“Build Back Better”
for Women
Creating the She-bound
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About Becoming International
We are a boutique consultancy specialising in leadership skills and
personal development for women, at work and for life.
Our mission is to help women to lead unapologetic
lives. We believe that women are not “broken”.
They simply get stuck or knocked off track by
circumstance. As such:






We explore who women are and how they
think about themselves, their purpose, identity 		
and their impact on the world. We do not focus
on what women “do” in the workplace.
We walk alongside women on their journey,
offering them support as they explore and 		
discover their own solutions. We do not
“tell” women how to address challenges.
We focus on the things women can control
and the legacy they can create. We do not 		
make them responsible for the larger, cultural 		
issues that hinder their progress.

Our work builds a global movement of women 		
who together believe we can create the ripples 		
which will make the world a better place.

What we do

The Becoming Journey
We deliver an online, virtual leadership journey for
women who are stuck or knocked off-track in their
leadership careers.

Network support and development
We support the design, set-up and implementation
of internal and cross-company gender networks
through consultancy, events, learning workshops
and impact measurement.

Consultancy and Research
We deliver bespoke consultancy to help
organisations, networks and leaders maximise
the impact of D&I and development.

Coaching
We work with individuals and teams to help them
on a personalised journey of discovery to address
their leadership and career issues.

Contact us
Liz Walker, Consulting Director
Alison Maitland, Consulting Director
becoming@becoming.training
becoming.international
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The Opportunity - let’s get our facts straight
As the world emerges from the COVID-19 pandemic, we believe that businesses face a unique
opportunity to “build back better”. They can create a “she-bound”, a significant change in gender
equity in the workplace, by leveraging two significant shifts in the current job market.

“She-cession”
Firstly, COVID has disproportionately impacted
women’s employment, causing a ‘she-cession’ that
sets back progress for women by up to 5 years.1
An imbalance already existed between women
and men in the world of work pre 2020;
however, the pandemic further exacerbated this.
Recent statistics from the International Labour
Organisation² show there will be 13 million fewer
women in employment in 2021 compared to 2019.
Only 43.2 per cent of the world’s working-age
women will be employed, compared to 68.6 per
cent of working-age men. And this imbalance is
predicted to persist.

This regression comes at a significant cost. First, it
is a cost to world economics. McKinsey³ estimates
that global GDP growth could be $1 trillion lower in
2030 than it would be if women’s unemployment
simply tracked that of men. And secondly, it is
a cost to women, individually. Oxfam⁴ reports
that the COVID-19 crisis cost women around the
world at least $800 billion in lost income in 2020,
equivalent to more than the combined GDP
of 98 countries.

“What is good for gender
equality is good for the
economy and society as well.
The COVID-19 pandemic puts
that truth into stark relief and
raises critically important
choices.”⁵
1 https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/news-room/press-releases/2021/women-in-work-index-2021.html
² https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_813449/lang--en/index.htm
3 https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/covid-19-and-gender-equality-countering-the-regressive-effects
4 https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/covid-19-cost-women-globally-over-800-billion-lost-income-one-year
5 https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/covid-19-and-gender-equality-countering-the-regressive-effects
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“Great Resignation”
Secondly, layer on to that, more than 40%⁶ of
employees are considering leaving their current
employer within the next year – dubbed ‘the
Great Resignation.’

So what might that mean?

Could we create a “she-bound”?

Based on our recent survey of HR, Talent
and D&I professionals, over 75% of you
agree with us that this is an opportunity.
It’s an opportunity to take these two major
shifts in the employment market and make
something positive happen. This is a moment
in time to change the face of women’s
employment for better – not just immediately
but for a long time to come.

And now, as economies open up again, we’re
being told by our leaders in government to
“build back better”?

So how can we really,
radically, build back
better for women?

With 46%⁷ planning to make a major pivot or career
transition, nearly half (45%)⁸ of HR decision makers
say they are worried that staff will leave. And the
opportunities to leave are growing. UK government
statistics⁹ alone report a record high of 953,000
job vacancies in May to July 2021. It is a similar
story in other nations.

75 %

of you agree with
us that this is an
opportunity.

