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Overview
More than ever, women are occupying positions of leadership 
and influence in our society. This trend has gained considerable 
visibility in the political landscape as more women have been 
elected to serve in Congress in 2019 than any year prior. No mat-
ter how meaningful these achievements are, we know that per-
vasive gender inequities impact virtually every dimension of 
our culture and everyday lives. If  we want to move the needle on 
gender equity in all aspects of our society, it is critical to make 
strategic interments in women’s advancement in the workforce.

The gender and racial inequities present in our society did not oc-
cur by accident. Rather, a history of discriminatory policies has 
limited the opportunities for women, especially women of color. 
According to a report released by the Institute for Women’s Policy 
Research, last year, women’s median annual income was $41,977 
compared to $52,146 for men.i  The gap is even more pronounced 
for Black and Latina women, who earned only 60.8% and 53% of 
White men’s income, respectively.ii  We must examine these barriers 
with a policy lens and question how our social structures maintain 
these patterns and impede women’s advancement in the workforce.

Responding to this need, many organizations across the country 
have already taken steps to prioritize diversity and equity as an 
integral part of their strategic plans to address workplace wellness 
and success. Yet, organizations may find it difficult to identify 
practical ways to challenge historic inequities that have taken root 
in the contemporary workforce. The current political and social cli-
mate can also create resistance toward addressing perceived “con-
troversial” topics such as sexism, racism, and other forms of work-
place discrimination. Moreover, the proliferation of many forms of 
technological advancement is projected to create a variety of rap-
id and lasting changes that our society will have to grapple with.
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Navigating these challenges, this report builds on existing research 
conducted by the Kirwan Institute on the implication of bias in the 
workplace (see, Combating Implicit Bias in the Workplace).iii  This 
report uplifts research on key decision points that can serve to 
help or hinder women’s advancement in the workforce and offers 
practical solutions to addressing gender inequity through strate-
gic plan development and implementation. Although this report 
focuses broadly on women, the strategies are also applicable for 
creating more equitable practices for other gender minorities, such 
as transgender and non-binary individuals, who are oftentimes left 
out of the broader conversation of gender equity in the workforce. 

This report emphasizes strategies that organizational leadership 
can implement as part of a comprehensive strategic plan. It is also 
important to note that organizational change does not happen in a 
purely top-down approach. Every employee has a role in creating a 
more equitable workplace. These strategies can help employees at 
all levels make recommendations for continued improvement and 
develop employee-led efforts for accomplishing the same goals. 
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GlOssary
Terms related to equity and social identity will be used throughout 
this paper. Rather than individually citing each reference, this glossa-
ry can be used a guidepost for integrating perspectives from the social 
sciences into workplace dynamics that relate to equity and inclusion.

implicit bias: “The attitudes or stereotypes that impact 
our understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious 
manner.”iv   

affinity bias: “The tendency to gravitate toward and develop 
relationships with people who are more like ourselves and share 
similar interests and backgrounds.”v   

stereOtype threat: “Stereotype threat refers to being at 
risk of confirming, as a self-characteristic, a negative stereotype 
about one's social group.”vi   

privileGe: “Unearned advantages that are highly valued but 
restricted to certain groups.”vii  

micrOaGGressiOns: “Everyday verbal, nonverbal, and 
environmental slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional 
or unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory, or 
negative messages to target persons based solely upon their 
marginalized group membership.”viii  

IntersectiOnality: “A lens through which you can see where 
power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s not 
simply that there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and 
a class or LBGTQ problem there. Many times, that framework erases 
what happens to people who are subject to all of these things.” ix
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INCLUSIVE 
STRATEGIC PLAN 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION
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DEFINING THE PROBLEM
An organization’s first steps to designing a strategic plan on gender 
equity is to identify the specific problem(s) they want to address and 
focus on the decision points that are more likely to contribute to those 
outcomes. For example, if an organization lacks woman represen-
tation in the overall workforce, it would be most beneficial to target 
changes in recruitment and outreach efforts. Whereas, if an organiza-
tion wants to advance more women to leadership positions, it would 
be most helpful to focus on mentorship and promotion pipelines. 

actiOn steps
Establish clear goals related to gender and racial equity and develop 
your strategic plan with targeted strategies to accomplish these goals. 

