.”

- Saadia Zahidi, Head of the Women 

Leaders’ Program, World Economic Forum
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While the findings of this survey suggest 
that corporate India seems to be working on 
the traditional definition of hierarchical, 
conventional form of leadership – Indian 
women professionals are definitely on the 
rise and are paving the way for future 
generations. Their visibility is not just 
restricted to India -- with several of them 
working overseas with leading multinational 
companies. Thus, the survey clearly indicates 
the emergence of a new pattern of 
leadership – a pattern, which women 
executives are at the forefront of creating, 
not only in India, but also globally. This 
observation is particularly significant since 
most male respondents in our survey 
echoed similar opinions.

Our results also indicate that aspiring 
women corporate leaders have equal access 
to work opportunities and resources to 
escalate to higher levels and positions on 
the professional ladder. However, the main 
challenge lies in enhancing gender inclusion 
at the “threshold of organizational 
leadership”. 

Accordingly, corporate boards in India will 
need to show a higher degree of gender 
diversity for company directors. Women 
corporate directors in India account for a 
mere 4.8 percent of the total population of 
directors and 2.5 percent of the total 
segment of independent directors – on the 
repertoire of companies listed on the 
Bombay Stock Exchange . The real test for 
business and corporate leadership in India 
will materialize when boardrooms are 
mature enough to realistically reflect the 
pool of diverse stakeholders who constitute 
a successful business environment. 

Results from global surveys conducted 
in the past support the notion that 
women bring distinct personality and 
motivational strengths to leadership 
roles – and do so in a style that is 
conducive to today’s diverse workplace.

• Women in top management need to be perceived as serious players

• Women leaders find it difficult to break into established male-dominated corporate 
networks at the risk of balancing work/home aspects

• Senior women executives find performance assessments based on personal 
characteristics, ability to put in long hours and visibility of effort rather, than on 
delivery or output as a challenge

• At times the challenges faced by women leaders are industry-specific and cannot be 
measured or generalized

Confr onting Women - Executive challenges: 
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Business and investor communities have 
been quick to see emerging trends and new 
business opportunities with the advent of 
the concept of gender diversity. Economic 
globalization, market competition, 
multiculturalism and fluidities in transitional 
communications have been gateways to an 
increased role of women in business and 
corporate leadership. 

The influence of broad gender diversity on 
company performance has been discussed 
for a number of years though mainly in the 
context of the business climate in Europe 
and the United States. There is a need for 
enhanced awareness of the irrepressible 
challenges of talent-generation  in the fast-
growing Indian marketplace, which has 
become more relevant in the face of the 
volatile global economic environment. 
Given the pressures of a dynamic cross-
cultural global strategic workforce, 
companies are now broadening their 
perspectives to look at the demographic 
pool of women executives in the workplace, 
as a possible answer to the talent crunch. 
However, the ramifications of this pr ocess 

is impacting the whole defina tion of 

"ethical leadership ", "best employer 

Re-defining Best-Employers for 

Sustainabilit y: 

Benchmarking Corpor ate HR

companies", and "sustainable 

organizations". The notion tha t women 

can serve as potential generators of 

organizational v alue through their 

capabilities of incr easing the flow of 

business innovations, simply cannot be 

ignor ed any longer.

A large number of forward - thinking 
companies in the IT, banking, financial 
services, pharmaceutical, hospitality and 
consulting sectors have taken initiatives to 
promote gender diversity and inclusion - 
programs with a view to guiding and 
nurturing effective corporate leadership 
among women. Gender inclusion paves 

the way for a demonstration of equitable 

and progressive think ing within the 

organization. 

The common thread that runs through most 
successful women corporate executives in 
India is defined by their ability to take 
initiative and make more rational decisions, 
their capacity to multi-task, and the greater 
sensitivity they display to a wider range of 
people, situations and catch-22 occurrences. 
These characteristics make them efficient 
business leaders who are capable of not 
only bringing in more robust risk 

Women in Corpor ate Governance & 

Ethical Leadership

Transforming Corporate India:
Key Leadership Features that
Women bring to Business
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management regimes and more effective 
governance structures but also 
incorporating an ethical dimension to their 
leadership. 

