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Men: The Missing 
Ingredient in 

Gender Equity

What does it mean to be a good guy to women at work? A few things 

probably come to mind. Don’t harass women. (That one should be 

obvious.) Mentor women when you can. Encourage gender equality 

programs in the workplace, and as a manager, make sure women have 

the opportunity to participate. Offer fair pay and, when available, 

fl exible work arrangements, especially for working moms.

You can do more.

That women struggle with gender inequality is well known. They 

feel invisible, unheard, and disrespected in the workplace. They face 

inappropriate comments, sexual harassment, and in worst cases, as-

sault. They miss out on career opportunities and promotions, and 

face motherhood penalties if they have children.

On a broader scale, workplace inequities in recruitment, hir-

ing, and compensation create disadvantage not only for individual 

workers, but also for their families and broader national and global 

economies. The gender wage gap is the most widely recognized 
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2 GOOD GUYS

workplace inequity and is a particularly useful example in under-

standing how these issues affect society and the economy at large. 

In 2018, the gender wage gap in the United States was 81.1 percent 

and has remained nearly unchanged, with less than a 1 percent im-

provement since 2008.1 As with other disparities at work, the gender 

wage gap is amplifi ed for women of color. Beyond race and ethnicity, 

the gap is particularly crushing for single mothers and women below 

the poverty line. Eliminating the gap has the potential to increase the 

pay for 60 percent of women, reduce poverty for women by half, and 

add 2.8 percent to the national gross domestic product (GDP).2 On a 

global level, there is more reason to achieve gender parity sooner than 

later, as it could add up to $28 trillion to annual global GDP.3 With 

this kind of economic prosperity, many of the world’s enduring social 

problems aren’t quite as daunting.

Despite these worldwide benefi ts, gender equality is largely seen 

as a women’s issue. Organizations and their male leaders see gender 

inequities as something women need to solve, and men are histori-

cally missing in efforts to address these problems. And because most 

men are not meaningfully engaged in addressing gender inequities, it 

may take another 202 years to create gender parity, according to 2019 

World Economic Forum estimates.4

Gender inequities are not women’s issues—they are leadership is-

sues. Framing gender inequities as “women’s issues” gives men a free 

pass—“we’re not women; it’s not our problem.” If gender equity is 

perceived to be a women’s issue, men are more likely to believe they 

have no psychological standing or ownership to support taking ac-

tion. The perception that men lack legitimacy because they aren’t 

women, don’t share women’s experiences, or don’t have the expertise 

keeps men silent. 

Men need to do more to be a good guy in the workplace and pave 

the way for gender equality. The truth is that in most organizations—

especially those that are traditionally male-dominated—men are more 

likely to occupy key stakeholder positions. Men have the infl uence and 

power to create change, and they are crucial to altering the status quo.
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So, why is it that so many men don’t see or understand women’s ex-

periences at work? The simple answer is that it’s hard to see problems 

we don’t encounter.

It’s Good to Be a Man in the Workplace

The workplace was created by men, for men, to do men’s work. Be-

cause men are the workplace norm, the entire business and workplace 

environment is based on men, with a few exceptions (e.g., women’s 

restrooms). The ideal room temperature for offi ces, conferences, 

and work activities is set at a lower temperature based on men’s work 

wear—business suits—and their higher metabolic rates.5 Wherever 

you may work, the workspace and job-related equipment are prob-

ably based on men’s average height, weight, and build. For example, 

aircraft cockpits, commercial vehicles, carpentry tools, safety protec-

tive equipment, body armor, and so on are all geared to men. In one 

recent example, NASA had to cancel a scheduled space walk with two 

astronauts because it had only one spacesuit available that was de-

signed for a woman, but both astronauts were female.6 Male as the 

default gender also extends to many areas of research, most impor-

tantly, safety, health, and medical research, making the world a safer 

and healthier place for men to live and work.7

One of the primary roadblocks to male awareness of gender dispar-

ities relates to our misperceptions of women at work. As one illustra-

tion, men often presume that women leave their companies at higher 

rates than men because they want to pause their careers to have chil-

dren. In fact, McKinsey & Company’s annual Women in the Workplace 

report in 2017 revealed that women are not leaving the workforce to 

have children—80 percent of the women planning to leave their com-

pany in the next two years were staying in the workforce.8 Instead, 

they’re leaving a workplace that doesn’t treat them fairly, hoping to 

fi nd one that might. Like men, less than 2 percent of women say that 

they are leaving the workforce for reasons related to family.9
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Male misperception extends to how men and women perceive op-

