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Introduction

Diversity is good for business. It is well established that a strong link exists between diverse organisations and 

better business outcomes, where gender balance is the yardstick for overall diversity.1 

Accessing the benefi ts of diversity demands that our organisations be meritocratic. Yet, defi ning who has merit 

and who does not without introducing subjectivity and bias remains challenging in practice. This is especially 

true when it comes to promotions and senior appointments.

A promotion should be based on an unbiased assessment of both an individual’s past performance and their 

future potential to meet current and future requirements. However, while past performance should be relatively 

easy to assess, evaluating potential is much more subjective and this is often where biases2 can cloud judgement.3 

It is therefore not surprising that creating a meritocracy and minimising bias are often viewed as critical 

enablers of women’s progress into senior leadership. In our 2011 Bain & Company and Chief Executive 

Women (CEW) research, we asked what would be required for women to achieve equal representation in senior 

leadership. “Removing bias from recruitment and promotion processes” was one of the top three responses 

women gave, along with “visible leadership” and “creating working models that support men and women with 

family responsibilities.”4 Having addressed two of these responses in our 20145 and 2015 reports,6 we focused 

our 2016 survey of 4,481 members of the Australian business, government and not-for-profi t communities on 

the role of bias in assessing performance. We anchored our survey in three fundamental questions: 

• How meritocratic are Australian organisations, and does the assessment of merit differ for men and women?

• Given the scarcity of women at the top, do women experience differences in the performance feedback they receive?

• What might explain these differences, and what should organisations and individuals do to counteract bias 

in performance assessment and feedback processes?

It’s an uncomfortable truth that men remain in the majority at the top of Australian organisations by a factor of 

six. Australia’s Workplace Gender Equality Agency found that whilst 34% of senior managers are women, only 

16% of CEOs are women (in non-public sector organisations with more than 100 employees).7 The statistics are 

signifi cantly worse within large Australian publicly listed companies, where only 5% of ASX 200 CEOs are 

women. Therefore, to see any meaningful change in these statistics requires decision makers, who are mostly 

men, to question their own thinking, embrace new behaviours and appoint qualifi ed women into roles in the 

C-suite. This often means selecting someone who is different from previous occupants.

For this very reason, promoting—or appointing—a woman to a senior role may seem riskier than promoting 

a man. It is human nature for decision makers to feel more comfortable promoting individuals similar to 

themselves or those who have occupied the role previously. Compounding the situation, the scarcity of women 

in such roles means that fewer female role models exist to act as reference points for decision makers. Too often 

a female appointment means putting a woman into a senior role for the fi rst time within an organisation. So 

promoting a woman into a position previously held by a man requires a decision maker to be objective about the 

skills, attributes and experiences that are required for success—regardless of gender.
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Indeed, it’s a challenge for anybody to overcome the biases, whether conscious or unconscious, that affect their 

decisions. In addressing the need for a more objective approach to promotion decisions, ANZ CEO Shayne Elliott 

said: “Unfortunately, people have interpreted merit to mean ‘hiring people who have done this before’ and that 

generally means we get people who look and think like us. The world has shifted, and this approach won’t 

work anymore. To be a better bank that is agile, digital and customer-centric, we want broad-minded, versatile 

and fl exible people, and to get them we have to open our minds and redefi ne what merit means.”

The 2016 Bain & Company/CEW survey revealed three insights into what affects women’s prospects for promotion 

into the C-suite in Australia:

• Despite meritocracy creating signifi cantly higher employee advocacy, Australian organisations are not perceived 

to be meritocratic by roughly half of all respondents; and women are even less positive.

• Substantial differences identifi ed in feedback provided to women and men point to the perceived riskiness 

of female appointments. Women are told more frequently than men that they need to display “more confi dence” 

and have “more experience” to be promoted.

• Even worse, the actions and specifi c development required to be ready for promotion are rarely made clear 

to employees. This is particularly true for women.