Include specific benchmarks and goals within the strategic plan. (e.g. 
leadership will establish an equity task-force, or promote 20% more wom-
en to leadership roles by the next year). Include participation from staff 
in developing goals and in designing strategies for how to achieve them.

Collect data at decision points that impact gender equity and 
representation and prioritize data that your organization already tracks. 

Conduct a scan of relevant research to gain awareness of best 
practices related to workforce equity. If possible, utilize literature 
specific to your industry or sector. 

Consult with an external entity when applicable, especially when 
anonymity may be a concern.
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20% 20% 20%

GAINING INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT

Although the first step for strategic plan development requires a focus 
on specific decision points as a way to form targeted interventions, 
creating institutional change requires a comprehensive approach 
for understanding how inequity can pervade multiple aspects 
of an organization. This requires both a top-down and bottom-
up approach. If an organization desires to shift organizational 
culture and promote equity, it is necessary to have both leadership 
buy-in and the support of staff throughout the organization. 

Leadership buy-in is the most critical first step of any strategic 
plan implementation. The values of your organization’s leaders 
will set the stage for the level of commitment to address inequities 
for all levels of the workforce. Moreover, leadership buy-in 
directly impacts how staff members’ time is allocated to address 
these issues. A strong leadership commitment increases the 
likelihood that staff members will be encouraged to address 
gender and racial equity as a key factor of organizational well-
being. Importantly, leadership should not be the sole driver of these 
efforts. Rather, the sustainability of gender equity initiatives must 
also include the input and decision-making of all levels of staff—
especially staff who are most impacted by gender and racial bias. 

Organizations must also be mindful of power dynamics that are 
at play. Oftentimes women, especially women of color, are tasked 
with the additional responsibility of formally or informally 
educating others about their experiences of discrimination.x  This 
responsibility is often placed on those with marginalized identities 
without additional compensation or even without consent. It is a 
heavy personal burden to advocate on behalf of one’s own identity 
(often in the face of opposition) in the workplace. Organizations 
must be mindful of this tension and not assume that someone 
would want to lead a diversity-focused initiative primarily due 
to their identity or experiences. Therefore, appointments to 
an equity working group should be voluntary, and staff should 
be incentivized for taking on the additional responsibility.
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After organizations establish buy-in and put an implementation 
structure in place, a helpful next step is to ensure that all staff 
have a foundational understanding of both interpersonal and 
structural inequity through professional development. Equity-
focused trainings and workshops can help staff at all levels 
build a common language and understanding around topics of 
bias, privilege, and culture, which can encourage engagement 
around the broader focus on diversity outlined in the strategic 
plan. While a focus on competency is a necessary first step, 
awareness alone is not enough. Organizations must plan ahead 
to ensure that this shared knowledge will help facilitate staff-
driven efforts to reach the goals outlined in the strategic plan.
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Ensure that equity working group participation is voluntary and that 
staff are incentivized for additional time spent outside of their daily 
responsibilities.

Provide educational resources so that staff can educate themselves 
to reduce the burden on those with marginalized identities.

Promote an awareness of relevant issues of racial and gender equity 
through a professional development curriculum. Align trainings to spe-
cific goals outlined in a strategic plan rather than one-time engagements.

Create equity working groups to lead the decision-making around 
institutional efforts and engage the working group around setting 
goals, benchmarks, and implementing action plans. If a new policy is 
proposed, leadership can help hold other staff accountable to these 
practices.

Encourage participation of all levels of staff in the design and 
implementation of efforts to address gender bias. 

Establish leadership buy-in for the development and implementation 
of a strategic plan. 

actiOn steps
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RECRUITMENT
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Male-gendered phrasing 
stated: “We are determined 
to deliver superior medical 
treatment tailored to each 
individual patient.”

In many cases, a job posting is the first touchpoint that potential 
applicants have with your organization—how your organization frames 
its commitment to equity within the description can make a strong first 
impression. On the other hand, a job posting that appears neutral on 
the surface can unintentionally reduce women’s interest in applying 
due to biased wording. A recent study conducted by researchers at 
Princeton, Duke, and the University of Waterloo explored how words 
commonly associated with gender norms used in job postings would 
affect how appealing these jobs were to potential male and female 
applicants.xi Through an analysis of job postings in traditionally 
male-dominated vs. female-dominated fields, the researchers found 
that male-gendered phrasing included words more associated 
with competition and dominance whereas female-stereotyped 
phrasing focused on collaboration and interpersonal relationships.