A growing body of research evidence 
suggests definite positive correlations 
between the number of women directors on 
company boards and better organizational 
performance through higher levels of 
profitability the world over. Studies 
conducted globally suggest that companies 
where women are most strongly 
represented on boards and top-
managements are also companies that 
perform the best. Further, leadership 
behaviors applied by women executives 
reinforced a company’s organizational 
performance on several dimensions like 
intellectual stimulation, participative 
decision-making, inspiration and 
expectations, and rewards. These leadership 
qualities would be critical to meet the 
expected business challenges that 
organizations would face in the coming 
years. Additionally, there are striking 
differences in governance patterns between 
organizations that had women in their top 
managements and those that did not. The 

Women Driving Company 

Revenues and Profits

key governance practices affected by the 
presence of women board directors are 
primarily those that are associated with 
more active and independent boards of 
directors. 

Women executive contributions are 
dramatically reorienting the values, 
deliveries, and culture of business and 
society alike. Women are widely judged to 
be better than men at dealing with social 
issues, and being more "public - spirited". 
Through their leadership context and power 
dynamics, women fare relatively better for 
standing up for their principles in the face of 
political pressures; being able to work out 
compromises; thereby driving an inclusive 
approach in the interest of the overall 
population and stakeholders.

While women possess distinct and 
persuasive leadership styles, mastering new 
skill-sets will enable them to establish 
greater credibility in the industry, thereby 
adding value to themselves and the 
organization. Dedicated women’s executive 
education programs are capable of 
enhancing women’s functional expertise, 
intellectual capacity and opening doors to 
greater achievements.

In the light of this scenario and existing 
research evidence, we believe that our 
survey befits the current context in its intent 
to further explore the relationship between 
the leadership styles of women executives 
and boardroom efficiency in India. 

Women as Societal Business 

Leaders

Making a Step-change in Corpor ate 

Careers through Mentoring

“The fundamental point is that you need 
to take the best people from the whole 
population (rather than one half of the 
population) if you want to be one of the 
best companies globally. When it is put 
as starkly as that, it is impossible to 
disagree.”

 - John Griffith-Jones, Partner,

KPMG in the UK
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To understand the differentiating leadership 
styles of senior women executives, the 
challenges they face within their 
organizations, and the ways in which they 
successfully combine the pursuit of 
professional goals and personal 
achievement, the “Forum for Women in 
Leadership” (WILL Forum) in partnership 
with KPMG, conducted a survey among 
India’s business leaders who have risen to 
top executive positions. The survey results 

aim to provide an understanding of the key 
characteristics of women leaders, their 
business strategies and approaches to work, 
their personal motivations, and their 
differentiating leadership styles. The report 
therefore highlights what skills women 
executives believe they have which are 
unique to them, what skills they need to 
acquire, and their mentoring needs to 
become better leaders. 

Background on the WILL-KPMG Survey

The responses of all participants were 
collated and classified under the 
following response categories:

• Strongly agree

• Agree

• Disagree

• Strongly disagree

Step 1.2

Designed a questionnaire which 
covered the following parameters:

• Decision -making

• Management principles

• Workplace opportunities for 

advanced management positions

• Personal and professional challenges 

that women corporate leaders face 

• Criteria for successful leadership

Step 1.1 Step 1.3

Calculation of responses in 

percentage terms to determine 

proportions

The responses of all participants were 
collated and classified under the 
following response categories:

• Strongly agree

• Agree

• Disagree

• Strongly disagree

Step 1.2

Designed a questionnaire which 
covered the following parameters:

