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Introduction
Much of the diversity work we’ve being doing for the last 50 years has been focused 
on how to get women and minority groups into work, and more recently to claim 
their place at the leadership table.

The involvement of women and African Americans in the US labour force accounts for 15 to 20% 
of productivity growth between 1960 and 2008 [1]. Even hard-nosed economists now identify the 
benefit of diverse workforces. At a time when productivity in the developed world is plateauing [2, 
3], on economic terms alone, the involvement of people from diverse backgrounds to maximise 
the pool of available talent makes a great deal of sense.

The ability of organisations to innovate and be commercially successful depends on the ability to 
generate new and different ideas and perspectives [4]. That depends on having diverse thinking. 
Having diverse people is the easiest way to get diverse thinking [5].

Diverse people create diverse thinking. Without this, businesses won’t be competitive into the 
future, they won’t be able to innovate, adapt, pivot, keep up with competitors and left- field entrants 
that don’t even exist yet.

But there are still plenty of people who don’t see the value of difference. We’ve got to help those 
who don’t understand the value of difference to do so, to recognise the value that difference brings 
to them, or face continuing backlash.

It’s not a bit of magic. We just can’t convene a bunch of randomly different people and expect 
that they will automatically produce something wonderful. As often as not, they don’t. It’s not just 
a bit of magic, that is, diversity equals innovation. Diverse people need to be managed well, and in 
particular ways, to realise the promise of innovation.

Progress is fast, then it stalls, then it cranks back up again. It’s not a simple thing. It’s complex, 
there are a lot of variables and many different opinions about the right things to do. Continuing to 
focus on the progress that has and is being made maintains motivation.

While we’ve been focused on fixing women, creating more opportunity for them, we haven’t devoted 
the same effort to men. This is the big challenge now being tackled, and the next opportunity for 
significant progress. More importantly, enough time hasn’t been spent on the most crucial part of 
the equation, balancing the best of both. Anglo-Saxon middle-class men still retain the dominant 
position in organisational and business leadership life in the western world and that won’t change 
without attention to it.

One of the most interesting shifts in the last couple of years has been to focus on engagement 
with men. The male champions of change movement is significant and important; it signals 
readiness to challenge another obstacle to gender balance and inclusion [6].

The most important thing that we need to tackle over the next couple of years is the masculinity 
of work, and both men and women are central to it. While talk about gender-balanced, open, 
inclusive cultures is more prevalent, we won’t get to them in practice without shifting the masculinity 
of work cultures.
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What is a masculine culture? 
A masculine work culture prizes the qualities 
traditionally associated with ‘male’ over 
other qualities. Being task-oriented, tough, 
competitive, assertive, ambitious, competent 
and dominant fit with the male stereotype. 
The traits associated with women are caring, 
empathy, understanding, kind, expressive, weak 
and submissive [7].

Both male and female traits are desirable, 
but in different ways. We respect men for 
demonstrating the appropriate qualities, while 
we like women for their warmth and sensitivity.

Male traits are associated with power therefore 
with authority and status, while female traits 
are associated with nurturing, lower status and 
support roles. Organisational environments 
tend to be dominated by masculine ways 
of operating. This is nowhere more evident 
than in the higher leadership echelons, where 
leadership is associated with male traits of 
competitiveness, confidence, decisiveness and 
individualism [7].

These stereotypes spill over not just into the 
behavioural expectations we have of leaders, 
but also to the cultures that characterise 
organisations.

The tech ‘bro’ culture has been highlighted 
in recent years; it is not an environment that 
welcomes gender or other forms of diversity. 
At best it neglects and at worst it repels 
diversity [8]. This is just one of the examples 
of where masculine characteristics become 
unproductive, exclusionary, where men prove 
their manliness by outperforming others, and a 
survival-of-the-fittest mindset results.

Where there is clear leadership responsibility 
taken for inclusion, the tolerance of narrow, 
stereotyped behaviours (of any kind) decreases, 
and it is possible to both attract and retain  a 
diverse workforce.

Evidence shows that female leaders are more 
transformational than males. A significant meta-
analysis of results from the Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire found that women were assessed 
as having more of the favoured transformational 
leadership style than men [9]. Yet knowledge 
that women have the right leadership styles to 
assist organisations, particularly in uncertain 
times, has not been enough to substantially 
increase their promotion to senior roles. Their 
behavioural style advantage doesn’t outweigh 
their ‘lack of fit’ disadvantage [7].