USING ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE JOB 
POSTING DESCRIPTIONS

The study showed that using male-stereotyped phrasing in job 
applications made women less interested in these positions. 
Importantly, the lack of interest had nothing to do with women not 
possessing the required skills for these positions, but that women 
perceived less likelihood of “belongingness” at jobs that used 
male-stereotyped language.xii  For them, even if the connection to 
gender norms wasn’t explicit, potential female applicants were 
able to detect differences about the social identity of desired 
applicants simply because of the language used in the posting. 
Drawing from this study, Table 1 illustrates an example of how 
organizations can avoid signaling gender norms in job descriptions.

Woman-gender advertisement 
stated: “We are committed to 
providing top quality health 
care that is sympathetic to 
the needs of our patients.”
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MALE-GENDERED WOMEN-GENDERED NEUTRAL

“Ideal candidates are 
determined to achieve 
organizational goals 
and demonstrate 
exceptional 
performance”

“Ideal candidates will 
work collaboratively to 
support organizational 
goals and connect their 
performance to our key 
values”

“Ideal candidates 
are goal-oriented 
and self-
motivated”

Table 1. Examples of Gendered Language in Job Postings

To reiterate, this doesn’t mean that women who apply for these jobs 
do not consider themselves to be “determined” or “demonstrate 
exceptional performance,” rather this language signifies gender 
norms about the workplace values which female applicants evalu-
ate as part of their interest in working for a particular organization.

Seemingly subtle gender cues can have a large influence on the re-
cruitment process. However, this does not mean that organizations 
are exempt from focusing on the explicit use of gendered phrasing if 
they want to eliminate bias. Organizations must also evaluate their 
use of gendered pronouns and options for self-identification in or-
der to be more inclusive of transgender or non-binary individuals.

Language is an important social cue for how potential applicants 
perceive workplace dynamics and organizational culture. If bias-
es go unchecked, institutions and organizations will continue to 
produce the status quo. The following recommendations can help 
organizations challenge institutional racial and gender bias in job 
postings and recruitment pipelines:
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actiOn steps

Avoid gender-specific pronouns and other language that signals 
gender norms.

Provide more inclusive options for how applicants can self-identify 
their gender (or choose not to).

Use a text-analysis tool to flag gendered language in job postings (see 
reference list for examples of free text-analysis websites).xiii 

Demonstrate your organization’s commitment to diversity and equity 
through an Equal Employment Opportunity statement.

Hold staff accountable for writing and reviewing job postings with the 
goal of reducing gender and racial biases as part of your organization’s 
standard protocol.
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BROADEN RECRUITMENT NETWORKS

Research continues to demonstrate the merits of a diverse and equita-
ble workforce for increasing an organization's competitiveness in the 
field.xiv However, organizations that have historically lacked a diverse 
body of female leaders can find themselves in a position where it is dif-
ficult to make meaningful gains to recruit, retain, and advance women.

To facilitate more equitable entry 
in the workforce, organizations 
must widen the pool of applicants. 
Headlines from a study conduct-
ed by the Harvard Business Re-
view summarized this issue by 
stating: “If there’s only one wom-
an in your candidate pool, there’s 
statistically no chance she’ll be 
hired.” While many organizations 
do not find themselves in a po-
sition with a pool this limited, it 
is not an exaggeration for many 
male-dominated fields such as 
STEM. Considering the implica-
tions of White privilege, the report 
further outlines outcomes based 
on the racial identity of appli-
cants, demonstrating that the like-
lihood of hiring a non-White can-
didate was 193.72 times greater if 
there were at least two non-White 
candidates in the finalist pool.xvi 

“In other words, 
we cannot expect 
new outcomes 
by relying on old 
practices.”

If an organization relies primarily on word of mouth or connec-
tion to networks that have helped share postings in the past, it 
is almost impossible to avoid creating an applicant pool that 
reflects the existing organizational demographics. In other 
words, we cannot expect new outcomes by relying on old prac-
tices. The following steps can help your organization navigate 
the relevant considerations for how to reach to a wider network:
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actiOn steps

Analyze where jobs have traditionally been advertised in the past and 
their relationship to who has traditionally applied for similar roles.

