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ABSTRACT 

 This research examines the current number of women holding CEO positions within the 

Fortune 500 companies. It takes a deeper look into this gender gap and fully examines the 

hidden barriers that women face when progressing through their careers. I examine this 

through an analysis of articles, studies, interviews and testimonials that have been published 

around this subject. The Time’s Up and Me-Too movement also play an important part in this 

discussion, and I discuss the current work of both these organizations and how they have 

inspired women. These movements shed a light on how society can move forward with fighting 

the gender imbalance. This topic is important to women across all industries as there remains 

lingering gender discrimination. Looking at these issues in such a magnified lens can prepare 

women for the hardships they are going to face in the workforce but can also inspire women to 

continue to demand change. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this thesis is to take a deeper look into the path that many women face 

when trying to progress to the highest-ranking officer in a company, also known as the “Chief 

Executive Officer.” The CEO is defined as the, “main person responsible for managing a 

company” (CEO | Definition in the Cambridge English Dictionary). In this thesis, I examine the 

women who currently serve as CEO’s across the nation, particularly those who run Fortune 500 

companies. I further explore the issues facing women who were not able to reach CEO status. 

Personal stories will demonstrate the frustrations of being a woman within the workplace 

amongst all statuses.  Finally, I will discuss the movements currently taking place, specifically 

the Time’s Up1 and Me-Too Movements, that are trying to combat the gender imbalance 

phenomenon within the workplace.   

Discrimination has been around for decades and is still a lingering problem. Whether it’s 

through the color of skin, sexual orientation, hair color or family income, these are still ways 

that are used to separate people. The most prominent separation in the business world is 

discrimination through gender. When looking at the current population of the United States of 

America, the numbers are constantly changing, but the population is usually split fifty-fifty. Fifty 

percent are female, and the other fifty percent are male. Within the business world this ratio is 

completely skewed, not accurately representing the population split is majorly skewed towards 

males. This creates a certain stigma in the business world creating a sense of discrimination 

towards women. Although workplace discrimination was prohibited back in 1964 by the Title VII 

 
1 More widely known on social media as #TimesUp and #MeToo but in this paper I will be referring to them as 
organizations. 
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of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, many women still experience some sort of discrimination while 

on their journey to securing higher ranked positions. Most of this discrimination is being done 

without realization through hidden barriers and preconceived notions on what a stereotypical 

female should be doing with their life. Understanding why those notions are so prevalent today 

is important within this conversation. 

 Gender discrimination stems from many things, whether it was taught during grade school 

or has become conditioned into society that it has been able to determine what the female 

lifestyle and career path should look like. All these conditions have played a role in creating this 

gap between male and females among higher ranked positions that has become more notable 

in the past years. To be able to fully understand this trend, I will examine the condition of the 

business world today along with the barriers that women are facing on a day-to-day basis that 

is holding them back from obtaining those higher ranked positions.  

FORTUNE 500 

Fortune 500 companies are referred to most prominently in the business industry and are 

constantly being talked about. It is a list of the 500 largest companies within the United States 

published by Forbes every year (Hayes). These companies can be either public or private, but 

their financial data needs to be publicly available (Hayes). Once this list is put together, the 

companies then are ranked by their revenues throughout comparable years, which makes being 

on this list a huge accomplishment. A listed company is considered one of the most successful 

within the United States (Hayes). This list can accurately portray companies that are currently 

popular and have more of an influence on society. 
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My research will specifically examine the current state of the number of women serving as 

CEOs along with the barriers that are keeping women from progressing through an analysis of 

articles, studies, and dissecting published interviews to better understand any lingering 

discrimination phenomenon. Also, the Me-Too and Time’s Up Movements will portray the 

power of women supporting women and how those movements are putting a spotlight on the 

power imbalance.  

WOMEN IN FORTUNE 500 

As of May 2020, there are currently 37 females holding a CEO positions within Fortune 500 

companies (Ebrahimji, 2020). Women currently hold 7.4% of CEO positions, meaning males 

occupy the rest, 92.6% (Ebrahimji, 2020). The trend shows a positive outlook but still shows a 

distinct gender gap within these positions.  

CNN Data of Women Holding CEO Positions in Fortune 500 Companies 

Year  Women holding CEO positions 

2020 37 

2019 33 

2018 24 

 

Although the trend is going up, these numbers are still concerning. When females make up 50% 

of the population within the United States, the percentage of female representation should be 

greater than 7%. The data shows there is a clear and present gap between the number of 

females that become CEOs. This can be discouraging to aspiring women who want to one day 
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become a CEO . While there are many logical reasons for women not representing a higher 

percentage, there are a lot of unspoken barriers that women are facing while progressing 

through their careers. 