• Decision -making

• Management principles

• Workplace opportunities for 

advanced management positions

• Personal and professional challenges 

that women corporate leaders face 

• Criteria for successful leadership

Step 1.1

Responses for all questions were 
mapped under the respective 
categories

Responses for all questions were 
mapped under the respective 
categories

Step 1.3

Calculation of responses in 
percentage terms to determine 
proportions

Step 3:
• Arrive at a scorecard that reflects kind of response provided fo

question category -wise
• Incorporate findings into report

Step 3:
• Arrive at a scorecard that reflects kind of response provided for each

question category -wise
• Incorporate findings into report

S
te

p 
2

Survey Methodology

Respondent Sample

The survey covers 104 men and women who 
typically fall under the ambit of ‘top 
management’ in both public and private 
sector enterprises across different disciplines 
and sectors ranging from domains like 

IT/ITeS, hospitality, financial services and 
advertising to unconventional fields of 
pharmaceuticals, oil and gas and 
manufacturing, among others.  
While the proportion of women 
respondents is higher (at 66.3 percent) than 
that of the men, we have attempted to make 
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our research sample as representative as 
possible. 

In the subsequence sections, we have 
identified the respondent profile followed 
by key survey findings and analysis.
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Table 1: Respondent Data

The response 
quotient was 
highest among 
Senior Managers 
indicating 
maximum 
responses from 
the next cycle of 
leaders. 

Industry

Note:
Entity Ownership Structure: Public: 41%; Private: 59% 

4%

26%

4%

13%

53%

IT FS Oil and Gas Telecom Others

IndustryIndustry
 The highest 

proportion of 
our respondents 
represented the 
IT/ ITeS, followed 
by financial 
services and 
miscellaneous 
sectors.

Note: Others include respondents from Academics, Advertising, Hospitality, HR, Non-Profit, Consulting, etc.

Work Experience (in yrs): 
5 – 10: 23%

10 – 15: 55%
> 20: 22%

Educational Qualifica tion: 
Graduate : 5%; 
Post Graduate
Other Degree/Diploma

5%; 5%; 
:               57%; 

: 38% 
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Key Findings and Analysis

Theme 1:

Macro-level Enablers: Empowering 

Women in the Workplace...

The following variables were as 
macro-level enablers for our study:

• The amount of decision-making 
authority that lies at the disposal of both 
men and women leaders in accordance 
with their roles in an organization

• The level and ease of access to 
information and various resources at the 
disposal of both men and women 
leaders as basis for taking appropriate 
business decisions

• The extent of professional and/or career 
development opportunities available to 

considered 

women executives as compared to that 
available to their male counterparts

• Opinions on whether their organizations 
or their senior management entertained 
any biases on the basis of the age, 
gender and/or marital status of women 
executives

Finding 1:

Decision-Making:

Over 90 percent of the respondents 
surveyed opined that men and women 
leaders both had the same level of authority 
to make important business decisions on 
the basis of their organizational roles. Of this 
proportion, a little over 60 percent of 
respondents strongly agreed that the level 
of decision-making authority at the disposal 
of a corporate leader was independent of 

Macr o Level Enablers
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Fig. 1
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the latter’s gender. It was only a marginal 
proportion of 6 percent of the surveyed 
respondents who felt otherwise. 

Access to Resources: 

On whether men and women leaders had 
the same level and ease of access to the 
documents, information and resources that 
were deemed to be crucial for effective 
decision-making, a similar proportion of 
respondents agreed that organizational 
access to information was equal for 
corporate leaders regardless of their gender. 
A similar percentage of nearly 60 percent of 
executives strongly agreed with this notion, 
with a proportion of 33 percent generally 
agreeing that gender was exclusive from the 
variable of equal access as a macro-level 
enabler for the empowerment of women 
executives.   

Work Oppor tunities:

Interestingly fewer people seemed to agree 
with the view that men and women were 
being provided equal opportunities for 

career planning, professional development, 
promotions and knowledge advancement at 
work. Only 43 percent of the respondents 
interviewed strongly agreed with the view 
that men and women actually have equal 
opportunities to grow in their careers and/or 
rise to positions of top leadership in the 
corporate sector. At least 15 percent of 
respondents believed that women were in  a 
clear disadvantage on opportunities to 
advance their careers.  

