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Closing the Gap
Business executives, educators and leaders—male and female—are working together toward a more
gender-diverse workforce. B Y S A R A H N E T T E R

F

or many children, summer means darting
through playgrounds and
chasing ice cream trucks.
For Zakia Barnes,
childhood summers also
meant subway rides to
visit her father, a currency banker
with an office in Midtown Manhattan. He’d tell her stories about
working at the exchange desk, collecting orders as they came in, verifying the numbers and auditing the
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tickets to make sure the accounts
were balanced at the end of the day.
She and her sisters would tag along
to corporate softball games—an
opportunity Barnes used to chat up
her dad’s co-workers.
“My dad and I have always had
conversations about the markets
and, beyond that, how politics
affect the business environment,”
Barnes says. “I think that planted
a seed that business is good. And
business is useful for society.”

That seed is now blooming.
A second-year student at the
University of Rochester Simon
Business School, Barnes, now 34,
is looking to an MBA to propel her
into a management position as she
transitions from a career in social
policies to one that combines analytics, technology and strategy.
“I found that even though I have
my master’s degree [from the University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill] in urban planning, it wasn’t
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enough of a credential to make
that switch and maintain the level
[where] I was,” says Barnes, who
spent nearly eight years with the
New York City-based, public policy
nonprofit MDRC. Friends who were
SBS alumni opened her eyes to the
idea of getting an MBA.
Barnes is earning the degree
at a time when business schools
nationwide are making a push
to add more female students to
their ranks. Nearly 70 percent of
full-time, two-year MBA programs
are conducting special outreach to
women candidates, according to
the Graduate Management Admission Council, compared with 56
percent reaching out to military
members and 46 percent to the general undergraduate population.
It seems to be working, albeit
more slowly than some female
business students and educators would like. Still, those same
programs reported to GMAC a 54
percent increase in female applicants from 2015 to 2016.
Why the renewed focus on
women MBA graduates? Increased
awareness of gender diversity has

MEET THE MANBASSADORS
The Harvard Gazette calls them the “men on a
mission.” They call themselves the Manbassadors:
a group of Harvard Business School men who
joined the Women’s Student Association in 2013 as
allies in the push for gender diversity. The program
has since been replicated on several campuses,
including Wharton, Columbia and Haas.
The idea of the manbassadors came as no
surprise to Al Cotrone, an associate dean at the
Opus College of Business at the University of St.
Thomas. He says this generation expects diversity
in school and in the workplace.
“In the millennial mindset, it’s almost a
question of, what’s wrong with you if you aren’t
working toward [gender diversity], providing it and
maintaining that standard at all times,” he says.
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shed light on the power of female
leadership. More women than ever
are taking their place at the top,
from Hillary Clinton’s historic
presidential run to female CEOs at
Fortune 500 companies, including
Lockheed Martin Corporation,
PepsiCo and General Motors.
Yet despite their successes,
there remains a gender gap that
leaders in business and business
education are trying to close.
INVESTING IN EDUCATION
Women make up 57 percent of
undergraduate college students,
according to recent statistics from
the U.S. Department of Education.
Yet, the Association to Advance
Collegiate Schools of Business
notes that the percentage of MBAs
earned by women has hovered
around 36 percent the past few
years. That pipeline narrows dramatically in the workplace: Women
account for only 19 percent of the
C-suite in corporate America.
Women of color, just 3 percent.
But a committed group of executives and educators—women and
men—are working to move the
needle closer to gender parity. And
already, companies that make a
point of hiring more women are
reaping the benefits of a genderdiverse workforce.
Corporations that raised the
share of female execs to 30 percent
saw a 15 percent increase in profitability. And a study of Fortune 500
companies found that those with
the highest percentage of female
board directors enjoyed a return on
invested capital 66 percent higher
than companies with the lowest
percentage.
While gender diversity is playing an increasing role in talent
recruitment at the corporate level,
it’s business schools where the tide
is turning faster.
“I think the schools are very
interested in being [leaders] and
making those changes so that the

pipeline is visibly changing,” says
Elissa Sangster, executive director
and founding member of the Forté
Foundation. She adds that schools
“have been very aggressive about
it.” The foundation, founded in
2001 to guide and promote women
into successful business careers,
counts dozens of corporations,
universities and B-schools among
its consortium to help women
succeed. More than 5,000 women
have gone through its scholarship
program, to the tune of about $110
million.
“That’s a huge amount of money
being invested in that pipeline of
leadership,” Sangster says. “There’s
been so much research and evidence pointing to the fact that having gender diversity—on campus,
in the classroom and in business
leadership—is a critical issue.”
Prior to starting an MBA program, Barnes was named a Forté
Foundation fellow and gained a
wide network of female leaders
wanting to see the next generation shatter the glass ceilings that
remain intact.
“One of the biggest benefits for
me was seeing women in great positions and being supported by their
company,” she says. “I felt like I had
sort of a north star.”
Barnes wants to see more of
those north stars in the classrooms
and administrations of business
schools, people whose mere presence sets an example of the power
of female leadership—people such
as Erika James, named dean of
the Goizueta Business School at
Atlanta’s Emory University in 2014.
James’ appointment pushed the
number of female deans at the Top
50 business schools to more than
20 percent.
“Women have a perspective
that I think can add value and
provide a context for greater creativity and innovation in products
that are developed, in services
that need to be provided, in how
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organizations run and operate,”
James says.
Citing the example of Hidden
Figures (the Academy Awardnominated biopic of Katherine
Johnson, Dorothy Vaughan and
Mary Jackson, whose mathematics

