
EDITORS’ NOTE In August 2003, 
Ilene Lang assumed her current post. 
She was the founding CEO of AltaVista 
Internet Software Inc., and before 
that, she was Senior Vice President of 
the Desktop Business Group at Lotus 
Development Corporation. Lang 
currently serves on the Board of 
Directors of Art Technology Group, 
Inc., was named to the Global 
Agenda Council on the Gender Gap 
at the World Economic Forum, and 
is a member of the National Board 
Development Committee of the Girl 
Scouts of the USA. She earned an A.B. degree in 
history and literature from Radcliffe College and 
an M.B.A. from the Harvard Business School.

ORGANIZATION BRIEF With more than 400 
companies, fi rms, business schools, and associ-
ations as members, Catalyst (www.catalyst.org) 
is the leading nonprofi t membership organiza-
tion working globally with businesses to build 
inclusive workplaces and expand opportuni-
ties for women and business. Founded in 1962, 
the company has offi ces in the United States, 
Canada, and Europe, as well as partnership re-
lationships in Japan and India.

Are you happy with the impact that Catalyst 
has had on women’s advancement to busi-
ness leadership?

it’s	a	mixed	picture.	when	i	ask	people	to	
close	 their	eyes	and	picture	a	business	 leader,	
very	few	see	a	woman.	so	it’s	not	yet	the	norm	
or	totally	acceptable	 in	most	of	our	workplace	
cultures.	yet	we’ve	come	very	far,	especially	 if	
you	take	the	long-term	view.	there	are	women	
throughout	the	workforce	at	increasingly	senior	
levels,	even	globally.	 so	whether	 it’s	 in	estab-
lished	or	 developing	 economies,	we’re	 seeing	
many	 more	 women	 who	 have	 the	 education,	
motivation,	and	career	development	opportuni-
ties	to	lead,	but	they	still	face	signifi	cant	barriers.	
a	key	barrier	is	the	assumption	that	there	is	noth-
ing	wrong	with	the	system	because	a	handful	of	
women	have	made	it.	then	they	assume	that	if	
more	women	aren’t	up	there,	 it’s	because	they	
don’t	want	to	be	or	they’re	not	good	enough.	

overall,	in	most	countries,	we’re	now	past	
explicit	barriers	or	biases	such	as	laws	that	cur-
tail	what	women	are	allowed	to	do	and,	instead,	
it’s	more	subtle	in	the	culture,	in	the	norms,	and	
in	the	expectations.

What kind of advancements 
have been made on a global scale?

most	parts	of	 the	world	are	ex-
periencing	a	surge	of	involvement	by	
women	in	economic	life.	but	there	are	
very	few	places	where	you	see	women	
signifi	cantly	represented	in	the	big	de-
cision-making	roles.	 in	 india,	on	 the	
other	 hand,	 the	 investment	 banking	
industry	is	basically	led	by	women,	so	
that	is	eye-opening.

in	europe,	you	see	a	different	pic-
ture	in	each	country	–	you	can’t	gen-
eralize.	but	in	some	countries,	quotas	

have	 been	 legislated	 to	 boost	 the	 number	 of	
women	on	boards	of	directors.	several	years	ago,	
norway	legislated	a	quota	requiring	40	percent	
women	on	all	boards	by	January	1,	2008,	and	
within	a	few	months	of	that	date,	there	was	full	
compliance.	 even	women	who	 had	 been	 op-
posed	to	 the	 idea	of	quotas	are	now	saying	 it	
should	have	been	done	a	long	time	ago.	spain	
has	also	legislated	quotas	for	women-held	board	
seats.	France	has	taken	a	fi	rst	step,	and	italy	and	
sweden	are	considering	such	action.	

we	don’t	expect	to	see	any	kind	of	quota	
legislation	in	the	u.s.,	but	the	idea	is	out	there	
that	more	representation	of	women	on	corpo-
rate	boards	is	smart.	our	bottom	line	catalyst	
research	 shows	 that	 companies	 with	 more	
women	 in	 their	 corporate	 leadership	 and	 on	
their	boards,	on	average,	fi	nancially	outperform	
those	with	the	fewest.	we	believe	that	represen-
tation	commensurate	with	workplace	and	mar-
ketplace	demographics	is	an	appropriate	target	
for	corporate	boards	in	the	u.s.	