portunity and equity in today’s workplace. CNBC’s “Close the Gap” 

research on the fi nance industry indicated that male senior leaders 

generally believed that gender discrimination had signifi cantly de-

clined.10 In the survey, it found that 56 percent of male participants 

believed that men and women were just as likely to become leaders in 

their industry, while only 37 percent of women said the same. Simi-

larly, 75 percent of men indicated that men and women working at 

similar levels of management were paid equally, while only 40 percent 

of women agreed.11 Clearly, many men don’t perceive gender inequi-

ties in the traditional workplace. It’s hard to fi x what you can’t see.

Obstacles to Male Engagement

Men have told us that they don’t know how to get started in the fi ght 

for gender equity, and some encounter obstacles when they do. These 

obstacles include unclear rationales for inclusion, lack of support from 

senior leadership, or fear of making mistakes. Who wants to inadver-

tently offend someone or hurt their feelings when you have good in-

tentions? It’s easier for you to avoid taking action, so you don’t engage. 

If you’re not comfortable talking about gender, women’s work experi-

ences, harassment, discrimination, or emotions, then you’ll probably 

avoid those conversations.

Another challenge to solving gender inequities and making real 

change in the workplace is zero-sum beliefs. People who hold a zero-sum 

perspective believe that gains for a nondominant group (women) are a 

loss for their own dominant group (men). In the case of gender, men 

are more likely to hold zero-sum beliefs related to gender equality and 

are therefore less likely to engage in action that reduces inequality 

for fear of losing in some way. Men who are older and have stronger 

beliefs in social hierarchies, more sexist beliefs, and less awareness of 

gender inequality are more likely to hold this perspective.12 Zero-sum 

thinking is one of the many stumbling blocks for diversity and inclu-

sion initiatives. Diversity is a tough sell in organizations where many 
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people see diversity as a threat to their identity, job, or advancement 

opportunities.

No one is blaming men for inheriting a workplace that fi ts us so 

perfectly that we don’t even notice, but that doesn’t mean we can ig-

nore the negative effects on women’s lives and careers. It’s time to 

focus on fi xing the systems within our workplace that reinforce and 

normalize the institutional sexism that creates gender inequities. The 

only way to drive signifi cant long-term change is to fi x our organi-

zations’ behavior and culture and to engage men in partnering with 

women to make this change.

Traditional Workplace Gender Rules

When the workplace rules are designed for workers based on spe-

cifi c gender roles, it’s hard to see why there’s a problem if you fi t into 

those roles and follow the rules. Gender rules are expectations de-

rived from social beliefs we share about appropriate behavior for men 

and women.13 In the traditional workplace, they look like the follow-

ing rules:

• Men work outside the home and women work inside the home.

• Work that women perform is inherently less important than the 

work men perform.

• Women are not competent at performing men’s work.

• There is something fundamentally aberrant about a woman 

who performs men’s work, and the corollary, men should not 

perform women’s work.

Almost every gender bias and norm in the workplace fl ows from 

one of these traditional gender rules. While we may disagree with 

these rules—and we do—they still tacitly operate, shaping work-

place  behavior. Let’s see how these gender rules operate in our every-

day lives.
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When women are visible in the workplace, they are expected to 

occupy roles that are appropriate for women’s work—administrative, 

support, or caregiving. In the workplace, this can take many forms, 

but “offi ce housework” (i.e., taking notes, planning social events, 

bringing coffee or snacks) is particularly prevalent and challenging to 

overcome—if you’re a woman.