skills played a critical role in NASA
launching astronaut John Glenn
into space), Barnes says young people need to hear more stories like
these. Getting women into business
means getting them interested as
children—as she was—whether

through coding programs or business model competitions.
“Eventually we will have a
female Mark Zuckerberg,” she
says. “Women in tech—and from
very visible positions—are getting
noticed, they are speaking out and
their voices are being heard.”
WALL STREET MYTHS

ENDING WORKING-MOM GUILT
That pang of guilt when working moms kiss
their kids’ foreheads on the way out the door
or have to miss a science fair? Feel free to let
it go. Research by Harvard Business School
professor Kathleen McGinn shows that
having a working mother predicted positive
outcomes for children later on in life.
Her research coincided with the launch
of the HBS Gender Initiative, aimed at
promoting gender equity and advancement

of women in leadership. Their work includes
combating negative stereotypes—such as
those about working moms—that are not
supported by research.
“What daughters of working moms see
is that it’s OK to go to work, it’s completely
normal. That’s something that women do,”
McGinn says in a video about her research.
“And it’s OK not to spend all your time
cleaning the house.”

your connections. your edge.

YOUR PMBA.

James entered Pomona College in
California as an undergraduate
psychology major, figuring she’d
take the more traditional path of
clinical psychology. But when she
discovered industrial and organizational psychology—referred to
as I-O—she found a new calling
examining the behaviors of people
in the workplace. She went on to
earn a master’s and Ph.D. from
the University of Michigan and
parlayed her extensive education

into a successful academic career.
When James began analyzing data
surrounding the gender divide, she
noticed a few trends.
“There’s largely a requirement
that people come into the MBA
with substantial work experience
after college—on average [after]
five to six years of work experience.
And for women . . . that puts them
in their mid-20s if you will, and that
often bumps up again when they
are making other life decisions,”
she says, ticking off marriage and
children as examples. “For women,
those other life decisions matter
in ways and affect their decisions
more so than [they] might affect
men.”
Business schools, she says, have
to take all those considerations
into account when marketing MBA
programs to women, many of whom

are motivated by far more than just
wanting to get ahead.
At Emory, the percentage
of women in the evening MBA
program is at a commendable 41
percent. The one-year MBA has 39
percent women and the program offering a hybrid of distance and campus learning is 37 percent women.
The weekend MBA program is 36
percent female. But the percentage
of women in the school’s traditional, flagship two-year MBA is only 24
percent.
“What that suggests is that, at
that point in a woman’s life, she’s
looking at multiple life factors and
she’s trying to find the outlet that
is the most suitable for the life that
she has,” James says. “That means
staying out of the workforce only
one year versus two. Granted, it’s a
very intense year, [but] that may be

more appealing.”
She says she’s also found that
the myth of the “wolf of Wall
Street” paints business in a light
that is traditionally undesirable to
women, no matter how outdated
that perception may be.
“As a profession, [business] can
be seen as a less attractive or less
desirable, more cutthroat, [greed]based field,” she explains. “And I do
think that’s a myth. But we need to
do a better job of talking about the
impact and the value that business
creates in society.”
Another myth? That business
degrees can lead only to power suits
and corporate offices. In reality,
James says, MBAs open doors to
anything you can imagine.
“Whether you choose to go into
education, health care, manufacturing or the not-for-profit sector—

Kansas State University’s eight-week Professional MBA
courses can be taken on demand in August, October,
January, March or June. Learn online from the same
expert professors teaching on-campus graduate
courses while enjoying unmatched degree flexibility.
You’ll gain a valuable edge and connections that
bridge the gap to success.
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of Business is an
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business school.
The University
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k-state.edu/onlinemba
K-State’s College of Business
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at the root of all those industries
is the need to have a basic understanding of business and business
acumen,” she says. “I do think we
are not doing an adequate job of
advocating and helping women, in
particular, understand the value
of business education regardless of
the career path that they choose,

and therefore companies often
times lose significant talent as a
result.”
Shivaune Field is one of those
nontraditional MBA candidates
who has no plans to settle on Wall
Street—unless she’s reporting from
there. Field, a native of Melbourne,
Australia, spent four years report-

SEE BUSINESS DIFFERENTLY
It takes different
viewpoints to see a
business problem clearly,
and Emory University’s
Goizueta Business School
is dedicated to educating and
expanding the minds of every
one of them.
Through top ranked leadership
programming, innovative hands-on
learning opportunities and an
academic experience second
to none, our array of business
programs offer tomorrow’s leaders
the edge they need today.