6 https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/hybrid-work
7 https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/hybrid-work
8 https://hr.personio.de/hubfs/EN_Downloads/202104_HRStudy_UKI.pdf
9 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/uklabourmarket/august2021
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Organisational solutions
Remove the barriers
Figure 1. The most challenging barriers
Our organisation culture
Our talent management/promotion processes
Our talent acquisition/recruitment processes
Our flexible working policies
Our pay/compensation packages
Our pipeline/talent pool
Competing demands/priorities
Getting engagement
0%

5%

Shifting the dial on gender is no easy task.
From our survey, it seems that businesses are on
top of the easy fixes (see figure 1). For example,
only around 20% of respondents felt that pay
and compensation packages were the most
challenging barrier to seizing the opportunity.
So, how can organisations tackle some of
the thornier issues?

Organisational culture

10%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

One radical way to make gender equity a reality
is to swing the culture from viewing inclusion (of
gender and other characteristics) as a priority, to
one where it is an organisational and personal
value. That’s because priorities can change at any
time. Values change rarely. Values and beliefs
drive culture and behaviours11. Inclusion can then
be baked into every decision and at every level,
positively impacting not only gender balance, but
the needs of other minority groups too.

In shifting the gender dial10, the most difficult
barrier to overcome is organisational culture;
this was confirmed by nearly half of our survey
respondents. Cultural blind spots and sticking
points exist when organisational behaviours
are so embedded that improvements
become affronts to cherished norms.

5

15%

10

Utoft, E. H. (2020). Exploring linkages between organisational culture and gender equality work—
an ethnography of a multinational engineering company. Evaluation and program planning, 79, 101791

11

\mehnert, K. (2019, May13) Make gender equity a value, not a priority.MIT Sloan Management Review.
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/make-gender-equality-a-value-not-a-priority/

Talent processes
Some 40% of companies in our survey felt that
their talent management and promotion processes
impeded their progress in building a she-bound.
A similar number thought their talent acquisition
processes acted as a barrier.

From our roundtable, participants
shared how their business struggled
in this area:




Women can see what is needed to sustain
getting to the most senior level in my 			
business…and they just don’t want it
When women have not had opportunities 		
earlier in their careers, they find it harder
to get roles later on.

Some 15% of businesses felt they
were also constrained by their
talent pool. We heard:
“ The industry talent pool is
		 very male dominated.”
“ There are not enough women 			
		 in the talent pool for certain 			
		 segments of the market.”
There are of course a whole raft of solutions that
companies can and are using to drive gender
equity in their talent processes. But are they
taking those solutions far enough?

An increasingly mainstream approach is to use
blind CVs to reduce bias in recruitment. But what if
organisations encouraged blinding across a range
of organisational processes (e.g. performance
measurement, stretch assignments, succession
planning). Research12 shows that using ‘blind’
data in this way supports fairer and more accurate
assessments by reducing potentially biasing
information. Encouraging this as part of a broader
reaching approach to organisational decision
making could accelerate gender equity.

Flexible working policies
Over 1/3rd of respondents felt that their policies
around flexible working hindered their ability to
drive a “she-bound”. Flexible working can include
everything from hybrid and flexible work, through
to career breaks, and child and caring related
leave policies.
Data suggests that flexible working is a powerful
lever to turn the gender dial. For example, it is
the most frequently used measure for companies
who have seen an upper quartile decrease in their
median hourly gender pay gap13 14.
Rather than see the policy as the barrier, it is more
useful to think about how implementation can
support and strengthen policy15. Focusing on ways
to implement the existing policy more thoroughly,
through education and communication, could
highlight concerns and questions. Finding allies
to pilot experiments (e.g. job sharing) could gather
quantitative and qualitative data. This can then be
used to feedback into policy crafting, creating a
virtuous cycle of action to support your agenda.

12

Why Putting On Blinders Can Help Us See More Clearly, Sean Fath, Richard P. Larrick, Jack B. Soll, and Susan Zhu June 08, 2021

13

HR Data Hub (2020, March). Gender Pay Gap Research Report. www.hrdatahub.com

14

CIPD (2021, March 8). The gender pay gap guide. https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/gender-pay-gap-reporting/
guide?gclid=Cj0KCQjwlOmLBhCHARIsAGiJg7k7pR8istVkPwOJ9_8zT0bAcK5328hAJROLkm2luPWuDyJ4qMZwwsIaAlqjEALw_wcB

15

Hudson et al. (2019). Policy failure and the policy-implementation gap: can policy support programs help?
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2018.1540378
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Radically change how
“work” is done
Removing barriers simply gets us moving.
Making a radical shift in gender at work requires
more innovative and radical solutions.

