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Evidence continues to show that women still 
experience inequality in the workplace. 

•	 Male managers are 40% more likely than  
female managers to be promoted.1

•	 Men are 4.5 times more likely to make it  
onto an executive committee than a woman 
embarking on her career at the same time.2

•	 Women hold less than 19% of Executive 
Committee roles in FTSE 100 companies.3

•	 Women made up only 14% of Executive 
committees in the financial services sector  
in 2015.4

Research from Murray Edwards College, University 
of Cambridge, shows that women feel their progress 
at work is inhibited by inhospitable or hostile 
workplace cultures (38%) rather than difficulties 
balancing work and family life (22%)”.5 Other 
studies show that the culture and composition of 
the most senior echelon in organisations means 
many women feel that they will be assessed for 
promotion on gender biased definitions of merit. 
This affects women’s motivation to get to the top.6 
Even in organisations with a progressive approach 
to diversity and inclusion, unconscious bias can 
adversely affect women’s careers. 

We believe, as many do, that the problem of gender 
inequality in leadership is only going to be solved by 
men and women working together. This is why we 
conducted the ‘Collaborating with Men’ research, 
published in the winter of 2016 and available on the 
college website.7

Dr Jill Armstrong
Bye-Fellow at Murray Edwards College,
University of Cambridge

The ‘Collaborating with Men’ research sought  
the views of 40 men from large organisations and 
SMEs in both private and public sectors. Men in 
their early careers, in middle management and in 
senior roles were asked about their understanding 
of workplace culture problems experienced by 
women. These men also worked in partnership with 
women at a conference at Murray Edwards College 
to suggest ways that men can intervene to tackle 
behaviours that lie behind gender inequality. 

Our study prioritises the actions individuals can 
take within the working day to make a difference.

Of course, it is also vital that leaders show their 
commitment to change through their actions. 
However, this report does not cover ‘top down’ 
policies to be implemented at an organisational level 
in areas such as recruitment, promotions, parental 
leave or flexible working. 

We have now presented this research to many 
organisations. Many have asked for more detail on 
how to implement the solutions suggested in the 
research. We have therefore written this guide to 
act as a companion to ‘Collaborating with Men’ and 
to help you turn the research into action.

FOREWORD

Building on the ‘Collaborating  
with Men’ research 
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In every workplace,  
in every sector

–––––––––
Increasing the numbers  

of women means engaging 
men to make workplace 
culture more inclusive



This report focuses on interventions that have attracted the most interest in the many organisations to 
whom the research has been presented. It contains more detailed explanation of how to make these popular 
interventions work. This report also highlights the benefits for men of more inclusive cultures.

Key ways to transform  
workplace culture

Seeking to 
understand  

women’s (and some 
men’s) issues with 
workplace culture

Action  
for leaders  

to model gender 
inclusive behaviour and

communicate  
benefits for men

Individual 
Interventions  

to tackle gender 
biased behaviour

Building closer 
relationships 
between men  

and women
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Get unconscious  
bias into the open

–––––––––
Just ask how gender  

is affecting your  
career progress



Understanding workplace culture 
problems: Just ask

MURRAY EDWARDS COLLEGE 2016 RESEARCH COLLABORATING WITH MEN – From research to day-to-day practice       |       07

The nature and the severity of work-
culture problems will be unique  
and specific to each organisation.  
A programme to remedy these problems 
will first require an assessment of which 
problems are the real priority – and 
then a later assessment to check on the 
effectiveness of any remedies trialled. 

Our approach is informed by the finding 
that workplace culture problems are 

obscured by unconscious bias. Women, 
as well as men, do not easily recognise 
the problems – particularly biases that 
accumulate over time. 

We therefore deliberately recommend  
an approach that prompts awareness  
of the issues. 

NB: It is vital to communicate the CEO’s 
commitment to the process.