 There are certain factors that need to be addressed when observing that more women 

are not holding these highly demanding positions more frequently, including balancing work 

with home life. A lot of women find themselves putting other responsibilities before their 

careers. Historically society has expected women to put their children as priority to everything; 

this created an image of the caretaker to be solely the female's duty (Anderson, 2016). Eagly 

and Wood (2014) attribute this stereotype to the constant exposure to more women being the 

caretaker throughout society. This allows people to make the connection between seeing a 

caretaking role and automatically linking a woman to that role (Eagly & Wood, 2014). The CEO 

of Western Cooperative Credit Union, Melanie Stillwell, accounts this as one of the main 

reasons women do not prosper in their careers, because often women feel like they need to 

take full responsibility for running the house, childcare, appointments and other family 

obligations including laundry, cooking and cleaning (Anderson, 2016). These expectations have 

been set for the specific role of a mother and those behaviors become expected (Eagly & 

Wood, 2014). This can create an unspoken rule that when you become a mother, a career is 

going to take the back seat to those expected roles. When you tack on a demanding position 

such as a CEO to all those other responsibilities, it can seem overwhelming and near impossible. 

Stillwell holds her success as becoming a CEO while maintaining a family as one of her largest 

accomplishment and notes that if her husband, daycare and family were not so understanding 

of these new demands that she would not be the CEO (Anderson, 2016). While Stillwell was 
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extremely fortunate to have the understanding that she did from her whole family, that doesn’t 

ring true to many women. This is shown through a study done in 2013 by Kim Parker with help 

from the Pew Research Center, which found that a larger percentage of women experienced an 

interruption to their career to attend to family needs than men (Parker, 2015). The data also 

showed that women spent an average of 14.2 hours per week on housework and 10.7 hours on 

childcare while compared to men averaging 8.6 hours on housework and 7.2 hours on childcare 

(Parker, 2015). These averages clearly show that women are spending more time on housework 

and childcare which requires more time being taken from their day. Parkers study also showed 

that 16% of adults surveyed said that having a mother who worked full time would be “ideal” 

and that 79% of adults agreed that women should focus on their more “traditional roles” in the 

society (Parker, 2015). This is heightening that idea that those societal roles are still prevalent 

to a lot of people and that the traditional role of a stay-at-home mother is expected and 

preferred. This creates the expectation that women need to prioritize family care over their 

career which could mean cutting hours. Parker’s study also found that 42% of women cut back 

on their work hours to attend to family needs, while only 28% of males reported that they had 

to cut their work hours back (Pew Research Center). Along with this, 39% of women surveyed 

reported that they took a “significant” amount of time off work to take care of their family, 

while only 24% of men reported taking a similar amount of time off for family needs (Parker, 

2015). This becomes amplified when talking about the number of women who feel the need to 

leave their job to take care of their family, and Parkers study found 27% of women reported 

leaving their jobs to prioritize family care (Parker, 2015). 
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 Another big issue that limits women prospering is that men are still being held to a 

higher standard than women (Anderson, 2016). Anderson goes on to describe how this plays 

out in the workplace. When women are more assertive (as a man would) they get placed into 

two categories; “masculine bra-burning feminists” or “spunky cute pixies who instead of a 

legitimate shot at success, receive a pat on the head” (Anderson, 2016, p1). When this happens, 

it creates a double standard. If a man were to do the same thing those stereotypes would not 

be mentioned, but since it is a woman it is considered unusual and receives a negative 

connotation. This can be a roadblock to success, The Global Women’s Leadership Network2 

Chairwoman, Susan Mitchell describes this as a main reason woman are not successful in 

becoming CEOs. When applying this to the workplace, the Psychological Science published a 

study by Brescoll and Uhlman in 2008 that contrasted reactions of both men and women 

expressing assertiveness within the workplace (Menzies, 2018). The data collected by Brescoll 

and Uhlman ended up showing that when men expressed some type of assertiveness within the 

workplace, they “received a boost in their perceived status,” while women, in comparison, 

received a negative reaction: “women who expressed anger were consistently accorded lower 

status and lower wages, and were less competent” (Menzies, 2018, para 5). These separate 

reactions to the exact behavior are consistent with the common stereotypes regarding people 

in the workplace, and this can reinforce discrimination against women. These reactions deepen 

stereotypes when someone reacts differently just because of gender. This can be challenging 

for women when they show leadership qualities and become perceived in a worse way than 

 
2 The Global Women’s Leadership Network is an organization that provides women a safe place to communicate 
any hardships they are facing on their profession and personal journey. To learn more about this organization, visit 
their website: About | cuwomen.org 
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anticipated and can cause many women to avoid taking leadership positions or showing any 

type of assertiveness in the workplace.  

If women are scared to show leadership skills, they can become hidden behind those 

who are asserting themselves and progressing. This limits the success women can obtain; when 

looking at all these factors, women must find the perfect balance of assertiveness while not 

being too assertive before they are able to fully succeed. If that balance cannot be found or if a 

woman goes too far, it can affect them for the rest of their career within that organization 

(Menzies, 2018). 

DISCRIMINATION PHENOMENON CASE STUDIES 

“Gender Bias At Work: The Assertiveness Double-Bind” was published through 

Psychological Science by Felicity Menzies (2018), which details how performance appraisals play 

into the idea of a gender divide within the workplace. When looking into these performance 

appraisals and comparing people who hold the same manager roles, the study showed that in 

75% of performance reviews, women were told to “watch their tone” and were labeled bossy 

when men received positive feedback (Menzies, 2018). In addition, it was noted that women 

received three times more comments than men did about being aggressive when 

communicating with their employees and were often called “abrasive”(Menzies, 2018). Adding 

these performance appraisals is another way of separation when performance is almost 

identical, but the reviews come out drastically different. There is no other explanation for this 

rather than bias based on gender. If two employees are doing the same work, but the only 

difference is their gender then the differences in how they are being perceived can be 
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attributed to gender. Women are often perceived through appearance while men are perceived 

through personality traits which include rough-housing and challenging activities which can 

explain why the reviews of women came out drastically different (Cocoradă, 2018). Naturally 

men are expected to be rough and assertive while women fall into the stereotype of being kind 

and caring, so when they assert themselves (as they did for the performance appraisal study) it 

can be perceived in a negative manner.  