Management biases:

About 15 percent of respondents expressed 
concerns with regard to prevailing biases on 
the basis of gender, age, marital status and 
other related gender stereotypes either at 
the managerial level or across the 
organization. However, a vast majority felt 
that organizations were fair (in that they did 
not operate on the basis of any prejudices) 
in the way they dealt with women 
executives as well as women employees 
several rungs below those of women at the 
level of the top management. 

Key Takeaways from Our Survey:

• Women friendly policies required to support high impact life events like marriage, 
child birth, spouse transfers, aging parent, etc.

• Focused executive mentoring required to enable women to master new skill-sets, 
acquire global mindsets, and position themselves as strategic thinkers and innovators 
thereby adding value to themselves and the organization

• Clarify organization's intent to retain, nurture and grow women into leadership roles, 
to partner with men in the vision to create a better future workplace

• Organizations need to provide an eco-system for employee well-being, diversity in 
workplace and responsible citizenship that will respect and appreciate the "feminine" 
traits that women bring to the table

Refer : Will handbook "50 Best Practices for Women in the Workplace"
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Theme 2:

Management Capabilities – 

Identifying D istinc t Leadership 

Styles

To assess whether women leaders possess 
essential business acumen and 
management capabilities owing to 
leadership styles which are unique to them, 
we considered the following variables:

• Managing t eams: 

– Fair and transparent in their 
communication

– Driving an inclusive approach in 
decision-making

– Build an ecosystem and nurture 
talent

– Ability to be empathetic and 
willingness to listen

– Handling biases within the team

•? Managing work/clien ts:

–
social networks

– Multi-Tasking 
– Time management
– Clairvoyant in their thinking: ability 

to see all sides of a situation
– Distinct and engaging persuasive 

style
– Risk-averse: rational and ethical 

decision-making

• Managing personal and professional 

growth:

– Self-critical of their own 
strengths/weaknesses

– Rebounding and learning from 
setbacks

– Balancing personal and professional 
commitments

Build relationships as opposed to 

Finding 2:
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In a study conducted in 1990, Sally 
Helgesen, an internationally acclaimed 
author, speaker, and leadership 
development consultant, found that 
women were more intuitive in decision 
making and had a leadership style that 
emphasized inclusion and cooperation 
which was more based on networking 
than it was authoritarian. Building 
further on this framework, American 
novelist, Judith Rosener, reported that 
men and women do tend towards 
different leadership styles. Women tend 
to be more transformational in that they 
are more inspirational, motivating and 
holistic in their approach than their male 
counterparts, who tend toward a more 
transactional leadership style, which is 
task-oriented and more contingent. 

As can be seen in the Fig 2, a majority of the 
executives surveyed agreed that women 
executives were rather adept at managing 
teams and client relationships and in 
furthering their prospects of personal 
growth and development. Essentially, our 
findings hint at a higher degree of 
persuasiveness among women executives as 
well as a stronger need to get things done 
and a greater degree of precise calculation 
in their willingness to take risks, a trait which 
can be attributed to their innate 
intuitiveness and prudence. These 
characteristics will contribute substantively 
to accelerating the pace of development of 
corporate strategies and provide 
organizations with a shield against 
unforeseen contingencies. 

Ambitious women leaders who aspire for a 
‘corporate warrior’ status weave their 
professional goals into the ethos of 
organizational norms and work culture 
which enables them to adapt and gather 
new insights at work. 

To this end, it is especially important to join 
organizations, which have value systems 
and beliefs that fall in line with the 
individuals’ professional goals, as also their 
personal belief systems. Individuals can 
perform at their highest levels of 
productivity only where such 
synchronization is established. 

Key Takeaways from Our Survey:

• Women leaders tend to be fair and transparent in their communication

• They drive an inclusive approach to build an ecosystem that nurtures talent

• The distinctive and persuasive leadership style of women executives enables them to 
build long-lasting relationships as opposed to mere social networks

• Women leaders are self-critical of their own strengths and weaknesses, and tend to 
rebound gracefully from their setbacks

• Women corporate leaders tend to be intuitive and calculated in their decision making 
– qualities that enable fair and sound judgment

• Being gifted with the capacity of becoming mothers, women leaders seldom make 
decisions which are unethical or harmful for society
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Women as Effectiv e Crisis 
Management Leaders

When women partake of the risk 
management process especially at the 
policy framing level, the resulting decisions 
are much better, perhaps because women 
are also believed to be less impulsive in their 
decision-making (than men) and more 
consistent and rational in making choices.

