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In every workplace,  
in every sector

–––––––––
Increasing the numbers  

of women means engaging 
men to make workplace 
culture more inclusive



This report focuses on interventions that have attracted the most interest in the many organisations to 
whom the research has been presented. It contains more detailed explanation of how to make these popular 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV�ZRUN��7KLV�UHSRUW�DOVR�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�EHQHĆWV�IRU�PHQ�RI�PRUH�LQFOXVLYH�FXOWXUHV�

Key ways to transform  
workplace culture

Seeking to 
understand  

women’s (and some 
men’s) issues with 



Get unconscious  
bias into the open

–––––––––
Just ask how gender  

is affecting your  
career progress



Understanding workplace culture 
problems: Just ask
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The nature and the severity of work-
culture problems will be unique  
DQG�VSHFLĆF�WR�HDFK�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�� 
A programme to remedy these problems 
ZLOO�ĆUVW�UHTXLUH�DQ�DVVHVVPHQW�RI�ZKLFK�
problems are the real priority – and 
then a later assessment to check on the 
effectiveness of any remedies trialled. 

2XU�DSSURDFK�LV�LQIRUPHG�E\�WKH�ĆQGLQJ�
that workplace culture problems are 

obscured by unconscious bias. Women, 
as well as men, do not easily recognise 
the problems – particularly biases that 
accumulate over time. 

We therefore deliberately recommend  
an approach that prompts awareness  
of the issues. 

NB: It is vital to communicate the CEO’s 
commitment to the process.

The six main workplace culture problem areas, as 
LGHQWLĆHG�LQ�WKH�&ROODERUDWLQJ�ZLWK�0HQ�UHVHDUFK��DUH�

Women being interrupted or their ideas  
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Understanding workplace culture 
problems: Reverse mentoring

Reverse mentoring between a man in 
leadership and a woman in early or mid 
career is a useful tool for both parties, 
enabling them to explore aspects of 
everyday life within the workplace that 
have negative consequences for women’s 

career progression and discuss what 
can be done to change this. The women 
should be at a career stage where the 
RUJDQLVDWLRQ�LGHQWLĆHV�D�SURJUHVVLRQ�
problem needing to be solved.

The mentee will learn what happens  
in their organisation from a woman’s 
point of view, how that feels, and both 
will discuss what can be done to help.  
Cross generational and other 
differences such as sexuality or  
ethnicity can also be explored.  

7KH�PHQWRU�ZLOO�EHQHĆW�IURP�
networking with senior management.

Research shows that women are only 
partially aware of the gender bias they 
experience so both mentor and mentee 
will need to offer insight as well as 
learning from the other.8

Reverse mentoring often works best 
when it is treated more like a conversation 
and less like a meeting with a packed 
agenda. Each conversation will have 
a different rhythm. Some will want to 
work on implications and outcomes 
HDUO\�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�DQG�RWKHUV�ZLOO�ĆQG�

LW�PRUH�FRPIRUWDEOH�WR�VSHQG�WKH�ĆUVW�
few sessions discussing issues and not 
outcomes. Check in with each other 
regularly on how it’s going.

0HQWHHV�0HHWLQJ��$W�DJUHHG�SRLQWV�
mentees to get together to share learning 
and agree action points.

Identify suitable pairing(s)  – several 
members of a board or executive 
committee need to be mentees to 
facilitate learning from the perspective of 
women at different career stages.

Draw up a reverse mentoring agreement 
that stipulates:

• 	 Objectives – Overall purpose and 
discussion topics. 

• �� �'�H���Q�L�Q�J �D �V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O �R�X�W�F�R�P�H –  
and any preparation and/or follow ups.

• 	 Frequency of meeting (we suggest 
monthly or bi-monthly for one year and 
convened by the mentee).

• 	 Guidelines for conducting  this 
‘workplace friendship’ – this 
relationship works best if both 
parties share openly (what is not 
commercially sensitive information). 
This requires trust, tact and patience. 
6SHFLĆFDOO\�VWDWH�WKDW�WKHUH�ZLOO�EH�
no negative career consequences for 
honesty. Agree on the best form(s) 
of communication (which might not 
always be a face to face meeting) and 
a process covering the eventuality 
that the pairing does not work at all, or 
QHHGV�UHYLHZLQJ�UHĆQLQJ��,W�LV�KHOSIXO�WR�
have an independent arbitrator.
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The gender power  
of reverse mentoring

–––––––––
A woman from middle 

management mentoring a 
senior man reveals issues 
and provides a platform  

for better outcomes



Ensuring  
women are heard

–––––––––
Sensitive ways to 

amplify points made by 
women in meetings
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Individual interventions:  
Better chairing of meetings

These ideas help to tackle the problems 
previously described about women being 
interrupted or not heard – as well as 
KHOSLQJ�HYHU\RQH�ZRUN�PRUH�HIĆFLHQWO\��

There was a strong call in the research 
for training in how to run a meeting 
effectively. This is unsurprising given that 

research shows that professionals attend 
an average of 60 meetings per month and 
think that between 30-50% of the time 
they spend in meetings is wasted.12

The following are interventions that 
research participants told us work  
for them.

• 	 Timing of the meeting
–	 Think about whether it is possible 

to change the time of day or day of 
the week when a meeting is held 
WR�HQVXUH�LW�GRHV�QRW�FRQćLFW�ZLWK�
school pick up or drop off time and 
maximises the opportunity for those 
working part-time to attend.