Don’t just make rule changes –
re-imagine what “work” is
Modern day work was designed by men, for men,
using men’s rules and norms16. For decades, we’ve
been asking women to jump through a continual
series of hoops. Women have had to show that
they are strong enough and skilled enough to
be equal players on the field of work.
The she-bound means going back to the drawing
board. Women do not need to prove they are good
enough, tough enough, smart enough, or confident
enough to have a seat at the work or Board
table. Think of work like the game of quidditch17.
Designed from the start to be gender neutral,
teams can have no more than 4 out of the 7
players from one gender. It is fast paced, strategic
and physical. Everything about the teams and the
sport encourages equal value and participation
from all genders. How could you redesign work
at your organisation to be gender neutral?

16

7

Redesign core processes
An organisation’s interactional processes such as
performance management, team working, conflict
management and communication platforms shape
their culture. They can be questioned, removed or
redesigned with gender equity in mind.
Just as the designers of quidditch had to do, you
too could start with a blank piece of paper. You
could ask questions such as: who gets to play,
what are the rules of participation, who decides
on the rules, how do team members work with
each other, what skills and capabilities are valued?
This divergent thinking can open transformative
possibilities for gender equity.

Have women experts leading
women out of the she-cession?
We passed the majority of the COVID decision
making and recovery over to men18. Let’s not do
that when creating the she-bound. Not only do
leaders of the recovery need true diversity of
experience; they also need a worldview that can
see beyond the now into a future of inclusivity
(not just for gender, but also disability, race,
and other experiences of exclusion).
Do you know who the expert women are in your
organisation? Which women’s voices are not being
heard? And how could you include and amplify
them? There is marginal gender difference in
capability and characteristics19 between men
and women, so what can you do to get women
leading the recovery in your business?

Maitland, A. (2021, October 14. “Build back better”: A radical rebuild.
https://becoming.international/2021/10/14/build-back-better-a-radical-rebuild/

17

https://quidditchuk.org/

18

Van Daalen,K. et al. (2020). Symptoms of a broken system: the gender gaps in COVID-19 decision making.
BMJ Global Health, 5, 10. doi: 10.1136/bmjgh-2020-003549

19

Hyde, J. S. (2005). The gender similarities hypothesis. American psychologist, 60(6), 581.

Look beyond gender
Gender is implicit in many of the
ways we categorise or make
sense of the world.
Take, for example, the words we
use to describe behaviours.
If women are assertive, we call
them bossy. If men are assertive,
we call them confident. Men who
show emotion are labelled weak,
whereas women are empathetic.
In organisations, we often describe
leaders using words that are
associated with masculinity. For
example, we want “strong” leaders
who can make “tough” decisions.
And that act of using ‘masculine’
words means that we unconsciously
connect leadership with being a man.

However, research20 shows that
men and women are more similar
than different on most psychological
constructs, including cognitive
processing, moral reasoning and
leadership. Underneath it all,
women and men, are both,
essentially, just humans.
So how can your leadership team
look beyond “gender”? Where
is gender hidden in language,
assumptions, and decision making
in your business? How can the
Board role model treating people
as diverse human beings, not as
gendered individuals?

20

Hyde, J. S. (2005). The gender similarities hypothesis. American psychologist, 60(6), 581.

21

Tavits, M., & Pérez, E. O. (2019). Language influences mass opinion toward gender and LGBT equality.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 116(34), 16781-16786.

Gender
neutral
pronouns
Did you know that even the use
of pronouns has an impact on
behaviour and decision making? In
Sweden, three large scale studies21
showed that the use of a new
gender-neutral pronoun - “hen” has nudged a culture shift. Use of
this pronoun reduced the mental
salience of males – meaning that
people expressed less bias towards
traditional gender roles, and more
positive attitudes toward women.
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Personal solutions
Creating the she-bound is hard. As one participant in our research said,
“There needs to be “bravery - from us, from our leaders, from our female talent pool.”

Don’t wait until the board
is energised
The opportunity to create a she-bound is now.
Not next year or in five years’ time. From our data,
HR leaders and their teams are very energised to
seize this moment (see Figure 2). But the Boards,
Management teams and wider business are less
so. Just over 10% say their wider business is
motivated to take this opportunity, and only 34%
believe their Board members are really energised
to shift the gender dial.

HR leaders can’t wait for Boards to wake up.
Now is when they need to demand inclusion
and diversity, not simply embrace it and try to
persuade others. You need to have the courage
to stand alone and be different.
Trailblazing leaders come in all shapes and sizes.
We all know that diverse teams perform better, so
stop talking about diversity and make it happen22.

