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CEO...?
WELL, NOW THAT 

YOU MENTION 
IT...



Second place is good too, right?

We don’t think so either. 
Our clients want to win. They know that only the highest performing, most engaged talent can 
deliver what they’ve promised their customers and investors. They rely on The Talent Strategy 
Group to quickly elevate their company’s talent quality and to radically simplify their talent 
building practices.

Our global team of consultants (all former human resource executives) can help you to transform 
your company’s talent into a key competitive asset. We will work with you to create a talent 
strategy, identify high potential talent, accelerate talent development and elevate performance 
across your company.  

We help the world’s largest and most successful companies to build better talent faster.  Let’s 
talk about how we can get your talent into first place.

Visit us at www.talentstrategygroup.com or contact us at info@talentstrategygroup.com
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science-based, insightful and practical information needed to make critical talent decisions. 
We accomplish that mission by publishing serious, provocative and practical articles and interviews that 
raise the quality of dialogue about talent.  
We believe the current dialogue on talent issues is bi-polar – either bloggy and sensational or academic 
and detached. We believe that serious dialogue requires more than 500-word stories.  We believe that 
corporate executives and human resource leaders should take ownership for this dialogue.
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Tomorrow’s talent market will call for a dramatically different leadership style than 
today.  Future business challenges will demand new leadership attributes as new 

markets come on stream, networked societies are realized, and increasing 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity become mainstream to 
commercial life. The leaders of tomorrow will likely need to build broad 

ecosystems, partner openly with competitors, and rely on deeper emo-
tional intelligence and self-awareness. The challenges on the horizon 
require improved skills in trust building, collaboration, appreciative 

inquiry, and demonstrating humility in order to engage others. We 
believe that this upsurge in demand for competencies long stereo-
typed as female characteristics will likely stimulate pull for more 
female leaders as women’s perceived strengths become increasingly 
critical and scarce leadership qualities.  What are these competencies 
of tomorrow? Some of them can be seen in Chart 1 on page 23.  

New 
Unfinished 
Women
Redressing Gender Imbalance
 in Leadership
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organizations achieving greater gender balance at the 
executive level. And yet, the picture for women at 
the top remains stubbornly and visibly unbalanced. 
When we look past the few high-profile female CEO 
appointments and regulatory advances, we still see 
far fewer women than men holding critical leader-
ship positions. 

In facilitating multiple conversations at the execu-
tive level each month, and through our experience 
looking around executive committee and boardroom 
tables and in reviewing the data presented by lead-
ing research, we are continually reminded that the 
imbalance is real. According to the Davies Review, 
the number of females on the UK’s Financial Times 
Stock Exchange (FTSE) 100 boards remains at just 
around 20. In the US, only 15 percent of the seats on 
corporate boards are held by women. 

The reasons behind this stubborn imbalance are 

How then, can we help women accelerate towards 
meeting the increased demand?

The commercial business case for women in 
leadership is compelling and gaining increasing lev-
els of traction around the world.  Greater financial 
returns, robust governance, access to growth mar-
kets, connectivity to buyers, enhanced employer 
branding, and meeting investor expectations are just 
some of the many positive outcomes that accrue to 

Alison Tisdall is a partner at Pivot Leadership, a strategic 
leadership development boutique that designs and im-
plements corporate strategy and executive development 
programs for Fortune 500 companies.  She advises senior 
executive teams and leaders on issues of executive develop-
ment, strategy, talent, culture, and gender balance. 
 

David Dotlich is the Chairman and CEO of Pivot 
Leadership. He advises CEOs and boards and is the author 
of twelve books, including his latest The Unfinished Leader: 
Balancing Contradictory Answers to Unsolvable Problems.

Chart 1
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a subtle, complex, and sometimes confusing blend 
of social, cultural, organizational, and psychological 
factors. What is clear, however is that the leadership 
competence, ability, and drive of women leaders is 
not in question. Much great advice has been written 
to dispel the myths around women in leadership, 
much of it in the form of prescriptive problem-solv-
ing.  But, far too often, the issue of accelerating 
women into leadership roles is seen as a puzzle to be 
somehow addressed conclusively. Drawing from the 
findings of interviews with hundreds of top leaders 
from a wide range of companies, as well as our own 
research on leadership paradox, we believe there is 
a more productive way to view the issue of acceler-
ating women as leaders, which is as a paradox to be 
managed, rather than a problem to be solved.  