Another aspect of these performance appraisals is self-ratings and what women think 

about themselves, their abilities and confidence levels. To examine this further, a Cornell 

psychologist, David Dunning, and a psychologist from Washington State University, Joyce 

Ehrlinger, conducted a study with male and female college students (Shipman, 2014). Most of 

their work is done surrounding confidence and competence specifically, and for the purpose of 

this study the researchers wanted to work directly with college students. Dunning and Ehrlinger 

gave a quiz out to both female and male college students. Before completing the quiz, the 

students were asked to rate their own scientific skills, with the following questions: “Am I good 

at science? Did I get this question right?” (Shipman, 2014). The results showed that women 

rated themselves more negatively than males on both questions, but when it came to the 

actual results of the quiz, the average scores were almost identical (Shipman, 2014). 
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(Average out of 10) Pre-Quiz Scientific 

Ability Question 

Pre-Quiz 

Performance 

Question 

Actual Results of the 

Quiz 

Women Average 6.5 5.8 7.5 

Men Average 7.6 7.1 7.9 

 

To deepen their understanding, Dunning and Ehrlinger added a second part to this study.  After 

the quiz, the students were invited to compete in a science competition where prizes would be 

awarded. Only 49% of women participated while 71% of the male college students participated 

(Shipman, 2014). Dunning and Ehrlinger did this to see the percentage of women that would 

believe in their capabilities and accept the opportunity that was being given to them (Shipman, 

2014). This shows that even when an opportunity is given to females, confidence levels can be 

what stops them. Looking at this through a deeper level, if less than 50% of capable women 

accepted this opportunity when it was given directly to them, the percentage of women who 

will go out and seek opportunities must be significantly lower. This “confidence gap” plays a 

significant role when looking at the number of women that are willing to put themselves out 

there and allow themselves new opportunities. This confidence gap also is shown through a 

study done by The Institute of Leadership and Management in 2014, where a group of 

managers were surveyed on their abilities to effectively manage. The results showed that half 

of the female managers responded showing some kind of doubt compared to less than a third 

of male managers (Kay, 2014). These preconceived notions exist on a subconscious level for 

women that is has hindered their ability to reach full potential. A review of records that was 
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done by Dunning and Ehrlinger for the company, HP showed that women only applied for a 

promotion when they believed they met all of the qualifications needed while men applied 

when meeting half of the requirements (Kay, 2014). All of this data shows that women are 

conditioned to question their abilities which ultimately enhances the gender gap. 

  A professor at the New York University, Madeline Heilman, has spent her entire career 

looking at how these preconceived differences became so powerful in creating a sex bias within 

the workplace (Heilman, 2018). Heilman dives into this by saying that the way that people have 

been programmed to perceive women as “caretakers” can be associated with being kinder and 

caring, while men are perceived to be more “agentic” (Heilman, 2018, Para 3). This is supported 

by the Social Role Theory that was developed by Eagly and Wood who described this 

phenomenon as group stereotypes that develop from correlating certain roles with certain 

characteristics that are gendered (Koening, 2014). The “group stereotypes” have women in this 

category of only being able to occupy jobs that contain the characteristics which include 

warmth and nurturing (Koening, 2014). This has developed through society by labeling women 

who traditionally have belonged to jobs where they are kind and caring as not able to handle 

the more prestigious and higher positions in the workplace and therefore are passed up for 

those opportunities (Heilman, 2018).This perception affects women in any role trying to 

succeed. If these subconscious thoughts are buried into our minds, then when a decision is to 

be made between promoting a male versus a female, the subconscious thought will favor a 

male, which leads to gender separation within the workplace.  
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BEING A WOMAN   

Being a woman is no doubt hard, from dealing with the double standards in society, painful 

periods once a month, catcalling and sexual harassment to feeling alone in the world 

(Campoamor, 2015). These experiences are not widely talked about until they happen while 

growing up. Often the hidden barriers keeping women from success are not widely talked 

about. A big problem within these hidden barriers is how on-board training is conducted. 

Women are trained with the idea that they will be working with clients using those caring 

tendencies that are assumed women have, rather than with men who are trained to make the 

strategic decisions and provided more information on how to do business (Fuhrmans, 2020). 