And in reality the transformational leadership 
style is not actually as valued by boards and 
organisational leaders as leadership and 
gender researchers might expect given the 
evidence base. The recent Royal Commission 
into Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation 
and Financial Services Industry in Australia 
demonstrates how blind-sided boards 
and leaders can be by the hubris of highly 
competitive, dog-eat-dog cultures [10].

The organisations examined by the Royal 
Commission had cultures where contests to 
sell the most and get the biggest prizes were 
promoted. Greed fuelled short term profit at 
the expense of honesty: many either actively 
profited or turned a blind eye [10]. We’ll see below 
how these behaviours of a masculine culture, 
when not moderated, lead to toxic cultures that 
drive poor practices. They’re not just hostile to 
women, they are hostile to many men as well.

We judge people based on stereotypes, even 
though people don’t always behave like 
stereotypes [11]. While we are not stereotypes, we 
do rely on them as shortcuts to help make our 
decision-making more efficient. Most men, like 
most women, are fully capable of displaying a 
range of behaviours that transcend stereotypical 
boundaries. Where toughness, endurance and 
strength in the face of danger are a small subset 
of the ideals that define organisational cultures, 
they are less likely to be problematic. When they 
are taken to the extreme or become the driving 
ideals in a culture they become what is defined 
as a masculine contest culture [12].
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What is valued in a Masculine Contest Culture?
The characteristics of a work culture that 
emphasises masculine contest characteristics 
are the physical and social dominance of men, 
invulnerability and avoidance of any weakness.

Key characteristics are:

• Show no weakness – don’t admit you don’t 
know, don’t express doubt;

• Show strength and stamina – physical 
strength, endurance, and bigger are better;

• Put work first – work hard, for long hours, don’t 
let family interfere;

• ‘Dog eat dog’ – watch your back, you’re in or 
out [8].

These characteristics are traditionally 
associated with men’s work, as well as with 
leadership. They are quite prevalent in many 
industries and occupations not just ‘manly’ ones 
that are dangerous or involve a lot of physical 
strength, such as the military or emergency 
services. They also characterise engineering, 
construction, and white collar industries like 

finance, science and law. Many mainstream 
organisations conflate the demonstration of 
masculine traits with effective performance [8].

Company X is unashamedly masculine. There 
is no sense that there is any other way to be. 
They describe themselves as hard driving and 
tough, they do not offer part-time roles because 
it’s necessary for people to be always there. 
Even the word flexible is problematic to them. 
Having rules and regulations is seen as a sign 
of weakness. The company epitomises the 
masculine characteristics.

A key aspect of the characteristics of a 
masculine work culture is invulnerability. ‘Show 
no weakness’ means that expression of emotion 
other than anger is not well tolerated; men 
instead repress their emotions to avoid being 
seen as ‘feminine’ or ‘weak’. It is well known 
that invulnerability threatens safety, increases 
unnecessary risk-taking, decreases learning, 
and increases the chances that mistakes are 
covered up. Escalation of errors, accidents and 
major problems become more likely [13-15].

It’s not the traits themselves that are the problem. 
And it isn’t men either.
The problem isn’t the masculine traits 
themselves; any of them might have value at 
particular times [14]. The problem is when they 
represent the majority characteristics of the 
organisation’s culture. And the behaviour is 
expected of everyone if they are to succeed.

An interesting feature of masculinity is that 
it isn’t ever settled, it always needs to be 
contested, proven time and time again [13]. 
Men need to continually prove themselves in 
the masculine areas, which means those who 
choose to be part of it are constantly jostling 
for dominance. The characteristics are always 
in play, and are therefore being reinforced 

regularly. When organisations reward those who 
demonstrate high levels of these qualities, they 
are perpetuated, as in Company X. The problem 
is not in the behaviour of individual men, but in 
workplace cultures that reward survival-of-the-
fittest, dog-eat-dog competitiveness.

Not all masculine cultures are the same: some 
are more competitive than others. And the way 
the contesting plays out can also vary. Examples 
of different kinds of contests include computer 
programmers and the number of hours they 
work as mentioned above, or firefighters and 
their willingness to run into a burning building.
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The norms are neither inevitable nor are they 
universal [8]. The nature of teams, the structure 
of work and the core tasks associated with 
specific occupational groups all moderate how 
cultures form and are experienced in male-
dominated occupations [14].