The survey responses help highlight a range of factors that affect the ability of Australian organisations to 

improve gender diversity in the workplace by raising questions about the gender neutrality of feedback and 

promotion decisions, particularly at senior levels. Our fi ndings also helped us clearly see the path towards 

addressing these issues and improving gender diversity and business outcomes. Organisations need to take 

four actions: 

• Train managers to provide all employees with feedback that is specifi c, measurable, actionable, realistic, 

timely and thoughtful so that women as well as men can learn about and address any performance issues 

in a timely fashion.

• Ensure that women and men have effective sponsors to support their career development and advocate on 

their behalf.

• Ensure that women and men have access to career-development opportunities and specifi c roles in which 

they can gain the skills and experiences deemed necessary for promotion.

• Take specifi c actions aimed at preventing bias in appointment and promotion decisions and processes. 

Any organisation serious about its commitment to merit-based promotion and gender diversity must ensure 

these steps are undertaken. 
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1. Are Australian organisations perceived to be meritocratic?

Let’s start with the good news. It is evident from our fi ndings that there is a solid business imperative for 

organisations to work hard to create meritocratic workplaces. Building an organisation in which men and women 

feel that appointments are based on merit can mean the difference between having a workforce of advocates or 

a workforce of detractors. We found that Net Promoter Score® values8 (see the sidebar “Net Promoter Score 

explained” for details) were signifi cantly higher for both women and men in organisations employees felt 

were meritocratic as opposed to non-meritocratic (33 vs. negative 20 for women and 45 vs. negative 5 for men) 

(see  Figure 1).

In addition, the differences in Net Promoter Score were even starker when survey respondents were asked if 

they would recommend their organisation as a place where women can progress to senior levels. Here, the 

difference for women was signifi cant, with a 66-point gap between women who believed their organisation was 

meritocratic and those who did not.

But how do our respondents view meritocracy? What is clear from our research is that women and men see meri-

tocratic organisations as having two key attributes: “fair and robust processes” and “selection based on candidates 

displaying requisite skills and potential.” Said one respondent, “We use clear criteria and challenge ourselves to 

ensure no unconscious bias comes into decision making during recruitment.” Another commented, “Every 

candidate is fairly assessed on his or her capabilities, past achievements and potential, regardless of gender.”

What is also evident from our research, however, is that there is plenty of room for improvement across Australia 

when it comes to employees’ perception of their organisation’s meritocracy (see  Figure 2). Whilst only 61% of 

male respondents said that they feel their organisations are meritocratic, women are even less positive, with only 

45% of female respondents perceiving their own organisations to be meritocratic. This perception was lowest for 

both male and female employees in the middle of their careers. 

Net Promoter Score explained

The Net Promoter Score® (NPS®) groups respondents into three categories: promoters, passives and detractors.

• Promoters (score of 9 or 10): People who feel that their lives have been enriched by their relationship with 
their organisation or leader. They behave like loyal employees, typically staying longer and talking the 
organisation up to their friends and colleagues.

• Passives (score of 7 or 8): People who are fairly satisfi ed employees, but not loyal ones. They rarely talk 
their company up, and when they do, it’s likely to be qualifi ed and unenthusiastic. If a better offer comes 
along, they are likely to defect.

• Detractors (score of 0 through 6): People who feel their lives have been diminished by their association 
with their organisation or leader. They are dissatisfied and even dismayed by how they are treated. 
They frequently speak negatively about their organisation and are likely to leave as soon as they 
find something better.

NPS is calculated by subtracting the percentage of detractors from the percentage of promoters.
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Note: Data has been weighted
Source: Bain & Company and Chief Executive Women Gender Parity Survey, 2016 (n=4,481)
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Figure 1: Organisations can increase employee advocacy by creating meritocratic workplaces

Note: Data has been weighted
Source: Bain & Company and Chief Executive Women Gender Parity Survey, 2016 (n=4,481)
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Figure 2: Roughly half of all respondents do not perceive their organisation to be meritocratic; women 
are even less positive
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This shouldn’t come as a surprise: In the past fi ve years, we have seen little change in our research on women’s 

perception of equal opportunity. Only 30% of women believe that qualifi ed men and women have equal opportunity 

to be recruited or promoted into management and executive positions across Australian workplaces in general, 

compared with 60% of men.

