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LeadershipLabyrinth of  

by Alice H. eA gly  
And l ind A l . cA rli 

one has misdiagnosed a problem, then one 

is unlikely to prescribe an effective cure.

This is the situation regarding the scarcity of women 

in top leadership. Because people with the best of in-

tentions have misread the symptoms, the solutions that 

managers are investing in are not making enough of 

a difference.

That there is a problem is not in doubt. Despite years 

of progress by women in the workforce (they now oc-

cupy more than 40% of all managerial positions in the 

United States), within the C-suite they remain as rare as 

hens’ teeth. Consider the most highly paid executives 

of Fortune 500 companies – those with titles such as 

chairman, president, chief executive officer, and chief 

operating officer. Of this group, only 6% are women.

Most notably, only 2% of the CEOs are women, and only 

15% of the seats on the boards of directors are held by 

women. The situation is not much different in other in-

dustrialized countries. In the 50 largest publicly traded 

corporations in each nation of the European Union,

When you put  

all the pieces 

together,  

a new picture 

emerges for  

why women  

don’t make it  

into the C-suite.

It’s not the  

glass ceiling,  

but the sum of  

many obstacles  

along the way.
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call 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

And executives are encouraged to mini-

mize cost relentlessly, even in areas such 

as payroll and customer service. Does 

any amount of money justify throwing 

humane concerns overboard to reach a 

goal? And if so, will ethics and environ-

mental issues be next? With CEO com-

pensation up to 500 times greater than 

that of workers, achieving team spirit 

between the boss and the people – per-

haps one of the greatest rewards of 

leadership – is out of the question. This 

amounts to a lower quality of life and 

is sustainable neither for the individual 

nor for the corporation.

Would the world be better off with 

leaders who have a more balanced view 

of life? One wonders whether a female 

president would have embarked upon 

a costly war in Iraq or if Enron would 

have met the same scandalous demise 

with female top management. I believe 

that female characteristics and quali-

ties are greatly needed in the corporate 

world. Stereotypical male aggression 

should not be held up as desirable.

Frank Olsson

Director

Wallace Corporation

Auckland, New Zealand

Eagly and Carli respond: We welcome 

these thoughtful responses to our ar-

ticle. Anne Perschel is right in recog-

nizing the importance of female role 

models – from myths, stories, and real 

life. Feminine archetypes of success can 

inspire women and help them navigate 

the labyrinth. In our book, Through the 

Labyrinth, we report research show-

ing that merely being reminded of 

high-achieving women, such as Meg 

Whitman, increases women’s interest 

in leading. Furthermore, exposure to 

women in powerful roles weakens peo-

ple’s stereotypes about women’s lack of 

agency. This is good news because, as 

these stereotypes erode, perceptions 

about what constitutes a good leader 

become more inclusive.

Frank Olsson notes an important fac-

tor that creates twists and turns in the 

labyrinth: the very long work hours and 

devotion that many organizations re-

quire. “Extreme jobs” diminish the qual-

ity of life for both men and women, but 

women suffer disproportionately. To ful-

fi ll their career and family obligations, 

women sacrifi ce leisure time more than 

men do. In fact, the average married 

man has the equivalent of over fi ve 40-

hour weeks more leisure time each year 

than the average married woman. But 

cultural changes have made family life 

increasingly important, and now women 

and men say that they value family over 

career. And no wonder – research shows 

that having both an involved family life 

and a meaningful career enhances phys-

ical and mental health.

This cultural shift toward greater ap-

preciation of family life pressures or-

ganizations to reduce excessive hours 

and reward high-quality work over ex-

tensive face time. These policies ben-

efi t employers as well as employees 

by increasing the numbers of women 

in leadership positions, which fosters 

equal opportunity and is associated 

with corporate fi nancial success.

The Chief Strategy Offi cer

Though I very much enjoyed R. Timothy 

S. Breene, Paul F. Nunes, and Walter E. 

Shill’s article “The Chief Strategy Offi -

cer” (October 2007), I was disappointed 

to see that knowledge of strategy was 

not one of the necessary traits listed in 

the sidebar “Help Wanted: Finding a 

Qualifi ed CSO.” In my work with more 

than a hundred senior executive teams, 

I have noticed a tremendous dearth of 

strategy experience at the top levels 

of organizations. This is because almost 

no one comes up through a strategy 

function. How, then, can executives 

learn the science of strategy?

Senior executives are, in general, bril-

liant strategic thinkers – that is, they can 

think strategically about their custom-

ers, products, competition, and markets. 

However, they often lack the ability to 

translate their thinking into a process 
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