This is a subtle barrier that many women can face within the workplace by not getting the 

proper training that could be used to enhance their knowledge and could make them more 

successful. Taking that opportunity away while offering it to men is a way that women are set 

back. Another study that reinforces this point even further was performed by Carol Dweck, a 

Stanford psychology professor. Dweck studied a younger population of males and females and 

focused on their behavior (Shipman, 2014). Dweck found after observing the classroom 

behavior that men received eight times more criticism and guidance on how to change their 

behavior than women (Shipman, 2014). This shows that the behavior of men is often prioritized 

over women even at an early age, making sure that males are more prepared rather than giving 

that equality to both genders. If this is occurring in a grade school classroom, then it is most 

definitely happening within high schools and even in colleges which makes those subconscious 

notions so much more dominate as growing progresses. Dweck also found that men are more 

tolerant of criticism than females which can put them at another advantage. Men have become 
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accustomed to received constructive criticism while women are not exposed to criticism in the 

same way males are and react differently. This can cause the majority of females to shy away 

from positions or situations where they could face criticism. (Shipman, 2014). 

Another issue that is overlooked within the business world is that there is a preconceived 

notion that sponsoring or mentoring a woman will be difficult and should be avoided (Demarco, 

2019). A 2010 Harvard research study led by Sylvia Ann Hewlett3 showed that men try to avoid 

being a mentor to women out of fear of a sexual harassment lawsuit (Demarco, 2019). 64% of 

men in executive positions responded that they would not meet individually with women out of 

that fear (Demarco, 2019). This creates two problems; the first being is without that extra 

support and knowledge, women are left at a significant disadvantage when trying to advance 

their positions. The second being women are losing a lot of guidance opportunities. Having a 

mentor can be so important and helpful when in a new workplace or when wanting to move 

up. Having someone always in your corner is extremely helpful for a career, let alone mental 

health. A mentor can offer a unique perspective without the consequences or pressures that a 

manager usually is facing when working with employees, such as performance evolutions and 

deadlines.. Mentors can see actions without bias, which can be helpful when looking at what 

can be improved (Rampton, 2016). This can be expressed in a casual way rather than an 

intimidating, documented meeting with a manager. Mentors can also provide constant 

encouragement. The relationship between a mentor and mentee can be different in the sense 

that there does not need to be any competition between the two, and both can want the other 

 
3 Slyvia Ann Hewlett is the President of Center for Work-Life Policy, CEO of Hewlett Consulting Partners, Founder 
and Chair of Center for Talent Innovation and a member of the Council on Foreign Relations. For more about 
Hewlett and her work please visit: http://www.sylviaannhewlett.com/about.html. 
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to succeed; rather than with a manager, who could just want to hit deadlines and quotas 

(Rampton, 2016). This relationship can be so powerful and is only offered in slim opportunities. 

More importantly it is rarer for women to have this kind of support which can impact a 

women’s progression. 

Another large hidden barrier is that women don’t have a whole lot of people in their corner 

advocating for them (Shellenbarger, 2012). This can hinder progression within the workplace 

because there is no incentive to challenge women and without that advocation, a lot of 

managers just assume women cannot handle difficult tasks (due to those subconscious 

thoughts) and they will not have the opportunity to advance. Having a network of advocates 

can enhance women’s performance and confidence through constant guidance and 

communication (Logue, 2001). 

Networking can be very influential in the workplace, but men and women are often taught 

different way of networking. Networking is a widespread practice that is picked up through 

experiences. Men are taught at an early age that networking can be the most important aspect 

of their career and is vital to success (Castrillon, 2019). This tends to create advantage for men 

by providing larger networks and more opportunities. On the other hand, women are taught 

networking later, and focus relationships where trust has already been built (previous bosses 

and employees) (Castrillon, 2019). This is clearly different than the way a man is taught to 

network and can explain why women are not putting themselves out there to the extent men 

are. This tends to be a major barrier for women. While men are out there meeting new people, 

who will help advance their careers, women are stuck in the same trusted group of individuals 

and they are not encouraged to break that barrier. 
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WHAT ARE THE WOMEN SAYING? 

It is noticeably clear that a woman holding a higher position in a company is exceedingly 

rare, so when it does happen, a lot of interviews with those women take place. During these 

interviews they discuss all things that have occurred during their journey to the top. Whether 

they are discussing their experiences within the workplace or what they experienced getting to 

where they are now. The interviews put a spotlight on different barriers that these women 

faced firsthand including gender imbalances among staff, men using their power to an 

advantage and so on. However, for these women, they fought against odds and persisted until 

they reached their maximum potential and are trying to change the world while they have the 

opportunity. I examined interviews that have been pulled from news articles and magazines 

including Billboard, Forbes, Inside Business Entrepreneurs. These women have chosen to talk 

about their success and how these women are trying to influence a change in society. These 

women include Deborah Dugan, CEO of Recording Academy, who interviewed with Melinda 

Newman of Billboard, Sheila Ronning, Founder of Women in the Board Room, who interviewed 

with Kara Zone, a professional writer and editor, Kerry Washington, Actress, Producer and 

Director, who spoke at the 2017 Forbes Women’s Summit, and Ellen Pompeo, Actress and 

Producer, who spoke on the Porter panel. 

 DEBORAH DUGAN 

Deborah Dugan is powerful woman who started out as an attorney on Wall Street in New 

York City, and then became the executive vice president after eight years with the EMI Record 

Group (Aswad, 2019). Dugan also is the prior president of Disney Publishing Worldwide, and 
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now she is the CEO of the Recording Academy (Aswad, 2019). The Recording Academy 

previously had Neil Portnow leading them for the past 17 years where he had the reputation of 

lacking gender and racial diversity and his executive group was labeled as “the boys club” 

(Newman, 2019). With this management change, Dugan wants to “change the world for the 

better” by bringing in a new representation that is diverse and more accurately represents the 

population (Newman, 2019).  