Why do female respondents remain so much less positive than men about their opportunities to progress to the 

top? The three key reasons women attribute to a lack of meritocracy within their organisations are lack of spon-

sorship, inherent bias and a lack of robust processes.

More than 50% of female respondents saw lack of sponsorship as a signifi cant barrier to their promotion prospects, 

particularly given that they do not enjoy the same access to traditional networks as men. This view confi rms earlier 

Bain & Company/CEW research that highlighted the importance of sponsorship.9 One female respondent 

reported: “Clearly, female candidates face a handicap given the lack of access to sponsorship and those ‘lift-off’ 

roles that some male candidates fi nd access to earlier in their careers.” However, it was also clear that many men 

felt excluded from key networks as well. Said one male respondent, “It’s an exclusive club. Even for men. If you’re 

not one of the ‘in’ crowd, you will be passed over for promotion.”

Inherent bias was another key reason cited. “The amount of middle-aged male team members in middle-to-senior 

management positions is far beyond statistical probability,” said one male respondent, adding, “There is cur-

rently a clear male bias without a true active path to address this imbalance.”

Finally, a lack of robust processes was the third most commonly mentioned factor limiting the progress of 

women, especially at senior levels. A female respondent reported, “Senior appointments are seldom transparent 

in the selection criteria.” Another respondent said, “Many appointments seem to be based on who you know. 

This is particularly the case at the senior manager/executive level.”

Occupying a line role is recognised as a critical precursor to securing senior executive positions. In our survey, 

we noted that the number of women who described themselves as holding line roles10 was low. In fact, less than 

one-third of women reported working in a line role, and the percentage of women working in line roles was 

found to be lower than that for men across all levels of seniority. This fi nding led us to ask the question: Is the 

lack of meritocracy more profound for women in line positions and, if so, how does this manifest in promotion 

rates and feedback?

We investigated whether women in line roles in corporate11 Australia felt that their promotion speed had been 

slower than their peers. What we found was a stark gender difference in responses, with 34% of these women 

indicating that they had been promoted behind their peers, while their male counterparts were less than half as 

likely to say they experienced such slow promotion.

Even more important, we analysed the “promotion funnel” by asking women and men to report on how many 

promotion opportunities in the past fi ve years they (1) had identifi ed; (2) had applied for; (3) were seriously 

considered for; and, in the end, how many times they (4) were actually promoted. Again, because line experience 

is often critical for CEO appointments, we were particularly interested in understanding promotion rates for 

women in line roles.

We found that women in line roles in corporate Australia are consistently moving through the promotion funnel 

at slower rates than their male counterparts. They are identifying, applying for, being considered for and 

ultimately being promoted at lower rates than men (58% of men were promoted twice or more in the past fi ve 
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years compared with only 41% of women). Our previous research confi rms that this is not because women are 

less ambitious for career progression than men.12 Rather, it suggests that organisations are missing opportunities 

to proactively reach out to women who are not identifying or applying for promotion.

We found that the gap in promotion rates increased with seniority. Women in line roles in corporate Austra-

lia are promoted less often than men from the “experienced employee” level (above graduate level but not in a 

management role) onwards. The largest gap is at the senior manager level (two to three levels below the CEO or 

equivalent), where women averaged 1.6 promotions in the past fi ve years vs. 1.9 for men.

Encouragingly, women and men were found to progress at equal rates in functional roles in corporate Australia 

and in line and functional roles in government organisations. 

Our fi ndings confi rm that most organisations are not leveraging the full and diverse talent pool available to them. 

To better understand this phenomenon and add to our previous body of research, we probed the root causes of 

these gender-based differences specifi cally relating to feedback content and promotion decisions. We examine 

the results in the following section.
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2. Australian managers need feedback on how they give feedback

The broad notion of “bias in recruitment and promotion” surfaced in our 2011 survey as one of the top three barriers 

to overcome to enable equal representation of women in senior leadership. Clearly, the presence of bias is the 

antithesis of a meritocratic organisation, so we sought to understand how bias might manifest itself in appointment 

and promotion decisions. Specifically, we wanted to understand whether women and men receive different 

feedback in the lead-up to promotion. We asked women and men to refl ect on any feedback about their potential 

for promotion that they had received in the past fi ve years.

