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			Introduction

		

		
			The Difference Brainpower Makes

		

		
			The book you are holding in your hand or viewing on a screen is a celebration, compelling collection, and cause for optimism.  

			Its publication, coinciding with the tenth anniversary of the founding of the Center for Talent Innovation, celebrates our growth—from a small New York-based nonprofit focused on issues of women’s retention and acceleration, to a global think tank that is changing how we conceive of and manage high-echelon talent worldwide.

			It collects, in one place, four of the many high-impact research projects the Center has conducted over the last decade. These studies embody our vision: that the full realization of brain power across the divides of gender, generation, geography, and culture is at the heart of both human flourishing and competitive success. 

			And because this book showcases concrete action, it provides grounds for confidence in the future. The flagship project of the Center is the Task Force for Talent Innovation. Back in 2004 this group was composed of seven companies. Today it is composed of eighty companies and organizations and is a force to be reckoned with. Task Force members include leaders from American Express, Bank of America, Bloomberg, Booz Allen Hamilton, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Cisco, Deloitte, Deutsche Bank, EMD Serono, EY, GE, Goldman Sachs, Intel, Johnson & Johnson, NBCUniversal, Time Warner, and the International Monetary Fund, among others, and they have driven transformational change. Members have worked with great energy and commitment to turn the Center’s groundbreaking research into action on the ground. Together, we’ve seeded and developed hundreds of best practices. We’ve initiated programs and policies that meet head-on some of the most intractable problems in talent management. For example, how do employers get highly qualified women back on track after they have taken a career break? (our “Off-Ramps and On-Ramps” work), and how do we finally crack that last glass ceiling for multicultural professionals? (our “Vaulting the Color Bar” and “Sponsor Effect” work). We’ve expanded our research to probe other mature economies (the U.K., Germany, and Japan) as well as the growth hubs of the emerging world (Brazil, Russia, China, and India). And by seeking to showcase our work in high-profile publications such as the Harvard Business Review, we’ve ensured that our research and action benefit not only Task Force members, but all organizations that want to get the talent equation right. Perhaps most significantly, our brand new research—“Innovation, Diversity and Market Growth,” which demonstrates precisely how the full utilization of brain power across the talent pool, unlocks innovation and drives competitive success—is creating a new case for action and strengthens our conviction that the next ten years will bring an even greater measure of progress and success. 

			Our Journey Over the Last Decade 

			When I founded the Center back in 2004 it was clear that progress had stalled for women and other minorities. Leadership continued to be remarkably homogeneous, comprising a wall of white, straight men. Earlier waves of activism, rooted in the civil rights struggle and the women’s movements, had created access and opportunity for women and other previously excluded groups, to education and jobs—but diverse individuals remained clustered in the middle and lower reaches of most companies. This failure to find a seat at decision-making tables was the challenge I sought to address. In late 2003, calling on all the connections and goodwill I had accumulated in my career, I brought together a group of remarkable leaders who shared my frustration about the lack of diversity at the top: ten business leaders from Fortune 500 companies, four nonprofit directors, two distinguished scholars, two journalists, and a vice chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

			We convened at the venerable Century Club in midtown Manhattan for a lunch that stretched into five hours of impassioned discussion. With critical contributions from Cornel West and EY Senior Executive Carolyn Buck Luce, we agreed that a new wave of activism was required to get a significant number of women and people of color on track to positions of leadership. We also agreed that it was up to the private sector to provide the push as government seemed to be steadily retreating from policies that might further accelerate the progression of these groups. And we knew that no country could continue to waste so much highly qualified labor—so much brain power—and expect to prosper over the long term. By the end of the day we had conceived of a task force comprising senior executives from the world’s leading companies and organizations, allied with a newly formed think tank. The idea was that together, these newly formed entities would turn inquiry into programs, policies, and results. Shortly thereafter, in February 2004, we launched the Center for Work-Life Policy (CWLP) and its flagship project the Hidden Brain Drain Task Force, to spearhead the Center’s groundbreaking research.  

			In 2012, the think tank was renamed the Center for Talent Innovation and the original task force became the Task Force for Talent Innovation. Those name changes were inspired by a need to align our brands, but also by a desire to signal the vastly increased scope, span, and impact of the Center and its Task Force. Our initial discussion about women in the U.S. has grown into a global conversation about how to accelerate the progress of all the underleveraged streams of talent in the global workforce: women, yes, but also people of color, LGBTs, and local talent in emerging markets—employees who have largely been left out of talent conversations and not sufficiently included in progression models. 

			Today, our work impacts six million employees in 192 countries. Our influence has been felt from Bangalore to Beijing, from Tokyo to Rio de Janeiro, from Frankfurt to London, and many points in between. Our findings, insights, and agendas for action have been featured in the mainstream press as well as blue-chip business publications around the world—The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Sunday Times of London, The Guardian, Veja, The Times of India, South China Morning Post, The Economist, BusinessWeek and Forbes. We’ve appeared on Today, ABC World News, NBC Nightly News, and National Public Radio. Our online presence ranges from a featured blog with Harvard Business Online to regular posts on The Daily Beast and The Huffington Post. And our research resonates not just among talent managers and human resources specialists but with a wider audience. Articles have appeared in glossy magazines such as Marie Claire, Cosmopolitan, MORE, and Grazia and in online media outlets such as Quartz and Slate.

			Our Commitment to Data-Driven, Actionable Research

			We have always valued rigorous research and put a premium on constructive action. We learned our lesson early on. Just four days before that pivotal meeting at the Century Club ten years ago, The New York Times Magazine published a cover story called “The Opt-Out Revolution.” To the dismay of many thousands of working women, this widely read article made the case that the workplace was not rejecting qualified women; rather, qualified women were rejecting the workplace—and leaving in droves. Despite the fact that this piece was based on interviews with just eight female Princeton graduates it garnered traction and did damage to prospects for female progress. In particular, it provided ready justification for employers reluctant to develop and promote women to positions of leadership. At the Century that day, my lunch companions and I were in fervent agreement on the need to introduce robust and rigorous research into the national conversation.   