Even less visible to men are gendered expectations for work roles 

when men and women become parents. Because we see women as care-

givers, they are often perceived to be less committed at work and evalu-

ated similarly. You might assume that actual performance should help 

overcome this discrimination against mothers. Testing this hypothesis, 

researchers found that even when presented with unambiguous perfor-

mance information, evaluators rated mothers lower than single women 

or men based on perceived defi ciencies in interpersonal qualities. Suc-

cessful women with children were specifi cally evaluated as less warm 

and likable, resulting in poorer organizational employment outcomes.14

These same gender rules also reinforce behavior for men in terms 

of what they do see. Men receive signals and messages that there is 

something wrong with them if they want to devote time away from 

work to care for children. One father with two young boys was asked 

by skeptical coworkers about his decision to take paternity leave: “Why 

would you want to be home with a baby for that long?” Reinforcing the 

perception that childcare is women’s work, other coworkers quipped, 

“I bet your wife appreciates what you are doing.”15

It might seem easy to dismiss this kind of workplace banter as harm-

less, but it has a real and measurable impact on men’s perceptions and 

decisions about workplace fl exibility and parental leave. While men 

and women are just as likely to espouse attitudes of support for fl exi-

ble work schedules and parental leave, men are less likely to actually 

use the benefi ts.

Traditional gender rules also lead to implicit bias in the way men 

see their female colleagues.16 For example, when men are asked anon-

ymously how they feel about women, they offer a list of positive traits 

(e.g., “Women are great. I love women. They are kind, caring, and 

gentle.”). This is the well-researched women are wonderful effect.17 Yet, 
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we still fi nd widespread biases against women in the workplace. Men’s 

“wonderful” assessments of women serve to mask the things they don’t 

say about them: that she’s a brilliant leader, she has innovative ideas, 

she’s ambitious, and so on. In other instances, they hold women back 

from career or growth opportunities as a form of protection—“She 

wouldn’t want to travel now that she has kids” or “This project will 

take a lot of time, and she is already so busy”—what’s known as benevo-

lent sexism.

It’s important to recognize how we label sexist and harassing behav-

ior in the workplace. Too often, harassment is considered another wom-

en’s issue, yet men are the people most likely to harass women. Labeling 

harassment as a women’s issue is a form of hostile sexism that evokes a 

negative reaction toward them. There’s also the issue of ownership of 

the problem. As Gretchen Carlson, TV commentator and author of Be 

Fierce who ignited the latest cultural revolution regarding harassment 

in the workplace with her lawsuit against Chairman and CEO of Fox 

News Roger Ailes, told us in an interview, “When men hear something 

is a women’s issue, they tune out. Not because they don’t care; they just 

assume they don’t have to pay attention because it’s for women. Let’s 

start calling harassment exactly what it is—a men’s issue.”

Male Allies as the Missing Piece of the Puzzle

How do we solve our problem? Men need to get involved. We need to 

learn to work together as gender partners and allies for each other. 

We defi ne allyship as:

Actively promoting gender fairness and equity in the workplace 

through supportive and collaborative personal relationships 

and public acts of sponsorship and advocacy intended to drive 

systemic improvements to the workplace culture.

Allies exhibit both affi rmation and informed action. We use the 

terms partner and ally because they conjure images of women and men 
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as equals in the workplace, working together to achieve their mission. 

Allies in an alliance acknowledge the power of relationship and prize 

interdependence and responsibility to each other.

Debra Meyerson and Megan Tompkins would frame male allies 

for equality as “tempered radicals.”18 Allies are cultural insiders who 

under stand the dominant culture, but have an outsider’s (nondom-

inant) perspective. They understand the behaviors and characteris-

tics of traditional workplace culture and are aware of and understand 

how gender inequality works and have the courage to change it. 

Allies aren’t saving women. They don’t see an opportunity to take 

control of gender initiatives and rescue women from inequality, re-

inforcing the heroic, masculine stereotype and strengthening the 

status quo. Instead, allies emphasize humility and gender partner-

ship—men and women working together in complementary roles—to 

create and support inclusive workplaces.

