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EXECUTIME SUMMARY

In the spring of I""# the Hidden Brain DrainNa private sector task force comprising $% global
companiesNlaunched a research project targeting women with degrees in science, engineering,
and technology (SET) who have embarked on careers in corporations. Sponsored by Alcoa, Cisco,
Johnson & Johnson, Microso&, and P'zerNand named the Athena Factor to honor the Greek
goddess of wisdomNthis project set out to examine the career trajectories of women with SET
credentials in the private sector. While considerable research has been done on women in the
academic sector, women in SET in the private sector have been largely ignored and are poorly
understood; Over an )*-month period (March "'#DOctober I""+) the task force, under the

aegis of the Center for Work-Life Policy and in collaboration with Harris Interactive, ‘elded

four major surveys of both men and women and conducted !* focus groups in Boston, Chicago,
Geneva, Hong Kong, London, Moscow, New Jersey, New York, Palo Alto, Pittsburgh, Seattle,
Shanghai, and Sydngye resulting rich data sets shed a great deal of light on the scope and
shape of female talent in SET companies. -is study also creates a road map for companies by
showcasing a number of new initiatives that realign corporate cultures and redesign career paths
to better 't the needs of SET women.

The DNA of Opportunity

In the private sector, the female talent pipeline in SET is surprisingly deep and rich. Athena Factor
survey data show that $). of highly quali'ed scientists, engineers, and technologists on the lower
rungs of corporate career ladders are female. Despite the challenges they face at school and in our
culture, a signi‘cant number of girls begin careers in science. -eir dedication is impressive: Two-
thirds of female scientists choose their 'elds to contribute to the well-being of society.

-ese women are newly important to employers. Labor shortages in SET 'elds are worsening. A
recent newspaper headline tells the story: OScramble for Scientists: Shortages -reatens to Slow
Growth of Booming Biotech IndustryRot so long ago, employers could turn to foreign-born
engineers and scientists to 'll their talent needs. -is is no longer possible. Post-0/)) security
concerns have reduced the number of H-1B visas (which allow foreign nationals to work in the
United States). And rapid growth in Asia has created a reverse brain drain of highly quali'ed
Indian and Chinese scientists and engineers who are returning home a&er completing their
education in the United States.

To 'll the skills gap, companies need to turn to the female talent in their own backyard. But

there are some serious challenges. -e female drop-out rate is huge. Over time, fully 2!. of

highly quali‘ed females working for SET companies quit their jobs, driven out by hostile work
environments and extreme job pressures. Powerful OantigensO in SET corporate cultures contribute
to the exodus of female talent.

Antigens in SET Cultures

o Hostile macho culturesWomen in SET are marginalized by lab coat, hard hat, and geek
workplace cultures that are o&en exclusionary and predatory (fully #%. experienced sexual
harassment).

o Isolation. A woman in SET can be the lone woman on a team or at a site. -is makes it
di3cult to 'nd support or sponsorship ($2. lack mentors; *%. lack sponsors).

o Mysterious career pathsAs a result of macho cultures and isolation, women in SET 'nd it
hard to gain an understanding of the way forwardNfully $". feel OstalledO or OstuckO in their
careers.

o Systems of risk and rewarde Odiving catchO culture of SET companies disadvantages
women, who tend to be risk averse (%2. have di3culty with risk). Without buddies to
support them they feel they can go from Ohero to zeroO in a heartbeat.
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o Extreme work pressuresSET jobs are unusually time intensive and, because of their global
scope, o&en involve working in multiple time zones (2$. work across time zones).

The Fight-or-Flight Moment

Athena Factor research allows companies to gauge when to intervene. -e data show that, for
many SET women, attrition rates spike )" years into a career. Across the climates of science,
engineering, and technology, women experience a perfect storm in their mid- to late %"s. -ey hit
serious career hurdles at the same time that family pressures ratchet up. Stepping in with targeted
support before this 'ght-or-4ight moment has the potential of lowering the female attrition rate
signi‘cantly.

Antibodies: What Companies Can Do

-is study features )$ new company initiativesNisome still in an early experimental stage. -ey
range from CiscoOs OExecutive Talent Insertion ProgramO (ETIP), which breaks down female
isolation, to Johnson & JohnsonOs OCrossing the Finish Line,O which helps young, female,
multicultural employees make it into senior management. -ese initiatives are likely to be Ogame
changersO: -ey will allow many more women to stay on track in SET careers.

Reducing female attrition by one-quarter would add !"","" people to the highly quali‘ed SET
labor pool. Given the tight labor market in SET 'elds, this is good news indeed.
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FIGURE 9.3
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