			We therefore kicked off our work at the Center with a large-scale, data-rich study of the career paths of well-qualified women employed in a range of sectors across the economy. Our findings were derived not from a handful of anecdotes but from a nationally representative sample. We were able to demonstrate conclusively that women weren’t throwing in the towel. Those that off-ramped took short career breaks (less than three years) and the vast majority were eager to get back on track. They both needed and wanted a second shot at paid employment. Our commitment to constructive action meant we were careful to showcase solutions to the on-ramping challenge and worked with Task Force companies to develop programs that helped women get back to work.

			Our research since has yielded 11 articles for the Harvard Business Review, four groundbreaking books for the Harvard Business Review Press, twenty-three in-depth research reports (four of which are featured in this book) and over 250 new best practices. We could not be more pleased that this body of work has both advanced the dialogue around talent management and led to policies and programs that have improved the prospects and accelerated the progress of women and other previously excluded employees. 

			Four Critical Selections

			
					
Off-Ramps and On-Ramps Revisited updates our 2005 research on women’s nonlinear career paths. This 2010 study again finds that approximately a third of highly qualified women take an off-ramp—voluntarily leaving their jobs for a period of time. A further third take a scenic route—working flextime or part-time for a number of years. In all, nearly three-quarters of accomplished women have interrupted, or nonlinear careers and fail to follow the smooth linear arc that is typical of successful male careers. For this they pay a heavy price in lost earnings and foregone promotion. Both the 2005 and 2010 studies find that almost three-fourths of those who take an off-ramp want to get back on track—but unfortunately, only 40% of these women succeed in finding full-time, mainstream positions. These studies carry profound implications for today’s female workforce: off-ramps and on-ramps are with us in good times (2005) and bad (2010), and employers who fail to rise to the challenge and provide better on-ramps for them will waste the brain power of a significant proportion of the highly credentialed female talent pool.  

					
Vaulting the Color Bar documents the lingering bias that keeps too many African Americans, Hispanics, and Asians stalled several layers below the C-suite, despite their abundance of ambition and talent. In addition to quantifying the cost of underutilizing this tranche of talent, the study reveals how a lack of advocacy—of sponsorship—keeps the best and brightest professionals of color from taking their rightful places in top management. And yet amid this story of missed opportunity, there is good news: organizations that embrace sponsorship can significantly boost engagement, retention, and promotion rates among people of color. 

					
The X-Factor explores the unique gifts and special plight of Generation X-ers whose career progress has both been blocked by Boomers and threatened by leapfrogging Gen Y-ers. Our rich data show the great strengths of X-ers: they are well qualified, enormously driven, and have serious entrepreneurial capabilities. However, in addition to facing blocked career paths, they feel burdened by the demands of extreme jobs and an increasingly extreme parenting model. Under constant stress and tired of waiting in the wings, nearly half are considering quitting their corporate jobs. More than a third of them already have one foot out the door, saying they will leave their employer sometime over the next three years—just when they will be needed most.   

					
The Power of “Out” quantifies the cost to companies when lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) employees hide their sexual orientation because they do not consider it “safe” to come out at work. Our research demonstrates that “being in the closet” is in nobody’s interest. It is bad for LGBT employees (increasing isolation and alienation) and it’s bad for employers (lowering rates of productivity and increasing flight risk). In short, being “out” is good for human flourishing but also good for the bottom line. This is a tremendously important set of findings given that nearly half of LGBT employees in the large-scale survey that underlies this study do not choose be “out” at work—it’s just too risky. The costs to employers are enormous—and documented in this study. All too many companies fail to welcome LGBT talent—and end up losing some of their most able and ambitious employees.  

			

			Going Global

			Since the beginning I’ve been committed to a global talent conversation rather than one that is U.S.-centric. However, over the last few years, with the addition to the Task Force of multinational companies headquartered in Europe and Asia (BP and Genpact are good examples), we’ve been able to extend our reach to a number of both developed and developing countries around the world. For example, we’ve explored Off-Ramps and On-Ramps in Japan and Germany, and examined how to win the war for talent in Brazil, Russia China, and India. Going forward we have plans to expand our global footprint. We’re taking a fresh look at women’s ambition in the U.S., the U.K., Germany, India, China, and Brazil, and we’re developing a much-needed blueprint for Global Executives that draws upon our recent work on Executive Presence as well as Innovation, Diversity and Market Growth. We’re mapping the formidable opportunities that women’s new spending power (we call it “The Power of the Purse”) has unleashed in financial services and the healthcare industry across the world, and we’re taking our LGBT work, “The Power of Out,” to four continents. With this enlargement of scope and span, one thing will remain constant: We’ll continue to provide robust, rigorous research that helps companies and organizations harness the most powerful competitive differentiator they have at their disposal—the brain power of their people. 

			A Brand New Case for Action 

			When we published “Innovation, Diversity and Market Growth” (IDM) in September of 2013 I knew that we had produced a seminal study, one which was a fitting culmination of our first ten year journey. At the heart of this work is our discovery of a quantifiable “diversity dividend.” Trained as an economist, I have always believed that leaders will embrace diversity only if there is an airtight business case to support it. Our IDM research deepens a previously existing business case and makes it thoroughly convincing.

			In recent years an array of eminent thinkers—Scott Page, Frans Johansson, and James Surowiecki among others—have demonstrated concrete connection between diversity and business performance. In addition, smart leaders in many cutting-edge businesses have recognized that reaching increasingly diverse consumers and clients requires talent that mirrors those markets. But our study goes beyond tenuous correlations and obvious market matching to the heart of the matter. With input from 1,800 managers and executives, dozens of team leaders tasked with driving innovation, and forty case studies across a range of industries, we show precisely how diversity unlocks innovation and propels market growth. We show which two dimensions of diversity matter most, and, most importantly how 2D DiversitySM allows companies to expand market share and turbocharge new markets. We’re able to both quantify a “diversity dividend” and demonstrate how the absence of 2D DiversitySM creates a chokehold in the innovation process and a drag on growth. This seminal research was showcased in the December 2013 issue of Harvard Business Review and it provides powerful new ammunition for why we need diversity at decision-making tables. 

