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About Our Survey

 Data was analyzed across a variety of 
demographics, including a range of 
industries and locations, and includes 
responses from active and retired 
CEOs, active and retired executives, as 
well as board members of both 
privately held and public organizations.

 Key findings were based on responses 
from 240 participants. 
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WCD and Pearl Meyer conducted a survey to gain deeper insight into how 
women leaders have developed in their careers and how they have helped 
or are helping other women develop and advance as future leaders.



The Data: What We Heard
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What was most instrumental in contributing to your advancement?

What was most instrumental in contributing to your 
advancement?

Formal Support from Individuals Informal Support from Individuals
Formal Support from the Company Informal Support from Outside Organizations
None Other

Not surprising, informal 
support has been, by far, 
the largest contributor to 
professional advancement. 

72.08%
of respondents actively sought out 

some form of support during their 
careers.



To Be Successful, a Balance of Formal and Informal Support Is Critical
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We asked: What are your lessons learned? 
For example, would more formal or informal support from individuals or 
organizations have been beneficial?

“We need more 
formal networks of 
female leaders—to 
develop a broader 

range of 
opportunities for 

aspiring directors, 
and a deeper pool of 

prospects for 
companies.”

“Sponsorship is invaluable. It’s the duty of women who attain 
positions of power and influence to throw the ladder down.”

“It is imperative for women to put themselves 
out there, to get involved, to build an external 

network and ask for help.”

“Formal support 
often becomes 

forced.”

“Women opening doors for women.” “Younger women 
need to see 

female leaders in 
action.”

“We must pull through the 
next generation of 

leaders.”

“Formal and 
informal support 

can very beneficial 
and, in any 

combination, can 
also be very 

powerful (1+1=3).” 

“Informal with 
sincerity is 

best.”

“There is no question that 
more formal support would 

have been helpful.”

“Both are needed, 
but all must be 

intentional with a 
goal.”

“Both are beneficial. 
Formal support 

mechanisms are critical 
within organizations to 

promote minorities. 
Informal support is very 

beneficial for 
networking, overcoming 

self-imposed 
limitations, and 

establishing role 
models.”

“An 
organization’s 

culture can be 
a major barrier 
to women and, 
especially to 

women of 
color.”

Looking Back at 
Professional Advancement



The Data: What We Heard
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What roadblocks did you face that made career advancement challenging?

What roadblocks did you face that made career advancement 
challenging?

Organizational Culture Limitations on Advancement ("Glass Ceiling")
No/Few Women in Senior Positions Conscious/Unconcious Bias of Manager
Primary Caregiver Individual Upbringing/Culture
Internal Barriers (e.g., Shyness, Insecurities, Fear of Failure, etc.) None
Other

Several factors contribute 
― it’s not just about “the 
glass ceiling.”
“Women tend to downplay their value and 
question whether they can do the job. If I could 
do it over, I would have been much more my own 
advocate and more confident that I'm as qualified 
as the person now sitting in that role I want. I 
would not be afraid to say I want that role and ask 
how do I get there.” ~ Survey Respondent



We asked: What was the biggest influence and/or professional 
experience that helped you advance in your executive and/or 
board-level careers?

Looking Back at 
Professional Advancement

“Relationships, 
networking and some 
luck being in the right 
place at the right time.”

Mentors, Networks, and True Grit are Key
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“My own 
determination.”

“Informal mentors 
looking out for me 

and colleagues 
recommending me 

for positions.”

“Having a 
personality where 

I’m not easily 
intimidated.”

“Fantastic bosses and role 
models. I sought them out 

and chose my jobs 
intentionally for this.”

“Great support from my managers, 
combined with my own pushing for 

advancement and responsibility.”

“Other 
women!”

“Building a 
strong 

network.”

“Leaders who proactively 
gave me visibility, real 

responsibility and exposed 
me to senior executives.”

“Having an 
advocate, not 
just a mentor.”

“Women managers 
who gave me 

opportunities and 
supported my 

success.”

“An excellent 
boss who gave 
me opportunities 

to be in the 
boardroom.”

“Being clear 
about my goals.”

“Sponsorship
beyond mentorship –
someone who paved 
the way and opened 

doors for me.”