Have you seen impact as well in terms 
of opportunities for women of color?

catalyst	 conducted	 our	 groundbreak-
ing	 study	 of	 women	 of	 color	 in	 corporate	
leadership	more	than	10	years	ago	and	has	led	
ever	since	in	our	studies	on	women	of	color	in	
the	u.s.	and	visible	minorities	 in	canada.	we	
focused	attention	on	the	fact	that	most	oppor-
tunities	 and	 benefi	ts	 of	 programs	 to	 develop	
women	 into	 leadership	 in	 corporations	 have	
accrued	to	white	women,	and	there	have	been	
relatively	 few	 non-white	 women	 who	 have	
achieved	leadership.

clearly,	there	is	stereotypic	bias	that	is	built	
into	the	system	and	it’s	gender-linked,	but	there	
is	 even	more	when	you	 start	 adding	 in	 race,	
ethnicity,	disability,	and	other	kinds	of	visible	
differences	that	you	see	in	a	population.

What are some of the more recent proj-
ects Catalyst has been focused on?

we’re	known	for	looking	at	senior	lead-
ership,	doing	 research	 into	 the	barriers	 that	
hold	women	back,	and	for	documenting	best	
practices.	 now	 we’ve	 turned	 our	 focus	 as	
well	 to	 the	 talent	pipeline	 that	 feeds	 senior	
leadership.

about	 10	 years	 ago,	we	 surveyed	 alums	
from	12	prestigious	m.b.a.	programs	in	the	u.s.	
we	looked	at	women’s	and	men’s	career	experi-
ences	and	how	and	where	they	differed.

three	 years	 ago,	 we	 re-contacted	 those	
same	alums,	plus	we	went	global	by	adding	an-
other	14	prestigious	m.b.a.	programs	around	the	
world.	From	over	9,000	individuals,	we	pieced	
together	career	paths,	 looking	very	closely	at	
people	who	were	in	full-time	positions	in	cor-
porations	 as	 of	 december	 2007	 –	 about	 one	
third	women	and	two-thirds	men,	which	refl	ects	
the	population	of	m.b.a.s.	

the	 study’s	 fi	ndings	 are	 stunning.	 we	
found	that	even	when	women	have	the	same	
degree	and	 level	of	experience,	 they	 start	 at	
lower	 job	 levels	 than	men	–	 right	 from	 their	
fi	rst	positions	out	of	school;	they	were	assigned	
fewer	 responsibilities;	 they	 received	 lower	
compensation	–	on	average,	$4,600	 lower	 to	
start;	and	they	never	catch	up,	either	in	level	
or	in	salary.

so	 the	pipeline	 today	 is	broken.	“give	 it	
time	and	women	will	advance,”	is	just	an	excuse.	
this	study	has	reconfi	rmed	that	all	the	barriers	
that	we’ve	talked	about	are,	unfortunately,	alive	
and	well,	and	thriving	in	the	pipeline.

interestingly,	another	study	we	conducted	
confi	rmed	 that	performance	management	sys-
tems	unintentionally	refl	ect	a	bias	towards	ste-
reotypically	 masculine	 leadership	 behaviors,	
particularly	 those	 that	describe	 the	 successful	
leader.	we	also	know	 from	our	 research	 that	
women	 who	 demonstrate	 behaviors	 that	 are	
considered	stereotypically	male	are	penalized.	
we	call	this	the	double	bind	–	damned	if	you	
do,	doomed	if	you	don’t	–	and	it’s	not	neces-
sarily	overt.

the	ceos	and	senior	executives	who	com-
mented	 on	 the	 fi	ndings	 in	 Pipeline’s Broken 
Promise recognize	the	need	to	fi	x	the	pipeline	
and	root	out	covert	bias.	they	consider	this	a	
wake-up	call	–	a	core	sustainability	issue,	where	
the	future	of	the	enterprise	is	at	risk.we	believe	
it’s	an	opportunity	to	get	it	right	–	not	next	year	
or	in	time,	but	now.•
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