			Over the last ten years the Center and its Task Force have created a treasure trove of research and best practices. Whether you are an employer or an employee, take the lessons collected here and put them to good use. And stay tuned. Our work is rich and impact-filled and we plan on doing a whole lot more.
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			Foreword

		

		
			My son’s second birthday was a turning point for me—though not for the reasons a new mother would hope. Just as the festivities were getting underway, I received an urgent call from my editor at The Times of London. Two Dartmouth College professors had been murdered. Would I hasten to Hanover, New Hampshire to cover the breaking story?

			I said yes. I didn’t feel as though I had a choice: If I didn’t take the assignment, I wouldn’t lose my job, but I would certainly lose out on opportunities that would propel my career forward. On the way out of our apartment building, I saw my husband, literally just arriving home from South Africa, and told him he would have to take over for a couple of days and that we had 20 people coming for our son’s party that afternoon. Within hours I was in Hanover, interviewing members of the community and probing the details of a grisly story. I worked all night. At 5 a.m., I filed my story. I’d met the deadline. A career crisis averted, I thought.

			Then I got another call from my editor. He loved the story, but he wasn’t going to run it until the end of the week.

			I’d missed my son’s birthday for nothing. 

			That was the moment when I realized these two lifestyles were incompatible. I understood that something had to change, and the impetus was on me to figure out what.

			Every working mother I know has had to negotiate a similar fork in the road. Do you take an “off-ramp”—quit your job, take care of your kids, and promise yourself you’ll return when the circumstances are more forgiving? Do you take a detour, a lesser road but one that will likely get you to your destination, albeit a little later? Or do you just soldier on and hope your resources on the home front compensate for your absence? 

			I took an editing job, one that promised regular hours and a schedule I could manage as the mother of a toddler and a newborn. I didn’t particularly enjoy the work; there were countless days where, addled with exhaustion, I toyed with the idea of quitting, just so I could get some sleep. Many of my friends had quit, friends I had once thought more ambitious than me. But I chose to muscle through, not just for the money but because I knew that eventually I wanted to run something. 

			Today, as editor-in-chief of Cosmopolitan, I see that as the right decision.  But I see our readers at the very same crossroads that I encountered some ten years ago, contemplating options just as stark. With a promising career and a child or two, what is the way forward? Is an off-ramp the only way, as Anne-Marie Slaughter, the Princeton professor who recently renounced her State Department post to return home, so passionately maintains? What are the penalties of doing so? How might they vary, depending on your industry? Or is it indeed possible to forge a compromise, one that allows you to have it all—eventually, and on your own terms?

			Fortunately, for them and for you, there’s guidance. Off-Ramps and On-Ramps Revisited proves to be as groundbreaking in its research and as relevant with its findings as it was in 2005 when the Center for Talent Innovation (then the Center for Work-Life Policy) first published the study. The research not only perfectly captures the ongoing problem of “nonlinear” career trajectories, it also maps a path to recovering from them. Since CTI’s original survey, published by Harvard Business Review Press as “Off-Ramps and On-Ramps,” more than 70 corporations and institutions have initiated on-ramping programs to help women regain their footing on the corporate ladder. Provided the option of “scenic career routes”—flexible work arrangements such as reduced-hour options and telecommuting—women return to full-time work with redoubled energy and commitment, CTI demonstrates. Not only are these solutions eminently affordable, given the improved retention of high-potential women, they’re increasingly absent from the stigma often associated with flexible work arrangements. That’s news highly ambitious women need to hear, as so many choose to quit their jobs rather than seek flexible arrangements for fear of the scorn associated with nontraditional work schedules.

			Indeed, today some high-powered men are taking advantage of these flexible work arrangements—and maintaining their high-profile, highly demanding jobs.  Deputy Secretary of State James Steinberg, whom Slaughter profiles in her polemic, manages to do much of his top-secret work from home while sharing parenting responsibilities with his wife thanks to technology installed in his home. Certainly nobody is labeling Secretary Steinberg a “loser” for taking advantage of arrangements that afford him greater work-life balance—a remarkable evolution in career options since my days as a correspondent.

			Women will always contend with difficult choices as working mothers. Yet, as these pages signal, change is afoot. The corporate structure, once unforgivingly rigid, is accommodating the needs of highly capable women (and men). Change is admittedly slower than most of us wish, but seismic shifts in global demographics and in the way work gets done herald a day when women truly do have it all. 

			From where I sit, that day may well be tomorrow.

			Joanna Coles

			Editor-in-Chief, Cosmopolitan

		

	
		
			Abstract

		

		
			Five years ago our groundbreaking study “Off-Ramps and On-Ramps: Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success,” (Harvard Business Review, March 2005) found that 37% of highly qualified women take an off-ramp—voluntarily leaving their jobs for a period of time. In addition, fully 66% take a scenic route—working flextime or part-time for a number of years. All in all, nearly three-quarters of the accomplished women in this 2004 survey failed to conjure up the linear lock-step progression of a successful male career. For this they paid a huge price in terms of both earning power and long run promotional prospects. 

			In the fall of 2009 we conducted a new survey—using the same questionnaire and sampling a similar pool of women—indeed we were able to capture some of the same respondents. We discovered that the ground had shifted in some interesting ways. First, between 2004 and 2009 the number of highly qualified women who off-ramp dropped from 37% to 31%. Some drivers of this decline include: the economic downturn (unemployment rates of 10% make women reluctant to leave a job) and the enhanced importance of female earnings in family budgets—many women simply cannot afford to take time out. In our survey we found that between 2004 and 2009 there was a 28% increase in the number of professional women with nonworking husbands (unemployed or retired). 

			Secondly, women now off-ramp for a slightly longer period of time—2.7 years on average in 2009, compared to 2.2 years in 2004. This again is linked to the recession. Getting back into the workplace was more challenging in 2009 than in 2004. For example, 20% of women who are currently trying to on-ramp said they are having difficulty doing so because of the downturn.