VIEW OUR SUITE OF DEGREE
PROGRAMS TO FIND A FORMAT
THAT FITS YOUR FUTURE.
EMORY.BIZ/OURPROGRAMS

ing, producing and sometimes
appearing on camera from Bloomberg’s Los Angeles bureau. Her
assignments often skewed toward
the financial sector; she’s interviewed titans such as Elon Musk
and George Lucas and produced
interviews with Jeffrey Katzenberg
and Bob Iger.
“I wanted a greater understanding of how to do a deep dive into
the balance sheets of these companies,” she says.
So Field left Bloomberg and
enrolled at Pepperdine University
Graziadio School of Business and
Management in Malibu, California.
As she prepares to graduate next
month, Field is finding herself at a
career crossroads: slide back into
her previous reporting role with a
deeper understanding of her subjects, or consider a media executive
path. She’s open to both.
“An MBA was fantastic because
it put me through accounting,
finance, economics and stats,” she
says, “which is going to be a wonderful addition to my reporting
skills when I go back into the media.” She’s also used her B-school
time to get involved in her new
community, making sure to speak
up in every class.
“I had heard going into business
school that not only were there
not enough women, but [that] they
were not putting their hands up in
class; they were not actively participating,” Field says. So, her hand
goes up in class. She speaks up.
And she jumped in at Pepperdine
to lead the MBA Women organization on campus, then became
a regional leader of the National
Association of Women MBAs.
“I made a choice as I entered
business school that I was going to
contribute to every class and I was
going to take a leadership role,” she
says.
A “PETRI DISH” FOR CHANGE
It’s that kind of female MBA lead-
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ership that dean Linda Livingstone
is seeing on her own campus at The
George Washington University
School of Business in Washington,
D.C.
“You see a lot of the leadership
in graduate student organizations,
and any set of student organizations on a campus, being run by
women; probably being overrepresented compared to their percentage of the population,” she says.
At GW, much like at Emory,
the business school’s part-time
MBA program has a higher share
of women (46 percent). But the
school’s full-time MBA program
is 42 percent female, putting GW
up at the top of the most genderdiverse business schools in the
country, along with University of
California, Berkeley Haas School of
Business (43 percent) and the Stanford Graduate School of Business
(42 percent). At Harvard Business
School, which first admitted eight
women into its traditional MBA
program in 1963, women make up
43 percent of the class of 2018.
For Livingstone, who earned an
MBA in 1983 when business school
classes were overwhelmingly male
dominated, those numbers are
both encouraging and a reminder
to keep pushing. She’s seen more
student involvement in diversity
issues than ever before. She says
her students are not shy about
speaking up.
“One of the pieces of feedback
we hear from students is all the
cases are about white male leaders
in organizations or . . . [that] all the
cases are about American companies,” she says. “The faculty are
much more aware of some of these
issues and much more conscientious about including discussions
around diversity and inequality in
the classroom.”
That type of back and forth
makes business schools a “petri
dish for how business should
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transform or change,” Sangster
says. “And you want to see men and
women empowered to do something about that.”
BECOMING ACTIVE ALLIES
Saying you are a diversity ally is
just the beginning, says Al Cotrone,
associate dean of finance and
operations at the University of St.
Thomas Opus College of Business
in Minneapolis-St. Paul. You must
follow through with actions.
“It’s being willing and open to
[having] the [diversity] conversation. Being present at recruiting
events and not being afraid to say,
Here are the things we do, here are
the things you may be concerned
about [about which] we’ve taken action . . . ” he says. “That comes only
if you really educate your staff and
your team.”

The gender gap in the business
world was created out of history and
habit, James points out; it is institutional rather than purposeful.
“I don’t believe you have a preponderance of white men leading
these institutions who are intentionally trying to keep women down
in the organization,” she explains.
“They’re used to a particular model,
and women and people of color
haven’t traditionally fit into that
model.”
It all starts with speaking up,
says Barnes, and that responsibility
lies with everyone. Talking about
diversity should be done often and
early. Barnes remembers a mentor
who would start each meeting by
telling the group, “I invited you
here for a reason; I expect you all to
speak.” It’s stuck with her, especially because he would “follow up with

actions,” including talking about
the importance of having women at
the table.
Cotrone urges all business
schools and corporations to keep
pushing for diversity.
“The question is how far will
we go, how far can we go?” he says.
“You can’t afford to take your
eye off [of] progress, because the
moment you do, you start going
backwards.”
Livingstone makes a point not
only to groom her students for a
changing, dynamic workplace, but
also to be mindful that for the time
being, some of them are simply going to have to work harder to make
their voices heard.
“You’ve got to keep persevering and find ways to work through
systems we don’t like—or to change
those systems.”
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