There is a growing debate revolving around 
whether the current financial meltdown 
could have been averted if more women 
had greater role in financial institutions. 
Lloyds TSB, which has many women in 
senior positions, is one of the very few 
global banks that emerged relatively 
unscathed from the crisis.

Interestingly, women have assumed 
leadership positions in companies that need 
to climb out from the financial crisis. When 
Fidelity Investments lost its top talent and 
had several problems to fix, Kathy Murphy 
moved in to become the President for 
personal investments in the company. Under 
Murphy’s leadership, Fidelity aims to help 
Americans survive the downturn through 
free seminars, advertising campaigns and 
web-based tools. Interestingly, Fidelity has 
not only insulated itself from the economic 
downturn but also diversified into other 
businesses like human resources 
outsourcing, in the last few years.

The theory behind such a contention is that 
women are known to be more risk-averse. 
Standard means of testing have shown that 
women are indeed more risk averse than 
men and would hence be less likely to 
promote or support the kind of risk-taking 
culture that seems to have led to the global 
financial meltdown. In fact, several gender 
studies have proven that women behave 

and manage differently from men because 
they are more risk-aversive and also focus 
more on long-term interests than do their 
male counterparts. 

Furthermore, women are certainly more 
conservative over money matters. In India, 
women as wives, mothers and home-makers 
have been very adept at saving money. 
Obviously the same principles that apply to 
financial management at home, would 
apply to the financial management of a 
business too!

Given the state of the current global 
scenario, the concept of ‘integrity in 
leadership’ has never been so important. 
One of the positives that we see emerging 
from the credit crunch is the fact that it 
serves to bring out the best in individuals by 
warding off complacency and encouraging 
them to innovate, think differently, and 
model and position products and services, 
to match the needs of the market. Business 
ethics leadership would involve precisely 
this – leading a company, product, 
innovation or challenge by operating with 
motives other than to drive for profits while 
strongly adhering to a set of self-defined or 
self-imposed values and this includes 
harmonious employer-employee relations as 
also corporate social responsibility. 
Past studies have proven that women are 
active in inculcating and propagating 
values. The values that women espouse and 
share in assuming their conventional family 
roles are the same ones that apply in the 
workplace too and corporate women have 
been quite adept at setting and defining 
values for themselves and their rganizations 
in the workplace. 

Women and Ethical Leadership – 
Leading with Values, Leading by 
Example
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Theme 3:

Role of the Workplace Ethos in 

Promoting Women Leadership

We put forth the following measures for 
organizations to consider for advancing 
women into challenging leadership roles:

• Competency-based recruitment
• Focused career-progression planning
• Talent management strategies
• Special leadership training programs for 

women
• Access to corporate networking groups 

to share experiences and offer social 
support

• Opportunities for higher-level progress 
(could include an overseas posting or a 
secondment)

•
planning

• Policies around affirmative action
• Flexible work arrangements

Along with flexibility in alternative work 
arrangements for women, a majority of 
respondents (over 50 percent for each 
parameter in all cases) do believe that the 
above workplace measures would go a long 
way in enabling women at work to succeed 
and rise to positions of leadership.
Nearly 60 percent of our respondents 
believe that women do have the ability to 
shoulder the responsibilities that full-
fledged corporate leadership would entail. 
These responses are indicative of a 
contention that no specific efforts would be 
required in terms of an external push factor 
to encourage  women to take on such a 
responsibility. 

Fair and equitable compensation 

Finding 3:
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The results suggest that it will be rewarding 
for organizations to improve their decision-
making capabilities by drawing on the 

diverse experiences and multi-tasking 
abilities of their women executives. 