			These small changes between 2004 and 2009 should not obscure the big picture—which remains remarkably constant. Indeed, the alignment between the data sets is uncanny. Take the on-ramping figures: In 2004 and 2009, nearly the same number (74% in 2004, 73% in 2009) of highly qualified women who want to get back to work succeed in finding a job, and only 40% of these were able to find full-time, mainstream jobs. 

			The 2009 data echoes the 2004 data on another important front: ambition. Highly qualified women continue to be less ambitious than their male peers (35% versus 48% in 2004, 36% versus 51% in 2009). In addition, in both data sets female ambition falls off over time. In 2004, 42% of young women (ages 28-34) saw themselves as very ambitious. By ages 45-55 this figure had fallen to 29%. In 2009 the comparable figures were 45% and 31%. This drop-off is related to off-ramps and scenic routes. As women experience difficulty getting back on the career track, confidence and ambition stall, and many women end up downsizing their dreams. 

			Finally, the 2004 and 2009 data align on the motivation and engagement fronts. When asked what they want out of work, highly qualified women (in contrast to highly qualified men) emphasize nonmonetary rewards. For women, five drivers or types of motivation (high-quality colleagues, flexible work arrangements, collaborative teams, “give back” to society, recognition) trump the sheer size of the paycheck. For men, on the other hand, compensation is a top pick—coming in second after high-quality colleagues. Women, it turns out, have a high bar. Partly because many of them deal with significant opportunity costs (going to work may well involve leaving a one-year-old in daycare), they need a job to deliver the goods on a variety of fronts.

			Five years after the original publication, this research continues to have profound implications: off-ramps and on-ramps are here to stay and employers should sit up and pay attention—or suffer the consequences of sidelining and side-swiping 58% of the highly credentialed talent pool.

		

	
		
			Introduction

		

		
			In 2003 a media firestorm exploded around a phenomenon called “The Opt-Out Revolution.” According to an October article by Lisa Belkin in The New York Times Magazine, highly educated women were abandoning their careers to become full-time wives and mothers. Other studies released around the same time seemed to confirm this trend: Talented women who had enjoyed every benefit in terms of education and opportunity didn’t want what their feminist mothers had fought so hard to win for them. They wanted what their grandmothers had had: a slower pace, more time with their kids, the old-fashioned rewards of being a mother first. Conservative commentators responded with a combination of indignation (“They’re throwing away their expensive educations! They’re abandoning the firms that hired and trained them! They’re wasting society’s 
investment in them!”), and barely disguised glee (“Women don’t really want to work as hard as men do, they can’t hack it, and they belong at home with the babies”). Liberal commentators were distrusting and distraught: “Can this be true? If it is true, how can we explain this phenomenon without damaging years of women’s progress?”

			After listening to the fuming and celebration and confusion and concern, and reviewing the scanty existing research, the Hidden Brain Drain, a private sector task force comprising 56 companies and organizations committed to the full realization of talent, decided to launch a study of its own. The goal was to step away from the hyperbole and finger-pointing and look at whether companies and organizations were, in fact, losing some of their most promising female employees, and, if so, why? Did some sort of postnatal rush of hormones undermine the resolve of these mothers? Were women truly less ambitious than men and did the arrival of children clarify this for them? Or were there other forces at play? Were women feeling pushed out of the workforce when they had children? Were employers making it difficult for women to sustain their previous levels of ambition after starting their families? If so, what were the pulls and the pushes? And what were the costs? Did it matter? Were the departing women easy to replace? Was it a case of no harm/no foul, with the only casualty being the treasured hopes of the women’s movement? 

			We wanted to know whether this phenomenon was more common in certain industries or sectors, and we were particularly interested in one dimension: Did the women who “opted out” intend to leave the workforce permanently? Or did they regard their shift toward motherhood as a temporary detour? If so, how long did women typically step out and how easy or hard was it for them to return? Did those who decided to go back to work hope to pick up where they left off or did they want something different? Lastly, were there certain kinds of programs or policies that made it easier for women to go back to work if they wanted to?

			The Hidden Brain Drain Task Force

			The Hidden Brain Drain Task Force—the flagship project of the Center for Work-Life Policy, a Manhattan-based think tank—kicked off the off-ramps and on-ramps research in 2004. In the summer of that year, EY, Goldman Sachs, and Lehman Brothers, three founding members of the Task Force, sponsored a survey which explored women’s nonlinear careers—focusing, in particular, on the factors that forced women off track, and those that allowed them to get back on track when they were ready. In partnership with Harris Interactive, we fielded a carefully designed questionnaire to a nationally representative group of 2,443 highly qualified women—and 653 of their male peers.

			The resulting study, called “Off-Ramps and On-Ramps: Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success,” was published in March 2005 by the Harvard Business Review (HBR) as both an article and a report. It was the first of six Hidden Brain Drain Task Force studies to be published by the HBR in the 2005-2010 period—all of which explored how to fully utilize talent across the divides of gender, generation and culture.1

			Highlights of Original Off-Ramps and On-Ramps Research

			The data collected in 2004 allowed us to construct a detailed picture of women’s career paths. We discovered that 37% of highly qualified women did take an off-ramp, voluntarily quitting their jobs—for a period of time. Forty-five percent of highly qualified women reported being pulled off track by child care issues. To a lesser but still significant degree, women were also pulled away from their jobs by the demands of eldercare and by personal health issues.

			We also identified a number of pushes—negative aspects of the work environment that force women out. Pushes included feeling as though their jobs were insufficiently stimulating or satisfying. Only a tiny proportion (6%) of these highly qualified women left because they found their work too demanding or felt they weren’t up to it. Many of those who felt pushed out left because they saw little opportunity for advancement. They felt stalled or stuck.

			Whether pulled or pushed, few women made an off-ramping decision easily or without regrets. Most of them had invested heavily in their careers in terms of both money and time, and the work they did was a big part of their identities—it defined how they saw themselves in relation to the world and to themselves. They derived satisfaction from being good at what they did and liked the independence that went with a significant income. Walking away from this package of rewards was not easy.

