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By Wanda T. Wallace, Ph.D., 
and Annie Rodgers

Where has all your young female  
talent gone? To your competitors,  

for starters. Here’s why.

A GOOD 
WOMAN  

IS HARD 
TO KEEP 





While this problem persists at the 
highest levels of organizations, the root 
starts in the early ranks. If we don’t 
succeed at developing and retaining 
young female talent, there won’t just be 
fewer candidates for c-suite positions—
there won’t even be enough women to 
climb up the lower rungs of the ladder. 

It’s time to find the solution.

RU LI NG OU T  
POTENTI A L CAUSES

The threshold of entry into the working 
world isn’t the issue, as women earn more 
undergraduate and graduate degrees 
in the United States than men. Those 
well-earned grades are amply rewarded 
as companies, now wiser about how to 
source diverse talent, recruit almost half 
of women into entry positions. 
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If you ever need to illustrate the glaring lack 
of female leadership at the top of organiza-
tions, any number of statistics can help you 
make your case. ¶ Take your pick: Last year, 
only 25 of the Fortune 500 companies—
just 5 percent—had female CEOs, and one 
has since resigned. Or how about over in the 
U.K., where a scant six women lead the 100 
companies that make up the FTSE Index? 

Of course, not everyone will rise in the 
hierarchy, and some attrition is normal. 
But we do expect the proportion of pro-
motions across gender at each level to re-
flect the proportion of men and women 
recruited in that year. For most compa-
nies, this isn’t true. 

Here’s the stark reality: When women 
hit their early 30s, they start running for 
the exits, leaving organizations in signifi-
cantly higher proportions than men.

Most women will blame work-life 
balance as the chief reason for their 
departure. Senior executives will then use 
the convenient excuse of family to wash 
away responsibility. 

In  our experience, these rationalizations 
don’t come close to telling the real story. 
The average age of having your first 
child in professional circles is about 35. 
Women, however, are quitting way ahead 
of the gift and challenge of parenting, so it 
isn’t a question of swapping the prospect 

of the boardroom for the baby buggy.
For our ambitious group of women 

who have made it to corporate jobs, many 
will have invested in an advanced degree 
or undertaken an MBA by this stage. 
They’ve also made great sacrifices in time 
and money to further their learning and 
development. If these women are self-mo-
tivated and driven to keep their personal 
scorecards gleaming, then why, exactly, 
do they leave?

TH E COST OF 
PR EM ATU R E 

DEPA RTU R ES

Have you tracked where the women in 
your organization actually end up when 
they leave for work-life reasons? If your 
company is like most of our clients, then 
you won’t like the answer: They land with 
your competitors. The courting period 
is over, the romance is dead, and they’re 
ditching you for another lover.

How dare they depart for greener pas-
tures, given all the investment and train-
ing you poured into them, as well as the 
corporate roof you put over their heads, 
with all its privileges and parks. You’ve 
laid the foundations for them, provid-
ing the transition from college halls to 
the corridors of commerce and industry.  
Heartbreak and loss aside, let’s consider 
the real price you pay for their exit.

The financial consequences of los-
ing women in the middle of their careers 
are high. Not only must you pay the costs 
of hiring and on-boarding, but you most 
likely have to bring in their replacements 
at a higher payscale. Then there are ad-
ditional costs for transition time and net-
work building, which upset workflow and 
productivity. Plus, competitive intelli-
gence is at risk, as is the potential loss of 
other colleagues as they’re lured away.

For younger women in the organiza-
tion, it sends a disturbing message for 
their destinies. And for the upper ech-
elons of management, there’s an ap-
parent vacuum of female talent to draw P
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upon to redress the balance at the most  
senior level.

W H Y WOM EN 
ACTUA LLY LE AV E

Based on our years of research, here’s the 
number one reason why women leave: “My 
career isn’t going anywhere, so I feel stuck 
and frustrated,” they consistently tell us. 
“No one is talking to me about the next 
step, and I don’t see where I can go from 
here. I don’t necessarily want my boss’s 
job, and I can’t see any other options.”

While this may be a slightly naïve view 
of how careers advance, it’s why women 
talk to competitors. They say their cur-
rent companies aren’t instigating open, 
honest, and constructive conversations 
with them. Equally, women don’t feel 
equipped to step into this uncomfortable 
territory since it isn’t the norm from their 
view, and the consequences of potential-
ly creating tension with a manager feels  
too risky.

This type of conversation shouldn’t 
be confused with annual or mid-year ap-
praisals. Instead, it’s a conversation about 
career management. In its absence, the 
lure of opportunity elsewhere—and the 
appeal of being wanted—can lead to false 
assumptions and ill-informed decisions, 
at a cost to all parties.