In their work with men as advocates and accomplices for women in 

the global development sector, Sahana Dharmapuri and Jolynn Shoe-

maker concluded that “when men are involved, it’s a sign that gender 

equality benefi ts all of society, not just a certain portion of the popu-

lation.”19 Effectively, this demonstrates to the women these men work 

with that we’re all in this together. And when men speak out on gen-

der equity issues, they’re also infl uencing their male colleagues—and 

junior men are watching and listening.20

When you’re getting started, allyship can feel complex, with compet-

ing expectations. Allyship demands that you simultaneously become 

attuned to women’s experiences and enter into conversations about 

gender equity. As an ally, you must learn when to speak up, listen, ask 

questions, and sometimes become invisible. Then you must go bigger. 

Involve men directly in gender equity work.21 Ask men to participate, 

volunteer, and contribute ideas, and give them a role in changing pol-

icy. Integrate gender diversity initiatives into operational business out-

comes and then hold managers and leaders accountable. Make it clear 

that women are not the only benefi ciaries of gender equity, and more 

men will act. That takes being a “good guy” to the next level. (See the 

sidebar “Note to Men: There’s a Lot in This for You, Too.”)
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Note to Men: There’s a Lot in This for You, Too

The benefi ts to men of partnering with and supporting women are sig-

nifi cant but may not always be obvious. Kimberley Doyle, director of cor-

porate engagement at Catalyst, commented about benefi ts accruing to 

male allies: “One of the things holding men back from being better allies 

is they don’t often understand what they have to gain from being an ally. 

Some of the benefi ts include better physical and mental health, more 

rewarding and intimate relationships, not to mention the business case 

for making more money and being more infl uential leaders at work.”

There’s more, especially for white men. Developing allyship with 

women brings the added bonus of developing allyship skills that are 

transportable to other groups in the workplace. Rachel Thomas, co-

founder and president of LeanIn.Org and OptionB.Org, said, “Men who 

are good at working with women also learn skills that make them more 

eff ective working with people of color. By getting better at allyship with 

women, you are going to be better at working with a substantial and 

growing slice of the workplace population. This is a competitive advan-

tage for men that delivers real value to your organization.”

Allyship also crosses over from the workplace to the home front 

when we support each other in our roles as caregivers. Josh Levs, au-

thor of All In, elaborated that men need women’s support, too: “Just as 

women need help from everyone to ensure true equal opportunity in the 

workplace, men need help from everyone to ensure equal opportunity 

as caregivers—it’s the big unknown half of gender equality. If the mes-

sage to guys is ‘be one of the good guys, help women,’ it’s nice but it 

fails to address the fact that men have challenges too.” It can be diffi  cult 

even for the most courageous man to talk about caregiving challenges 

or fl exible work-family roles when facing the resistance of the status quo 

norms in the workplace. Lev’s research fi nds that it helps when men can 

acknowledge that we don’t have all the answers and that we can learn 

something from our female colleagues.
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One of the true paradoxes of male allyship is the consistent social 

psychological research evidence showing that when men advocate for 

women or call out gender inequities, they are perceived to be more 

credible because they are not acting in self-interest.22 The research 

shows that when men advocate for gender equity initiatives, their 

voice and message are given more weight because they are supporting 

initiatives that benefi t women. Women are all too familiar with these 

double standards. It’s time for men to open their eyes to this opportu-

nity and privilege and use it. As apparent outsiders to the cause, our 

voices on the topic of gender equity carry considerable weight.

Engaging men at every level of the organization is critical to chang-

ing the traditional workplace culture. Rachel Thomas of LeanIn.Org 

and OptionB.Org warned that “junior men fall into the trap of think-

ing there is nothing they can do. Junior men can actually do a great 

deal to partner with women for equality and inclusion. Some of these 

allyship acts are small but still bring a lot of impact.”

As it turns out, men can do so much more because of their innate 

privilege—even at the junior levels. Being members of the dominant 

gender at work, we are free to navigate the system through our knowl-

edge of the culture and use our understanding of women’s experi-

ences to disrupt the status quo. To develop our sense of being allies, 

we learn to see the world through others’ experiences. This requires 

being more aware, challenging assumptions, reading, learning, ask-

ing questions, and listening. Without this effort, we risk falling into 

the trap of silence—doing nothing. We can do better.