The six main workplace culture problem areas, as 
identified in the Collaborating with Men research, are:

Women being interrupted or their ideas  
not being credited to them in meetings

Double standards. The same behaviour  
is judged more negatively if you are a woman

Men and women are evaluated differently

Benevolent sexism

Informal networks are important for  
decisions – but they are male dominated

Poorer access to opportunities to work  
on prestigious projects and sponsorship

Women’s Workshop(s)
Ask how women think  

their gender is affecting  
their career progress  
and suggest solutions 

Men’s Workshop(s)
How men think they can 

address the problems  
women identify 

Mixed Gender Workshop(s)
Working together to  
polish the solutions

We recommend ‘pick and mix’ Qualitative 
and Quantitative Methods

•	 Qualitative Approach – facilitating 
reflection from men and women  
on what it is like for a man/woman  
in this organisation.

•	 Pre Trial Quantitative research –  
with women only
–	 Because it is (mainly) women who 

experience the effects of bias in 
workplace culture

•	 Post trial Quantitative research
–	 Women: Assessing the effect of 

initiatives taken
–	 Men: Measuring their awareness 

of initiatives trialled and checking 
whether they personally have taken 
any action.
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We have developed a survey which measures these six points  
in the Quantitative Approach. Several organisations are now using it.  
For a free copy, email Jill Armstrong at Murray Edwards College: ja605@cam.ac.uk

Qualitative Approach Quantitative Approach

1

2

3

4

5

6

SURVEY
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Understanding workplace culture 
problems: Reverse mentoring

Reverse mentoring between a man in 
leadership and a woman in early or mid 
career is a useful tool for both parties, 
enabling them to explore aspects of 
everyday life within the workplace that 
have negative consequences for women’s 

career progression and discuss what 
can be done to change this. The women 
should be at a career stage where the 
organisation identifies a progression 
problem needing to be solved.

The mentee will learn what happens  
in their organisation from a woman’s 
point of view, how that feels, and both 
will discuss what can be done to help.  
Cross generational and other 
differences such as sexuality or  
ethnicity can also be explored.  

The mentor will benefit from 
networking with senior management.

Research shows that women are only 
partially aware of the gender bias they 
experience so both mentor and mentee 
will need to offer insight as well as 
learning from the other.8

Reverse mentoring often works best 
when it is treated more like a conversation 
and less like a meeting with a packed 
agenda. Each conversation will have 
a different rhythm. Some will want to 
work on implications and outcomes 
early in the process and others will find 

it more comfortable to spend the first 
few sessions discussing issues and not 
outcomes. Check in with each other 
regularly on how it’s going.

Mentees Meeting: At agreed points 
mentees to get together to share learning 
and agree action points.

Identify suitable pairing(s) – several 
members of a board or executive 
committee need to be mentees to 
facilitate learning from the perspective of 
women at different career stages.

Draw up a reverse mentoring agreement 
that stipulates:

•	 Objectives – Overall purpose and 
discussion topics. 

•	 Defining a successful outcome –  
and any preparation and/or follow ups.

•	 Frequency of meeting (we suggest 
monthly or bi-monthly for one year and 
convened by the mentee).

•	 Guidelines for conducting this 
‘workplace friendship’ – this 
relationship works best if both 
parties share openly (what is not 
commercially sensitive information). 
This requires trust, tact and patience. 
Specifically state that there will be 
no negative career consequences for 
honesty. Agree on the best form(s) 
of communication (which might not 
always be a face to face meeting) and 
a process covering the eventuality 
that the pairing does not work at all, or 
needs reviewing/refining. It is helpful to 
have an independent arbitrator.
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The gender power  
of reverse mentoring

–––––––––
A woman from middle 

management mentoring a 
senior man reveals issues 
and provides a platform  

for better outcomes



Ensuring  
women are heard

–––––––––
Sensitive ways to 

amplify points made by 
women in meetings
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Individual interventions:  
Amplifying women to be  
heard in meetings

In mixed groups men tend to dominate  
the conversation.9 

When women speak, their opinions 
often go unheard; they are frequently 
interrupted; and ideas they express 
are commonly repeated by, and then 
attributed to, a man.10

This happens for many reasons, which  
are explained in the ‘Collaborating with 
Men’ report.

