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An off- and on-ramp strategy 

In 2015 Alcoa of Australia surveyed 
expectant parents and found a fifth of 
managers were not keeping in touch with 
employees on parental leave which made  
employees anxious. They introduced  
a comprehensive toolkit to assist  
managers with keeping communication 
channels open. 

Flexibility and advice 

When exit interviews at the international 
law firm Orrick showed work/life 
balance prompting promising women  
to leave, it introduced generous parental 
leave benefits (22 weeks and nine  
months job protection) and a Leave 
Liaison officer to help the transition back 
to work. During the first month back all 
primary caregivers, male or female, get  
a 50% workload expectation at full pay 
and flexible hours. In 2016, 20% of new 
partners had used the flexi-system.

Work/life by design
Companies will need a fully integrated 
approach that links transparency and 
support networks with work/life balance 
arrangements. Here are some innovative 
ideas to think about: 

Making work family-friendly 

DBS, a leading financial services group  
in Asia, is committed to providing an 
inclusive work environment where every 
employee can develop professionally and 
personally. Instituting family-friendly 
policies, including flexible time, part-
time, work-from-home and sabbatical 
leave arrangements, is part of how DBS 
meets the needs of its diverse workforce. 
It has also established a return-to-work 
programme to support the re-entry  
of parents into the workforce. DBS  
was named Asia’s best employer 2016 
– 2017. The goal is to position DBS as  
an employer of choice for women in the 
region. It’s working: currently 60% of its 
workforce, 40% of senior management 
and 30% of its Group Management 
Committee are female.

Little things that show you care 

In summer 2017, Fifth Third Bank,  
where 60% of its 18,000 employees are 
women, started a maternity concierge 
service for pregnant women. The 
concierge can source supplies, daycare 
options and pediatricians. The company 
reports 180 employees have so far used  
it but it’s too early to tell if it has had  
an impact on retaining women.

Parental transition coaching 

To help new parents adapt to life  
with children, maintain confidence  
and keep career momentum on track, 
PwC UK introduced parental transition 
coaching for all new parents from 
manager grade and above. Women get 
four coaching sessions before, during  
and after returning. New fathers  
taking longer periods of leave can 
receive pre- and post-leave coaching.  
The people managers of these new 
parents also receive coaching sessions. 
And for those below manager level there 
is an eLearning module available.



Trust and the myth of flexible 
working hours

Much has been made of the trend 
towards more flexible working 
arrangements to help women juggle  
the complexities of family life and work.  
It’s now possible in many parts of the 
world for women and men to share 
parental leave; some companies pay  
for childcare at home so women can  
work next to their babies; others give 
childcare vouchers and crèches are more 
common in the workplace. However, 
women, and particularly minority 
women, remain skeptical about how 
serious their employers are when they  
say flexibility won’t hurt their progress. 
Many fear opting for something that 
helps their work/life balance, which  
95% said was important to them,  
will end up damaging their careers. 

In companies where senior leadership 
makes it a priority, policies can be  
put in place to reassure people with 
caring responsibilities. For example, at 
Vodafone, CEO Vittorio Colao has made 
diversity and inclusion a top priority  
for the past eight years; today 28%  
of management is female with a goal  
of 30% by 2020. There are structural 
processes in place to allay fears that 
taking time off to start a family will 
derail careers when employees return  
to work. This is combined with the anti-
bias training that challenges the kinds  
of stereotypes that can disadvantage  
new parents. “It helps reduce anxiety  
for returning parents. They can continue 
where they left off,” said Karina Govindji, 
Group Head of Diversity & Inclusion  
at Vodafone. There is a global parental 
leave policy that gives women 16 weeks 
paid leave followed by a six-month re-
entry period where mothers can work 
four days a week at full pay. “It takes 
planning but we’ve seen that teams pull 
together to accommodate new mothers,” 
said Govindji.

This fear is magnified in Asia. The 
majority of our respondents from China 
(97%), India (96%) and Singapore 
(93%) who mirrored the global response 
that work/life balance and flexibility  
is important to them, also said it is not 
available in practice and, further, people 
who work flexibly (reduced hours  
or job sharing) are regarded as less 
committed to the organisation. In China 
and India, 61% and 54% of employees, 
respectively, report their organisations  
do not value flexible working as a way  
of working effectively.

Flexibility at work is no longer 
either a nice-to-have initiative  
or an optional perk mostly  
used by women. The common 
stereotypes around flexibility  
and importance of face-time are 
now a fad. The ability to influence 
the what, how and where to work 
for employees should be a core 
people priority and embedded  
in the business strategy. We need 
to de-parent, de-gender, and  
de-age the perception around 
flexible working. It is critical  
that we encourage candid 
conversation about work and 
family, especially among men,  
and at the leadership level.”

Shveta Verma, Senior Director,  
Diversity & Inclusion Programme,  
PwC India 
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 “My progress is limited by  
well-intended ‘protection’ from 
stretching assignments and 
progress, with my need for 
flexibility being determined  
by others as a priority over  
my ambitions and potential  
to progress. The two seem 
incompatible and irreconcilable.” 

Public-sector employee,  
United Kingdom



Overall, women ranked lack of flexibility 
and work/life balance as a top-three 
reason for wanting to leave their current 
employer, just behind pay and a lack  
of opportunities for career progression.  
The combined forces of market demand, 
technology advancements, and the 
growing gig economy, have allowed 
flexibility to become an essential and 
critical aspect of career support for 
women in particular, but also for male 
employees. Organisations will have  
to address the disconnect between 
employee values and perceptions and the 
kinds of flexible programmes on offer.

