
 

Gender Diversity – Why quotas are not the (full) solution 

A recent Women of Influence luncheon, “Women of Wealth”, attracted roughly 500 (predominantly women, 
accented by a full tableful of progressive men) attendees, one of whom was me. Successfully competing for 
attention with the dark-chocolate-enrobed peach mousse, female leaders in their respective finance fields, 
who represented three of the Big Five banks, shared their experiences: Charyl Galpin (Head, BMO Nesbitt 
Burns), Zabeen Hirji (Chief Human Resources Officer, RBC) and Colleen Johnston (Group Head Direct Channels, 
Technology, Marketing and Real Estate, TD Bank Group). Regardless of gender, they are three impressive 
leaders who I would encourage anyone to meet, should the opportunity arise. 

The Q-and-A panel format led to a lively discussion, with each panelist describing the trials, tribulations and 
successes around making it to a top role in a (at the time) male-dominated environment. I have a love-hate 
relationship with the subject matter, having spent my career in similar circumstances, and not having (I insert 
an optimistic “yet” in here) made it to the top myself. As much as I would love to hold men accountable for 
this outcome (so far), I believe that I was complicit in it.   

In my opinion, in most developed-world circumstances, it’s less challenging to move ahead than we perceive it 
to be. At least, the tools are within our grasp. In work, as in life, you need a sense of both humour and, of who 
you are. This observation is true until you find yourself at the mercy of unsupportive managers who fail to 
recognize and correct their natural biases, at which point you need an even greater sense of humour and an 
unwavering appreciation of what you stand for. This being my hypothesis, when I hear the stories of successful 
women, I listen carefully for evidence that supports it. It is rarely that I hear them say that they’ve overcome 
great barricades of men who conspired to prevent them from developing and growing; which begs the 
question: What was it, then, that saw them progress where others didn’t? 

At the risk of redundancy, my LinkedIn profile being close at hand, for most of the first eight years of my 
career, I was the sole female engineer in our office, that supported the largest district within Canada’s largest 
general contracting firm.  PCL Constructors is an organization that embraces its employees like a warm hug 
and I cannot speak highly enough of the support, encouragement and development opportunities that I 
received there. If there were any career-limiting factors during my time there, they were not apparent.   

Fast forward a few years and, I was sitting on an equity trading desk, Ivey MBA in hand, surrounded by, 
literally, hundreds of (mostly) men. This was the case through most of my 15 years in the Capital Markets in 
Canada and overseas. Any biases that may have existed, subtle or otherwise, were limited to the inevitable 
and few misogynists who would have been present in similar proportions, in the general population. I have 
watched women, with and without babies, succeed and progress to lead others. I have watched extremely 
capable ones fail. The inconsistencies of outcome confounded and concerned me. I considered myself to be 
teetering into the latter pool, and I didn’t understand why. 

The Atlantic – a publication that is well-respected in most circles, and that offers ‘cultural and literary 
commentary’ published an article entitled The Confidence Gap. It’s main premise supports my own views,  
which is perhaps why I offer it up as supporting evidence for a possible explanation. The authors observe that 
“the shortage of female confidence is increasingly well quantified and well documented. In 2011, [a British 
survey found that] half the female respondents reported self-doubt about their job performance and careers, 
compared with fewer than a third of male respondents. Compared with men, women don’t consider 
themselves as ready for promotions, they predict they’ll do worse on tests, and they generally underestimate 
their abilities…[and] a growing body of evidence shows just how devastating this lack of confidence can be. 
Success, it turns out, correlates just as closely with confidence as it does with competence. No wonder that 



women, despite all our progress, are still woefully underrepresented at the highest levels…The good news is 
that with work, confidence can be acquired. Which means that the confidence gap, in turn, can be closed.” If 
you would like to read the full article, please contact me via LinkedIn and I would be pleased to share its link.  

What all of this says to me is that, at this stage of our cultural evolution, it’s not necessarily being a woman in 
a male-dominated environment that is the issue. I also believe that a “push” strategy that establishes a quota 
of women in any organization will not change how we think as a society, nor how women feel about 
themselves. In fact, it can be counterproductive. I believe that a “pull” strategy that addresses how we assign 
value to our skills and our abilities will give significantly more bang for the buck – and it will be more 
sustainable. Perhaps the notion of a quota in the early days of a cultural shift remains part of the solution but 
the real weight of the effort should be placed on a meaningful program of soft-skills development, including 
presentation skills, and self-awareness training for all who touch this issue. 

A niggling sense of unfaithfulness to The Sisterhood gnaws at me in expressing the view that it’s more up to us 
than to the men in power but, I do wonder whether there are others out there who feel the same – and would 
like to have a discussion, either way. It’s an issue that remains top of mind, despite many years of the 
promotion of gender diversity. We are still drawn to Women of Influence events that can sell out a venue with 
hundreds of apparently like-minded professionals who surely have a long list of competing priorities back at 
the office. This says to me that we are still looking for answers. However, the surplus of men in high places 
shouldn’t shoulder the blame. Perhaps we need a different sort of help in rebalancing upper-management 
gender inequality. Perhaps it would stand a chance of being increasingly self-correcting if we put more effort 
toward formal programs that built confidence, a sense of presence and, a sense of entitlement (meant in the 
most positive of contexts), and for women to seize on these and take responsibility for their own success. 

The doors have been opened for us. It’s up to us to walk through them, in my opinion. 

TWC International Executive Search would welcome the opportunity to partner with you, to find your next 
great executive. Lisa Newey is an experienced Financials Services recruitment specialist who is in her seventh 
year in executive recruitment, and who spent 15 years working directly in capital markets roles. She has a 
“minor” in (and a passion for) Engineering & Construction and would be pleased to discuss ways to increase the 
diversity of your team. 

 