• 	 Nominating chairs
–	 Ask a woman to chair an agenda 

SRLQW�WKDW�VKH�LV�ZHOO�TXDOLĆHG�WR�
comment upon and rotate the overall 
chairing responsibilities to a woman, 
where possible.

• 	 Leaders to model this behaviour:
–	 Address in private those whose 

behaviour in meetings excludes or 
offends others.

• 	 Chairing the meeting
–	 Welcome and make everyone  

feel comfortable.
–	 Clearly explain the purpose of the 

PHHWLQJ�DQG�ZKHQ�LW�ZLOO�ĆQLVK�
–	 ,QYLWH�D�ZRPDQ�WR�DVN�WKH�ĆUVW�

question. Other women are then 
more likely to speak out.

–	 Stop the dominant by using 
techniques such as repeating 
verbatim their main point so they feel 
acknowledged and then explicitly 
inviting others to contribute or 
KROGLQJ�XS�D�ĆQJHU�DQG�VD\LQJ�� 
‘I’ll come to you later’ (and do so).

–	 Make sure everyone has their say 
- scan the room and invite others 
to contribute by eye contact whilst 
saying, ‘who else would like to make 
their point/ask a question’.

–	 Consciously intervene when people 
have been interrupted and invite 

阀
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Think different
–––––––––

Challenge and  
widen the way merit and 

�O�H�D�G�H�U�V�K�L�S���L�V���G�H���Q�H�G
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Building closer relationships:  
Ideas to facilitate more  
mixed gender networking

‘Collaborating with Men’ reveals that 
men and women tend to have a different 
approach to networking and men and 
women’s strongest networks are with 
their own gender.

 Gender issues tend to be thought of as 
an issue only for the ‘women’s network’, 
which is one reason why men are unaware 
of many of the career barriers women face 
as a result of their gender. 

• 	 Individual interventions on 
recruitment/promotion
–	 Make an effort to extend your 

networks to more women so you can 
advertise opportunities more widely 
(for example join women’s network 
groups on LinkedIn, ask women’s 
networks to recommend candidates).

–	 Ask why fewer men than women 
have applied for a job in your team, 
set back the deadline until more  
are found.

–	 Research from organisations 
such as Timewise15 shows that 
DGYHUWLVLQJ�ćH[LELOLW\�LQ�PDQDJHULDO�
MREV�VLJQLĆFDQWO\�H[SDQGV�WKH�WDOHQW�
SRRO�å�DQG�WKDW�ćH[LELOLW\�LV�SRVLWLYHO\�
associated with commitment to the 
organisation.16 The clear implication 
LV�WR�FKDOOHQJH�ZKDW�NLQG�RI�ćH[LELOLW\�
can be offered.

–	 Recognise that women are often 
reticent about applying for a 
promotion unless they meet almost 
all of the advertised criteria and 
encourage them to do so.17

• 	 Mixed gender network building
–	 Actively support the plan in many 

workplaces to extend gender 
equality networks to all inequalities 
and genders.

–	 Organise peer co-mentoring and  
skill swaps in mixed gender pairs.  
For example, interview practice,  
CV development, introduction to 
new software. 

–	 Set everyone in the team the task  
of meeting someone new of another 
gender for coffee, say, once a month 
to discuss a topic of relevance to the 
team or just to chat. 

–	 Mixed gender teams to organise 
work social activities that create 
shared experiences, and think about 
the time and location of these events 
to maximise the chance of a broad 
group of people being willing and 
able to attend.

–	 Ban eating at your desk and create 
social spaces for lunch breaks.
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Action for leaders
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Make the 
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Supporters of our research

We have presented within over 25 organisations 
from the private and public sectors and, presented 
on public platforms to dozens more. Many 
organisations, like those quoted here, are interested 
in and acting upon the ways individuals can change 
and mould the culture in their workplaces to be 
more inclusive. 

Organisations supporting this research and its 
practical solutions include Aviva, the Royal Mail, 
&DPEULGJH�$VVHVVPHQW��WKH�+RPH�2IĆFH��%%&�
Wales and Marshall Aerospace and Defence Group.

Like many of the other men who 
participated, I was surprised at 
just how many women still feel that 
workplace culture is an issue. Men 
should at least meet women half way 
and change their own behaviours.
Simon Carpenter, Head of Delivery Product 
Deployment, Royal Mail

The ‘5 key ways to transform workplace 
culture’ provides a strategic understanding of 
workplace culture, whilst promoting tangible 
and tactical suggestions for improvement.

The key insights from Murray Edwards’ 
research has helped us to develop an 
approach based on staff insight from all levels 
of the organisation, with steps to improve 
the workplace culture for all based on sound 
qualitative and quantitative evidence.’
Jason Ghaboos, Deputy Director,  



We invite you to join these companies and try out some of the solutions 
contained in this report. Jill Armstrong, Researcher and Bye-Fellow  
at Murray Edwards College can help in establishing what actions may 
work best in your workplace and in monitoring the effect of the trials.

Jill will be delighted to hear from you. 
Jill Armstrong, email: ja605@cam.ac.uk

Contact Louise Ovens, PA to the President,  
Murray Edwards College, University of Cambridge 
Tel: 01223 762227   Email: ljo30@cam.ac.uk

Hard copies of this report and ‘Collaborating with Men’ are available  
from Louise Ovens. Alternatively, both are available for download  
IURP�WKH�0XUUD\�(GZDUGV�&ROOHJH�ZHEVLWH�� 
www.murrayedwards.cam.ac.uk

An invitation to get involved

Footnotes:

1 	