Where firefighting crews were encouraged to 
express camaraderie or ‘brotherly love’, and to 

work with good humour and joviality, they were 
much less likely to engage in high risk behaviour, 
both at and outside of work [12]. They were faster 
to coordinate and had fewer accidents when 
responding to emergency callouts, and caused 
less property damage on the job. Moving 
away from a culture charactised by masculine 
contests improved culture and performance.

Masculinity and toxic leadership
In one study of leadership climate, 56% of 
people considered the managers they interact 
with every day displayed toxic leadership to 
some degree [12]. Masculinity context cultures 
provide a breeding ground for toxic leadership; 
recruiting, socialising and retaining toxic leaders. 
One of the reasons that they persist, despite 
being unpleasant places to work, is that they 
actively suppress complaint.

In masculine contest cultures, leaders are more 
abusive not just towards each other, but also 
towards their teams.

There is more likely to be bullying and 
harassment. The cultures are less inclusive, and 
there is a lower level of organisational justice, 
as well as psychological safety [16]. Higher 
employee stress, work-life conflict and turnover 
intentions result. Organisational commitment is 
low, as is wellbeing. The more toxic the culture, 
the more likely that there will be a deterioration 
in performance over time.

When men who strongly identify with masculine 
characteristics experience threats to their 
superiority, they also tend to reduce any support 
they have for gender-equal policies and 
practices. When women advocate for change 
they may be seen as advocating in their own 
interest. Those men who see programs for 
gender equality as a zero-sum game, that is, 
any gains to be made by women will be losses to 
them, withdraw their interest, don’t get involved, 
or oppose the programs. They see women’s 
gains as personal losses to them: ‘You want to 
take what’s mine.’

Moves towards equal pay, for example, are 
seen as reducing opportunities for men and 
placing downward pressure on men’s pay. 
Women’s participation is seen to reduce the 
status of men. In a contest culture where men 
are competing against other men, women’s 
access into the competition is seen as 
disrupting the structural advantage that men 
have. Leadership needs to frame change as 
benefiting everyone if it is to enlist these men. 
Where this isn’t the case, and the zero-sum 
game mindset is perpetuated, attempts to 
increase the representation of women will be 
difficult [17].
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It is when men who identify strongly with 
masculine characteristics perceive threats 
to their masculinity that they are more likely 
to sexually harass others. They may harass 
either female or male colleagues. Men who 
don’t conform, or are viewed as ‘weak’, may be 
isolated or ridiculed [14].

These actions are not about sex or attraction, 
but about the need to contest for dominance 
and power from a masculine contest frame of 
reference. The research shows that women who 
most challenge gender stereotypes, so-called 
‘uppity women’, are most likely to be targeted 
for harassment [18].

Where men either believe or are primed 
to believe that gender roles are fixed, not 
changeable or socially prescribed, they tend to 
rationalise the social system. They are more likely 
to justify the system and its inequities, seeing 
it as fair. It seems to affirm their status. On the 
other hand, in research where men were primed 
to see gender roles as socially ascribed, their 
identification with the male gender stereotype 
decreased and they were less likely to defend 
gender inequities. Their views came to align with 
those of women.

Changing gender roles are not inherently 
threatening; they become so when men believe 
that gender roles are fixed, but not when they 
believe that they are malleable. Emphasising 
flexibility in roles and traits frames change as 
an opportunity, rather than a cost to status, and 
therefore is less threatening [19].

Even where the majority of people don’t think 
a masculine contest culture is an ‘ideal work 
environment’, because they believe that their 
co-workers do approve of the culture, they don’t 
criticise it. There’s a collective ignorance [20]. 
People therefore behave as if they do agree with 
the norms, and don’t challenge them, in order to 
fit in. This suggests that there may be less support 
for these kinds of cultures than it might appear.

Where people do think others agree with the 
culture and don’t question it, they experience 
decreased job satisfaction and engagement, 
decreased mental health, and greater 

relationship conflict [20].