The Data: What We Heard
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Are you actively involved in "bringing others along" to help develop their careers
and advance into leadership roles at the executive level?

Are you actively involved in "bringing others along" to help develop 
their careers and advance into leadership roles at the executive level?

Yes Not currently, but have in the past Not yet, but I would like to No

Most are actively helping 
to support rising talent.
93.70% of respondents are or have 
informally supported others.

57.98% of respondents are or have supported 
others through formal mentoring programs.

47.06% of respondents are or have supported 
others through an independent organization.

35.29% of respondents are or have supported 
others through employer-managed programs 
or affinity groups.



The Data: What We Heard

8

77.50%

9.58% 10.42%
2.50%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Are you actively involved in "bringing others along" and helping them to advance
into board leadership?

Are you actively involved in “bringing others along” and helping 
them advance into board leadership?

Yes Not currently, but have in the past Not yet, but I would like to No

Most are actively helping 
to support rising talent.
86.12% of respondents are or have supported 
others through informal networking.

58.37% of respondents are or have supported 
others through general board recruitment.

49.76% of respondents are or have supported 
others via the nom/gov committee.

44.02% of respondents are or have supported 
others through independent organizations.



We asked: Looking ahead, what advice would you give to young 
women professionals to help them with their own development and 
career advancement?

Your Advice to the 
Up-and-Coming

“Seek mentors and 
networks, but don’t forget 
that you need results to 

move forward.”

Words of Wisdom
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“Stay humble along 
the road to success.”

“If a woman on the board 
shows interest in you, 

don’t be shy—reach out!”

“Take on 
additional 

responsibility. 
Ask for the 
promotion.”

“Be courageous, have no fear. 
Every morning, tell yourself that I 
can, and will, reach the c-suite.”

“Find women who are willing to share their 
experiences and who are of the mindset to 
formally and informally promote women.”

“Take risks.”

“Never forget to pay 
it forward.”

“Get out of your 
comfort zone and 
take on new roles 
and challenges.

“Never be afraid to 
acknowledge 

mistakes.”

“Stay focused and 
authentic.”

“Don’t 
overlook the 

value of 
learning from 

others.”
“Ask for what 

you want.”

“Prepare for your 
next position rather 

than perfect your 
current.”

“Find sponsors and cultivate a 
curated network.”



Call to Action
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• Be proactive and take risks

• Network, build, and cultivate relationships 

• Seek out mentors, sponsors, advocates, executive 
coaches

Up and Comers

• Seek out high-potential candidates to mentor and, 
when possible, sponsor/advocate for them for 
advancement

• Raise awareness around organizations (WCD and 
the like) that support advancement initiatives 

Mentors, Advocates, Sponsors External Organizations Like WCD
• Offer broader networking opportunities

• Create education programs led by those with real-
world experience

• Provide strategies/information about different 
pathways to board seats

• Implement specific programs, policies and 
initiatives

• Encourage and empower participation in formal 
programs

• Create accountability and measure success

Companies 



WCD Global Institute 

Let’s keep the discussion going…
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Join us for breakfast at WCD’s Global Institute on Monday, 
September 12 where we look forward to continuing the conversation 
on what we as individuals and what WCD as an organization can do 
to continue to support the advancement of women.



NEW YORK
(212) 644-2300
newyork@pearlmeyer.com

BOSTON
(508) 460-9600
boston@pearlmeyer.com

CHARLOTTE
(704) 844-6626
charlotte@pearlmeyer.com

CHICAGO
(312) 242-3050
chicago@pearlmeyer.com

ATLANTA
(770) 261-4080
atlanta@pearlmeyer.com

LONDON
+44 (0)20 3384 6711
london@pearlmeyer.com

LOS ANGELES
(213) 438-6500
losangeles@pearlmeyer.com

HOUSTON
(713) 568-2200
houston@pearlmeyer.com

For more information on Pearl Meyer, 
visit us at www.pearlmeyer.com or
contact us at (212) 644-2300.

SAN JOSE
(669) 800-5074
sanjose@pearlmeyer.com

ROCHESTER
(585) 713-1349
rochester@pearlmeyer.com
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