Get feedback from applicants by including questions about where 
applicants first learned of the job posting.

Examine where gaps may exist that limit outreach to women, especially 
women of color.

Avoid recruitment practices that rely primarily on word of mouth or 
professional relationships, since this limits opportunities to reach 
other qualified candidates.

Partner with organizations that have diversity and equity embodied 
within their mission to assist with outreach for new positions and to 
build employment pipelines.
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BIAS-CONSCIOUS RESUME REVIEW & 
INTERVIEW PROCESSES
Many organizations are making the shift to prioritize diversity 
and inclusion in their hiring policies and practices. While this 
is an important step, simply making a commitment to diversity 
does not ensure that an individual’s behavior will correspond 
to these goals. Even well-meaning application readers still have 
the potential of making decisions that ref lect implicit racial 
and gender biases. It is well-documented that humans operate 
with a variety of automatic biases and mental shortcuts to 
synthesize important information.xvii This is incredibly relevant 
for the resume review and interview processes since someone 
is tasked with forming a comprehensive evaluation of whether 
applicants’ skills, experiences, and personalities will be a 
good match for that organization in a very short period of time.

Gender biases have been documented in how application materials 
are reviewed and the subsequent decisions they inform. In one study, 
a group of reviewers were more likely to offer a higher starting salary 
to a fictitious applicant when those materials had a male name 
compared to if they had a female name.xviii Research on implicit bias 
demonstrates that decision-makers are more likely to rely on biases 
during decisions like these because they include a high degree of 
ambiguity or subjectivity. The inherent subjectivity in identifying a 
good “fit” for a particular role can make the resume review process 
one of the decision points where discrimination is most likely to 
occur.xix Perceptions of fit are also heavily influenced by the history 
of leaders and values of that organization. If organizations have 
lacked diversity and female representation in leadership roles, 
these past inequities can be reflected in present decision-making.

“REVIEWERS WERE MORE LIKELY TO 
OFFER A HIGHER STARTING SALARY TO 
A FICTITIOUS APPLICANT WHEN THOSE 
MATERIALS HAD A MALE NAME”
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One may be tempted to think this problem is only relevant for the 
tech industry. However, organizations within many sectors already 
utilize similar automated hiring resources, such as online job ap-
plication portals, to sift through a large amount of materials more 
quickly and efficiently. As more and more organizations consider 
adopting these tools, eliminating bias should be at the center of 
conversations rather than an ideal standard that is only taken 
into consideration once the process proves to be more efficient 
or profitable. The issues with bias and technology are not going 
away any time soon. We still have a long way to go in order to fully 
harness other emerging technologies for social benefit—to solve 
wage gaps and close disparities rather than exacerbating them.

Bias is not just a person problem. The growing use of technology, 
such as machine learning, in the employment process has the 
potential to further perpetuate the same gender and racial 
biases as human decision-makers on a much larger scale. A 
Reuters report recently revealed that Amazon piloted, and 
discontinued, the development of an artificial intelligence (AI) 
candidate recruitment tool that demonstrated a bias against 
women.xx The hiring tool utilized data from a decade of resumes 
with the goal of automating the process of identifying and 
selecting the top candidates. By relying on data gathered within 
a male-dominated field, the algorithm showed a male preference.



20

The Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity Spring 2019

actiOn steps
Include multiple raters in the application review process.

Build in numeric ratings of desired skills to reduce the subjectivity of 
a “good fit.”

Ensure that hiring committees are racially diverse and include female 
representation.

Include an element of blind review within the resume review process. 
(This step will only be helpful if the existing pool of applicants is 
already diverse).

Add a quantitative element to help reviewers operationalize and 
compare anecdotal evidence of skills more easily across applicants.