Responses highlighted that the feedback women and men receive in the lead-up to a possible promotion is indeed 

different (see  Figure 3). We found substantial differences in three key areas:

• Women are twice as likely as men to be told that they need to display “more confi dence.”

• Women are one-third more likely than men to be told that they need “more experience” to be ready for 

promotion, but only about 50% of women are given the opportunity to gain the required experience.

• Women are less likely than men to receive clear feedback on what they need to do to be ready for promotion.

Notes: Figures show only the top reasons; excludes responses of “other” and “none”; data has been weighted; discrepancies in bar lengths displaying the same values are due to rounding
Source: Bain & Company and Chief Executive Women Gender Parity Survey, 2016 (n=4,481)
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To reach a potential promotion…

Women
more likely

Men 
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I received feedback that I need to be more confident 

I received feedback that I need more experience 

I received feedback that I need to be more strategic and visionary 

I received feedback that my style needs to change 

I received clear feedback on what I need to do 

I received feedback that I need to demonstrate my ability 
to perform at the promoted level 

Figure 3: Differences in feedback point to discomfort and perceived riskiness of female appointments
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We were also interested to see whether these fi ndings were more pronounced for those women in corporate line 

roles in Australia. Unfortunately, we found that for those in corporate line roles, all three gender-based differences 

are the same or greater than in the general survey population. This underscores the particular challenges women 

in these line roles face.

The starkest difference in feedback received by women when compared to men was around the perception of 

confi dence. We found that women are twice as likely as men to receive feedback indicating they need to show 

“more confi dence” to be ready for promotion. Women in this situation also face a double bind in which they are 

often criticised for coming across as too assertive (as this goes against ingrained feminine stereotypical 

behaviours).13 It remains challenging to strike the “acceptable” balance between appearing confi dent but not 

aggressive, pushy or bossy.

Furthermore, the broader topic of leadership style emerged as an issue when we researched the differences in 

feedback received by women and men in executive roles (defi ned as CEO or equivalent and their direct reports). 

Confi rming our previous research, we observed a dramatic difference in feedback for women at this level, with 

nearly twice as many women as men being told that they needed to change their style to be ready for promotion. 

Also, this is the level at which women are most surprised by negative feedback received. In fact, female executive 

employees were twice as likely as their male colleagues to be surprised by negative feedback in their last formal 

review. When asked what the surprising feedback related to, almost half the women claimed it was connected to 

style. Executive female respondents had been told to “toughen up,” “be more likeable at the expense of effi ciency” 

and “temper [their] enthusiasm.” In addition, across all levels, only 50% of women were given specifi c examples 

of situations in which they exhibited behaviours that refl ected the attributes they were told to be less or more like 

vs. 65% of men.

Why could this be? Our hypothesis is that the executive level is the point when the nature of the leadership game 

changes, and when both women’s and men’s style is scrutinised most closely to ensure they fi t in with the norms 

at the top. Our fi ndings suggest that the potential for the perception of risk when appointing a woman is likely to 

increase with seniority,14 hence the higher incidence of “female” leadership styles generating negative feedback.

Women also frequently received feedback that they needed “more experience” at their current level to be ready 

for promotion. In fact, in our survey, this was the most common feedback women received. 

The fact that women are told to show “more confi dence” and to get “more experience” to be ready for promotion 

may refl ect a bias that women are somehow perceived to be more “risky” appointments, compared with their male 

counterparts. Decision makers still need to see women perform at their current level for longer than their 

male counterparts and perform with more “apparent” confi dence before feeling comfortable appointing them.

Finally, few respondents reported receiving clear feedback on what they needed to do to be ready for promotion. 

Only 12% of women said that they received clear feedback, and men were only slightly ahead at 18%. This matters 

because clear feedback was found to correlate with promotion speed—more employees reported being promoted 

ahead of their peers when they received clear feedback than those who did not receive clear feedback.