			We discovered that off-ramped women almost universally planned to return to work: fully 93% of highly qualified women who interrupted their careers expected to resume them. The reasons were manifold: their partner’s income was no longer sufficient to support the family’s lifestyle, they wished to go back to work they loved, or they missed contributing to society through their work. 

			Sadly, we discovered that on-ramping was far more difficult than many anticipated. Only 74% of women who had off-ramped managed to get any kind of job at all, and a mere 40% managed to get a full-time mainstream job. Of the rest, 24% took part-time jobs, and a small number (9%) became self-employed. This was true even though women took surprisingly short breaks when they off-ramped: on average, they were out of the workforce for only 2.2 years; in business sectors, they were out for even less time—on average, 1.2 years. 

			Even such short interruptions took a huge toll on earnings. Women lost an average of 18% of their earning power when they off-ramped, and this figure was higher in business sectors where even a brief interruption cost a woman 28% of her earning power. Longer interruptions were more costly still: across all sectors women lost an average of 37% of their earnings if they spent three or more years out of the workforce. 

			Our 2004 research unearthed other interesting facts. Highly qualified men and women were motivated by different things. Men focused on money and power while women tended to prioritize high-quality colleagues, flexibility, recognition, and “give back” to community. It’s not that women were less ambitious than men, we realized. Women simply constructed their ambition differently. They weren’t interested in professional success that left no room for family or community engagement, and they defined success less in terms of money and power and more in terms of the quality of the people they work with and the meaning of the work they did.

			Action Agenda

			Much of the work of the Hidden Brain Drain Task Force in the 2004-2007 period centered on developing solutions—crafting programs and policies that responded to the challenges highlighted by our study. As described in Sylvia Ann Hewlett’s 2007 book Off-Ramps and On-Ramps: Keeping Talented Women on the Road to Success, on this action front the Task Force companies were able to hammer out a collective vision.2 We’re not talking about a detailed or tight agenda here—the range of sectors and occupations represented in the Task Force is too wide for that—but we did achieve a meeting of the minds. There was consensus on a core package: six essential elements that need to gain some real traction if a company is to fully realize female talent over the long haul. 

			So what is this action-packed core package? 

			
					Providing scenic routes

					Creating flex over the arc of a career

					Reimagining work-life

					Helping women claim and sustain ambition

					Tapping into altruism

					Combating the stigma associated with flexible work arrangements

			

			As we discovered in our most recent research, these action steps remain extremely relevant today. (See new programs and policies described in Chapter 7, “Action Agenda.”)

			Impact of the Original Research

			The Harvard Business Review article, report3 and the Harvard Business School Press book were well received and as the concept of nonlinear careers and the relevance of off-ramps and on-ramps percolated through media, these studies became the subject of literally hundreds of articles in publications which ran the gamut from the elite business press to general interest newspapers; from internationally respected news outlets to titles rarely recognized outside their country’s borders; and from traditional tribunes to trendy blogs and websites. The New York Times, Financial Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Economist, Time, BusinessWeek and The Guardian, as well as St. Paul Pioneer Press, San Antonio Express-News, Chicago Tribune, icWales: The National Website of Wales, Pittsburgh Business Times, The Dallas Morning News, The Hamilton Spectator in Ontario, Canada, The Seattle Times, The Toronto Star, Hindustan Times, South China Morning Post, and The Huffington Post all featured our research on off-ramps and on-ramps.

			On a more scholarly level, management theorists and executive strategists woke up to the scope and significance of women’s nonlinear careers and used our research as a springboard for a series of well-regarded books: Why Women Mean Business by Avivah Wittenberg-Cox and Alison Maitland; Opting Out by Pamela Stone; Mothers on the Fast Track by Mary Ann Mason and Eve Mason Ekman; and Back on the Career Track by Carol Fishman Cohen and Vivian Steir Rabin, to name a few.

			Most importantly perhaps, the swelling interest in off-ramps and on-ramps drove new action on the ground—which went well beyond Task Force companies. Since the publication of the Harvard Business Review article in 2005, more than 50 corporations and organizations around the world have initiated on-ramping programs to help women relaunch their careers.4 

			Some of the more robust on-ramping programs included GE’s Restart initiative in Bangalore, India, which focused on welcoming back to work women scientists and engineers who had taken time out; Goldman Sachs’s New Directions initiative, which targeted top female talent attempting to reenter the financial sector; and Bank of America’s Greater Returns program, developed in partnership with the Columbia Business School, which helped women deal with both on-ramping and up-ramping challenges. 

			These days the phrase “off-ramps and on-ramps” turns up 1,280,000 hits on Google—convincing proof that this idea has entered the zeitgeist!

			Reasons for a New Off-Ramps and On-Ramps Study

			Since the original off-ramp and on-ramp studies were published, the competitive landscape has been reshaped by a massive global economic contraction. In addition, women are newly challenged by greater financial responsibility—for themselves and their families—increasingly facing work “days” that stretch 24/7. Are these forces changing career paths and reshaping off-ramps and on-ramps? 

			We decided to take a second look. In the spring of 2009, we refielded a slightly expanded version of the original survey, reaching a total of 3,420 highly qualified respondents, including 2,728 women and 692 men. In doing so, we managed to 
recapture some of the respondents from the original survey. In addition, we were able to expand the survey to include a section on the impact of the recession on off-ramping decisions. We also augmented our survey data with Insights In Depth® (virtual brainstorming sessions), traditional focus groups, and one-on-one interviews.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

		

		
			Women Continue to Off-Ramp

		

		
			Women continue to off-ramp for a variety of reasons. Childcare issues dominate (the birth of a second child, wanting to spend more time with a teenager), but eldercare challenges and burnout can also trigger an off-ramping decision: Kathrin’s decision to leave her management consulting job was spurred by the death of her father and the failing health of her mother.5 In addition to dealing with the day-to-day medical problems of her mother, she found herself embroiled in sorting out a legal dispute connected to her mother’s estate. “I took a few years off to help my mother,” she says. “I really needed that time off.”

