Developing Women Executives in the Medical Technology Industry
Best Practices for Company Leadership
Preface: The Problem
Within life science companies, over the last five years have women have consistently only held
seventeen percent of senior management positions and thirty-four percent of middle
management positions.1
Even more, within the top nineteen MedTech firms, only thirty-three percent of general
management and CEOs are female, and of that, fifty-seven percent work in academia or ‘other’
related avenues.2
The Board of Directors managing AdvaMed’s affairs consists of forty-two Official
Representatives of Active Members. Of that, only two Directors are female. Of AdvaMed’s
nearly three hundred Members, only four percent are chaired by female leaders. This lack of
gender diversity in the Board room does not simply reflect an issue endemic to AdvaMed, but
rather exposes a larger and more systemic problem. 3
AdvaMed surveyed its membership in 2015. It found that women are prevented from attaining
leadership positions within MedTech companies by social and environmental factors including
prevalent business cultures, lack of access to development and leadership opportunities, and
lack of access to social opportunities.
o 42% of survey respondents believe they’ve been held back from senior leadership
positions
o 37% of Survey respondents reported that the #1 greatest obstacle holding women back
from senior leadership positions is “glass ceiling/overt discrimination”
o 29% reported being held back by “lack of sponsorship in the company and feeling ‘lost’”
o Significant additional factors include a lack of a support system, internal politics, lack of
senior commitment to increasing female senior leadership #s, and double standards of
expectations between men and women
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I.

Mission Statement

AdvaMed established its Women’s Executive Network (WEN) to help promote and cultivate
female executive leadership across the medical technology industry. WEN aims to integrate
women leaders from member companies into AdvaMed’s work and to support the medical
technology industry as its companies emphasize elevating their women executives to senior
leadership positions.
II.

U.S. Workforce Statistics and the Importance of Gender Diversity

Gender in the U.S. Workforce Statistics:
 Women account for half of the U.S. labor force, and more women than men graduate
with a bachelor’s degree
 Women hold less than twenty-five percent of STEM jobs, and fewer than one in ten
STEM professionals is a minority woman.4
 In the U.S., women only represent sixteen percent of corporate boards and fourteen
percent of executive committees.5 The percentage of female Board chairs is only 3.1
percent.
 While making up forty-five percent of the S&P 500 labor force, women only hold less
than five percent of CEO positions; less than twenty percent of board seats; twenty-five
percent of executive and senior-level and manager positions; and less than thirtyseven percent of first and mid-level manager positions.6
 Women in leadership positions are often primarily in shared services roles rather than
CEO and operational roles.7
Why It Matters
The underrepresentation of women within the MedTech industry stunts company growth and
innovation by leaving unexplored corporate strategies and markets on the table and an
untapped workforce.
According to landmark study “Women at the Wheel,” “[v]enture-backed companies that include
females as senior executives are more likely to succeed than companies with only men in
charge”8 and “[w]omen-led private technology companies are more capital-efficient, achieving
35% higher return on investment, and, when venture-backed, bringing in 12% higher revenue
than male-owned tech companies”9.
Women, Minorities, and Persons with Disabilities in Science and engineering: 2013, Nat’l Center for Science and Eng. Stats,
Nat’l Science Foundation (2013) http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/wmpd/2013/pdf/nsf13304_digest.pdf.
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What AdvaMed and MedTech Can Do
A sustainable solution can be achieved, not by either a top-down or bottom-up approach to
changing the way women are perceived and promoted to leadership positions, but through the
creation of a new cultural and social environment. The new system can be successful by
valuing CEO commitment and individual development programs, formalizing review of key
performance indicators, and being supported by an inclusive business culture welcoming
diversity of leadership styles. To fully tap into the available women workforce, attention should
simultaneously be paid to sponsoring and mentoring, networks, and to creating role models, in
addition to training and coaching programs for both men and women.
The challenges facing the advancement of women to positions of leadership within companies
are multidimensional. The proposed solutions are likewise multifaceted. Even though there is
no singular solution, researchers have detected patterns and devised successful ‘best practices’
to promote female leadership. These ‘best practices’ aim at creating an inclusive corporate
culture and implementing integrated programs for retention, recruitment, and improvement of
leadership skills and morale.
Corporations’ ‘best practices’ can be broken down in to four action areas:
1. Re-shape the strategic fabric and leadership by example
2. Establish and improve leadership and development programs
3. Increase opportunities and access to sponsorships, mentorships, and networking
4. Make your goals public then track, measure, and review progress and success
5. Institute formal HR policies to support diversity goals
The problems attributable to causing the gender gap also seem to fall into three interlocking
categories:
1. Corporate culture
2. Access to personal and professional development programs
3. Access to sponsorships or mentorships.
III.