Another reason put forward for a lack of 
challenge to masculine norms is because it 
may be perceived as ‘weak’ and ‘whiny’ to do 
so; there’s the fear of not being seen to ‘cut it’. 
However, and this is a real part of the problem 
for change, working in a masculine culture is  
associated with greater work engagement and 
job meaning for some men. Some men find 
the prospect of winning masculine status so 
seductive that they will sacrifice their wellbeing 
for opportunities to be in the contest [13]. Others 
find it challenging; they don’t want to constantly 
contest, compete or try to dominate others. 
Not measuring up against these standards 
means they lose out, they are belittled, they are 
excluded from positions with higher status.

Finally, a major challenge is that those 
organisations that need training the most are the 
least likely to benefit from it [14]. Organisations 
that promote masculinity context cultures 
won’t change through traditional diversity and 
sexual harassment training. In such cultures, 
conventional approaches have not been 
effective and in some cases have backfired [21].

Men in such cultures can reject training, even 
sexual harassment training, because they see it 
as an infringement to their autonomy or believe 
that their behaviours are necessary to their work. 
Their motivation to learn is low. For example, 
overplaying the illegality of harassment 
may evoke strong resistance, even cognitive 
dissonance, from police officers. Framing 
behaviours in training as unproductive to the 
team rather than as illegal has been suggested 
as one way to reduce the resistance [14].

Diversity and sexual harassment training is 
only effective in those organisations that 
support its purpose and content. When there 
is misalignment, when training is done to meet 
external reporting or is tokenistic, training is at 
best a waste of time [14].

Training in sensitive issues is less likely to 
succeed without a supportive organisational 
climate. If the culture doesn’t support or even 
actively opposes it, it won’t be effective.
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What does good look like in the future?
How might men and women work together to 
change cultures so that they are more inclusive?

If desirable leadership and organisational 
characteristics can be cast in a gender-neutral 
way, it is possible to set a context that will reduce 
acceptance of poor behaviour and maximise 
opportunity for everyone. Gender-balance is 
more likely. This avoids the sense of loss and 
promotes common ground. The table provides 
a schema for this.

It’s not about cultures becoming 
feminised, such cultures also benefit 
from more flexibility. Aiming for a 
culture described using gender 
neutral language is a good start.

At a broader level, acceptance or 
tolerance of the predominance 
of masculine cultures has 
generational impacts. Quite small 
actions, including those by children, 
are tolerated: ‘boys will be boys’. An 
Australian Government advertising 
campaign draws attention to the 
magnification of the acceptance   
of even small acts. In a recent ad 

a boy explains to his father that he received 
detention for flicking up a girl’s skirt, to which 
his father asks ‘is that all?’. They’re both stunned 
when their sister/daughter responds with ‘Yes, 
I’ve already accepted that as I grow up I’ll 
probably be harassed and even abused.’ [22] If 
the potential consequences are noticed much 
earlier and called out at the time, the prevalence 
of negative impacts can be mitigated.

High impact leadership action
Leadership drives culture, which drives 
attraction of diversity.

Balanced, high competence, caring cultures are 
what attracts high talented individuals [23].

A committed leadership approach to 
inclusive cultures means providing strategic 
guidance to and oversight of the cultural life 
of the organisation. It means understanding 
where masculine contest cultures need to 
be moderated to create a more balanced 
environment.

Organisational leaders, along with specialist 
People & Culture (P&C) leaders, need to work 

together to design the change required. They 
need to see themselves as mountaineers, 
understanding the mountain and its moods, 
then planning, guiding, coaxing and relying on 
their knowledge to help the organisation scale 
the mountain of culture change.

Four areas focus change. They balance strategy 
with actions, and guidance with support.

• Committed leadership – it’s critical that 
leaders are committed to strategy for 
achieving better balanced cultures. If it’s 
senior leaders who drive and reinforce a 
contest culture, they’re first on the change 
agenda.

Masculine Balanced Feminine

Toxic

Tough

Relentless

Inflexible

Risky

Hindering

Scarcity

Healthy

Flexible

Compassionate

Responsive

Safe

Helpful

Abundance

Avoidant

Tender

Timid

Submissive

Protective

Polite

Sacrifice
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• Conscious culture – P&C leaders have a 
vital role to play in helping senior leaders 
understand the gender dynamics of culture, 
calling it out and identifying actions for 
change to achieve gender-balance. They 
have the data, such as engagement survey 
results and exit interview feedback, and can 
pinpoint where action will be most valuable. 
P&C leaders are the Sherpas helping 
organisational leaders to climb the culture 
change mountain. It’s the Sherpas who can 
use their specialist knowledge and experience 
to help tackle the mountain successfully.