In a recent book from Pivot Leadership, The 
Unfinished Leader: Balancing Contradictory Answers 
to Unsolvable Problems, we argue that the mind-
set of being “unfinished” is now the appropriate 
response to the constant demands of technology, 
transparency, and connectedness.  Because leaders 
of both genders, from the front line to the C-suite, are 
encountering complex dilemmas that cannot be easi-
ly solved or simply postponed, they are encountering 
paradoxes that are never resolved or finished. 

We find these modern dilemmas in the conflicting 
needs of purpose and profit, work and life balance, 
short- and long-term goals, and local versus global 
demands, as well as the need for flatter more nim-
ble organizations that execute with discipline. We 
see them in the need for maintaining tradition vs. 
encouraging change and establishing equity across 
the organization vs. recognizing individual differenc-
es, polarities that are present in the challenge of pro-
ducing more women leaders. Paradox management 
never ends, and the need to solve problems once and 
for all can be a barrier when encountering complex, 
thorny, or unsolvable issues. 

In managing paradoxes, or situations in which 
there may be contradictory answers and where there 
will never be a single correct solution, competing 
outcomes are continually changing, making closure 
impossible.  To emphasize one side of the polarity 

impacts the other. Embracing the complexity of par-
adox is the key to being successful going forward 
and means and by remaining “unfinished” in our 
development we never arrive at a state of “leadership 
completion,” and can never strive for flawless solu-
tions in a complex world.  Those men and women 
leaders who acknowledge and embrace paradox, 
and see themselves as perpetually “unfinished” 
remain more agile, open to new ideas, and creative 
in their response

 The “unfinished leader” understands that since 
most problems at the executive level are paradox-
es, they will never be resolved, and therefore lets a 
sense of greater social, organizational, or individual 

purpose, rather than a plan, guide the way.  We have 
learned through our research that embracing a sense 
of purpose must be the compass to chart by in navi-
gating the complexity of opposing choices represent-
ed by paradox and that the “unfinished” approach 
is a highly effective tactic in advancing the debate 
around gender balance and women in leadership.   

The concept of being “unfinished” helps unlock 
some of the barriers that have held women back, 
both in their own minds and in the cultures that 
they lead and operate within. Approaching gender 
imbalance as a paradox to be managed and striv-
ing to remain “unfinished” in managing it can bring 
a new lens to received wisdom about the double 
binds women face in building their careers and the 

As recently as 2012, a survey 
of leading companies found 
only 18 percent of the 
women said they wanted 
to reach the C-suite if 
possible, compared to 36 
percent of the men. 
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strategies organizations embark on in trying to help 
them mitigate these dilemmas.   

Unfinished Women: Leadership as Process, Not a 
Destination

In our work, we see repeatedly that accomplished 
women hold themselves back from senior leadership 
positions due to a self-imposed notion of not being 
fully “ready” for the role, even if they have the major-
ity of attributes required to succeed in the position. 
As Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg points out in her 
recent bestseller Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will 
to Lead, “Career progression often depends on taking 
risks and advocating for oneself—traits that girls are 
discouraged from exhibiting”  This pattern holds true 
at every rung of the career ladder. 

Men, in contrast, show a far greater willingness 
to learn on the job, and strive earlier and harder for 
leadership roles, often unhindered by self-imposed 
notions of readiness. As recently as 2012, a survey 
of leading companies found only 18 percent of the 
women said they wanted to reach the C-suite if pos-
sible, compared to 36 percent of the men.  Whether 
these male leaders go on to succeed or fail isn’t the 
issue, which is that women are often left behind, 
restricted by a sense of needing to be “finished” or 
fully ready before putting their hands up. 

In coaching and working with female executives, 

we have found that when women embrace the 
concept of being  “unfinished” as a lifelong career 
norm, it helps free them up from the self-imposed 
limitations they set for themselves and helps support 
their ambitions to pursue their career goals earlier. In 
advising executive committees around development, 
we have learned that  “unfinished” as a new leader-
ship normal gives organizations permission to drive 
policies that help women take on stretch roles - for 
instance internal talent development approaches that 
combine active career planning with an expectation 
that leaders learn in-role supported through coach-
ing, while external talent is sourced and selected 
based on potential rather than experience.   In oth-
er words, in embracing ‘’unfinished’’ as the norm, 
organizations are able to put in place the operational 
model and support systems that will help women feel 
greater comfort with the visibility and risk stepping 
up requires. 

