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FIRM BRIEF EY (ey.com) is a global leader in assur-
ance, tax, transaction, and advisory services. In the 
Americas, it employs more than 65,000 people across 
30 countries and generates US$12.7 billion in revenues. 
Globally, EY employs more than 220,000 people and as 
of 2015 generated US$28.7 billion in revenues.

Would you talk about the vision early on for 
the EY Women Athletes Business Network, 
and has it become what you expected?

It has become more than we dreamed, 
and there is more to come. We are very committed 
to the need for more women in leadership in busi-
ness. Fundamentally, we believe in the economic 
benefi t of diverse perspectives.

What we’ve discovered in our work with 
women entrepreneurs and women in the C-Suite 
is a preponderance of former female athletes. We 
decided to explore this more broadly through re-
search and found that when we look at the most 
senior women in business, 94 percent of them 
have played sports, and over half of them have 
played at a university level. 

Many elite athletes have all of the lead-
ership skills that we in business both cherish 
and need – skills we can’t train into people. 
Unfortunately, most female athletes don’t under-
stand how after sport those leadership skills can 
translate into their lives as leaders in business. 
They have been inspired and role-modeled to 
be coaches or broadcasters, but they haven’t had 

the exposure to business, and they 
aren’t thinking more broadly. We see 
the potential to change the trajectory of 
women in leadership in business with 
this uniquely talented, untapped pool of 
natural leaders – elite female athletes.

During the 40th anniversary of Title 
IX, Olympic swimmer Donna de Varona 
and I spoke on several panels together 
and realized the tremendous crossover 
potential of the worlds of women in busi-
ness and women in sports – if we could 
break down the silos and make the right 
connections. 

Is this effort gaining traction and en-
hancing opportunity?

Absolutely. Our research fi ndings stunned 
people – yet they also rang true for many business-
women. So much so that, several months ago, we 
launched another round of research with espnW 
that is continuing to confi rm our initial fi ndings 
that there is a tremendous correlation for women 
between success in sport and success in business. 
Also, senior women executives are more prone to 
want to hire athletes because they get it. It’s a virtu-
ous circle.

We’re not suggesting causation – that a young 
girl who plays sports is going to be a leader in 
business. However, there is a tremendous cor-
relation, and when we think about what those 
athletes are equipped with – resilience, persever-
ance, confi dence, discipline, and failure not being 
an option – those things translate naturally into 
the business environment and make for a very tal-
ented business executive or entrepreneur. 

One aspect of the Women Athletes Business 
Network is a very high-touch hands-on mentoring 
program we run with the International Women’s 
Forum (IWF) that targets a select group of elite fe-
male athletes who want to do more. They go 
through an intense application process, so we 
know they have the potential to pivot into great 
successes as leaders outside of their sport.

The IWF includes 6,000 senior leading busi-
ness women around the world, and the program 
matches up some of their handpicked senior busi-
nesswomen members to help mentor these elite 
female athletes.

These athletes are gifted in so many ways – 
confi rming that this is the right thing to do – and 
we’re just getting started.

Do you fi nd that the business community 
is absorbing this research and starting to im-
plement these programs?

You bet. Based on the inquiries we are getting, 
many businesses are starting to pay attention. An 
increasing number of companies and sports organi-
zations have reached out to us to work with EY on 
this program. They want access to these mentees 
because they can give the athletes experiences that 
can help them explore their talents and passions; 
they want to help them succeed as leaders. 

There is much talk about having made 
advances for women, but there seems to be a 
long way to go. Is the dialogue happening to 
address these issues?

We’re not where we need to be, which is 
why we launched EY Women. Fast forward a 
year ago. The World Economic Forum publishes 
an annual gender gap report. In 2014, they said it 
would take 81 years until we get to parity, which 
is unacceptable. In their most recent research, they 
now estimate it will take until 2133 for women to 
achieve gender parity in the workplace. The un-
der-optimization of women is a huge problem for 
business and for world economies. There is a lot 
of conversation today emerging around the lack of 
women leaders in the business of sports as well. 

The objective of Women. Fast forward is to 
accelerate EY’s efforts on behalf of women in the 
workplace and to call upon others to do more with 
us. We are seeing more business leaders putting 
gender on their agendas and asking how they can 
do more to attract, retain, and promote women 
within their companies. Obviously, with such 
grim predictions on achievement of workplace 
parity, we all need to do more. 

Still, there is no silver bullet. Business needs to 
address a number of factors – such as building sup-
portive environments by rooting out conscious and 
unconscious bias, speeding up culture change with 
progressive policies, and ensuring women have ac-
cess to the best jobs and appropriate opportunities 
to lead. We have to hold ourselves accountable and 
measure our progress over time. 

How critical is it that parents understand 
the bigger picture of what skills their daugh-
ters can pick up in sports?

That is one of the most important aspects of 
our research. As a parent, one should know that 
for one’s daughter there is a tremendous correlation 
between her success in sport as a child and her 
future success in life. However, when young girls 
reach puberty, they receive pressure by societal bi-
ases to drop out of sport. Our message to parents 
is to understand the ability of their daughters to 
succeed outside of sport later in life, and encourage 
them to stay in the game and excel.•
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