If the committee is homogenous and reflects existing power 
structures within the organization, it can lead to “groupthink” and 
the affirmation of bias, rather than prioritizing a healthy skepticism 
of their ability to be objective.xxi  As this example illustrates, there 
are inherent tradeoffs with any approach. There is no exact formula, 
but the following action steps can serve as starting point to help 
your organization develop a standard bias-conscious review process:

Organizations can prevent the influence of bias in all forms by 
including additional layers of standardization and multiple 
perspectives. For example, including numeric ratings of desired 
skills that are featured in a job posting is less subjective than having 
a reviewer simply take notes of key information. Having a system 
of multiple raters decreases the likelihood that any one person’s 
perceptions will unfairly influence the applications’ outcomes. Yet, 
increasing the number or reviewers alone is not sufficient to counteract 
inequities. In fact, this method can backfire if the hiring committees 
themselves lack diversity of race, gender, age, and background. 
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CREATING AN 
EQUITABLE 
AND INCLUSIVE 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
CULTURE
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DEFINING THE PROBLEM
As organizations are hoping to accomplish necessary changes 
through recruitment processes, it becomes even more important to 
challenge the notion that diversity and equity at an organization 
can be achieved through a “critical mass” of gender minorities, 
people of color, those with different ability needs, etc. Instead, a 
strategic plan should also address factors of institutional climate 
to ensure that they are able to retain a diverse group of employees 
and help them thrive within that organization once they get there. 
Creating a supportive and inclusive climate is one of the most 
challenging steps because it requires a whole-system approach 
that encompasses both interpersonal dynamics and policies.

Research demonstrates that women consistently experience 
microaggressions that undermine the value of their contributions and 
competence in the workplace.xxii For example, women are more likely 
than their male counterparts to be appointed to take care of “office 
housework” duties (e.g. greeting guests, taking notes, making coffee, 
etc.) that are outside the scope of their role.xxiii These stereotypes 
related to role and competency are often exacerbated for women of 
color. A survey of workplace conditions for women in science revealed 
that nearly 47% of Latina and 48% of Black women scientists reported 
that they had been mistaken for custodial or administrative staff.xxvi 

Importantly, all employees can hold biases that influence how 
they perceive the behaviors of women in the workplace--even if 
that perception runs counter to their own identity. For example, 
both men and women who consider themselves to be “feminists” 
have been shown to associate men with leadership over women.xxv  
Moreover, both men and women reinforce gender norms around who 
is rewarded for engaging in certain types of work. Research showed 
that both men and women considered a woman to be less “likable” if 
she violated gender norms by succeeding in a traditionally male task. 
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Navigating microaggressions and interpersonal gender bias is chal-
lenging on its own. However, the interpersonal dynamics are often 
exacerbated by a lack of policies and practices to ensure that women 
have equal opportunities and defined pathways for career advance-
ment. Results from a survey of 279 companies and over 64,000 em-
ployees, demonstrated that for every 100 men promoted to a manag-
er position, only 79 women were promoted to a manager position.xxvii  

There is a harmful narrative that selection bias (women choos-
ing lower salary fields, or leaving the workforce to care for fam-
ily) is the main driver of women’s underrepresentation in leader-
ship roles. xxviii This is simply not true. Gender bias, not pipelines 
or personal choice, have been shown to predict the lack of re-
tention of women in these roles.  Clear opportunities for career 
growth can be even more limited in fields where women have 
been historically underrepresented. For example, research on 
the sources of the gender gap in STEM shows that women have 
fewer formal and informal opportunities to gain skills and ex-
perience in this field, such as less encouragement from educa-
tors to pursue these careers and fewer female role-models.xxix 

“GENDER BIAS, NOT PIPELINES OR 
PERSONAL CHOICE, HAS BEEN SHOWN 
TO PREDICT THE LACK OF RETENTION OF 
WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP ROLES”

Strategies to improve workplace culture should be inclusive, 
not prescriptive. An organization’s culture can be hard to 
understand since staff at different levels and of different 
identities experience the workplace in distinct ways. 
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In order to understand how organizational culture can be improved 
it is critical to meaningfully engage all levels of staff throughout this 
process--especially those who have experienced microaggressions 
and lack of advancement opportunities in the past. Employees 
at all levels must be included in decision making about what 
mentorship and advancement opportunities are most helpful for 
their career development. The following action steps can help 
organizations develop plans to retain and advance women leaders 
in a way that includes input and prioritizes the needs of all staff:

actiOn steps
Establish clear pathways for organizational advancement. 

Create clear benchmarks for promotion and other areas of career. 

Train human resource staff on ways to mediate interpersonal dynamics 
that impact racial and gender equity. Even if a particular situation 
does not violate a specific policy, employees should have an outlet to 
address microaggressions and/or implicit bias. 

