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Source: Mercer survey of NEW members and participating company employees. 

Missing role models

Fewer women 
than men �nd 
role models 
they can 
relate to in the 
workplace.

�My company has a good mix of male and  
female role models I can look up to.� 

�There are people similar to me in  
leadership positions at my company.�

51%

63%

54%

73%

  Female
  Male

�Many times, men will  
see a woman or two at 
certain levels and state there 
is not a problem. But it is a 
problem when the leadership 
ratio is 1 in 100.� 
� Survey respondent

number of male and female role models 
in their organization. Men�s perception of 
role models is quite di�erent, which may 
contribute to their sense of belonging, 
versus females� sense of isolation as they 
move up the ranks. (See Figure below.)

As actress and philanthropist Meryl Streep 
told The Washington Post, �To walk into a 
meeting at the highest level of leadership, it�s 
weird that you�re all men there, or that there 
are two women and nine men. 

�It�s up to the people who have the 
power to open the door.�

Percent who agree

Bias I don�t need to look or 
think like you to be quali�ed

Combine a lack of female role models in 
executive management with the sense 
of isolation that can come from being the 
only woman, or one of a few, with a lack of 
sponsorship, and you have a recipe for female 
leaders heading to the exit. Only 36 percent 
of women surveyed agree there is minimal 
favoritism within their company. The similar-
to-me bias, unless addressed head on within 
corporate culture, means many executives 
will hire and promote candidates with similar 
interests, backgrounds and experience to them.   

NEW research reveals that as men rise 
to the executive level, they are less likely to 
believe there is favoritism in the workplace, 
even though traditionally men have been 
promoted for both their achievements and 
their similarity to higher-level executives. (See 
Figure, page 7.) The di�erence between how 
men and women perceive and bene�t from 
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favoritism and bias can lead to a perpetual 
cycle in which C-suite leaders do not perceive 
the system for identifying up-and-comers is 
unfair, undermining a commitment to change.

 Even as women advance in their careers 
� or especially as they advance � the status 
quo puts them at a disadvantage.

Transitions Support me  
after you promote me
When females report on the support they 
receive from those above them in the 
corporate hierarchy, only half say they 
receive support when they accept a new 
challenge or job. Men�s perception of 
support from peers and their managers 
ranks higher, at 63 percent. 

And while six out of 10 women say their 
supervisor entrusts them with a range of 
assignments that help prepare them for their 

Source: Mercer survey of NEW members and participating company employees. 

Men perceive less favoritism as they rise

As men climb the corporate ladder, they are less likely to perceive favoritism at work. 

Overall First-level manager Mid-level manager Higher-level  
manager

Executive  
and above

  Female
  Male

36%
42%

37%
41%

35%

42%

35%

46%

37%

58%

Percent who agree there is �minimal favoritism where I work in distribution of work, promotions, etc.�

next role, the remaining 40 percent are not 
receiving the corporate stretch roles and 
breadth of experience necessary to place 
them in contention for positions of higher 
responsibility and authority.

 This leaves women either stagnating in 
their current role, feeling passed over or 
promoted without su�cient development 
or support through the transition. None 
of these situations bodes well for women 
reaching the C-suite successfully.

What�s more, only roughly half of the 
women surveyed say they can identify a clear 
career path available to them, making it di�cult 
to lobby for the stretch assignments that will 
help them advance to senior management. 

One remedy to these challenges is 
sponsorship. A mentor may walk beside 
talented female candidates, encouraging 
and advising. But a sponsor is necessary 
to open doors and blaze a trail for the 
sponsored to follow. 
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PepsiCo Inc. is committed to 
women holding 50 percent of its 
leadership positions by 2025. Like 
many of its peers, the company 
recruits men and women in fairly 
equal numbers, but continues to 
work on improving retention rates of 
women. One challenge: Eighty-two 
percent of PepsiCo�s management 
team is located in distribution centers 
and manufacturing plants, where 
feeder roles traditionally have not 
been � lled by women.

Now, the company is taking 
sponsorship to a new level with a 
leadership development program that 
pairs promising future women leaders 
with sponsors at the vice president or 
higher levels. Both sponsors and 
protØgØs must commit to the 
program for 18 months.

 In PepsiCo�s Frito-Lay business, 
the retention rate of women in this 
program, now in its third round, has been 
consistently higher than the retention 
rate of the overall female employee 
population. Women in the program are 
promoted at a 70-percent higher rate 
than female employees overall.

The women NEW surveyed are well aware 
of the importance of sponsors, with roughly 
80 percent agreeing �It is important to know 
the right people to get ahead.� Knowing the 
right people takes the right introductions � 
introductions provided by a sponsor who 
puts his or her in� uence on the line to help 
further a woman�s career.

Flexibility Why is my work 
schedule stuck in the 1970s? 

While the world has changed dramatically 
from the years when men worked and 
women stayed at home to take care 
of children and domestic duties, work 
schedules have not, to the detriment of 
women with children especially.

As Melinda Gates wrote, �We�re 
sending our daughters into a workplace 
designed for our dads.�

Moreover, as child-rearing and domestic 
duties become more equally split among 
working couples, men are feeling the strain of 

balancing or integrating work and 
home responsibilities, too. 

While 65 percent of female 
executives and 71 percent of male 
executives report they are satis� ed 
with their work schedule, just 
six in 10 say they have work/life 
balance. These responses speak 
volumes about the need for more 
� exibility on the part of employers 
to help employees better manage 

demands of work and home.
 Cultures that support results versus face 

time position their employees to perform in a 
way that works best for individual and team 
success. Until we have corporate leaders who 
have career gaps due to family commitments, 
or who applaud taking time for a life outside 
of work, many women will opt out of high-
level management positions. So, too, will an 
increasing number of Millennial men, many of 
them raised by working mothers.

PepsiCo: Retaining
women leaders through
sponsorship