Unfinished Leaders and Embracing Paradox
Embracing a paradox mindset can also provide a 

critical assist for women and organizations seeking 
to transcend the typical, heroic, win-or-lose, dom-
ineering leadership style.  When leaders view the 
constant organizational challenges of long-term vs. 
short term, global vs. local or standardization vs. 
customization as problems which must somehow be 
fixed, organizational talent and leadership capacity 

In coaching and working with female executives, we have 
found that when women embrace the concept of being  
“unfinished” as a lifelong career norm, it helps free them up 
from the self-imposed limitations they set for themselves 
and helps support their ambitions to pursue their career 
goals earlier.



TALENTQ 26

TQ

becomes locked into challenges that are fundamen-
tally unsolvable. Worse, leaders will fail at some of 
their toughest challenges and alienate many those 
around them along the way.

By reframing these dualities as paradoxes, a new 
leadership style results—one which concentrates 
instead on bringing together the right people to col-
laborate around alternative options, on alignment on 
the higher purpose, on understanding the trade-offs 
required to balance the way forward.

Most importantly, the concept of paradox is 
valuable in reframing the debate around women in 
leadership. Often referred to as “double binds” e.g. 
work/home balance, femininity vs. leadership, being 
liked vs. being respected-- female leaders have long 
faced a set of perceived choices that their male coun-
terparts do not experience. These have historically 
been presented as limiting choices. Huge amounts 
of energy has been tied up in trying to solve dou-
ble binds, and the end result is a leadership pipeline 
where women remain disproportionately excluded 
and where the rare few females who have somehow 
navigated these trade offs are marveled for their 
super-human abilities, such as their ability to balance 
board responsibilities and nurture a loving family.

Most often those women at the top who are asked 
the question “How do you do it?” reject the notion 
that women can “have it all,” and instead reframe 
the choices they have made in their lives as more 
about managing trade-offs, continually facing into 
and resolving dilemmas, and finding compromises.  

In the words on Indra Nooyi, CEO of PepsiCo 
“Train people at work. Train your family to be your 
extended family…. If you don’t develop mechanisms 
with your secretaries, with the extended office, with 
everybody around you, it cannot work. You know, 
stay at home mothering was a full time job. Being a 
CEO for a company is three full time jobs rolled into 
one. How can you do justice to all? You can’t” 

Successful women at senior levels embody the 
management of paradox because they have learned 
through experience to focus on overarching goals, 

elevate their perspective and align their sense of indi-
vidual, family, and organizational purpose.  

Summary
So what is next for the debate and how can organi-

zations and women themselves accelerate leadership 
cultures towards greater gender balance?

First, organizations need to reframe the debate 
away from the diversity office and back to the pur-
view of the executive team. As long as the gender 
discussion remains under a diversity label, it will miss 
the executive attention that aligning strategy to cul-
ture and talent requires. It’s only when the executive 
committee appreciates their particular commercial 
imperative for gender balance and why it’s important 
to their strategy that they will strive to redress the 
imbalance in their culture. This, in turn, will lead to 
a talent pipeline where meaningful investment and 
action will are taken.

Second, we believe leadership development 
efforts should stop focusing on the women or solving 
the un-solvable ‘double binds’ women face. Instead, 
focus development efforts towards adapting the cul-
ture to recognize the similarities and differences in 
gender leadership style, and adapt outmoded work-
place operating models to create career paths that 
nurture and accelerate high potential talent especial-
ly suited to navigate complex and volatile futures.

We recommend that women step up to leadership 
challenges even before feeling entirely ready to do 
so and that they embrace paradox management as 
a way to unlock organizational energy and address 
false gender choices. And, we encourage organiza-
tions to support this move, as it will benefit them 
a great deal, and lead to a more agile and resilient 
culture. 

Finally, we end with a paradox of our own: that to 
succeed as a leader—whether male or female—one 
must be willing to remain Unfinished. Tomorrow’s 
most promising leaders will need to thrive while 
navigating through chaos and levering purpose; all 
the while balancing competing priorities and seeking 
to optimize not solve the complex commercial chal-
lenges that the future will certainly bring.