In a recent interview with Billboard Dugan explains how she has prepared for this role as a 

CEO, and how she became so comfortable with her previous job that she was hesitant to jump 

at her dream of becoming the CEO of the Recording Academy (Newman, 2019). She ended up 

getting comfortable in her prior position so there was no urge to move up or even look for 

another position. The CEO position of the Academy was the only job that she would have taken, 

which shows that if that would have not come along, she would not have searched for 

advancement, which is something many women fall trap to. This relates back to the study that 

was done by Dunning and Ehrlinger that showed those preconceived notions that women could 

take opportunities away from them. They tend to believe they cannot do as well as they are 

capable of, so they turn opportunities down when they could perform just as well as men do 

(Shipman, 2014). This leads to women avoiding taking risks believing they are going to fail, 

which puts men at an advantage.  

 SHEILA RONNING 

 Sheila Ronning is the current CEO and founder of Women in the Boardroom which is a 

group that supports women in their efforts to achieve their highest professional goals (Zone, 



  Vattimo 19 
 

   
 

2020). This company focuses on changing women’s mindsets and helping them through the 

process of creating campaigns while also providing events to facilitate connections with other 

board members that are currently serving (Zone, 2020). In this interview, Ronninng describes 

the hardships she faced while working at Best Buy. She states the moment when she realized 

no matter how hard she worked, she was not going to get a promotion because she was a 

woman, “It was not until I saw men getting promoted before me, I realized how much of a good 

ol’boy network it was. In hindsight, it was a female thing” (Zone, 2020, para 6). This relates back 

to that idea of men wanting to be surrounded by men. Sheila mentions her boss, who was 

male, kept “dangling” a promotion in front of her. However, no matter how many demands she 

followed through with, she was not promoted while the manager continued to promote other 

males with similar skills and experience (Zone, 2020). 

It is hard to know the motive behind these actions, but Ronning perceived it was 

because of her gender (Zone, 2020). Ronning notes that these experiences are exactly why she 

is doing what she does today (Zone, 2020). Ronning says she hears a lot of women describing 

the same issues that she dealt with and realized that the doubt women have about themselves 

needs to change  (Zone, 2020). An important part of the interview is when Ronning talks about 

how people should work together. Ronning details that there needs to be healthy diversity 

(Zone, 2020). Human differences need to be taken into account to create a comfortable work 

environment (Zone, 2020). Then the interviewer, Zone, asks Ronning about how she sees the 

future of her company and what advice she has to offer. Ronning says the company’s main goal 

right now is expanding connections and her advice would be “Success does not always mean 

you are making money; it means different things to different people. I view myself as successful 
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because I am doing something I love” (Zone, 2020, para 27). This is so important because 

networking is a big barrier that women face and creating an outlet for a group of women to 

expand their network and create connections will be helpful to their career journey. Through 

this group they have created a community, which acts as an advocacy group where women are 

able to support each other through hardships. 

OTHER POWERFUL WOMEN IMPACTED 

Not only are CEO’s impacted by the gender imbalance, this imbalance exists at high-profile 

positions in other industries throughout the world. Many powerful women have used their 

platforms to spread information and messages about gender discrimination. Hollywood 

actresses have used their positions on social media to share stories about gender imbalance 

they have experienced throughout their careers. Many Hollywood actresses have experienced 

comparable situations on their rise to fame which I portray through analyzing interviews with 

Kerry Washington and Ellen Pompeo that have been published in magazines. These two 

women, Washington and Pompeo are very outspoken and present on social media regarding 

gender imbalance throughout the workplace. I noticed missing throughout literature is the 

connection between the gender imbalance happening across industries. With the Hollywood 

actresses being so outspoken I can compare their experiences to those of CEOS and I can put a 

spotlight on the commonalities throughout the industries. 
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KERRY WASHINGTON 

 Kerry Washington holds a huge presence within today’s society as she was the first 

African American female to have a leading role on prime-time television show(Nylander, 2020). 

Washington has recently set up her own production company and has been a co-writer on a 

television series based off a bestselling novel (Nylander, 2020). During her interview with 

Lynetter Nylander of Porter, Washington highlights the issues that are important to her. The 

first being the gender imbalance that she noticed during her upbringing. She recalls an 

experience on a set where she noticed that she was the only woman on the full set, and she felt 

completely isolated (Nylander, 2020). Washington says her colleagues often talked about other 

women that they had worked with, describing all of them as “difficult, needy, crazy, 

unpredictable, a diva” and so on. Eventually, Washington would meet these actors and the 

gossip heard on set was completely inaccurate (Nylander, 2020). Through all these experiences, 

Washington realized that something needed to change. Washington then got involved with the 

Time’s Up ,movement which is a movement that is focused on creating a safe and fair 

workplace for women of all kinds (TIME’S UP). Washington believes that female creative 

relationships should be encouraged and supported (Nylander, 2020). Washington has felt the 

isolation and gender imbalance of being a woman can bring, but she is using her platform 

through social media to bring attention to the matter.  