We found that this disadvantage for women grew with seniority. Men reported receiving increasingly clear 

feedback over their career, whilst the same improvement was not true for women. Given that the feedback 

women receive so often lacks clarity, it appears diffi cult for decision makers to assess female performance against 

promotion criteria. This lack of clarity also makes it challenging for women to understand where they need to 

develop their skills and gain experiences to meet such criteria.
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To help illustrate this point, CEW members shared examples of both clear and unclear feedback they had 

received. Examples of clear feedback include: “I value the fact that you think differently than many others in the 

team. Don’t hold back in expressing those ideas” and “If you start a comment with an apology like ‘I’m sorry, 

but . . . ,’ it undermines your presence in some minds—even if the comment is spot on. Don’t apologise.” Compared 

to unclear feedback, the difference is stark. For example, one member was unhelpfully told to “Lose your hard 

edge,” whilst another was informed, “You should have more presence in meetings.”

The lack of clarity about what employees need to do to be promoted, particularly for women, perhaps points again 

to a different type of discomfort—that men may feel less comfortable delivering clear, specifi c and constructive 

feedback to women than they do to men.15 Our concern is that this fear of providing actionable feedback means 

that women may be hearing important and helpful feedback much later than their male peers, if they get it at all. 

Lack of clarity in feedback also means that women are at a disadvantage when it comes to identifying and pursuing 

opportunities to improve. Hence, having constructive conversations early, equipping managers to have effective 

feedback conversations and defi ning a clear action plan to address feedback are critical for both men’s and 

women’s development, even if those providing the feedback feel uncomfortable.

So, the bottom line is that women are being told to display “more confi dence” and to get “more experience,” but 

they are receiving less clear and actionable feedback than their male peers—likely a signifi cant factor in the growing 

disparity in the promotion of men vs. women in senior ranks. These differences provide us with prime 

examples of how biased behaviour manifests in the workplace and how it directly affects promotion rates and 

perceptions of meritocracy. To address this inequity, decision makers need to acknowledge biased decision making 

and actively change their behaviours.
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3. What actions can organisations and their leaders take?

Australian organisations have plenty of work to do if they want to improve the percentage of employees—currently 

about half—who consider their organisations meritocratic today.

The actions both women and men feel will have the greatest impact on their career development are clear 

feedback, sponsorship and being placed in a role that allows them to gain relevant experience for promotion. In 

addition, women feel that it is important that their organisations put processes (gender-balanced selection panels, 

gender-balanced candidate shortlists and gender-neutral promotion criteria) in place to overcome inherent 

biases (see  Figure 4). Specifi cally, organisations seeking to improve meritocracy can take four key actions.

Firstly, organisations must ensure that employees receive clear feedback that is specifi c, measurable, actionable, realistic, 

timely and thoughtful in relation to their current performance and their potential for promotion (see the sidebar 

“SMARTT tips to giving clear feedback”16). To achieve this, organisations could implement the following measures:

• Train all employees in what “good” feedback is and how to effectively deliver it. Training should encourage all 

employees—even the most senior leaders—to deliver SMARTT feedback, including the hard messages. This 

will mean that women as well as men can learn about and address any performance issues in a timely fashion.

• Actively tackle myths, biases and assumptions that managers may have about giving feedback to women 

(i.e., highlight the tendency for both women and men to avoid giving women constructive feedback for fear 

of an emotional response).

Notes: Agree is a response of 5 (from scale of 1 to 5); data has been weighted
Source: Bain & Company and Chief Executive Women Gender Parity Survey, 2016 (n=4,481)
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Figure 4: Employees agree that actionable feedback, sponsorship and being placed in a specifi c role 
have the most impact on career development
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• Establish a 360-degree feedback system to gather and aggregate performance feedback from a range of people. 

To minimise individual bias, ensure that feedback is discussed and calibrated with a diverse set of relevant 

managers who are equipped to challenge assumptions and bias.

• Require performance feedback and development plans to be documented as standard practice. Doing so has 

the potential to raise the bar on the quality, specifi city and impartiality of feedback. Relying on clear criteria 

that link to the inherent requirements for the next role and taking into account future business needs can 

be a useful forcing function to create a talented, diverse team. Our research suggests that adopting this 

transparent, future-oriented approach could have a signifi cant impact: We found that 35% of employees 

who had “received specifi c advice on the organisation’s plans for their future development and promotion” 

reported they had been promoted ahead of their peers, compared with only 20% of those who had not received 

such advice.