			[image: 82129.png]

			Amy, on the other hand, left her job in the financial sector due to burnout. “I was at the promotion point in my job and I was really questioning whether I wanted to continue in this career.” She had a difficult time coping with the unpredictable hours and constantly feeling like she was missing the things she wanted in life. “I off-ramped to assess what I really wanted. I traveled—something I had not been able to do since I started working at 22. For the first time in 15 years, I took some time to reflect and evaluate.”

			In our new survey we found that many highly qualified women continue to off-ramp—take a voluntary, non-job guaranteed leave of six months or more—at some point in their careers. However, between 2004 and 2009, the number of women who off-ramped dropped slightly from 37% to 31%. Some drivers of this decline include: the economic downturn (unemployment rates of 10% make women reluctant to leave a job) and the enhanced importance of women’s earnings in family budgets (many simply cannot afford to take time out).

			Although the numbers of off-rampers have slipped overall, in our survey women in business are slightly more likely to take time out than they were in 2004 (35% in 2009 versus 30% in 2004). Conversely, fewer women in the banking and finance sector opted for a break, reflecting the insecurity rife in an industry especially hard-hit by the recession (see Figure 1.2). 

			Most of the time, an off-ramp is a one-time occurrence in a woman’s career: 63% of the women in our 2009 survey had off-ramped only once over the course of their careers and 24% had done it twice. Only 13% had taken more than two time-outs (see Figure 1.3).
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			It’s no coincidence that the mean age at which women take their first off-ramp is 31. The majority of off-ramps occur in the 25-34 year-old age range—prime child-bearing years for college-educated women. As MIT economist Lester Thurow points out, “These are the prime years for establishing a successful career. These are the years when hard work has the maximum payoff. They are also the prime years for launching a family.”6 Not surprisingly, 54% of our respondents take their first off-ramp at the age when the twin demands of career and children simultaneously skyrocket.
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			Scenic Routes

			Rhonda, an electrical engineer, spent the first 18 years of her career climbing the corporate ladder. She worked long hours, traveled at a moment’s notice when a crashing system required her attention, and was “on call” one week a month to deal with middle-of-the-night emergencies. After she had children, though, these round-the-clock demands became much harder to deal with. Being called back to the plant at 8 p.m. used to be an inconvenience; now it could interrupt her daughter’s bedtime routine. “There started to be a much bigger gap between my coworkers, who were all male, and me,” Rhonda recalls. “They all had stay-at-home wives and everything was easier for them.”

			Rhonda loved her job and her family, and didn’t want to sacrifice one for the other. Earlier in her career she had seen two other senior women work part-time, and, as Rhonda explained, “Knowing that they were able to do it gave me the courage to pursue it.” She wasn’t sure whether her boss would agree that she could reduce her hours and continue to supervise ten people, but to her relief, he agreed to let her cut back to an 80% schedule and keep her job.
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			A majority of highly qualified women describe their careers as nonlinear. The lock step cumulative progression of a traditional male career model, with the steepest gradient occurring in the decade of one’s thirties, does not describe how most women move through their professional lives. While not every woman is able—or willing—to take a full off-ramp, plenty choose to temporarily downshift and take a “scenic route.” These women don’t “opt out” of the workforce entirely; rather, for a limited time, they ease up on the accelerator 
and reduce their hours, move to a less-demanding position, or decline a promotion before signaling their desire to return to the fast lane. Others turn to flexible work arrangements and telecommuting to manage a tricky work-life balancing act for a period of time. 

			In our original study, 58% of respondents described their career paths as nonlinear. In 2009, the number slipped slightly—a fallout of the economic downturn—but it is still an impressive 55%.

			As Figures 1.5 and 1.6 illustrate, significant numbers of highly qualified women downshift to a less-demanding career model. However, in response to the challenging job environment, fewer women overall are taking a scenic option and a sizable number (42% versus 34%) report “staying on track”—meaning they are following the arc of a traditional male career. 
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			The most significant change between 2004 and 2009 is in the percentage of women who reduced the number of work hours within a full-time job, as can be seen from Figure 1.6, dropping from 25% of women in the 2004 survey to 15% in 2009. Why such a visible decline? Between the rise of extreme jobs in the American workplace and the threat of recession-prompted layoffs ratcheting up face-time pressure, reducing work hours is simply not an option for many professional women today.7 

			Flexible work arrangements offer some relief. Currently, 18% of both men and women take advantage of flexible work arrangements at their companies. The most common option is “flextime,” which allows variation in the start and stop times of the workday: employees continue to work full-time schedules, but have some choice as to when work is done. For example, a woman on a flextime schedule might start her workday at 7 a.m. in order to pick up her kids from school at 4 p.m. Telecommuting is catching on, too, as companies reduce real estate costs by cutting back on office space: 5% of women and 7% of men now work from their home or another remote location. Other options include compressed workweeks in which a full workweek is condensed into a shorter number of long-hour days—especially popular during the summer—and reduced-hour arrangements, in which they work fewer hours with a reduced workload. 

			Still, the vast majority of both women and men (82%) maintain traditional work arrangements. Many do so because of a lack of flexible work options within their companies. But even when flextime exists, not everyone is permitted to take it. A financial services executive said that she had been told that flex wasn’t an option in her current role. 

			Another challenge is that flexible work arrangements are still stigmatized in many organizations. Eighteen percent of men and 28% of women who were on flexible work arrangements said that they felt taking flex would curtail their chances of career advancement. One focus group participant explained, “I switched jobs because I was promised flex and a four-day week. In reality, I worked five, and sometimes six, days a week, with no flex, but I was labeled a flex worker. When the company merged, I got downsized. I’m sure my working ‘flex’ had something to do with it.” 