Develop specific policies that address organizational culture.

Utilize surveys and other forms of data collection to isolate which 
aspects are most important for staff retention and well-being.

Involve staff at all levels of decision making to improve workplace 
culture.

Get input from all staff on what opportunities for advancement and 
career development are most beneficial for their goals. 

Evaluate how policies, such as paid maternity leave, can create more 
equitable and inclusive workplaces.
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PROACTIVELY PREVENT SEXUAL 
HARRASSMENT AND VIOLENCE AGAINST 
WOMEN, AND RESPOND WITH CARE

The most important aspect of workplace culture is ensuring the 
basic safety of employees, and it is irresponsible to discuss as-
pects of workplace culture that most impact women without dis-
cussing sexual harassment. However, it is worth acknowledging 
that this report alone cannot adequately address the complexities 
and social implications of this topic. This report can help to open 
the door to a more in-depth discussion of how sexual harassment 
impacts women's professional experiences and offer some prac-
tical steps for conducting thorough and equitable investigations. 

In 2013, over 10,000 charges were filed for sexual harassment un-
der Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) and lo-
cal Fair Employment Practices Agencies, which represents one-
third of all workplace harassment complaints.xxx Of those sexual 
harrassment complaints, 82 percent were brought by women.xxxi Of 
all women who reported experiencing some form of harassment, 
women of color working low wage jobs are most likely to be im-
pacted. Black women in particular are disproportionately repre-
sented among women who have filed sexual harassment charges 
in every industry in the private sector between 2012 and 2016 (for 
a breakdown see Figure 1).xxxii  For every 100,000 women work-
ers, Black women filed sexual harassment charges with the EEOC 
at almost 3 times the rate of White, non-Hispanic women.xxxiii

Figure 1. Sexual Harrassment Charges Per 100,000 Women Workers By 
Industry, 2012-2016
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The Institute for Women’s Policy Research identified several other 
work-related factors that increase the risk of sexual harassment 
and sexual assault. First, women who work for tips, work in male 
dominated fields, and work in isolated environments are at the 
highest risk of victimization.xxxiv Women who worked for tips 
accounted for 14% of all filings to the EEOC in 2017, and a 2013 study 
revealed that 3 in 10 women working in construction reported daily 
sexual harassment.xxxv Women who work in isolated environments 
are more vulnerable due to a lack of witnesses to any abuse. 

Importantly, instances of sexual harassment in the workplace 
are drastically underreported. A recent poll conducted by 
the Washington Post found that 30% of the women surveyed 
experienced unwanted sexual advances in the workplace, but 
only 42% of those women ended up notifying a supervisor 
(which equaled 12.6% of the total surveyed).xxxvi The relationship 
between survivors of sexual harassment and their offenders 
can highly influence the chances of reporting. According to the 
survey, one third of women who experienced sexual harassment 
experienced it from a close male co-worker or a man who has 
influence or power over their position.xxxvii Due to these power 
dynamics, survivors may be deterred from reporting due to fear 
of retaliation, privacy concerns, perception that they will not 
be believed, and lack of clarity regarding the offender’s intent. 

Figure 2. Percent of Women Who Experienced Sexual Assault
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Being aware of factors that produce vulnerability to victimization 
is a critical step toward improving women’s safety of the workplace. 
However, organizations must go a step further by coordinating 
with Human Resources (HR) to ensure that the investigation pro-
cess prioritizes the needs of those who have brought a complaint. 
It is an organization’s responsibility to ensure that HR profession-
als have the knowledge and training to conduct prompt, objective, 
and thorough investigations to hold offenders accountable. Unfor-
tunately, this is not the case for many who file reports. Addressing 
these issues, the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) 
suggests strategies for properly conducting an investigation.xxxix  

The first is developing an investigative plan to assist HR in con-
ducting a timely and accurate response. This plan should deter-
mine the scope of the investigation, the primary goals, and what 
evidence needs to be collected. Throughout the investigation 
process, the investigator should remain neutral and avoid us-
ing language that creates an appearance of a predetermined res-
olution. Beyond these measures, SHRM lays out basic steps HR 
can take during every investigation. These include preparing 
open-ended interview questions in advance, checking prior com-
plaints (at current and past places of employment), thorough doc-
umentation, and encouraging confidentiality whenever possible.xI