The second reason women leave their 
organizations: “I’m not getting promot-
ed, and I’m not getting compensated ad-
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and train people in the art of collaboration 
and building partnerships, but in the safe 
space of coaching conversations, we find 
there’s so much more work to be done.

Managers and their female talent need 
better ways of spending informal time, 
showing vulnerability, and thereby build-
ing trust. Just imagine: If you weren’t sure 
you could trust your manager, how com-
fortable would you be having a career con-
versation, accepting feedback, or staying 
with the company?

3 WAYS TO R ETA I N 
YOU R FEM A LE 

TA LENT

1 MANAGE THEM BETTER
While the age-old solution is often 
to blame the manager, that isn’t the 

most helpful approach. We ask bosses to 
do an enormous number of things with 
fewer resources and very little time. Gone 
are the days when managers, especially 
of mid-career talent, had the luxury of 
time to just manage. The solution, then, 
lies with leaders targeting their efforts in 
better ways. But how?

It starts with giving managers better 
guidelines on how to spend those pre-
cious few minutes with a female subor-
dinate. We need to be explicit about what 
to say and how to say it. We need to help 
them frame the narrative and talk honest-
ly with them about trade-offs of commit-
ting to the effort. Without such guidance, 
we won’t see progress. It isn’t hard—it’s 
just about doing things a little differently 
and consciously.

If managers spent equal time on infor-
mal interactions with men and women, 
they’d get to know the people as people. 
Unsurprisingly, it’s easy to find common 
ground if you’re curious enough and make 
the effort. The same advice applies to any 
diverse talent. The better you know the 
person as a person, the greater the trust 
and the better you can manage.

And what if managers ensured all voic-
es were heard around the table, regard-

‘‘WE DON’T STRETCH OUR WOMEN 
OR TEST THE ELASTICITY OF THEIR 

THINKING AT A CRUCIAL POINT  
IN THEIR CAREERS. 

equately.” As a result, women feel like 
they’re being used. While most of the 
companies we work with monitor the 
pay gap in aggregate very closely so as to 
not get it wrong—and in some cases, even 
slightly overcompensate women—the 
problem is no one knows that. There isn’t 
any transparency on the process, statis-
tics, or efforts. The absence of communi-
cation leads to misinformation, misper-
ception, and distrust.

Here’s reason number three: “I’m not 
being challenged.” In any expertise-driv-
en role, there comes a point where mas-
tery can lead to boredom. Keen intel-
lectual minds require stimulation and 
challenge, where new content and per-
sonal achievement can be taxed. 

The problem? We don’t regularly 
stretch our women or test the elasticity of 
their thinking and capabilities at a crucial 
point in their careers. And this isn’t to be 
confused with a promotion or increased 
responsibility, although they’re not mutu-
ally exclusive. As women watch others get 
new opportunities, they begin to ques-
tion their value in the organization, com-
pounding the issues outlined and further 
eroding trust.

The last reason is simple: “I don’t trust 
my managers.” In our experience, this is 
due to a misjudgment. If your boss didn’t 
present you with a career path, promo-
tion, pay bump, or opportunity to learn, 
would you trust him or her? 

The importance of building that trust 
can’t be overstated, and we often assume 
it’s there when it isn’t. We pay lip service 
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less of gender? This is a recurring theme 
of coaching women who struggle to in-
terrupt or convey their points in a group. 
We don’t have a view on whether or not 
this is unique to women, but we’re very 
clear about the consequences for wom-
en (or anyone else) who feel their voices 
aren’t heard. Managers can rectify this 
by simply noticing who hasn’t spoken, 

asking for their opinions, and ensuring  
they’re heard.

Finally, it’s absolutely critical to give 
consistent feedback. Whether it’s formal 
or informal, it should be frequent and 
beyond the confines of annual apprais-
als. Even if the delivery falls short of per-
fection, women and organizations will 
thank you for filling the vacuum and mak-

ing the effort. Just try not to use standard 
management buzzwords like “strategic,” 
“proactive,” “team player,” and “executive 
presence.” Instead, use your own words to 
illustrate the issues as you see them.

2 MAP THEIR CAREER PATHS
At a female employee’s mid-career 
point, the path forward is not P
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necessarily obvious. It’s when breadth of 
experience starts to be highly relevant. 
However, the employee needs to talk to 
someone about what breadth matters 
most, how to consider getting that 
breadth, and how to navigate the fears that 
come with stepping out of her comfort 
zone. It’s important to provide a forum 
where the issues are tabled, and to avoid 
assumptions and misunderstandings, 
which only fuel the desire to leave.