Women who experience this find it 
demoralising. Rather than being a 
bystander, men and women – when made 
aware of this problem – can intervene in 
a sensitive way to stop this happening. 
Evidence from Obama’s female staffers 
shows that repeating (amplifying) and 
attributing a comment made by a team 
member makes it more likely to be heard.11

•	 Raise awareness:
–	 Use the evidence quoted here. 
–	 Task people to look out for  

this happening.

•	 Help with tactics for interventions:
–	 People are understandably wary 

about intervening in a way that 
exposes them to criticism or makes 

them seem dislikable. They need 
suggestions on how to intervene.

•	 Leaders to model this behaviour:
–	 Also address in private those whose 

behaviour in meetings excludes or 
offends others.

Tactics for sensitive intervention that 
does not feel patronising
The following are interventions research 
participants tell us work for them:

•	 Before the meeting
–	 Chairs/meeting conveners to initiate 

conversation about agenda points 
with women and men who tend to 
be more reflective or reticent about 
public speaking. 

–	 In the meeting, introduce a ‘good 
point’ they made and invite them,  
by name, to expand upon it.

•	 During the meeting
–	 When you notice that an idea has 

been ignored or misappropriated say 
something like; “yes and, as Kate said/

that builds on a point raised by Kate 
earlier”, and repeat the point.

–	 It may help to share the problem and 
pair up with an ally in advance of the 
meeting (of the same or different 
gender) who is primed to amplify a 
point if you are interrupted or simply 
repeat the point to ensure it is heard. 

–	 This is especially useful for  
online conferencing.

–	 Also if your point is misunderstood, 
your ally can intervene and say  
“what I understood by Kate’s point is...”

–	 Chairs/meeting conveners to 
consciously intervene when women 
are interrupted and invite them to 
finish their point.
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Individual interventions:  
Better chairing of meetings

These ideas help to tackle the problems 
previously described about women being 
interrupted or not heard – as well as 
helping everyone work more efficiently. 

There was a strong call in the research 
for training in how to run a meeting 
effectively. This is unsurprising given that 

research shows that professionals attend 
an average of 60 meetings per month and 
think that between 30-50% of the time 
they spend in meetings is wasted.12

The following are interventions that 
research participants told us work  
for them.

•	 Timing of the meeting
–	 Think about whether it is possible 

to change the time of day or day of 
the week when a meeting is held 
to ensure it does not conflict with 
school pick up or drop off time and 
maximises the opportunity for those 
working part-time to attend.

•	 Nominating chairs
–	 Ask a woman to chair an agenda 

point that she is well-qualified to 
comment upon and rotate the overall 
chairing responsibilities to a woman, 
where possible.

•	 Leaders to model this behaviour:
–	 Address in private those whose 

behaviour in meetings excludes or 
offends others.

•	 Chairing the meeting
–	 Welcome and make everyone  

feel comfortable.
–	 Clearly explain the purpose of the 

meeting and when it will finish.
–	 Invite a woman to ask the first 

question. Other women are then 
more likely to speak out.

–	 Stop the dominant by using 
techniques such as repeating 
verbatim their main point so they feel 
acknowledged and then explicitly 
inviting others to contribute or 
holding up a finger and saying,  
‘I’ll come to you later’ (and do so).

–	 Make sure everyone has their say 
- scan the room and invite others 
to contribute by eye contact whilst 
saying, ‘who else would like to make 
their point/ask a question’.

–	 Consciously intervene when people 
have been interrupted and invite 
them to finish their point. 

–	 Move on the discussion by  
invoking the time and overtly  
parking a point to come back to  
in a subsequent meeting.

–	 Listen and summarise the  
arguments and decisions for each 
agenda/action point.

–	 Stay neutral and fair and be ready  
to suggest a solution if none  
emerges easily.

–	 Finish on time.
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Individual interventions:  
Challenging double standards

Cultural change is an ethos that requires 
behavioural change. Individual managers 
are often unaware of simple ways in 
which they can adjust their behaviour to 
challenge double standards and tackle 

the everyday ramifications of, sometimes 
unconscious, gender bias. 