Secondly, ensure that women and men have equal access to sponsorship—for example, through a formal 

sponsorship program. Sponsors are those individuals of infl uence who advocate for people when they are not in 

the room and ensure that they are considered for relevant roles or opportunities.

Women raised “having an effective sponsor I can rely on to advocate on my behalf” as essential to their career 

progression. In our survey, those who were promoted ahead of their peers cited sponsorship as the number-one 

contributor to progression.

SMARTT tips to giving clear feedback

Specifi c. Be specifi c, factual and objective when setting expectations for a role or task. Then, when giving 
feedback, use specifi c behavioural examples of what is going well or could be improved—for example, “The 
presentation you delivered to the board was excellent because it clearly framed the decision we needed to 
make and provided the timeframe and information required.”

Measureable. Make the feedback as measureable as possible—for example, “For your next project, you should 
take on a large analytical piece of work to demonstrate your capabilities in that area.”

Actionable. Provide actionable and tactical tips on how to develop and improve performance—for example, 
“It may help if you vary your negotiating style as sometimes the element of surprise can help.”

Realistic. Give achievable feedback that employees can realistically work on. Pick the top two or three specifi c 
development areas, and help your employee focus where it’s critical.

Timely. Give feedback often and in a timely manner. If something has gone wrong (or right), it’s a good idea 
to give feedback as soon as possible following the event.

Thoughtful. Consider how best to gain the employee’s understanding, acceptance and buy-in to the feedback. 
If delivering constructive feedback, it’s often a good idea to do this in a private place.
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Why is sponsorship such an effective mechanism? Effective sponsorship requires the sponsor to be a senior 

leader who proactively identifi es career-accelerating opportunities for the individual he or she is sponsoring and 

who advocates on that individual’s behalf. This is especially important for women, given that research shows that 

women are penalised for self-promotion in the workplace.17 Sponsors are also in a position to challenge the 

organisation and provide a check for bias creeping into promotion considerations and decisions.

Ultimately, our survey found that both men and women with sponsors believe their organisation to be consider-

ably more meritocratic than those without sponsors. This fi nding underscores the potential for organisations to 

establish sponsorship programs as a way to support a meritocratic process.

Thirdly, to drive better business performance outcomes, organisations should ensure that both women and men 

have access to development opportunities and roles in which they can gain the specifi c skills and experiences 

they need for promotion into the C-suite. This step requires organisations to:

• Agree on which roles and projects provide the required experiences for appointment to more senior roles 

and communicate this information broadly.

• Establish a clear process of looking at the organisation’s top talent pools that feed these positions and be 

deliberate about rotating both women and men through these key roles.

• Ensure that top talent knows about the organisation’s plans for their future development and promotion.

• Establish opportunities for women and men to gain exposure to senior leaders, gain exposure to different 

parts of the business and build their profi le (i.e., encourage employees to work in line roles; create opportunities 

to participate in high-profi le projects that are relevant to the future needs of the organisation).

• Ensure that roles can be performed flexibly so that they are attractive to both women and men with 

caring responsibilities.

ANZ serves as a good example of a company that has developed an innovative program to ensure that women 

have access to experiences they need for promotion (see the sidebar “ANZ case study” for details).

Finally, it is essential that organisations put basic steps in place to minimise bias from affecting each stage of the 

promotion process, starting with a critical review of current practices. To help ensure that people are appointed 

or promoted on merit, organisations could:

• Establish and regularly update job descriptions based on the real underlying role requirements and future 

needs of the organisation (rather than remaining in an old paradigm of judging candidates based on previous 

occupants or years of experience needed) and ensure that required experiences, skills and attributes are 

clearly articulated.

• Encourage women to apply—and decision makers to consider them—for promotions and stretch assignments 

and ensure that women make up 50% of the selection pool.18 

• Ensure that the promotion or appointment selection panel is gender balanced.
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• Use gender-neutral selection criteria that consider the organisation’s future needs and role requirements 

rather than a description based on the current incumbent.