During an interview with the Forbes Women’s Summit4 Washington is asked to speak 

about the way she uses her platform as an actor and if she should be as outspoken as she is. 

 
4 The Forbes Women’s Summit is an annual event where it spotlights the most powerful women of the year that 
have the power to change society for the better and create meaningful progress (Forbes Release, 2020). 



  Vattimo 22 
 

   
 

Washington explains that she uses her voice as power and that is her given right and by 

encouraging women to support other women she believes that is her way of paying it forward 

(Entrepreneur Insider, 2017). This relates back to many women on their journey to becoming a 

CEO that experience isolation. An article written by Berneke and Strella titles “ It’s Lonely at the 

Top,”  details that when a woman is entering a higher ranked position, they are often finding 

themselves among a group of males can create a feeling of isolation (Berneke & Strella, 2017). 

Being the only female within an executive group. Wanda Wallace’s research was mentioned 

within Berneke’s and Strella’s writing saying that loneliness is one of the top five aspects that 

can affect women’s career progression (Berneke & Strella, 2017). In Wallace’s study, she found 

that the loneliness that women experience being the minority in an executive group adds to the 

stress of an already demanding career and family life which leads women to leave the position 

(Berneke & Strella, 2017). 

ELLEN POMPEO 

 Ellen Pompeo, an American actress and producer, was born in Massachusetts and made 

her first film debut in 2002 and has been a growing success since then (IMBD, 2020). Her most 

notable role is her leading position in the hit series Greys Anatomy; where in 2017 she made 

the notable accomplishment of being the highest paid actor on a television series (Salazar, 

2018). One of the things Pompeo is outspoken about is her struggles on getting what she 

thought that she was worth. Pompeo has talked in several interviews about fighting the wage 

gap she directly faced on Greys Anatomy and becoming a better self-advocate (Salazar, 2018 ).  

Pompeo details how the executives would try to intimidate her and that she thought about 

quitting multiple times after finding out her co-star, Patrick Dempsey, who had the same 
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leading role as her, was being paid almost double her salary (Pomarico, 2019). The executives 

also used her co-star against her during negotiations by trying to convey that the show would 

be fine without her and could continue with just Dempsey (Pomarico, 2019). This ignited a 

spark within Pompeo who began testing her limits during negotiations to see what the 

producers would go for (Pomarico, 2019) Pompeo asked the producers to give her a raise that 

was more than what Dempsey was being paid and, it was shut down almost immediately 

(Pomarico, 2019). Ever since then, she has been fighting for equal rights and trying to shut 

down the wage gap.  

Pompeo is a huge icon for the Times Up movement. Pompeo attends rallies and tries to 

spread more information about how gender equality is being. overlooked (Read, 2018). 

Pompeo dives deeper into this by saying if gender inequality is prevalent even amongst the 

wealthiest people then it must be something that every woman is dealing with (Read, 2018). 

She also has been an advocate about the importance of supporting one another; “We still have 

a really long way to go with respect to women supporting women. It is still more rare to have 

women support women when you are on top. It’s still more challenging to get women to 

support women to support you when you’re actually on the top and doing fantastic” (Salazar, 

2018, para 4). It has become more typical to see women supporting women when they are 

struggling and having hardships, but as soon as a woman is powerful and successful it becomes 

threatening. If women can start supporting other women more often, no matter what their 

position is, a community of support can be created. Pompeo notes that the main reason she 

took charge of her salary and getting what she thought she is worth was through the security 

she built throughout the years of filming Greys Anatomy. Pompeo notes it could be so much 
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more difficult for women who do not have that sense of security and confidence (Salazar, 

2018). 

 Pompeo’s experiences are important to relate back to the commonalities that are shared 

with the hardships that women progressing through the workforce are experiencing. Using 

Pompeo’s experience and how she overcame those hardships it is clear that when Pompeo 

started becoming confident in her abilities, she was able to progress. If women progressing 

through the workforce believe in their capabilities they will be open to new experiences and 

opportunities. Pompeo also states that by creating a community through the Time’s Up 

movement has been incredibly helpful to her journey throughout her career (Read, 2018). This 

can shed a light on women progressing to CEO and by creating a community can give strength 

to women which can be useful throughout a career journey.  

MOVEMENTS 

Gender inequality and the industry wide imbalance has impacted and led a lot of women to 

have negative experiences throughout their career. Many women have collectively come 

together across the world to voice their opinions on a bigger scale through several movements. 

The definition of movement is, “the act, process, or result of moving” (Dictionary, 2020). These 

movements are used to move forward in progress by trying to reach a general goal. These 

movements have a lot of various aspects to them which will be explained, but most of them 

focus directly with sexual harassment. It is a common idea within these organizations that the 

power imbalance between men and women can be directly related to sexual harassment 

(TIME’s UP, 2020). These movements are important as they play a role in trying to make the 
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work environment more inviting for women through addressing the gender imbalance and 

gender stereotypes. These movements put a spotlight on many issues that compare to the 

hardships that CEO’s are facing. The movements show what can be done when collectively 

coming together to address a common. issue. This can shed a light for CEO’s on how to take 

proper action regarding gender discrimination. 