Fortunately, over the past several decades, more men have been 

willing to speak out publicly and act to level the playing fi eld for 

women. The research evidence is clear: when men are actively en-

gaged in gender diversity, both women and men have a more positive 

outlook about their organization’s progress toward eliminating gen-

der inequities. One international study asked women and men if they 

agreed that their company had made signifi cant progress in the last 

three years in improving gender diversity at all levels of the company. 

These responses were correlated with whether they agreed that men 
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in their company were involved in championing gender diversity. The 

results show that in companies where men are actively involved in 

gender diversity, 96 percent of people report progress, whereas where 

men are not engaged, only 30 percent see progress.23

Allyship and support for gender equity must be public, too. It’s 

not enough that we hold ourselves individually accountable—we must 

be advocating for gender equity in public spaces, even when women 

aren’t in the room, especially when women aren’t in the room. Marine 

Corps Colonel Maria Pallotta’s advice for men is: “You’ve got to be out 

there saying this organization is better for the contributions of the 

women on our team. If you don’t, her male peers will undermine her. 

It’s not enough to be neutral. The entire organization has to know you 

are a proactive advocate for women.”

There are lots of ways that men can deliberately involve them-

selves in increasing gender diversity. Some include supporting fl ex-

ible work policies, modeling the right behaviors, communicating 

fairly,  sponsoring high-potential women, and getting involved with 

company- specifi c initiatives.24 This book aims to help you get started 

with just that.

The Allyship Journey

There are three types of male allies. In our conversation with Subha 

Barry, President of Working Mother Media, she described them as “a 

small group of men who are already allies, know what they have to 

do, and do it all the time. A large middle group who are aware of the 

inequities, but watching the lay of the land, deciding if it is politically 

smart to act or use political capital. Finally, there is a small group of 

misogynists with very strong views who aren’t going to change.” 

In this guide to male allyship, we focus on the fi rst two groups: 

fi rst, leveraging and reinforcing all-in allies into leadership roles; sec-

ond, motivating the large middle group of men to lean in to the good 

work of inclusion and equality. Whether you are a leader, manager, 
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or a junior employee looking to support your female colleagues, this 

book will give you practical tips and advice to help you be a male 

ally—to learn from the women around you, to get over your fears and 

hesitancies, and to make real change in the workplace and beyond.

The skills you need to be a better ally for women at work will also 

make you a better ally for everyone. Think of them as gateway skills. 

What makes you an ally to women also applies to being a better ally to 

someone of a different race, sexual orientation, military veteran sta-

tus, or generation. This will become clear as you learn how to develop 

these important skills for today’s workplace.

The book is organized into three parts: interpersonal allyship,  public 

allyship, and systemic allyship. The chapters comprise sixty action- 

oriented strategies that will guide your skill development and person-

alized ally action plan.

Part one, Interpersonal Allyship, examines how you show up in 

workplace relationships with women. Chapter 2 encourages refl ec-

tion on your gender intelligence (GQ) and employs strategies to ex-

pand your knowledge about how women experience the workplace. 

Of course, you can’t be an all-in ally at work unless you’re an ally at 

home, so strategies in chapter 3 will arm you with actions to make 

you a world-class ally for your own partner and children. Chapter 4 

is loaded with strategies to ensure your everyday interactions with 

women at work are creating a work environment that tells women 

that they are included, valued, and respected. Part one ends with the 

importance of developing friendships with women based on trust and 

reciprocity. The strategies in chapter 5 equip men for the relational 

aspects that are key to forging a network of women colleagues who 

are part of your personal board of advisers.

After mastering crucial ally relational strategies, part two prepares 

you for public allyship by offering strategies on how to be a proactive 

ally despite the occasional anxiety and some obstacles you will likely 

face. Chapter 6 is full of strategies and best practices to help you nav-

igate the prickliest of scenarios. Many of these challenging scenarios 

happen in meetings. Chapter 7 gives you specifi c strategies to handle 
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these ubiquitous inequities. Being a public ally requires advocacy, and 

the fi nal chapter in part two outfi ts you with ways to boldly sponsor 

women and promote their excellent contributions.