			A Word About Men

			Off-ramping is not limited to women. Although today’s women are approximately twice as likely to take an off-ramp as men, a full 16% of men report that they have taken a time-out at some point in their careers. As with the figures for women, this percentage has dropped slightly since 2004 (see Figure 1.7). 
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			Men also influence their spouses’ off-
ramping decisions. Seventy percent of the women who took time off said their husbands or partners supported their decision—in fact, nearly two-thirds (65%) felt they were enthusiastically supportive—especially when they off-ramped for childcare reasons (see Figure 1.8). “My husband was very supportive of my decision to off-ramp,” a former financial services executive told us. “We felt that raising our children was a top priority, and 24/7 nannies were a no-go for us.”

			But other women report that their spouses’ reactions to their off-ramp were more ambivalent. Alanna, a mid-level manager told us that when she off-ramped, “My husband was worried that if I left I wouldn’t get back in. We both knew that we couldn’t afford for me to stop working forever, but we also knew that it would be good for the kids if I were home for a bit. At the time, I thought he was being particularly unreasonable, but it turns out that he wasn’t wrong to be concerned. My journey back to working has taken longer and been more difficult than I could have imagined.”
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			Other husbands express their disapproval more strongly: 30% of women polled feel their husbands are not supportive—they are either envious or angry with their wives’ decision. Money matters loom large, with nearly a quarter (23%) saying husbands are worried about the financial implications of their wives’ decision to quit. Men may feel resentful of the extra wage-earning pressure being placed on them when their wives leave the workplace, particularly if money is already a point of tension in the home.

			Takeaways

			If you add together the off-rampers and the scenic routers, a majority of highly qualified women have nonlinear careers. The figure was somewhat higher in 2004 than 2009, but even in 2009 nearly three out of five (58%) high-echelon women experience these career interruptions and fail to conjure up the lock step patterns of traditional male careers. 

			
					Most of the time, an off-ramp is a one-time occurrence in a woman’s career. 

					The majority of off-ramps coincide with a woman’s child-bearing years: the mean age at which women take an off-ramp is 31.

					Significant numbers of women still take a scenic route: they reduce their hours, move to a less-demanding position, decline a promotion or use flexible work arrangements. 

			

		

		
			54%

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

		

		
			The Reasons Why

		

		
			After the birth of her second child, Grace found it hard to deal with the pressures of her job as an executive at a large technology company. She lived on the East Coast, and with most of her team in California, after-hours conference calls were an almost daily occurrence. To make matters worse, her husband had a similarly demanding job in the finance industry. The couple had trouble finding a nanny able to accommodate their long and unpredictable hours. Tempers were frequently frayed, and Grace sometimes wondered if she were stretched to the breaking point.

			Grace’s company offered flexible work arrangements, and Grace negotiated a change in her schedule, working reduced hours for four days a week while retaining her senior-level title and responsibilities. Even though she cut back from working 60 hours a week to 45 hours, she wasn’t able to spend the time she wanted with her kids. Finally, she decided to off-ramp. 

			Over a year later, Grace loves being at home with her kids. “I think I’m more tired now, but it’s a happy tired,” she says. She and her husband are getting along better, too: “Before, I was working full-time at work and at home. Now it feels like my husband and I are equals.” She wants to go back to work once her kids enter kindergarten, but not to a frenzied job in the technology sector. 
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			What prompts so many ambitious, highly qualified women to take time out of their careers? There’s no simple, one-size-fits-all explanation for why women off-ramp. Career breaks are, for most, the result of a complex interaction between “pull factors” (centered on family and personal life) and “push factors” (centered on work).

			Pushed or Pulled?

			As Figure 2.1 illustrates, pull factors have increased in significance over the past five years. In 2004, less than half of the women who off-ramped cited wanting or needing to spend more time with their children as a major factor in their decision; in 2009, that number had jumped to 74%. Spending more time caring for parents also rose from 24% to 30%.

			The bump in eldercare responsibilities is likely due to demographic changes as a larger proportion of the American population moves into old age. The increase in childcare demands is more surprising. Certainly increased pressures at work make the balancing act more difficult—this will be discussed later in this chapter. In addition, our data show that high-performing women are having their children closer together: on average, the women in our 2009 survey had their second child 3.2 years after their first, compared to a 3.6-year gap in 2004. Meanwhile, despite the fanfare about stay-at-home dads, women continue to shoulder the lion’s share of domestic responsibilities. (We will unpack this in Chapter 3.) The combination of skyrocketing pressure at work and chaos at home can make the decision to focus on family for a time seem increasingly attractive. 

			While pull factors have taken on a new importance in the lives of highly qualified women, the prevalence of push factors has decreased slightly. However, it is clear that thwarted ambition is still causing women to head for the door. More than one-quarter of women say that they off-ramped because their careers were not satisfying or enjoyable (in law, the figure was 64%); 16% of women felt stalled in their careers (see Figure 2.2).

			Not all off-ramping women are struggling with childcare or eldercare: 15% of women cited wanting to change careers as the trigger reason for leaving their job.

			Ellen was a high-potential talent in the IT world, her career flying high until she ran out of rocket fuel. “The ideas I usually had weren’t flowing in the same way,” she recalls. “I was feeling stuck professionally and, frankly, mentally, too. I needed some time away from work.” She took six months off to travel, something she’d always dreamed of doing, before returning to the same company—in a different job and with new energy.

			Many of the women reported experiencing push and pull factors simultaneously. One former financial services executive attributed her off-ramp in equal parts to a sick father and the feeling that she had hit a glass ceiling at work. Other women cited feeling so burned out by their overly demanding jobs that they had nothing left to give their children. When push and pull factors interact and build on each other, they create an irresistible momentum that impels women to leave. 

			Men take time out for a different set of reasons (see Figure 2.3). Childcare is much less significant: only 26% of men cite this as their trigger factor, compared with 74% of women. Men cite switching careers (23%) and obtaining additional training (22%) as the most important reasons for taking time out. For highly qualified men, off-ramping seems to be more about strategic repositioning in their careers. That’s a far cry from the family-centered concerns of their female peers.

			The Economy Strikes Back

			It’s important to emphasize that many women don’t have a choice as to whether to work or not. They remain on the job for reasons of economic necessity. We find that the decrease in the frequency of off-ramping, from 37% in 2004 to 31% in 2009, is likely due to the recession which was at its nadir when we refielded the survey in the spring of 2009. A significant proportion of respondents said they would take a time out were it not for the tough economy. Indeed, fully 15% of the women surveyed who are currently in the workforce would like to off-ramp, but can’t afford to. 