The following ideas can be easily actioned 
during a normal working day.

•	 Emotional bias
–	 Men and women’s emotions 

expressed in the workplace are 
subject to double standards because 
they flout long held views about 
feminine and masculine behaviour. 
For example, assertive behaviour in 
a man is often called aggressive (or 
worse) in a woman.

–	 What can help is awareness of these 
double standards.14

–	 What can also help is a gender 
language flip. In other words, ask 
yourself, “Would I really have said 
that if I’d been talking to a man?” 

•	 Not (necessarily) women’s work
–	 Ask a man at least as often as you ask 

a women to do the people mentoring, 
office admin, work parties, teaching, 
training kinds of tasks that are so 
often thought to be more suited to  
a ‘female skill set’. 

•	 Panels and conferences
–	 Ask about the gender balance of  

the event you have been invited to 
speak at.

–	 Leaders – make it a rule never to 
accept invitations where the panel 
will be all male. 

•	 Suppliers/Customers
–	 Ask about the gender balance of  

the team working on or pitching for 
your business.

–	 As appropriate, nominate a woman 
to lead the team presenting 
externally on behalf of your 
organisation.
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Think different
–––––––––

Challenge and  
widen the way merit and 

leadership is defined
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Building closer relationships:  
Ideas to facilitate more  
mixed gender networking

‘Collaborating with Men’ reveals that 
men and women tend to have a different 
approach to networking and men and 
women’s strongest networks are with 
their own gender.

 Gender issues tend to be thought of as 
an issue only for the ‘women’s network’, 
which is one reason why men are unaware 
of many of the career barriers women face 
as a result of their gender. 

•	 Individual interventions on 
recruitment/promotion
–	 Make an effort to extend your 

networks to more women so you can 
advertise opportunities more widely 
(for example join women’s network 
groups on LinkedIn, ask women’s 
networks to recommend candidates).

–	 Ask why fewer men than women 
have applied for a job in your team, 
set back the deadline until more  
are found.

–	 Research from organisations 
such as Timewise15 shows that 
advertising flexibility in managerial 
jobs significantly expands the talent 
pool – and that flexibility is positively 
associated with commitment to the 
organisation.16 The clear implication 
is to challenge what kind of flexibility 
can be offered.

–	 Recognise that women are often 
reticent about applying for a 
promotion unless they meet almost 
all of the advertised criteria and 
encourage them to do so.17

•	 Mixed gender network building
–	 Actively support the plan in many 

workplaces to extend gender 
equality networks to all inequalities 
and genders.

–	 Organise peer co-mentoring and  
skill swaps in mixed gender pairs.  
For example, interview practice,  
CV development, introduction to 
new software. 

–	 Set everyone in the team the task  
of meeting someone new of another 
gender for coffee, say, once a month 
to discuss a topic of relevance to the 
team or just to chat. 

–	 Mixed gender teams to organise 
work social activities that create 
shared experiences, and think about 
the time and location of these events 
to maximise the chance of a broad 
group of people being willing and 
able to attend.

–	 Ban eating at your desk and create 
social spaces for lunch breaks.
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Action for leaders
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Make the 
business case
There is now a large 

evidence base.20

Evidence  
the problem
Publish the data.

Men allied  
with women

Ensuring men are equally  
involved in initiatives with  

women rather than positioning 
men as ’championing’  

change for women.

Gender 
equality 

begins at home
Support initiatives 

designed to provide 
flexibility for 

caregiving.

Role model  
inclusive behaviour
Take action and be tenacious. 

Many employees are reporting 
frustration with the gap between 

talk about inclusion  
and implementation  

of action.

Reward  
and support  

inclusive behaviour
Men feel uncomfortable  
and are often penalised  
for getting involved in  
what is still seen as a  

women’s issue.

Measure  
the change

Broadcast the effect and 
learning from initiatives 

(which won’t all work) 
using data and 

engaging stories.