TIMES UP MOVEMENT 

 The Times Up movement was started in 2018 by a group of more than 300 women 

within the entertainment industry with the main goal of gender equality (TIME’S UP, 2020). This 

started when accusations about powerful men that were abusing their positions within the 

workplace started to surface (TIME’S UP, 2020). A group of women within the entertainment 

industry came together to see what they could do to prevent further abuse (Karasik-Shannon, 

2019). The Time’s Up organization officially started January 1st, 2018 by over 400 women with 

an open letter published to their website stating their mission statement (Karasik-Shannon, 

2019). Their mission statement reads, “TIME’S UP Now aims to create a society free of gender-

based discrimination in the workplace and beyond” (TIME’S UP, 2020). They are known to focus 

specifically with problems within the workplace and creating a sense of fairness, safety, and 

equality (Langone, 2018). Within the first year the foundation, the employees were tackling 

gender equity issues from Los Angeles all the way to the United Kingdom (TIME’S UP, 2020). 

Along with this, a legal defense fund was created that helps sexual assault survivors (TIME’S UP, 

2020). They provide more than 700 attorneys who are taking on cases (TIME’S UP, 2020) More 

recently they have added a program focused solely on preventing sexual harassment and any 

kind of discrimination in the workplace. They find the root cause of the discrimination or 
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harassment within organizations and work hard to eliminate any inequality existing at all levels 

of society because, they believe women will only become safe at work when they become 

equal (TIME’S UP, 2020).  

 Times Up Now focuses on three aspects they are trying to accomplish including safety, 

power and equality (TIME’S UP, 2020). Within safety, they are aiming more towards preventing 

sexual harassment within the workplace (TIME’S UP, 2020). A Redbook survey titled “The 

Reckoning,” that was published by Christine Rosen reported that nearly 90% of women had 

experienced some sort of sexual harassment throughout their career (Rosen, 2018). That large 

of a percentage creates a common thought that a woman will experience some sort of sexual 

harassment over the course of her career (Rosen, 2018). This can create a hostile workplace for 

women which can ultimately hinder their success. The Time’s Up Movement chooses to focus 

on creating a safer workplace for women so that they do not feel afraid of sexual harassment 

and can reach their full potential. Relating back to the progression that is needed to reach CEO 

status, the idea that women will encounter sexual violence over their career can create a 

barrier. This barrier is created when women are inherently thinking that men should be feared 

(Rosen, 2018). If progressing through the workplace means being the only female among an 

executive group of all males, the barrier of constantly fearing men comes into play and woman 

may not feel comfortable with that opportunity. Through the Times Up Movement, the goal is 

to create a safe and fair workplace where women can feel comfortable and progress with no 

fear.  

The second aspect is power. This aspect focuses on taking the imbalance of power back 

after years of the underrepresentation of women within the workplace (TIME’S UP, 2020). They 
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correlate sexual assault with the lack of power women hold. Focusing on the imbalance of 

power and eliminating it can ensure equality among genders so that sexual violence does not 

occur. The organization realizes the importance of changing this imbalance within the 

workplace by saying, “The economy suffers because of the enormous lost potential of women 

who are effectively or chased out of jobs or whose careers stall before they rise through the 

ranks to positions of power (TIME’S UP, 2020). This goes back to the lack of women in high 

ranked positions facing similar barriers that keep them from progressing. This idea can also be 

known as the “glass cliff” (Stewart, 2018). The “glass cliff” is when women are put through 

riskier situations that no male wants to occupy within their companies, but the expectation is 

already set that they are going to fail (Stewart, 2018). When this happens, it creates the notion 

that men have the power to say, “I don’t want to step into this,” and the only thing that is left 

for a woman to step in (Stewart, 2018). Permitting this power imbalance, it is allowing men to 

be constantly held to a higher standard than women. This can damage a woman’s self-

confidence by being the last person who is considered for a leadership position. This relates to 

the focus of the Time’s Up movement of getting rid of the power imbalance to allow equal 

progression. To fight this, they aim to increase the number of women holding high ranked 

positions but also trying to get rid of the barriers that are preventing women from reaching 

higher statuses (TIME’S UP, 2020). They also aim to place a larger emphasis on the value of 

women throughout industries by implementing public policy, enhancing corporate practice and 

creating inclusive cultures (TIME’S UP, 2020).  

The last aspect the Time’s Up Organization focuses on is equality. Equality to this 

organization is described as allowing everyone to deserve “a fair shot at success” (TIME’S UP, 
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2020). The organization details that to do this they need to tackle those barriers that are 

preventing women from reaching their potential. These barriers could be structural, including 

the lack of paid time off to the underrepresentation of women in leader roles and the 

abundance of women working in lower wage jobs (TIME’S UP, 2020). These issues run deep, 

and it could take proper legislation to see the proper culture change(TIME’S UP, 2020). One of 

the Time’s Up Organizations main focuses has been based around those barriers that are 

stopping women from reaching their full potential. A main focus has been advocating for 

women to receive equal pay, paid family and medical leave, childcare, and against 

discrimination regarding pregnancy (TIME’S UP, 2020). This focus of the Time’s Up movement 

incorporates the two other focal points (safety and power) by addressing the need for equality 

which can be solved by first giving back safety and power to women. 