Asking this trite chestnut doesn’t help: 
“Where do you want to be in five years?” 
It’s often hard to know where the organi-
zation will be by then, so crafting a com-
pelling answer is a challenge at best and 
dishonest at worst. Instead, consider a dif-
ferent range of questions:

How far would you like to see your  
career go?
Do you want to run a P&L?
Do you want to set strategic direction?
Do you want to be on a board or a man-
agement committee?

These questions allow for a more cred-
ible and personal discussion about the 
collection of experiences the female em-
ployee will need to have to advance. Most 
women are afraid to ask them; they’re 
scared their managers will punish them 
for not being loyal to the team. Sadly, In 
our experience, some bosses do just that. 
Don’t follow their lead.

3 PREPARE THEM  
FOR CAREER OBSTACLES
Every career has a series of 

obstacles: a setback, a promotion that 
went to a less qualified candidate, a boss 
who wasn’t supportive, peers with totally 
different styles and approaches, a great 
sponsor who leaves, and so on. There’s 
a rich context of real-life scenarios, 
recurring themes, and eventualities, for 
which we are mostly ill-prepared.

Many of us can manage these obstacles 
thanks to coworkers with whom we can 
candidly confide. But if we don’t have 
that kind of support system and we hit 
a roadblock, then what happens? The 

problem becomes personal, and the office 
turns into a lonely place. The options for 
managing the obstacle alone are far too 
narrow, and as a result, it’s easier to leave.

A CEO revealed an illuminating truth to 
us: “I ask women in my organization who 
their best friend is at work, and the wom-
en all say they don’t have a best friend,” 
the executive reported. “No wonder they 
leave. If you don’t have any close friends in 
the company, given how hard we work, it 
wouldn’t be any fun to be here.”

Women aren’t building networks of 
confidants, despite the prevalence of 
women’s networks. In our experience, a 
well-designed program that forces wom-
en to talk to each other about what’s really 
going on is about the only thing that does 
work. When we prize out the issues that 
matter, table the difficult topics, help cre-
ate the narrative that supports their col-
lective development, and surprise them 
with the commonality of challenges they 
share, good things happen.

For women, the vulnerability of sharing 
issues in their working lives creates the 
foundation for a potent network of confi-
dants who are available in times of need. 
Women must own this process as pivotal 
to their own success, not simply as “nice 
to have.” It should be central to their am-
bition to make change. Businesses should 
invest in this effort, because it’s a key in-
gredient in retaining talent.

In addition, it’s helpful to think about 
what obstacles are likely to occur and how 
to deal with them in advance. But this 
isn’t a question of senior women sharing 
the trials and tribulations of their career 
paths. Younger women have had enough 
of their elders telling their war stories 
and giving the usual advice; they’d rath-
er talk about today. Senior women’s ex-
periences need to apply in the reality of 
today’s workplace and address today’s so-
cial norms. Young women need to reflect 
on the potential hurdles they haven’t en-
countered yet, and have time to prepare 
before those hurdles feel like crises.

Knowing how to address these events 
when they happen may be the difference 
between staying and leaving an organi-
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zation. Female employees need to have 
a clue how to handle angry bosses, pay 
concerns, risky opportunities, and other 
events that could derail them. If they can 
predict these potential pitfalls before they 
happen and explore the potential conse-
quences of their actions, they’ll develop 
strategic approaches to career manage-
ment for when such events do occur. Fail 
to prepare and prepare to fail.

We’re advocates of empowering young 
working women to be happier and to be 
heard, but most of all, to take back control 
of their careers.  With a trusted network 
of confidants, better management, and a 
sense of how to tackle the known and un-
known, they’ll be better agents of their 
corporate destinies.

But bucking the trend of losing women 
in their early 30s rests at the doors of 
both parties. Acknowledged internally, 
women and their managers must take the 
necessary steps to consciously embrace 
a number of behaviors and actions to 
make that happen. These conversations 
will require skill and practice, and could 
mean the difference between losing top, 
hard-won talent to the competition and 
improving your pool of senior female 
talent for years to come.
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Matters
Backed by more than four decades of research, our 
assessments paint a clear picture of what people want, 
how they’ll get what they want, and what will get in 
their way. Hogan makes it easier to hire the right people, 
identify and develop high-potential talent, build better 
leaders, and improve your organization’s bottom line.

AND NOBODY KNOWS MORE 
ABOUT PERSONALITY 

THAN HOGAN
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