• Help leaders to do a better job of inclusion by 
showing them how to be inclusive. This is what 
Conscientious conduct is. It is the roadmap 
that shows which route to take, what kind of 
terrain will be traversed, and what leaders 
need in their kitbag. It’s how leaders engage 
with people, every- day, that matters. They 
need to be conscientiously focused on 
creating safe and inclusive workplaces.

• If leaders use Consistent coaching, they can 
help to moderate and manage the behaviour 
of team members to be constructive and

• inclusive. Yet, a lot of what is missing is that 
leaders don’t know what to do to be inclusive. 
It’s not necessarily the will, but the skill to do 
what matters that’s lacking. They need to take 
a coaching approach to the conscientious 
conduct map and set off on the journey. P&C 
can help by coaching leaders, supporting 
them to lead for inclusion.

Committed Leadership
Examining the culture of the organisation is 
vital for increased balance and flexibility. There 
needs to be a reorientation away from proving 
masculinity to compelling behaviours that 
will achieve the strategy. There needs to be a 
work environment that supports psychological 
safety so that men can re-examine how they 
contribute, unhelpful behaviours can be called 
out and the behaviours that are expected in the 
culture need to be articulated clearly [13].

In one organisation the CEO sought advice 
about how to influence one of his most senior 
leaders who is responsible for a large part of 
the business. He was seen as very resistant. 
When asked to say why he thought diversity 
was important and when he had experienced 
working in a diverse team, he told a compelling 

story about working in a multidisciplinary team 
that had been a pleasure to be a part of. Later, 
at a strategy workshop for all the organisation’s 
General Manager, he retold his story. The power 
of someone previously labelled as resistant 
getting up and talking eloquently about why it 
was valuable was  high.

In that same organisation, the CEO is very 
motivated by his own sense of legacy, but that’s 
not what is engaging others. So, five different 
leaders shared their ‘why’ Story. They are all 
different, and all compelling, and provide clear 
signals to the General Manager cohort that this 
is important.

Encourage leaders to script their stories and 
tell them often. What’s my personal experience 
of diversity, why it worked, what was good 
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about it. In a masculine culture, people are 
not going to change because there’s a rule or 
requirement for it. They’ll change when there 
are new expectations from people like them, in 
leadership roles.

In another organisation where the CEO is in 
one of the Male Champion of Change groups, 
there’s been a really good opportunity for 
inquiry and curiosity. He doesn’t necessarily 
get it fully himself (that’s his view). That’s fine, 
because what he does get is how important it is 
to his business’ future, so he and his colleagues 
engage with curiosity and candour.

People, usually men, who are interested if not 
committed, can often feel like they’re walking on 
eggshells, so the conversations need to be set 
up in a safe way that encourages vulnerability.

CEOs and other senior organisational leaders 
are extremely powerful influencers. They can 
change our minds and our attitudes. Their 
messages carry great weight and set the tone. 
Their high credibility, coupled with strong and 
well-articulated messages about the value of 
inclusion, is likely to change minds. It is probably 
the most powerful tool we have for change. 
People trust CEOs and 
senior leaders [25].

And they are best placed 
to change the minds of 
those whose minds need 
changing. And not just 
our conscious minds. 
There’s some emerging 
research that shows that 
powerful, credible sources 
can change our implicit 
attitudes, our unconscious 
biases, as long as they have 
our full attention. This is 
pretty significant, because 
changing unconscious 
biases remains quite a 
challenge [26].

It is not only CEOs who have 
persuasive power. Male 
leaders in male-dominated 

contexts need to talk about what they’re doing, 
why it’s important and help show their colleagues 
that it is something to be done. Talking about it as 
something that is being done also starts to create 
a new norm. The behavioural economists see this 
as a tool for fruitful change. See new behaviour, 
talk about it, share it and that starts to create a 
new norm [27].

The leadership action that is required is to call-
out a more balanced and constructive style   
of leading, and it is through this direction and 
clarity that organisations will attract and retain 
more diverse workforces, and that will yield them 
the diversity bonus [5]. It’s a leadership role to 
clarify what is acceptable behaviour as a part 
of the culture. When that reset is focused   on 
achieving a balanced culture, diverse people will 
be attracted and retained in the organisation.