Best Practice #1: Establish a Top Down Corporate Culture Promoting the
Recruitment, Retention, And Elevation Of Women through a Corporate Mission
Statement

The first step to help create a corporate culture that promotes inclusiveness is to incorporate the
importance of diversity into the fabric of the organization. Reforming the company values,
mission statement, and ethics to include diversity standards helps combat embedded mindsets
and biases and ensures employees that diversity is a priority to the organization.10
An internal unpublished AdvaMed Survey of Member Companies showed that close to half of
female respondents rated “glass ceiling /overt discrimination” as the most important obstacle
holding women back from senior leadership positions. The survey also showed that lack of
flexibility in the corporate environment was a contributing factor. 11
When asked “In your view, what are obstacles holding women back from senior leadership positions (with ‘1’ being the
greatest obstacle), thirty -seven percent marked it as ‘1’ and thirteen percent marked it ‘2.’
AdvaM ed, Survey, WEN Member Survey (Jun. 2015) (unpublished).
11
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Companies that emphasize teamwork and coordination have been associated with higher
quality outcomes.12 Likewise, increased diversity in leadership can lead to increased creativity
and innovation.13
The CEO sets the tone for the company. The belief that diversity is a core value of the
company is reinforced by having a visibly committed CEO that speaks to, follows up on, and
tracks diversity measures.14 A CEO should make a compelling business case and lead by
example to tackle mindsets. Diversity should be a core component to the success of the
company.15 It also increases confidence in the company’s dedication to the ability for women to
progress,16 combats feelings of exclusion from the higher ranks, and can increase recruitment
and retention rates of female employees.17
Given that leadership from the top is important to show dedication to employees, role models
can likewise be used to promote the core values of the corporation and inspire a culture of
inclusion. 18 They can motivate employees and reinforce the concept that promotion to the
higher levels of management is attainable. Although leadership by example may be successful
in creating an inclusive corporate culture, to reduce the gender gap, it must also be met with
structural and social changes.
IV.

Best Practice #2: Create and Improve Personal And Professional Development
Programs That Give Women the Tools They Need to Progress To Higher Level
Positions

Men are ten percent more likely to ask for raises and twenty percent more likely to ask for a
promotion.19 Reports show that a majority of women lack confidence in their own abilities, or in
their ability to clearly communicate either their confidence or their successes.20 Instead, women
tend to choose to let their work speak for itself, believing they will be promoted on merit.21 This
problem becomes compounded with the evidence that their male counterparts tend to be
overconfident and more vocal in seeking jobs or promotions. 22
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Id.
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Id.
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Training and development programs are investments not only in employees but also in the
company. Diversity trainings allow employees to build healthy relationships by addressing
gender bias head-on and trains employees on the benefits of gender diverse leadership teams
and organizations.23 By reinforcing the core corporate values of inclusion training encourages
employees to let go of unwitting biases. In doing so, companies can change the informal
corporate culture of the organization.24
Leadership skills and development classes will also build women’s confidence levels in their
abilities, encourage them to seek advancement, and decrease the gender gap. Although these
programs should be tailored to help organizations meet their specific targets, research has
shown that including men in trainings or development programs is key to reducing unconscious
biases, raising the momentum, and increasing awareness of women specific issues.25
Although development programs have been put in place by my organizations, there remain
implementation problems and the majority have not yet proven successful. Only those that are
visibly supported by leadership and the corporate environment have thrived.26
V.

Best Practice #3: Create Opportunities for Women to Access Sponsorships,
Mentorships, And Networking Opportunities

A majority of responders to the AdvaMed survey responded that that the lack of sponsorship
from within their company was an important obstacle to their advancement. 27 Studies have
shown that although women frequently have more mentors than their male counterparts, they
have fewer sponsors with the ability to advocate on their behalf or in positions of influence. 28
Formal mentorship, informal mentorship, and sponsorship have been rated among the top three
impactful programs an organization can implement to attract and retain female workers.29 It
provides women with the opportunity to learn by example, increase their confidence, receive
constructive feedback, and have additional advocates for career advancement and promotion.
A sponsor is an individual that takes responsibility for another’s development and professional
progression in addition to mentoring or coaching duties. 30 They encourage their sponsees and
actively drive their advancement by opening doors, setting goals, and providing feedback. 31
Organizations can implement mentoring programs by creating independent matching programs
and training both the mentors and mentees on what to expect. 32 While mentoring or coaching is
important, as noted previously, some believe that women are over-mentored and undersponsored and to reduce the gender gap, organizations need to promote more sponsorship.
23
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Encouraging networking opportunities is equally as important to the effort to reduce the gender
gap. These events provide a system for executive women to meet regularly and act as a conduit
for information to flow throughout the organization. They promote visibility of successful women,
and bolster confidence levels of women.33 Networking offers the opportunity for training and
can be flexible to meet different schedules. The AdvaMed survey and other studies also agree
that it equally important to make men available for networking. 34 This shows support for the
program, allows the building of relationships in a secure setting, and may help counter any
unconscious or conscious biases.35
Informal Mentorships
Encourage employees to seek out informal mentors internal and external to the company and
industry where they can receive advice, champion opportunities, and help in career strategies
for progression and promotion. Ensure employees are also encouraged to take advantage of
training opportunities within and outside of the company for growth.
Formal Mentorships
Link experienced company and industry professionals with less experienced employees to
foster career development and provide feedback for professional growth. Require regular
meetings, have mentees identify actionable goals with their mentors and track progress towards
these goals. Mentors should not manage the mentee formally and should be from a team
outside of their own.
VI.

