
Fact sheet twelve: Diversity is good for business!

Globally, companies are finding that it is not just a matter of hiring “people”. Diversity is the very essence of
dynamism in a fast and furious business environment that rewards companies willing to change rather than
to follow.

A survey carried out by the French magazine “Enterprise” showed that women bosses work harder than
men and base their authority on competence and consensus rather than on hierarchy.

Similar results surfaced in a recent five- year study of 2500 managers from 450 firms across the US that included
the largest number ever of female bosses ever. Contrary to the stereotype that other women hate female
bosses and that men are intimidated by them, the survey found that women bosses are perceived as more
sympathetic and caring towards their staff, as well as clear winners in the supposedly “male” skills of planning
and teamwork.

Another study published in the Harvard Business Review found that while men emphasise status, women are
guided by rapport. Girls tend to downplay ways in which one is better than others and emphasise ways in
which they are all the same. Boys tend to play very differently, usually in larger groups, in which not everyone
is treated as equal. Boys emphasise their status and one will be seen as the leader by displaying his abilities
and challenging others. The study sows that these lessons learned in childhood tend to carry
through to the workplace. Men will tend to say “I” while women will tend to say “we”.

The study concludes that in a world of high technology, easy transport, the free flow of ideas and fussy
customers, perpetual renewal and consensus-based management are the name of the game. Modern
business, the study says, “increasingly demands the kinds of traits more prevalent in women.”

UK researcher Julia Ross notes that in the age of globalisation, successful businesses are those that move fast
into a networking mode with the centre’s role one of co-ordinating the activities of the different satellites;
and successful leaders of tomorrow those who have a supportive, rewarding approach that brings out the
best in people. She considers that women have an advantage over men “partly because they have often had
to learn those very skills in their child rearing capacity and partly because they do not have to unlearn
authoritarian behaviour.”

Furthermore, global trends are towards smaller businesses rather than the oligopolies of yesteryear. In the
US, women are starting businesses at twice the rate of men, and outstripping male-owned businesses in their
performance. It is a well known, if often ignored fact by the stuck up banking fraternity, that women are
generally better credit risks than men. Yet globally, women account for a mere 10 percent of all loans made.

Women in Africa comprise the bulk of the so- called informal sector, and constitute the majority of those
involved in cross border trade. Yet their faces are virtually absent from big business. The major challenge is
how to empower African women entrepreneurs to “graduate” from the survivalist sector to higher value
added areas of activity.

Sources: “Women ride new tide in today’s business” by Laurence Kuper, Sunday Independent Business, June
22 1997 and “Women, Management and Care” by Cordelia Grimwood and Ruth Popplestone.