It’s going to take time for women to move into 
engineering and trades roles, and for them to 
move up the ladder. With organisations such 
as BHP going to 50:50 and making increasingly 
bold targets, companies that  want to stay 
competitive for the best talent will need to be 
seen as equally attractive to women and men, 
as well as other minorities.

Leadership 
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Conscious culture
To get more traction on diversity and inclusion 
in the future we need to peel back the culture 
onion from a gender point of view. We need to 
keep cycling between what’s aspired to and 
espoused, and what’s actually happening in the 
lived experiences that play out day to day.

Organisational cultures can be adapted away 
from traditional gender scripts. For both men 
and women. But if the stories are always about 
feats of bravery or strength or bigness and 
not moderated by compassion or learning 
or vulnerability, for example, traditions are 
maintained.

P&C leaders are very well placed to prime 
culture more positively, more deliberately. They 
can leverage their culture expertise to support 
organisational leadership to make sustainable 
change.

And that kind of change is possible in even the 
toughest of environments.

Research on offshore oil-rigs, which you might 
think are as tough and manly as they come, has 
shown how pliable culture can be when managed 
well. Ely & Meyerson discovered a couple of rig 
teams that were achieving outstanding results. 
The teams were operating very differently to 
typical rigs. The teams were inducted, retrained 
and set with new expectations in a business 
that had experienced heavy accident and injury 
rates. They knew things had to change. Leaders 
deliberately set about creating a different 
culture to keep workers safe.

They decided that the area that needed most 
attention was the cultural expectations oil-rig 
workers had about how they did their work, and in 
particular how they engaged with each other [28].

The culture was managed so that the workers 
focused on seeking to learn how to perform their 
jobs more safely and effectively. To do this, they 
needed to acknowledge physical limitations, to 
learn from their mistakes and to look after their 
own and others’ emotions.

Essentially, they needed to engage in mutual 
expressions of vulnerability, dialling back 
significantly on masculine behaviours.

By focusing on learning and safety, and 
minimising competitive masculine behaviours, 
these two oil-rigs experienced:

• An 84% reduction in accident rate; and

• Productivity (number of barrels), efficiency 
(cost per barrel) and reliability (production 
up time) outputs that exceeded the industry’s 
previous benchmark.  [28]

There were key differences in their behaviour. 
Rather than seeking to prove their toughness 
the workers readily acknowledged their physical 
limitations, publicly admitted mistakes and openly 
attended to others’ feelings. Their relationships 
between each other were strengthened. This is 
what the workers themselves reported about 
what they were doing.

Even in an organisation that’s comprised entirely 
of men, contest cultural norms have negative 
consequences. A culture that is gender-
balanced in its approach, even if there are no 
women present, operates more effectively. 
The ‘contest’ if there is any, should be between 
what helps people and organisations to work 
effectively, safely and productively, and what 
interferes with that.

To reduce the degree of masculine contest in 
your culture, keep these three key things in focus:

• Let people control their own solutions to 
inequities, by engaging them in the problem, 
make sure they are volunteers, and use 
curiosity as a key hook. This makes it rewarding;

• Increase contact and connection between 
under-represented groups, and ensure 
they work together as this minimises status 
differences and focuses on work and learning;

• Make responsibilities transparent, and make 
people accountable for their actions, which 
taps into their desire to look good to others. 
[21]
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Conscientious conduct
It’s how leaders engage everyday that matters. The 
evidence shows that a masculine contest culture 
reduces safety, trust, learning and innovation [12]. 
A gender-balanced culture is healthy, trusting, 
and promotes learning and innovation. There 
are diminishing returns for everyone if resources 
are expendable and not treated with care and 
respect. No- one wins the long game.

Too many culture and engagement survey results 
show that there is still too much competition and 
not enough care in many organisations [29]. The 
type of work is no excuse

– if oil-rigs can have gender-balanced behaviour 
even when there are no women, pretty much any 
organisation ought to be able to.

So in one sense, it’s all about gender, but actually, 
it’s not about gender at all. It’s about what we know 
about the best leadership capabilities and how 
they can be developed and supported to grow 
engaged and productive workers who deliver 
high levels of performance and productivity.

P&C leaders need to be tasked with coaching 
organisational leaders in the actions that will 
make a difference to growing the desired culture 
and attracting diversity. We can’t assume that 
good leading comes easily. It’s more complicated 
than that! We need to invest well in growing the 
skills and capabilities of leaders so that they are 
well-equipped for this work.