Figure 2. Energy to drive a “she-bound”
How energised are the following groups to drive a “she-bound” in your business?
Very energised

Somewhat energised

Not energised

You
HR Team
Board
Snr Mgmt Team
Wider business

Ready, D., Cohen, C., Kiron, D., & Pring, B. (2020, Jan, 21). The new leadership playbook for the digital age.
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/projects/the-new-leadership-playbook-for-the-digital-age/
22
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Create a movement

Stay uncomfortable

Do not try and create a she-bound
alone. The eponymous TED talk by
Derek Sivers23 showed us that, not
only do leaders need to take the first
step, but they need a first follower.
That first follower plays a crucial
role in showing everyone, publicly,
how to follow.

It’s uncomfortable to unravel
decades of ways we have been
taught to think and behave, both
towards and about gender equity.

Our survey showed that 93% of
respondents are already doing
something towards creating the
She-bound. 74% are doing what
they describe as a moderate
amount or more.
Find other companies and peers
who are active. Collaborate.
Create a movement between
yourselves – both within and across
industries. In fact, some actions such
as moving the talent pool are too
big for you to do on your own –
you need a movement of people
to shift the dial on these issues.

That’s because leading a she-bound
can cause our threat and overwhelm
emotional systems to kick-in.
Our social safety and reward
emotional systems can
conversely be suppressed.
For example, our social safety system
is only activated when our brain can
interpret a cue to mean that we are
safe, loved, fulfilled, protected, or
otherwise part of a tribe; it tells
us it’s safe to relax.
Leaders taking a transformative
approach to women in their business
face the danger of being openly
ostracised by colleagues or other
leaders. Acknowledge that radical
change will feel uncomfortable.
Make space for the thoughts and
feelings (as they won’t go away) and
focus on what it is you need to do.

93 %
of respondents are already
doing something towards
creating the she-bound.

Sivers, D. (2010, November 2). First follower: leadership lessons from a dancing guy. https://sive.rs/ff

23
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Accept the complexity
Our survey highlighted that HR practitioners most challenging
personal barrier was having the evidence to support their
claims – 34% said they didn’t feel they had enough facts
to back up what they are proposing.

Data is, of course, vital when seeking
investment in gender parity. But an
over focus has several problems:


Beware analysis by paralysis. Waiting until you have all the
data may cause the she-bound moment to pass without
you grasping it. Use an iterative design methodology
for your proposals, cyclically prototyping, testing,
analysing and refining.



Check if you are seeking data to support overly simple
solutions to fix the issue. As humans we are liable
to complexity bias (we prefer a simple explanation,
even if it’s false, to a complex truth). Do your research
to identify the facts? Then ask what are you missing?
What else might contribute to the issue?



A rational business case and heaps of data may do nothing
to shift an intransigent leader. Confirmation bias (where we
judge new ideas based on the ease with which they fit in
with and confirm our old ideas, old information, and trusted
authorities) is at play. Instead, use simple behavioural
nudges to steer leaders to make better choices24

34 %

said they didn’t feel they
had enough facts to back up
what they are proposing.

Nielsen, T., & Kepinski, T. (n.d.) https://inclusion-nudges.org/blog/about-inclusion-nudges/power-of-inclusion-nudges?

24
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Conclusion
We hope this whitepaper prompts you as leaders, HR, D&I and
Talent professionals to pause a moment. The confluence of The
Great Resignation and The She-cession have provided a special
opportunity to make a difference to women at work. This is an
inflection point for women in businesses across the UK and beyond.
The first step is to look at your
organisation. Remove or reduce the
structural and process barriers to
women succeeding. And then think
how you can radically change how
“work” gets done in your business.
The second step is to look at
yourself. As one of the research
participants told us, it requires you
to act bravely. If you wait for your
Board and organisation to tell you to
make a move, you may wait a long
time. Instead, link up with the people
practitioners in other businesses
and sectors to create a movement
for change.

You will need to learn to be
uncomfortable being a maverick or
outside of the in-group. You may
need to accept there are few easy
solutions or perfect data sets to
prove what will and won’t enable
you to build back better.
However, at the end of the day,
creating a she-bound means you
will leave a lasting legacy, enabling
women in your business to thrive
for years to come. What a great
way to build back better.

Appendix 1 – Research scope
The survey was conducted during October 2021.
Of the 50 professionals who responded, 38% worked in HR, 17% in L&D,
15% in Talent, 9% in DI& roles and 21% in other leadership and related functions.
79% of participants identified as female, and 21% as male.
Globally, 84% of respondents were based on Europe, 7% in North America,
7% in Australasia, and 2% in Africa& Middle East.
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