
Executive Development

18 | Developing Leaders Issue 24: 2016 

I
t was a classroom scene I have witnessed all too often. The topic of the session 
was global economic systems. While most of our programs are for women only, this 
particular program — a custom program for one of the biggest corporate clients of 
Smith College Executive Education, which I lead — included both men and women. 
All were scientists at the company.

In the first few hours I observed that the men were fully engaged and participating in the 
class. They would raise their hands, jump up to the microphone with questions, share their 
knowledge and at times even challenge the professor. By the time we took our first coffee 
break, I noticed that not a single woman had spoken. 

I asked the women to stay behind and I asked them, “What’s going on?” They were 
confused; they had been completely unaware that only the men were actively participating 
in the class. They offered reasons of why this was happening, saying that it was typical of 
how conversations go in their meetings, that there is a certain hierarchy, especially in their 
field where senior male scientists are given the floor more often. I told them that in this 
class, they were all equals. I also emphasized that their company had enrolled them in the 
program because they wanted their voices heard; they had a responsibility to participate. 
And above that, why wouldn’t a woman want to share her knowledge and insight. After all, 
these were top female scientists.

After the break, the women did start to participate, but only after I had given them a 
“nudge,” so to speak.

Our Challenge 
This is the challenge of women’s leadership development: to help women overcome 
the barriers to successful leadership careers caused by a combination of cultural and 
personal factors, including workplace biases against women — and they do exist — but 
also including their own tendencies to avoid taking risks and to let others monopolize 
discussions.

The first step to effectively meet this challenge is to take a holistic approach to leadership 
development. At Smith, when we design our programs, we look to develop the whole 
person. After all, we do not bring just our brains to work. Ultimately, we are interested in 
developing the whole self: who you are, how you think, and how you act is as important 
as what you know. In this approach, “wellness” is a strong component of every program. 
Because of the higher demands put on leaders, particularly of women leaders who still 
carry the majority of family responsibilities on top of their professional priorities, being 
fit for leadership is critical. This opportunity to completely focus on themselves is often 
transformative.
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The Need to Take More Risks
A holistic approach translates into three general themes of 
focus: personal leadership, professional leadership and 
organizational leadership. In professional leadership the 
focus is on developing a global mindset, managing high-
performing teams and political savvy. In organizational 
leadership development the focus is on higher-level 
competencies, such as strategy, innovation, and global 
economics. 

The personal leadership development component is 
particularly vital to the future success of women in the 
workplace. Personal development covers areas such 
as self-awareness, creating vision, executive presence 
and knowing your leadership narrative. Executive 
presence is key: how do you hold yourself personally 
in a professional environment. Most importantly that is 
your confidence, poise and voice.  

As demonstrated by the group of women scientists I 
described earlier, the confidence to take their rightful 

place at the table plays a major role in the success of 
women leaders in the workplace.

The problem for many women is that they tend to play it 
safe. They let themselves be interrupted. They avoid taking 

the risks they need to take to show others how smart they 
are.  As my good friend and colleague Dr. Valerie Young says 

in her book, The Secret Thoughts of Successful Women, “How 
you define and experience competence, success, and failure has 

everything to do with how confident and competent you feel.” 

Risk-taking is one of the main areas of improvement that companies list in 
our pre-program surveys when asked what they would like to see from the women 

they are sending to the programs. Typically, they tell us that the participant is a strong, 
high-achieving, confident woman… “but we need her to take more risks and express that 
confidence.”

The Power of a Safe Environment
In these vital, behavioural areas of improvement, an all-women’s program can make a major 
difference. The reason is not that the programs are specifically gender-driven. Although 
there are certainly soft skills such as emotional intelligence included in our courses, Smith 
College Executive Education programs are not designed uniquely for women. Because 
Smith College is not a business school, we draw our faculty from the best that other 
schools have to offer, including thought leaders from Stanford, Tuck, Harvard, Wharton, 
and other executive education schools, who have no specific women’s agenda. 