Key Takeaways from Our Survey:

• An enabling work environment will allow women leaders to better penetrate into the 
management hierarchy 

• Women also need to explore opportunities and reinforce who they are and what have 
they accomplished

• Exposure to corporate networking groups will also serve as a “push-factor”

• Additionally, women need mentoring on executive presence, to help position 
themselves as strategic thinkers and innovators 
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Theme 4:

Confr onting Women-Exclusive 

Challenges

We asked our respondents whether the 
following challenges were restricted to 
women leaders:

• Overcoming management biases
• Opportunities to create visibility
• Access to mentoring
• Non-uniformity in performance 

evaluation
• Stereotyping
• Balancing personal and professional 

growth

Finding 4:

About 60 percent of respondents feel that 
differences in performance evaluation 
standards for both men and women 
executives are negligible. However, a 
whopping 87 percent of respondents concur 
in the intricacy of striking a judicious 

balance between corporate life and family 
life as a predominant challenge that women 
management contenders are confronted 
with. 

About 82 percent stated that the existence 
of gender stereotypes was another barrier 
that women executives need to break 
through to unmask their true leadership 
potential. About 69 percent stated that 
invisible organizational and management 
biases posed another hindrance to the 
progress of aspiring women leaders. 
However, access to effective mentoring 
programs and the availability of 
opportunities to create visibility were not 
regarded as impending issues for the 
progress of women executives. 

Often, the challenges faced by women 
executives vary between industries, and 
arriving at a conclusion solely on the basis of 
a quantification of these challenges would 
be neither accurate nor comprehensive. 
Therefore, we gleaned a few insights into 
the trials and tribulations of women 
executives by encouraging our respondents 
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to share with us their opinions in this regard, 
within a more "qualitative" research setting. 

A few of the key challenges that 
subsequently emerged were found to 
include difficulties among women 
executives to make a dent in established 
groups especially those that are based on 
informal "male networks". Even where 
opportunities to play a more proactive role 
in such networks do arise, women leaders 
found it arduous to break into these groups 
at the cost of balancing their family and 
work lives. 

Social conditioning is also seen to play a 
major role, with the need for family support 
for women to be able to sustain their 
leadership roles effectively.  

Furthermore, senior women executives 
opined that their performance assessment 
was, at times, based on their personal 
characteristics, their ability to put in long 
work hours at work and the visibility of their 
effort rather than the delivery of their 
output itself. The rise of such a perception 
during the course of a performance 
evaluation exercise springs to the front line 
as yet another stumbling block for women 
to progressively move up their career charts. 

Ample scope for a change in mindsets also 
exists in the perception that women who 
occupy top management posts are not as 
serious as men in building their corporate 
career. This is an issue that remains to be 
addressed and can be effectively dealt with 
through appropriate workshops, discussions 
and awareness building sessions.

Key Takeaways from Our Survey:

• Women in top management need to be perceived as serious players

• Women leaders find it difficult to break into established male-dominated corporate 
networks at the risk of balancing work/home aspects

• Senior women executives find performance assessment based on personal 
characteristics, ability to put in long hours, and visibility of effort rather than on 
delivery or output as a challenge

• At times the challenges faced by women leaders are industry-specific and cannot be 
measured or generalized
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Theme 5:

Decisive Factors that Sketch 

Effectiv e Leaders and Role Models

To gain an insight into factors that make 
effective leaders, we asked our respondents 
whether age and gender play a significant 
role in distinguishing sound leaders.

Finding 5:

Leadership does not appear to be gender-
specific in the eyes of the respondents. 
Merely 8 percent of respondents agreed 
with the view that leadership was specific to 
the gender of the aspiring leader. About 91 
percent of our respondents felt that 
mentoring and training would play a prolific 
role in developing and fine-tuning 
leadership skills, while 63 percent 
contended that effective leadership did not 
depend on the number of years of work 
experience that a leader had. This finding 
validates the claim that women executives 
can be intrinsically effective leaders 
regardless of the number of years they have 
spent working their way up through various 
managerial rungs in the corporate sector. 