In the same survey, 95% of the women stated the harasser went 
unpunished.xxxviii This lack of accountability can further deter 
reporting due to the fear that nothing will be done. Addition-
ally, considerations about employment status may decrease 
likelihood of reporting. For example, undocumented workers 
may decide against reporting due to fear of deportation. Be-
cause the risks of coming forward are so high, an employer 
must address the circumstances within their agency that would 
make an employee vulnerable to victimization and be inten-
tional about eliminating the barriers that can prevent women 
from feeling empowered enough to report sexual harassment.
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Once the investigation is conducted, a decision must be made. The 
EEOC suggests that a report be written to document the investiga-
tion process, findings, recommendations, and any disciplinary ac-
tion imposed. If a report has been substantiated, the primary goal is 
to ensure the harassment has ceased and no retaliation has been tak-
en against the victim. Because these investigations may be re-trau-
matizing for the victim, it is suggested HR continue to check in with 
the employee to link them to resources. HR may suggest counseling, 
provide paid leave, or make other accommodations, if  necessary. 

All of these steps, from identifying risks to providing services 
to survivors, are necessary to create an organizational culture 
that does not tolerate harassment. The following strategies fo-
cus on ways to create a culture that prevents violence against 
women and holds perpetrators of harassment accountable:

Even when proper steps have been taken, it may still be necessary 
to consult a third-party investigator in certain instances, for exam-
ple if a high-level executive is accused of sexual misconduct, or if 
the HR team lacks experience related to a particular circumstance. 
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Increase awareness of risk factors that increase the likelihood of 
victimization for women, especially women of color and those working 
for low wages. 

Remove barriers that may decrease the likelihood of reporting such 
as power dynamics, breaches of confidentiality, retaliatory behavior, 
and joking that promotes sexual misconduct.

When a report is filed, develop a detailed investigation plan for con-
ducting a prompt, neutral investigation.

Promptly terminate employees who violate harassment policies.

Take a stance and condemn instances of harassment and 
victimization; consult with survivors regarding their wishes when 
cases are made public. 

Develop a plan for supporting survivors and provide whatever 
accommodations are necessary to ensure a healthy transition back 
to the daily operations of the workplace. 

Train staff, especially those in human resources, on sexual harassment 
prevention and investigation policy.

Ensure that employees are aware of policies related to harassment 
and how to file a report; post policies in an easily accessible space 
within the workplace.

actiOn steps
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CONCLUSION
Women possess the same skills, qualifications, and vision for 
leadership as men. Yet, women are consistently paid less for sim-
ilar job duties and often work significantly harder for the same 
opportunities as their male counterparts. This discrepancy is 
not merely the case of a few “bad apples” that intentionally act 
as gatekeepers. It is the result of systemic inequities. Organi-
zations can make significant progress to eliminate gender gaps 
by following the action steps outlined in this report. But, un-
til we focus our attention on the broader ramifications of gen-
der and racial discrimination in our society, we will never be 
able to close the gaps and inequities outlined in this report. 

It has been over 55 years since the passing of the Equal Pay Act. 
To finally achieve equal pay, we cannot hope to stem the tide of 
discrimination one organization at a time. Income inequity is one 
of the most persistent challenges of our society, and more and 
more families are struggling to make ends meet. To anticipate 
and prevent the same inequities from taking root in the future, we 
must use forward-thinking approaches that align with women’s 
needs and perspectives. As a  first step, we must challenge the 
misconception that all women share the same experiences. Women 
interact with their workplace differently based on their identity, 
background, and position, and we have to acknowledge the women 
of color and women with other marginalized identities are faced 
with even more barriers to success. Moving forward, we must 
learn from the mistakes of our collective past and call for a more 
intersectional and inclusive gender equity movement. To do so, 
it is necessary to set our sights beyond the individual. We must 
set institutional goals, commit to more equitable policies, and 
acknowledge that gender inequity is a problem that impacts us all. 

Advocating for gender equity in the workplace doesn’t just help 
women earn a fair wage. When women are supported and given 
opportunities to succeed, families and whole communities benefit. 
When organizations step up to the challenge to promote gender 
equity, they help to  ensure that women everywhere are empowered 
to help build the fair and equitable workforce of the future. 
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