• Critically evaluate candidates on both potential and past performance (including the range of experiences 

gained as opposed to experience in a particular role) and consider the candidate’s impact as a team member, 

not just as a sole contributor.19

One company that has embarked on the journey of creating a meritorious and diverse workplace is BHP Billiton. 

The resources company is already seeing the benefi ts (see the sidebar “BHP Billiton case study”).

ANZ case study

ANZ believes in the inherent strength and competitive advantage of a vibrant, diverse and inclusive workforce 
that reflects the diversity of the communities in which it operates. Diversity of thought is a driver of growth, 
profi tability and risk management for ANZ, and a diverse workforce fosters creativity and innovation.

A critical focus of diversity and key business imperative continues to be improving the gender balance of ANZ’s 
leadership and teams. Ensuring the equal representation of women and men across leadership teams is more 
than just an issue of gender equality: It’s about accessing the talent, markets and economic opportunities that 
gender equality brings. 

ANZ sets annual group targets for improving the representation of women in management. The CEO and 
Group Executive Committee review progress monthly, and results inform the group’s bonus pool and perfor-
mance outcomes. 

In 2015, ANZ set a group-wide target to increase the representation of women in management to nearly 44% 
by 2018 (up 3 percentage points from September 2015) and is on track to meet this goal. ANZ is achieving 
this goal through a sustained focus on recruitment activities, an expansion of fl exible working policies and a 
focus on employee training and development programs. 

Accelerating Banking Experiences for Women (ABEW) is an innovative development program designed to increase 
the number of women in senior leadership roles at ANZ. Launched in 2012 within the bank’s Australia business, 
it focuses on providing more of ANZ’s talented women with opportunities to develop a generalist banking career 
and accelerate movement of more women into senior roles. The program is specifi cally designed to build breadth 
of experience, confi dence and capability across core banking disciplines critical for promotion.20

Following a rigorous application process, successful participants move through three, six-month rotations to build 
their practical experience across a range of banking disciplines, including front line, credit risk, and operations 
and product management. Several training and development activities complement this practical experience. 
A feature of the program, highly valued by participants, is the support of a program sponsor and mentors from 
amongst the ranks of ANZ’s most senior leaders. The program aims to be fl exible in order to support women and 
their careers, whatever their stage of life. Several participants have taken parental leave while on the program, 
resuming the program upon their return to work, and many of the participants work fl exibly. Program graduates 
are featured in business and succession planning discussions and are highly sought for key leadership roles. 
The result is impressive: ABEW has a 100% retention rate.
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BHP Billiton case study 

Resources company BHP Billiton is an example of an organisation that is proactively seeking to build an inclusive, 
gender-diverse workforce that is a fair representation of the communities in which it operates. The company set 
the aspirational goal of achieving gender balance globally by 2025. At the end of the 2016 fi nancial year, 
women represented 17.6% of its total workforce.

For BHP Billiton, the commercial case for action is as compelling as the ethical and moral one. The company’s 
data shows that for the past three years, its most inclusive and diverse operations have outperformed the company 
average on a range of productivity, safety and culture measures.

To help it pursue its gender balance goal, the company established a CEO-led Inclusion & Diversity Council, 
leveraged best practices from companies in its supplier networks, and set clear annual KPIs for senior leaders 
that are linked to gender diversity improvements. Also, it changed the BHP Billiton Charter to include the words: 
“We are successful when: Our Teams are Inclusive and Diverse”—the fi rst signifi cant change to the charter 
since 1999.

The company established four key priorities for 2017: embedding fl exibility in the way the company works; 
enabling supply chain partners to support BHP Billiton’s commitment to inclusion and diversity; uncovering and 
taking steps to mitigate bias in behaviours, systems, policies and processes; and ensuring that BHP Billiton’s 
brand and the mining industry are attractive to both women and men.