Why wouldn’t 
a woman want 
to share her 
knowledge and 
insight?
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The core reason that an all-women’s program is so powerful is that the presence of only 
women promotes a sense of safety. That does not mean that women are necessarily 
fearful in the presence of men. However, unconsciously women often feel that it is safer 
to take risks, to stretch their necks, to find out what they know and what they don’t know, 
in an all-women environment. They will be more ready to challenge themselves and each 
other in this environment. 

Women often find themselves alone, or in a small minority, at work. We know that when 
people are in the minority, their voices are marginalized. This is true across the board, 
whether it involves people of color or any other kind of minority. The ratio of men to 
women in most executive education programs is three to one. Women do speak up in 
these programs, but certainly not as much as when there are just women in the room. 

In this kind of safe environment created by an all-women classroom, candour and trust is 
built, and the women become more confident and strong — which puts them in a better 
position to confront the challenges and biases they face in their working lives. 

For example, one challenge for women to overcome is what is known as the “impostor 
syndrome” — the feeling that you are a fraud who does not deserve your success. Across 
the board, women seem to have this voice inside them that says, “I’m going to be found 
out, people are going to discover that I am not that smart.”

While the impostor syndrome is not limited to women, men do not seem to have the 
same level of doubts about their capabilities. If 10 categories of skills are required for a 
certain position, even men who might have just three of those categories will say, “I can 
do this job.” While women say they must meet at least nine of those categories to feel 
comfortable in accepting the job.

One high-level woman executive, responsible for managing $90 billion worth of real 
estate for a Fortune 50 company, told our participants that the key to success is simple: 
say “yes”. Don’t think about it; just say “yes” now. Women tend to overthink things, she said. 
In the meantime, the men are already on the mission. 

Ultimately, we are interested in developing the whole self: 
who you are, how you think, and how you act
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If She Can Do It, I Can Do It
Another advantage of an all-women’s program is that participants are learning with peers, 
women just like themselves. Women who are in similar positions in their companies, 
who share the same opportunities and who battle the same challenges. And because as 
women, we are more likely to see ourselves in others, an environment in which we are 
surrounded by strong, high-achieving women can be especially impactful. “If she can do 
it,” we tell ourselves, “so can I.”

Being Strategic about Leadership
At Smith, we offer strategic leadership development at four different levels of achievement 
and authority. At the senior-most global leaders level we offer a program that is targeted 
to executive and managing directors— those just below the C-suite. The program prepares 
women for higher levels of global responsibility and oversight. 

Smith’s flagship program is a full immersion, two-week leadership development program 
geared to middle-level management women at the senior manager and director level. This 
mid-level group is the largest female cohort in most organizations we work with today. 
The need to retain, develop and advance women at this level for pipeline succession has 
never been greater.

Emerging managers, who have been specialists up to this point in their career, will need 
to be developed to move into strategic positions of leadership. Through a partnership 
with the Society of Women Engineers — which is a natural collaboration since Smith 
has one of the only all-women engineering programs – we developed a program called, 
From Specialist to Strategist: For Women in Science, Technology and Engineering, 
targeted for women in functional positions who are becoming first line managers. Our 
Directing Innovation program is aimed at higher-level global leaders in the sciences and 
technology, industries that remain fairly male dominant at the highest levels.

Networking is an essential skill to develop for career success. At Smith we are strategic in 
fostering and maintaining strong connections that will go on long after the program ends. 
There is no doubt that women are excellent networkers, they just do not always take the 
time needed to develop those strategic relationships that will matter most in their career. 
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Reaching Out to Men
In recent years, there has been a new target audience for women’s leadership development 
programs: men. Mastering the art of inclusion is an important initiative the ‘best’ companies 
today consider a business imperative.

About five years ago, we realized that it was important to start teaching men about how to 
be more inclusive in their management style. And within that, to understand the obstacles 
that women face. From the feedback we received, it was clear that most executives and 
managers had little-to-no awareness of the unconscious personal and cultural biases in 
their organizations that are undermining the potential of their women leaders. 