While the capabilities of more experienced 
corporate women cannot be undermined, 
the percentages in Fig 5, indicate an 
awareness of the possibility of younger 
women being more dynamic, people-driven 
and novel in their approach as corporate 
leaders. They would be more inclined to put 
forward innovative ideas and fresh 
perspectives to the table, without the 
inevitable conditioning of women attuned 
to set patterns of thinking and particular 
lines of thought owing to the seasoning of 
several years of work experience behind 
them.

While mentoring and training are indeed 
key factors in fine-tuning decision-making 
skills, they are effective only in there ability 
to harness latent leadership potential to 
develop aspiring women management 
contenders for assuming positions of 
organizational leadership. The acumen and 
aptitude for leadership are hence 
prerequisites if mentoring and training 
programs are to be truly effective in 
developing women leaders. 

It is increasingly being manifest that 
feminine value systems are better suited to 

6%

57%

24%

13%

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree

Women with over 20 years of experience are likely to be more seasoned
leaders than those with lesser work experience

Fig 5
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leading teams harmoniously and more 
successfully. This is why it is important to 
supplement the transactional leadership 
styles of men with the transformational and 
collaborative leadership approach of 
women. Neither of these approaches would 
be complete without the other. A 
harmonious coexistence of leadership styles 
of both men and women can be realized 
only if an equal number of women leaders 
are identified and developed to their fullest 
potential.

A combination of participatory and 
consultative leadership styles would be a 
distinct progression from more dictatorial 
styles as it would go a long way in 
strengthening teams, speeding up work 
productivity, improving communication 
flows, injecting enthusiasm at work and 
developing more leaders. This is where 
women leaders become imperative; their 
management traits and practices combined 
with empathy, openness and strong 
interpersonal skills, fashion a leadership 

style that is inclusive, collaborative and 
unique. 

Moreover, the sensitivities that women can 
bring during the course of their leadership 
constitute another reason why they would 
excel in inspiring and inculcating integrity, 
transparency and meritocracy among their 
teams. The good thing is that the 
recognition that a part of the "individual 
growth" lies in the growth of his/her team 
gains greater recognition.

Recent research has shown that women 
are particularly adept at working in 
collaboration with the emphasis being 
on a desired result achieved collectively. 
The perspective shifts from winning as 
an individual to benefiting the "whole". It 
is not so much that women are not 
competitive but more that women may 
view results from a different perspective, 
from a place of interdependence or as a 
"collective win" or "collective success".

Key Takeaways from Our Survey:

• Leadership is not gender-specific

• Leadership is nurtured with age and experience

• Leadership can be developed through mentoring and training
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From the results of our survey, it is evident 
that women have come to prioritize their 
professional lives and personal 
commitments with a greater degree of focus 
and efficiency. Most characteristics of 
femininity coincide with the unique qualities 
that would be expected of truly effective 
leaders. In addition to this, women leaders 
have also demonstrated stronger emotional 
resilience. The uniqueness of women 
leadership styles is evident through the 
depth of their relationships and diligence at 
work as also their ability to assess situations 
naturally and deal with impending crises 
with a good presence of mind. 

Women leaders are also more likely to draw 
on the more sensitive facets of their 
character to address the needs of all 
stakeholders while safeguarding their 
interests.

Given the DNA of a nurturer and protector, 
women initiate more efforts in relationship-
building and are more suited to carry teams 
along with them. Many women leaders have 
been known to take chances in hiring new 
talent and encouraging them to grow.

Thus, the following improvement levers 
would assist in the proliferation of a larger 
number of women leaders:

• An en-masse change in the attitudes 
and mindsets of Indian corporate 

boardrooms and human resource 
professionals which should be more 
amenable to the idea of accepting the 
leadership styles of women 

• In Europe, there is a growing awareness 
that issues like remuneration and 
nomination pose major talent 
challenges, which require the 
commitment of a dedicated and expert 
group of directors . There is  need for 
such awareness in India too. This further 
substantiates the contention that 
nominating committees need to 
consider a balanced gender-mix for 
boards in India because an inclusive 
approach to gender diversity will go a 
long way in improving overall board 
effectiveness and helping boards 
address issues of top consideration

