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There is no question that diversity and inclusion in the 

workplace are hot topics. The Society of Industrial and 

Organizational Psychology identified diversity as a top 

HR trend for 2018.1 In our field, we are hearing a lot of talk 

about diversity and inclusion and, for many organizations, 

a genuine desire to do something about it.  However, 

organizations may be unclear how to attract diverse talent. 

The Gender Gap at Executive Levels 

Gender representation tends to be a pitfall in inclusion 

management. Over the last year, the #MeToo movement 

has spurred a debate on a national level. Gender 

representation remains a ubiquitous challenge at the 

executive level even though it has been made clear 

that gender diversity significantly improves business 

outcomes.2 At executive levels in particular, positions 

are often filled by those who best fit the existing norm 

of what a “leader” looks like3, which is stereotypically a 

Caucasian middle aged male4. Both men and women 

learn about gender stereotypes and standards from 

an early age, and it proves a pervasive and difficult 

challenge to retroactively adjust. For example, women 

have lower motivation for power, on average, than men5, 

and stories, media, and norms that dominate corporate 

culture encourage a male-dominated executive 

team.6 While individuals intellectually understand that 

abilities are derived from characteristics other than 

gender, evidence suggests gender bias is still a very 

real obstacle for women interested in achieving higher 

levels of leadership within corporate America7.  

1  http://my.siop.org/Conferences/2019-Conference

2  Junita, A. (2016). The interaction between human and organizational capital in strategic human resource management. International Research Journal of 
Business Studies, 9(1), 49 – 62.

3   Wesson, L. H. (1998). Exploring the dilemmas of leadership: Voices from the field. Advancing Women in Leadership.

4   Phelps, D.G., & Taber, L.S. (1997). African American community college presidents. Community College Review, 24(4), 3-27

5   Schuh, S. C., Bark, A. S. H., Quaquebeke, N. V., Hossiep, R., Frieg, P., & Van Dick, R. (2014). Gender differences in leadership role occupancy: The mediat-
ing role of power motivation. Journal of Business Ethics, 120, 363-379.

6   Tallerico, M., & Burstyn, J. (1996).Retaining women in the superintendence: The location matters. Educational Administration Quarterly, 32, 642-665.

7   Getskow, V. (1996).Women in community college leadership roles. ERIC Clearinghouse for Community Colleges. Retrieved from www.gseis.ucla.edu/
ERIC/digests/dig/dig97
90.html.

Closing the Gender Gap as an 
Executive Search Firm 

While individual job candidates and prospective 

employers certainly play a role in this issue, we believe 

that as a talent management firm, we have a unique 

role to play in challenging the status quo. In theory, the 

executive search practice can help close the gender 

gap at the executive level in two important ways. First, 

we can actively expand the field of potential hires. In 

addition to the networks our clients bring to the table, 

we supplement that pool with our own network, 

which is typically broader and more diverse than the 

candidates our clients would otherwise come across. 

Second, our selection process depends on objective 

evaluations of leadership abilities and technical 

competencies with no prior personal history. Our 

neutrality is a benefit to all, but especially for women 

with less traditional experience (e.g., first time CEOs) 

who depend on valid, unbiased assessments of their 

performance and potential regardless of politics.

Ferguson Partners established a Diversity Committee 

to take responsibility for our part in the change that 

is needed. We then took a scientific approach to 

investigate whether we could take action in two critical 

ways: (1) Could we determine a measurable effect 

Ferguson Partners does or does not have in addressing 

the hiring gender gap at executive levels? And (2) can 

we look at ourselves critically and evaluate the before 

and after effects of our Diversity Committee here at 

Ferguson Partners?
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Diversity Committee Goals 

Ferguson Partners implemented a Diversity Committee 

in July 2014. At that time, we instituted metrics to identify 

demographically diverse candidates and track progress 

throughout a search to ultimately hold ourselves 

accountable. Further, Ferguson Partners employees 

were encouraged to start building direct, intentional 

relationships with associations and organizations 

representing diverse populations, where previous 

contact had been intermittent at best. The goal of these 

efforts was to present a more diverse slate of candidates 

to our clients, and have a better understanding of the 

candidates’ capabilities. We believed these efforts 

would ultimately increase the likelihood that more 

diverse candidates would receive offer letters.

Measuring the Effectiveness of the 
Diversity Committee

To measure the effectiveness of these internal efforts, 

we also tracked candidate performance throughout an 

executive search, which we defined as the likelihood of 

surpassing critical milestones (Figure 1) in the search 

process. Specifically, we tracked gender representation 

at four milestones: (1) the initial pool of possible 

candidates generated by Ferguson Partners, (2) the 

targeted list of qualified and interested candidates 

that were presented to the client (3) finalist candidates 

that were both interviewed by the client and formally 

assessed by Ferguson Partners, and (4) those candidates 

who were given an offer letter and ultimately placed 

in the executive role. By tracking this information over 

the subsequent years, we were finally able to fashion 

a dataset including candidates from all Senior Vice 

President searches in the commercial real estate industry 

conducted between January 2012 and June 2018. We 

chose this timeframe because it afforded us a unique 

opportunity to compare gender representation before 

and after the establishment of our Diversity Committee.  

Our Results 

We found a dramatic shift in gender representation 

during the period following the establishment of the 

Diversity Committee compared to pre-committee 

data. Specifically, after we established our Diversity 

Committee, gender differences in search performance 

were 61% less likely to occur, a statistically significant 

effect (B Wald χ2(1) = 4.043, p = .044). In other words, 

we found a 61% reduction in the gender gap across 

search milestones after establishing the Diversity 

Committee. This translated to an increased likelihood 

that women survived past increasingly difficult steps 

in the hiring process. 

While only 10% of women received final offer letters 

before the Committee, 30% received final offer letters 

after establishment of the Committee.  These effects are 

visually represented below in Figure 2.

Figure 1 - Milestones in the Search Process

INITIAL 
POOL 

TARGET 
CANDIDATES

FINALISTS OFFER 
LETTER

Figure 2 - Closing the Gender Gap 
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What factors may have contributed 
to this finding?

Many variables likely impacted these findings. The 

changes brought about by the development of the 

Diversity Committee made significant and powerful 

differences in our firm. Firstly, we became more 

mindful regarding which candidates made it into our 

initial pool. Rather than casting a wider net in order to 

“check a gender box,” we were more precise in outlining 

skills and abilities at the outset of the search. We also 

encouraged clients to focus more on direct indicators 

of capability (e.g., experience in comparable situations).  

In another effort to be mindful, we took a second look 

at our own networks as recruiters. We had to push 

ourselves to think beyond our most familiar networks. 

Rather than pull from past candidates, we worked to 

include possible candidates that were unknown to 

Ferguson Partners in many of our searches over this 

time period. We also did not confine ourselves to the 

real estate industry.

Lastly, there were occasions where clients engaged in 

a search with diversity top of mind. Their own inclusion 

initiatives could have affected their final decision making. 

What have we learned from this 
process? 

Making progress on diversity and inclusion is a time 

intensive endeavor and requires diligent commitment.  

It is certainly not one size fits all. However, from our 

experience, establishing internal goals, assigning 

accountabilities, setting objectives with clear 

measurement, and using an ongoing cadence of check 

points to monitor progress paid dividends for our 

business and our clients.

We hope you find the report useful and are happy to 

discuss should you have any questions or comments. 
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