Since then, I have seen example after example illustrating this lack of awareness. For 
instance, I have heard leaders declare that in their organizations women have opportunities 
equal to men because “we have policies in place.” Policies, however, do not prevent 
managers from failing to promote women because of some unconscious fear that they 
are going to become pregnant and leave, a common bias we see today. 

Even the most benevolent cultures and benevolent male managers and colleagues fail to 
treat women in the same way that they treat men. 

One mundane but telling example concerns the lunch hour. A team that includes one 
woman might spend the morning working intensely on a project. At noon, the men will 
go off for lunch together, and never think about inviting the woman to join them. This is 
an actual example, and when in the course of our program the woman expressed her 
frustration at the situation, the response from her male colleague was, “we had no idea 
you wanted to come with us.” 

In another program we presented on what it means to be a man in corporate America 
today, male executives were asked the question: Are there any fundamental differences, 
other than physicality, between men and women? The men unanimously responded 
YES, there are many differences! Then they were asked: When placed in equal levels of 
responsibility and leadership are there any significant differences? Here, the men simply 
answered no. They were confident that women leaders, many of whom they had had as 
bosses, were leading without difference in any significant manner.

In short, getting men to investigate their unexamined ideas of men and women and their 
unconscious biases, led to more understanding of themselves, how they manage women 
and as one brave young man told me, how he raises his sons. 

The “we had no idea” recurring theme with male managers and executives is one of the 
reasons that the corporate response to our “mastering inclusion” program for men has 
been unequivocally positive. The first step to fixing a problem is awareness, and until men 
become fully aware of their often-unconscious biases — as brilliantly exposed by scholar 
Michael Kimmel — they cannot change their behaviour. 

Getting men to investigate their unexamined ideas of 
men and women and their unconscious biases, led 
to more understanding of themselves and how they 
manage women
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A Business Imperative
Promoting women is a business imperative. Research has shown that since 2004, 
organizations with the most women on their boards have a 16% higher return on sales 
and a 26% higher return on investment than organizations with the least number of 
women board members.

In addition, more and more women have been joining the workforce, especially since the 
late 1980s. Recent statistics show that 52% of the workforce is now female. As the baby 
boomer generation of leaders — mostly men — retires, organizations will need to fill their 
succession pipelines with smart, qualified managers, many of them women.

Yet, women continue to be frozen out of higher-level positions. Our research has shown 
that their careers often stall at mid-level positions. Companies must make a deliberate 
effort to give the best and brightest of their women leaders the opportunity to reach 
the highest levels of the organization. Executive education programs based on personal, 
professional, and organizational leadership development can break the deadlock and 
unleash the full potential of tomorrow’s top women leaders. 

For these programs to be effective, it is vital that they be guided by the needs of the 
organizations. We currently have 14 different executive education programs for women, 
mostly customized, and work closely with over 25 major corporate clients. To ensure 
that we continue to offer relevant programs, we recently conducted a survey in which 
we asked these organizations to highlight the most important skills that women leaders 
need to develop. The survey results highlighted interpersonal skills, people management 
skills, decision-making, global mindset and leading in a VUCA (volatile, uncertain, 
complex and ambiguous) environment as potential areas of improvement. For leadership 
success specifically, the respondents pointed to improvements in personal traits, such as 
confidence, resilience, personal brand and presentation.

I personally believe that the unique environment of all-women’s executive education 
programs, especially one driven by a holistic approach to leadership development, give 
women the best opportunity to acquire the skills, knowledge and mindset to succeed in 
the 21st century workplace.

You can download a copy of Smith College’s recent white paper, Trends in Leadership 
Development, here: http://www.iedp.com/articles/trends-in-leadership-development/

Iris Newalu is Executive Director, Smith College Executive Education, Chief 
Academic Facilitator, and Executive Coach. Smith Executive Education for 
Women is the leading expert in executive women’s leadership development. It 
seeks to provide women at every level of the organization the knowledge, 
competencies and innovative insights to drive change, performance and 
success.
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