Communicate 
the benefits  

to men
See page 17.

ACTION  
FOR 

LEADERS

It’s complicated. Not all women work in a gender inclusive way, let alone men. So you need leaders to 

take a stand. Early Career Male research participant.19
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Action for leaders:  
Communicate benefits for men18, 19

Inclusive environments allow more people to flourish 
irrespective of their personalities, communication 
styles, sexuality and other aspects of diversity.

Gender equality starts at home. Research shows that 
men released from the pressure to be the ‘provider’ 
enjoy relationships of greater equality, stability, 
quality and intimacy. It’s good for men’s friendships 
with women too.

Gender parity also affords men the space and time  
to build closer relationships with their children  
which much research shows benefits all individuals 
within families.

Masculine norms (for example ‘be a winner’, ‘don’t 
show weakness’, ‘be one of the boys’) in a ‘command 
and control’ management environment is often  
linked to stress, depression and safety risks for men.

Collaboration and team work has proven links to 
productivity, creativity, innovation and enjoyment  
of work.
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DIVERSITY

RELATIONSHIPS

BETTER WORK

INVOLVED 
FATHERS

HEALTH 
BENEFITS

Men aren’t all the same. A small group of a particular type of highly-competitive men seem to set the 

tone in many organisations. I think these solutions will help many men too.  

Senior Leader, research participant.
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Supporters of our research

We have presented within over 25 organisations 
from the private and public sectors and, presented 
on public platforms to dozens more. Many 
organisations, like those quoted here, are interested 
in and acting upon the ways individuals can change 
and mould the culture in their workplaces to be 
more inclusive. 

Organisations supporting this research and its 
practical solutions include Aviva, the Royal Mail, 
Cambridge Assessment, the Home Office, BBC 
Wales and Marshall Aerospace and Defence Group.

Like many of the other men who 

participated, I was surprised at 

just how many women still feel that 

workplace culture is an issue. Men 

should at least meet women half way 

and change their own behaviours.

Simon Carpenter, Head of Delivery Product 
Deployment, Royal Mail

The ‘5 key ways to transform workplace 

culture’ provides a strategic understanding of 

workplace culture, whilst promoting tangible 

and tactical suggestions for improvement.

The key insights from Murray Edwards’ 

research has helped us to develop an 

approach based on staff insight from all levels 

of the organisation, with steps to improve 

the workplace culture for all based on sound 

qualitative and quantitative evidence.’

Jason Ghaboos, Deputy Director,  
Home Office (UK Civil Service)

Jill presented the Collaborating with Men research 

at a heavily over-subscribed and very well-received 

event at SMBCE. What we found particularly 

inspiring was the identification of 5 key ways to 

transform workplace culture, noting that small, 

incremental changes in individual behaviours can 

add up to significant benefits particularly when 

supported by strong leadership from the top down.

Alison Ress, Deputy General Manager  
and chair of DRIVE diversity initiative,  
Sumitomo Mitsui Banking Corporation Europe Limited
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We invite you to join these companies and try out some of the solutions 
contained in this report. Jill Armstrong, Researcher and Bye-Fellow  
at Murray Edwards College can help in establishing what actions may 
work best in your workplace and in monitoring the effect of the trials.

Jill will be delighted to hear from you. 
Jill Armstrong, email: ja605@cam.ac.uk

Contact Louise Ovens, PA to the President,  
Murray Edwards College, University of Cambridge 
Tel: 01223 762227   Email: ljo30@cam.ac.uk

Hard copies of this report and ‘Collaborating with Men’ are available  
from Louise Ovens. Alternatively, both are available for download  
from the Murray Edwards College website:  
www.murrayedwards.cam.ac.uk

An invitation to get involved
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MEASURE YOUR  
ORGANISATION’S  

GENDER BIASES
––––––––––––––––––––––––––

For a free survey to measure  
the six main workplace culture 

problem areas (see page 7),  
email Jill Armstrong at  

Murray Edwards College: 

ja605@cam.ac.uk
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