			[image: 83533.png]

			Increasing numbers of women are now the breadwinners in their households, as we will explain in Chapter 3. National unemployment figures from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics showed that layoffs in 2008 and 2009 disproportionately affected men, which increases the economic load on women.8 According to our survey data, women in 2009 were 28% more likely to have a nonworking spouse than they were in 2004. Twenty-seven percent of the women in our survey who have an unemployed spouse or partner say that their unemployment is the result of being laid off.
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			Tough economic times also mean that it’s more difficult for women who are currently off-ramped to get back on track. The next chapter explores the challenges these women face.

			Takeaways

			The reasons that women off-ramp are no less complicated now than they were five years ago. Pull factors, particularly childcare, dominate. But push factors emanating from the workplace also play a role in women’s decisions to take a break. These push factors have been exacerbated by the Great Recession.

			
					Pull factors have increased in significance: 74% of off-ramped women cite wanting or needing to spend more time with their children, up from 45% in 2004; 30% target eldercare, up from 24% five years ago.

					Among pull factors, thwarted ambition is still the leading reason for leaving: 26% of women off-ramped because their careers were not satisfying, and 16% because their careers had stalled.

					The threat of recession-prompted layoffs and the resulting rise in face-time pressure means that fewer women feel they can ease up on the accelerator, no matter how much they would like to: 15% of the women surveyed who are currently in the workforce would like to off-ramp but can’t afford to.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

		

		
			Changing Gender Roles in Family and Domestic Life

		

		
			At 36, Meg had been working full-time since college. Trying to balance her career in sales for a major telecommunications company with the demands of her young family—she had two children, aged two and five—and caring for her father, who was suffering from congestive heart failure, had left her feeling burned out. “I got to a place where I thought that I was doing everything, but nothing extremely well,” she recalls. Her company offered a formal off-ramping program. Meg decided to take advantage of it.
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			Like Meg, many women are book-ended by the two responsibilities and find themselves bearing the burden of both. Nearly three-quarters of off-ramping women say that spending more time with their children was one of the major factors in their decision to leave the workplace, 29% more than in 2004 (see Figure 3.1). Caring for a parent or family member is also on the rise (an increase from 24% in 2004 to 30% in 2009). 

			For all of the trumpeted media stories about stay-at-home dads, the traditional division of labor between men and women still prevails in the majority of households. Sixty percent of full-time working women in our 2009 survey reported that they routinely performed more than half of the domestic chores (see Figure 3.2). With regard to childcare, the number is 56%. 
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			One of the most surprising findings of our refielded survey is that women today are 28% more likely to have a nonworking spouse than they were five years ago. What’s more, nearly 40% of full-time working women outearn their spouses. Unfortunately, this isn’t so much good news for women as it is bad news for men, who have been more harshly affected by the many layoffs that have characterized the current recession. Furthermore, even as more wives and mothers step into the role of primary breadwinner, they continue to shoulder a disproportionate load of domestic responsibility: 39% of women who currently earn more than their spouses continue to take care of most of the household responsibilities and childcare duties. 

			Many of the women in our focus groups, regardless of their off-ramp status, report doing “double duty” at work and at home because their husbands also had demanding careers. (Women are more likely than men to have a spouse or partner who works full-time: 77% of women compared with 65% of men.) And when companies are unwilling to offer flexibility to full-time working women with childcare and/or eldercare responsibilities, the tugs and pulls of family can be so strong that many women feel that they have no choice but to leave.

			Childlessness

			Of course, not all women are married, and not all women have children. Over a quarter of the women in our sample were single and 38% of them were childless. 
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			Interestingly, childlessness appears to be related to income. Women who are high earners—those who earn $75,000 or more annually—are less likely to have children than their lower earning counterparts. 

			Single, childless women still off-ramp in significant numbers: 14% of single, never-married women have taken a break at some point during their careers, as have 31% of women without children. Single and childless women off-ramp due to many of the same “push” factors as their married-with-children counterparts: 44% of childless off-rampers who left cited an unsatisfactory or disappointing career as a major factor in their decision to depart, while 28% said feeling stalled was a major factor.
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			It is also worth remembering that childlessness does not automatically equate to a lack of family responsibilities. For example, 21% of women without children off-ramp for eldercare responsibilities. Companies and managers would be wise not to take women for granted just because they don’t have a traditional family model at home. As we found in our “Bookend Generations” study, eldercare responsibilities tend to fall squarely on the unmarried sibling or one without children.9
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			Takeaways

			The increasing importance of women as bread-winners has done little to equalize the role that women play in the home. Even when they are working full-time and earning more than their spouses or partners, a majority of women are still responsible for more than half of the household chores and childcare in their homes.

			
					Women today are 28% more likely to have a nonworking spouse than they were five years ago.

					Even as women become primary wage-earners, they continue to shoulder a disproportionate load of domestic responsibility: 39% of women who currently earn more than their spouses continue to handle most of the 
household responsibilities and childcare duties. 

					Single women and those without children are also tugged off-track by family responsibilities: 21% of women without children off-ramp for eldercare reasons.

			

		

		
			*	Data for 2001 comes from Sylvia Ann Hewlett and Norma Vite-León, High-Achieving Women, 2001 (New York: Center for Work-Life Policy/National Parenting Association, 2002).

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

		

		
			The Costs of Time Out

		

		
			After a two-year break, it took Carly, a recently on-ramped focus group participant, three years to get back into the workplace. Even then, she was not sure of how the organization viewed her career prospects. “When I on-ramped, I felt that managers and HR recruiters didn’t understand me or my résumé. That hurt my chances for success a lot. It was almost as if they felt that I deserved to be put at a lower business level because I had left to raise a child.” Carly eventually took a job at a lower level upon returning—although not as low as was originally proposed. She still feels cheated: “I paid a huge price for off-ramping, and I resent it.”
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