Best Practice #4: Set Public Targets, Track, and Measure

It is a long-standing business truth that “what is measured is achieved.” Studies do show that
knowing the numbers is essential to determining where companies are losing women and how
to prevent these occurrences. Set clear targets at every level to increase the company’s ability
to adapt procedures to conform to the core strategic goals of the company and the commitment
of the leadership to promote diversity. 36 Establishing diversity goals and making these public
promotes a culture that fosters gender diversity and encourages women and their beliefs that
they will be able to advance as these goals continue to be met.
Be sure to include gender-diversity indications in performance reviews, create gender specific
hiring goals and programs, establish a process for removing bias in hiring processes, and
require gender quotas throughout hiring, retaining, promoting and developing current and
prospective employees.37
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Women Matter 2012, supra note 10.
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VII.

Best Practice #5: Institute Employment Policies Support Diversity Goals

Whether it is for the caring of children, elderly parents, or another family member with health
issues, flexible work arrangements are critical to allow employees equal opportunities for career
advancement. Ensure that the option for flexible employee work schedules is not only
formalized and built into HR policies, but that it is informally not penalized. Implement
processes that overcome gender bias in recruitment and promotion. Promote career flexibility
and evaluate the current effectiveness of scheduling meetings during business hours, especially
for employees working across remote and global teams.38
Encourage work-life balance through flexible work programs. This has been tagged as an
essential component of promoting diversity and work-life balance. It is found as well that men
are just as likely to use certain types of these arrangements as women. 39 Simply instituting
these policies has not proven sufficient to reduce the gender gap. They can be successful
however, when fully implemented.
One way to ensure policies are implemented is through developmental training programs to
remove unknown bias from top to bottom. Women facing double burdens, or merely perceived
as such based on an unconscious or overt bias of managers, can be passed over for more
mission critical or international projects, which lead towards greater opportunities for
promotion.40
For employees who are remote or who have to travel for work, establish reimbursement policies
for child care and hotel expenses.
Examples on flexibility in the work place include the following: 41
 Netflix: Netflix offers expanded maternity and paternity leave: Netflix announced on the
day that its shares in the company rose to a new high, that it is instituting unlimited leave
policy for new mothers and fathers for the first year after the birth or adoption of a child.
“Netflix’s continued success hinges on us competing for and keeping the most talented
individuals in their field,” Tawni Cranz, chief talent officer at Netflix.
 Twitter: offers 20 weeks of paid maternity leave, and 10 weeks of paid paternity leaves.
 Facebook: offers four months paid leave for both mother and father and $4,000 for each
child, in addition to subsidizing day care, programs for adoption, and egg freezing.
 Google: offers 18 weeks, explaining that “after the extension, the company found that
returning mothers left Google at half the rate they were previously, said Roya Soleimani,
a company spokeswoman.
 Patagonia: provides on-site child care for all employees. 100% of the women who have
had children at Patagonia over the past five years have returned to work. Such retention
38
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has allowed for Patagonia to retain talent and 50% of its managers are women, and 50%
of senior leaders are women. 43
Re-entering programs:
Women who are high achieving, educated, and willing to work are trying to return to the
workforce after a break and face many difficulties, including a time gap in their resume.
JPMorgan and other firms have started re-entry programs. “After career breaks averaging two
and a half years, 89 percent said they wanted to return, the study found. But only 40 percent
managed to find what they regarded as a good full-time job in the sector of their choice.”
Using Big Data:
Big data solutions are beginning to emerge in the fight for gender diversity and equality across
corporate America. While Gallup, Kenexa (IBM), Towers Watson, and many others offer
traditional solutions, a new breed of solutions is coming. “Real-time survey providers like
CultureAmp, BlackbookHR, TinyHR, and RoundPegg, let you assess engagement and culture
fit in real time. Companies like Evolv, Deloitte, and IBM now have retention analytics models
you can implement. And a variety of exciting tools from companies like Good.co, Evolv, Entelo,
Orgstars, Glassdoor, and others let you monitor employee “happiness” through their online
behavior. These companies are marrying the old-fashioned world of I/O psychology with the
new world of Big Data and social networking.” 42
Remote Work Opportunities
When appropriate and necessary, allow employees with the opportunity to telecommute while
also ensuring remote employees understand telecommuting is a privilege handled on a case-bycase basis and reviewed and revisited over time.
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