What does conscientious conduct mean? It is a 
map of how to lead well, inclusively. It needs to be 
applied conscientiously so that leaders conduct 
themselves in inclusive ways.

At the level of the individual leader, mindset may 
need to be reset. The key question to help the 
shift is: ‘How do I think about my role for inclusion 
and belonging for people who are not like me?’ 
As well as those who are. Simple question, 
challenging reset.

Primed with that mindset, leaders then take a 
relationship focus into their interactions, where 
their primary focus is to be responsive to their 

people and teams. The key question to make    
the shift is: ‘How am I responsive, how do I take 
responsibility for growing fair relationships with all 
my team members’.

Relationships can seem complex, particularly 
if emotional intelligence is not high. However, to 
keep it really simple, there are two key measures 
leaders can track that will get them quickly to the 
heart of this.

Record, faithfully, how much time they spend with 
each team member for a month, as well as the 
topic/s of conversation. If they’re spending pretty 
much the same amount of time on the same 
topics, well done.

Traditionally, leaders spend more time with male 
team members and they spend more of that time 
focused on their career advancement than they 
do with women. There are some long entrenched 
habits of leaders that need to be challenged and 
this is a good place to start.

Shifting the focus to team interactions and 
dynamics becomes more complex. There are 
many more people to be responsive to, and how 
to do that fairly? The leader’s focus here turns 
to facilitating the interactions between others to 
ensure dynamics are constructive, everyone ‘s 
talents are included, and the best outcome is 
achieved.
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Consistent coaching
Coaching is the best way for leaders to turn the map of mindset, responsiveness and facilitation into 
action. Taking each area, here are a few specific actions that leaders can use:

Be humble and 
curious, ask first

Prime for relationship

Minimise your own 
need for power  
and status

Take second position, 
seek to understand 
the particular 
experiences, needs 
for others

Ask for feedback 
express humility and 
willingness to lear

Delegate to show 
trust

Share tips for how  
to do things better

Manage equal turn 
taking

Balance challenge  
an support

Minimise dominance, 
high power and 
status plays within 
the team

Actions that P&C leaders can take to support 
leaders seeking to be more inclusive include:

• Help them understand the value of diversity;

• Give them skill development opportunities so 
that they can lead their teams inclusively;

• Make it clearer and easier to assess talent fairly;

• Give them the skills to have difficult 
conversations;

• Provide them with processes and tools for 
giving and receiving feedback constructively;

• Show them how to set up psychological safety 
for everyone in the team;

• Help them to ask more questions instead of 
giving commands;

• Show them the value of flexible styles of leading;

• Help them understand how norms and 
practices affect the culture and drive 
unproductive behaviours that get in the way 
of performance and results;

• Reorient leaders away from having to 
prove their masculinity and towards more 
compelling goals; hold them accountable 
in their workplace to clear behavioural 
standards.

Work with the willing. Men may feel threatened 
whether or not they support diversity, because 
they’re being put in the spotlight and for not 
knowing what they don’t know. That’s pretty 
challenging. Incidentally, some women may feel 
threatened too.

Changing habits around gender might seem 
big, so break what needs to be done into tiny 
habits and behaviours that make it palatable 
and doable.

James Clear in Atomic Habits shows how 
steadfastly focusing on one simple thing to 
change, and doing it every day gives you a 
compound return. A 1% change per day gives you 
a 37% compound change in a year. That’s better 
than trying to change by 37% and only doing it 
for one day. Keep it small, make it doable. [30]
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One conscious culture action a day helps you adapt as a leader.
You can shape organisational leaders in the 
challenging task of culture change by driving 
one small adaptive action each day. If there are 
leaders who are keen or open but don’t  quite 

know what to do or how to do it, make them 
a priority. Give them one tool that they can 
practice each day, get feedback, practice some 
more, then try the next.

Finally:
To reduce the degree of contest in your culture, 
keep four things in focus:

1. Ensure clear committed leadership 
messages;

2. Consciously assess and act in favour of a 
gender-neutral culture;

3. Provide more support for leaders so that they 
know how to be inclusive and do leadership 
well; and

4. Provide leaders with encouragement, and 
the tools they need to make change and 
progress, day-to-day.
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