BHP Billiton’s new Integrated Remote Operations Centre (IROC) in Brisbane demonstrates the early results of 
the company’s efforts. IROC’s new future-oriented appointment approach included identifying the intrinsic 
attributes required in employees rather than focusing on years of experience and qualifi cations (e.g., ability to 
follow a process with logical constructs). The IROC leaders developed a strategy to recruit from non-traditional 
talent pools by matching required attributes to different target industries outside mining (i.e., air traffi c controllers, 
000 dispatchers, medical scientists). Management used YouTube videos and alternative forums to reach target 
talent pools and promote the collaborative team structure and culture. Other key elements of the effort were 
using a standard assessment centre approach (applicants were all asked the same six questions followed by a 
group activity) and ensuring that there was at least one woman with an operational background on each 
panel of three. It further developed diversity by focusing on the mix of attributes in teams and how teams 
complement each other rather than selecting individuals who “tick all the boxes.”

In parallel, BHP Billiton offered fl exible working arrangements that were assessed on an individual basis separate 
from the appointment process. It also took a new and innovative approach to onboarding operators from 
outside the industry. As a result of this multipronged approach, IROC has achieved an enviable gender balance. 
Among its 177 controllers, 53% are female, and while 40% came from other parts of the business, this number 
was supplemented with external personnel, of which 28% had a mining background and 32% were new to 
mining. Management has deliberately created a collaborative and constructive culture in which employees are 
empowered to raise and own solutions to identifi ed issues. 
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Conclusion 

So, can we do it? Can we establish meritocratic organisations, address differences in performance feedback and 

development opportunities, and promote the strong case for gender diversity? Succeeding here would make an 

invaluable contribution to the performance outcomes and employee advocacy of Australia’s businesses, government 

agencies and not-for-profi ts—and it is within our grasp. By implementing the measures outlined in this report, 

our organisations can begin to remove the biases that now strongly infl uence who is seen to have merit and who 

is not. These biases systemically limit the opportunities for qualifi ed women to be promoted into management 

and executive positions at the same rate as their male counterparts, keeping individuals, teams and the organisations 

they serve from reaching their full potential. Ultimately, we need to take an honest look at ourselves and muster 

the courage to confront our own biases whilst challenging others to do the same. We must learn what we can 

from those organisations that are taking serious steps to develop the meritocracies that lead to diverse and thriving 

cultures that enable better business performance. 
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Methodology

We received 4,481 responses from employees of large and small Australian businesses, government and not-for-

profi t organisations. Of the respondents, 65% were women, and 35% held senior management, executive or 

board positions. 

Responses from government department employees were weighted to 16% of all responses to be representative 

of their share of the Australian workforce as of June 201621; non-government employee responses were weighted 

up in proportion with the percentage of responses received from each sub-sector. 
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Shared Ambit ion, True  Re sults

Bain & Company is the management consulting fi rm that the world’s business leaders come 
to when they want results.

Bain advises clients on strategy, operations, technology, organization, private equity and mergers and acquisitions. 

We develop practical, customized insights that clients act on and transfer skills that make change stick. Founded 

in 1973, Bain has 53 offi ces in 34 countries, and our deep expertise and client roster cross every industry and 

economic sector. Our clients have outperformed the stock market 4 to 1.

What sets us apart

We believe a consulting fi rm should be more than an adviser. So we put ourselves in our clients’ shoes, selling 

outcomes, not projects. We align our incentives with our clients’ by linking our fees to their results and collaborate 

to unlock the full potential of their business. Our Results Delivery® process builds our clients’ capabilities, and 

our True North values mean we do the right thing for our clients, people and communities—always.

About Chief Executive Women

Chief Executive Women (CEW) is the pre-eminent organisation representing Australia’s most senior women 

leaders from the corporate, public service, academic and not-for-profi t sectors. 

Founded in 1985, CEW has more than 430 members whose shared vision is “women leaders enabling women leaders.”

With values of collegiality, respect and vision influencing all that CEW undertakes, it offers innovative and 

substantive programs aimed at supporting and nurturing women’s participation and future leadership. These 

include scholarships and the highly regarded “Leaders Program” which are offered to emerging female executives 

throughout Australia. CEW strives to educate and infl uence all levels of Australian business and government on 

the importance of gender balance through a range of initiatives including CEO Conversations, an online Gender 

Diversity Kit and advocacy and research on topics relevant to and informing the gender debate. 

For more information, visit cew.org.au
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