It is fundamental we see employers drive 
cultural shifts, whereby their people 
become valued and rewarded for their 
performance over their presence.

Why flexibility isn’t working for everyone
Women who say work/life balance/
flexibility programmes and policies 
exist in their organisation but  
are not readily available to them  
in practice:

Women who say that taking 
advantage of work/life balance/
flexibility programmes has  
negative career consequences  
at their workplace:

Women who say that people  
who work flexibly (e.g., reduced 
hours, job sharing, etc.) are  
regarded as less committed  
in their organisation:
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*Women who identified themselves as an ethnic or racial minority in the country where they worked. Source: PwC, Time to talk survey, 2018. Base: All respondents, 3,627.
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The way  
forward

We come back here to our three 
prerequisites for success. If the 
foundations of transparency and trust  
are established and women have strong 
support networks that mobilise for  
them, then the necessary two-way 
conversations about caregiving, family 
and broader life commitments will be 
easier to hold and more productive. 

Personal fulfilment and job satisfaction 
are at the top of the agenda for women 
worldwide, but women also want  
to achieve more conventional measures  
of success: reward and recognition 
commensurate with their talent and 
contribution. They are looking for ways  
to make every aspect of their employment 
work for them. Fear of speaking up is 
diminishing. But there is still a fear of  
bias and backlash, and there is evidence 
that this fear is justified. 

We’ve identified the interdependent 
elements of an ecosystem that have  
to be in place and in balance for women  
to succeed. In too many organisations,  
one or the other of these elements are 
either afterthoughts or absent. Women say 
they are not getting what they need. This 
message is too important to ignore if 
women are to achieve personal and career 
fulfilment and organisations are to succeed. 
Equality can’t remain a work in progress;  
it must become work for progress. 
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Time to talk For the past five years, PwC has launched 
a global research report on International 
Women’s Day, which brings to life  
the career experiences and aspirations  
of working women around the globe,  
and the actions needed to help both 
organisations and women thrive.

We won’t achieve gender parity  
in leadership if we don’t all press for 
progress; to do this in a sustainable way 
we must target women’s advancement 
throughout their careers. That is why  
this year’s survey focused on women 
aged 28 to 40. Because it is at this stage 
we start to see female representation 
gaps at work widen, and the challenges  
of combining personal and career 
priorities increase.

There are a lot of positives to be taken 
from this year’s survey; 82% of women  
are confident in their ability to fulfil their 
career aspirations, 77% feel confident  
in their ability to lead and 73% are 
actively seeking career advancement 
opportunities. Women are confident, 
ambitious and ready for what’s next and 
they are also more proactive in pursuing 
their goals. They are negotiating for raises, 
promotions and the career-enhancing 
experiences so critical for advancement. 
And it’s working: our survey shows that 
women who speak up and negotiate are 
getting what they ask for.

The other takeaway is that there is still  
a huge amount of work that needs to  
be done. Trust is a big issue for the women  
in our survey, as is concern over what  
they see as the motherhood and flexibility 
penalty. They want to see more 
transparency about practical issues like 
performance, career success and progress. 
It is vital that there is two-way, open 
dialogue where both women and their 
employers initiate candid discussions 
centred on career aspirations and what’s 
needed to close the disconnect between 
ambition and achievement.

Based on these powerful findings, this 
report identifies an ecosystem centred  
on transparency and trust, strategic 
support and life, family care and work  
that will help all employers, including 
PwC, accelerate change. 

Leaders around the world must rise to  
the occasion. But this is not only a question 
for women and leadership; gender 
equality benefits everyone, and men must 
be part of the solution. This is particularly 
true when it comes to providing women 
with the strategic support and advocacy 
needed for career success and progression. 

In fact, that’s the key message I get from 
this report: just as companies strive  
to innovate their products and services  
to flourish, we as employers need to be 
innovative about helping women realise 
their professional goals. 

Bob Moritz,  
Global Chairman of PwC
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About the 
survey  
and the women 
who took part

The survey went to 3,627 professional 
working women, age 28 to 40, from more 
than 60 countries during a two-week 
period in January 2018. Respondents  
were obtained through paid research 
(97%) and social media (3%). 

Women from Western Europe,  
North America, Asia, and Australasia 
make up 84% of responses. The female 
age dispersion is balanced across  
all regions, with the exception of parts  
of Central America, which had few 
respondents overall. The respondents 
represent women working in 27 different 
industry sectors. 
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Grade level of respondents

36%

34%

14%

11%

5%CEO

Leadership position

Mid-senior level management

Junior level management

Below manager level position

Personal demographicsWomen’s earning power

9%

13%

5%

10%Diagnosed disability

Lesbian, gay, bisexual*

Ethnic/racial minority

International talent**

*This question was only asked in countries where it was legal to do so. **Women who worked in a country that was not their place of birth.

80% of respondents were in a relationship/married 
and 84% of those were part of a dual career with 
36% being the primary earner.

84%36% 80%

60% of respondents were mothers and 38%  
were the primary earner in their relationship.

60%38%

Source: PwC, Time to talk survey, 2018. Base: All respondents, 3,627.
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