• Social structures need to be adjusted to 
be able to offer adequate support to 
women

• Role models need to be identified and 
their success celebrated, to inspire and 
encourage larger sections of women

• Greater leadership coaching, mentoring 
and mandatory discussions of 
workplace gender sensitivity are 
required to make optimal use of 
women’s leadership skills and give them 
an opportunity to draw upon their 

Building Eco-systems for Nurturing
Women in the Workplace
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potential to flourish and contribute to 
the sustainability of an organization’s 
business capabilities and the growth of 
the global knowledge economy

• Greater access to networking as well as 
more exposure to external events 
through professional and/or managerial 
pursuits which would enable women 
leaders to break into established groups

• The "feminine" traits that women bring 
to the workplace need to be 
appreciated and acknowledged mainly 
because doing so is a business reality 
and a corporate need

• Succession planning decisions should 
be based on capabilities rather than 
what stage of family life women 
executives are in and/or other related 
factors

• Women need to be genuinely 
supportive of each other to help one 
another succeed

On the international front, career 
development initiatives, mentoring 
programs and networking events are 
introduced with the agenda of helping 
women leaders realize their full potential 
through self-knowledge and a broader 
understanding of the career prospects open 
to them. Other best practices in diversity 
and guidance of women leadership include 
career advisors, high-potential development 
programs for women, and quotas for 
women on recruitment and promotion short 
- lists in companies like Nissan Motor Co Ltd, 

Shell, Baxter International Inc. and KPMG 
member firms in the UK, U.S, Australia and 
Canada. It would augur well for the 
corporate CEOs of Indian companies to 
introduce a ‘Quality, Diversity and Inclusion’ 
policy, where global best practices could be 
benchmarked in India for effective 
outcomes.  

"The Forum Women in Leadership" has 
released a WILL Handbook of "50 Best 
practices for Women in the Workplace" to 
assist Indian Companies to benchmark their 
diversity and inclusivity initiatives.   

It is heartening to see that a larger number 
of women today are assuming challenging 
leadership roles. Many aspiring contenders 
are especially reaping the benefits of 
inclusion programs with specific women-
centric initiatives that many organizations 
are embarking on. However, the disparate 
lifecycle stages that women invariably go 
through do make their journey in the 
professional world both unique and 
challenging.  
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Over a span of the last decade, leadership 
styles in corporate India have been 
revolutionized in terms of an increased level 
of forthrightness and a sustained emphasis 
on inclusive growth—and authentic 
leadership  today is more result-oriented 
than process-driven.

Since leadership is no longer as hierarchical 
as it used to be, it becomes increasingly 
important to appreciate individual strengths 
and put the concept of board and workplace 
diversity in practice. In light of the 
emergence of a need for self-actualization, 
democratic leadership revolves more greatly 
around people rather than merely evolving 
strategic decisions.

Thus, organizations will see better results if 
the intrinsically diverse leadership qualities 
of their women executives are brought to 
the forefront, by offering them social 
support to strike a judicious balance 
between their families and careers. 

While multinationals have created a 
conducive atmosphere that has facilitated 
women taking on leadership roles, 
corporate India is gradually following suit to 
provide a more ‘inclusive’ participation for 
realizing the potential of the special 
attributes women leaders are gifted with -- 
such as compassion, sensitivity, creative and 
conflict resolution capabilities, drive to 
manage time more efficiently, interpersonal 
skills and inclination to focus on capacity 
building while managing personal aspects 
which affect professional lives – a key 
measure to facilitate organizational 
longevity. This holds greater significance 
given the fact that organizations today are 
competing in a global market place.

The passport to effective leadership across 
both genders sits in the creation of a blend 
of the best management and organizational 
leadership styles and qualities brought 
forward by both men and women 
executives – a sanctum, where each style 
supports and supplements the other to 
develop a holistic yardstick for leadership.

Conclusion
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•  These personality traits combine to create a 
leadership profile which is more conducive to 
today’s diverse workplace where collaboration and 
teamw ork is vital   

•
 

Creating a new paradigm of leadership 
supplementing existing leadership styles which men 
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