Finally, part three addresses systemic allyship and equips you with 

strategies to advocate for allyship and organizational change at any 

level. Chapter 9 explores the multitude of organizational processes in 

which systemic inequities are perpetuated and the strategies you can 

apply to vanquish them. Allies need support too, and we know there’s 

strength in numbers. Chapter 10 contains strategies for growing a 

robust community of allies and developing a rich culture of allyship.

Whether you work for, alongside, or manage women, deliberately 

engaging with them in the workplace is the only real solution to over-

coming the systemic sexism and inequality that keep all of us from 

maximizing potential and our organization from thriving. 

Making Mistakes Is Part of the Journey

Allyship is a continuous learning process—a journey on which we 

will need to leverage and learn from each other—men and women in 

partnership. As Karen Catlin explains in her book, Better Allies, even 

seasoned allies with wide-open minds are constantly learning and ab-

sorbing new information about how to support less privileged people 

around them. Maintaining a learning orientation, a growth mindset, 

and a healthy dose of humility goes a long way toward being better 

allies. This is a marathon, not a sprint.

There are no perfect allies. As you work to become a better ally for 

the women around you, you will undoubtedly make a mistake. You’ll 

be stepping out of your comfort zone and you’ll be putting yourself 

on display as a partner and supporter. Brené Brown, author of Dare to 

Lead, research professor, and Huffi ngton Foundation–Brené Brown 

Endowed Chair at The Graduate College of Social Work at the Uni-

versity of Houston said, “You can choose courage or you can choose 

comfort. You can not have both.” In many ways, allyship is a test of 
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courage. If it were easy, we wouldn’t be talking about it. Allyship re-

quires us to enter spaces and conversations that can make us feel un-

comfortable and take the occasional misstep.

Many men have never been in a space where they were a minority; 

they can fi nd this both uncomfortable and powerful. (Take it from 

two guys who routinely speak and work in female-dominated spaces.) 

Most people don’t want to unintentionally offend someone or hurt 

their feelings. And others worry that they’ll experience resistance, 

backlash, or the dreaded wimp penalty.25 They fear they’ll be stigma-

tized through association with women’s initiatives at work.26 When 

faced with these uncertainties and fears, they naturally want to step 

back, rather than push forward.

But men need to get comfortable with these situations and conver-

sations. Allies must immerse themselves in spaces where they can use 

their curiosity and learning orientation to ask questions and just lis-

ten. They must change the prevailing discourse from a wimp penalty. 

Instead, recognize that it actually takes a stronger, more secure man 

to support women’s initiatives. This requires showing up in spaces 

where you don’t think to venture and in ways you are unaccustomed 

to, and speaking up when you see backlash behavior. And in the pro-

cess, make mistakes, learn from them, and fi gure out ways to improve.

In our experience, we fi nd that when we make a mistake, we ben-

efi t from the honest relationships we’ve developed with women who 

trust our good intentions. As Catlin said, “[T]he best allies are willing 

to make mistakes and keep trying. As allies, we must acknowledge 

when we’re wrong or could do better, and correct our course. We re-

sist getting defensive and insisting that we’re already doing enough. 

We listen and learn. We iterate.”27

Speaking out isn’t easy, and no one expects perfection. But be-

coming a partner and ally to women is a crucial element of helping 

them reach equity in the workplace. If you think you’re doing enough, 

you’re probably not. Push further.

Jennifer Brown, CEO of Jennifer Brown Consulting, a true inclu-

sion thought leader, provided her insight on diversity and allyship: “I 

H7761-Smith.indb   14 7/20/20   12:36 PM



Men: The Missing Ingredient in Gender Equity 15

think the work of allyship needs to be sustained and over time—and 

you’re only an ally when someone says you are. The caution there is 

that being an ally is a journey and not a destination. Allyship is some-

thing you can aspire to, but you have to be careful when you claim it. 

Acknowledge we have our own work to do. Let’s both go together.”
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