The Time’s Up Movement has made notable progress within 15 states that have made 

changes to their sexual harassment laws that strengthen protections for women in the 

workplace (TIME’S UP, 2020). In June 2019, the Times Up Safety Legislature was passed, and it 

strengthens protections for workplace sexual harassment victims and extends the statute of 

limitations for reporting second- and third-degree rape which allows victims a longer period to 

report their incident (TIME’S UP, 2020).  Through the years they have identified issues that 

needed to be changed and have worked to make changes where they see fit. The Times Up 

movement is still very present today and continues to fight for gender equality.  
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ME TOO MOVEMENT 

 The Me-Too movement was started in 2006 by Tarana Burke who as a young girl always 

was involved within her community and her passion stuck out (Me Too. Movement, 2020). In 

high school Burke focused on racial issues, housing inequality and injustice within the economy 

(Me Too. Movement, 2020). Burke went to attend Alabama State University where she 

continued to advocate for these issues (Me Too. Movement, 2020). After college, Burke moved 

to Selma, Alabama, and she started to focus on supporting victims of sexual assault after she 

made a personal connection with a young Black girl (Me Too. Movement, 2020). After meeting 

so many survivors, Burke realized that all these survivors had something in common, this being 

the limited resources available to them and lack of support (Me Too. Movement, 2020). 

Through this organization, Burke hopes to change the way sexual assault survivors are seen and 

treated while providing informing the public with information about consent (Me Too. 

Movement, 2020).  

 This organization focuses on programs that are available to the public to help through 

the healing process of sexual assault. These programs are at no cost and they are designed to 

encourage leadership and support among women (Me Too. Movement, 2020). Currently, this 

organization offers three programs including the survivor leadership training, community 

healing circle and survivor healing series (Me Too. Movement, 2020). These programs are very 

popular within the Me-Too organization, but they are most well-known for taking down men 

who have been accused of sexual harassment within the workplace (Carlsen et al., 2018). In 

2017, the first articles using the Me-Too hashtag dropped in a huge way, accusing Harvey 

Weinstein, an enormously powerful film producer of sexual misconduct (Grady, 2020). After 
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this first story was released, more accusations using the hashtag began to surface very quickly 

not only about Weinstein but naming other well-known actors/producers including Kevin 

Spacey, Charlie Rose. By the end of 2018 numbers would reach 262 by the end of 2018 (Grady, 

2020). Using that “Me-Too” hashtag created a sense of community and comfort and people 

sprung to action (Grady, 2020). Joan Williams, a professor of law at the University of California 

noted that they had never seen anything like the outrage after these accusations became 

known which turned people’s heads (Carlsen et al., 2018). Through using this organization as an 

outlet, they have successfully removed around 200 men from their positions due to sexual 

harassment (Carlsen et al., 2018). 

 The Me-Too Organization offers a continuous support outlet for survivors and are 

actively trying to stop sexual violence within the workplace (Me Too. Movement, 2020). Within 

the workplace, the threat of sexual violence is a big barrier that women face when trying to 

progress. More importantly women want to make sure there are proper repercussions after a 

sexual assault occurrence (Stewart, 2018). Through this organization, women are encouraged 

to share their stories which can help lead to changes within the society and workplace. Relating 

this back to the struggle of women progressing through their companies (Langone, 2018). By 

allowing women a community of support, they can start to shed a light on the changes that 

need to happen that would collectively create a better workplace (Langone, 2018). Allowing 

women, a platform to share their stories can create a community with a common goal of 

gender equality which can lead to a rise of women in the workplace. By increasing the number 

of women in the workplace, that underrepresentation goes away, and the power imbalance can 

be shifted towards an equal workforce. Burke, the founder of the organization, is creating a 
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community where women can go for support along with fighting the systems that are allowing 

sexual violence to continue by getting rid of lingering power imbalances (Langone, 2018).   

 The Times Up Movement and the Me-Too Movement have been hard at work the past 

couple years trying to break down the gender gap that has become more prevalent in society. 

Through the movements, it can help bring more attention to gender inequality and the changes 

that need to happen. A study done, “Worldwide Optimism About Future of Gender Equality,” 

reported by Juliana Horowitz and Janell Fetterolf released that 98% of people surveyed agree 

that gender equality is important to them (Horowitz & Fetterolf, 2020). Another study, 

“Representation in Corporate Pipeline by Gender,” done by the Scout Exchange showed that 

80% of recruiters have noticed an increase in the want to hire women (Anderson, 2018). This 

importance of gender diversity within companies can make the future important for those with 

power to make societal changes.  

MOVING FORWARD 

 In 2015 the United Nations came together and set “Sustainable Development Goals;” 

within these goals was the goal to achieve gender equality and increase support for women 

everywhere by the year 2030 (Krishnan, et al. 2020). McKinsey and Company conducted a study 

to see if there has been any progress within companies to diversity their staff. McKinsey and 

Co. found that 87% of American companies now prioritize gender diversity compared to 74% in 

2015 (Krishnan, et al. 2020). This increase of 13% shows a promising change that companies are 

taking responsibility for the diversity of their company and are trying to eliminate any lingering 

gender imbalance. Companies can take specific actions to break down those barriers that are 
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creating such a gender imbalance including a focus on succession, addressing the gender gap in 

education situations, and increasing networking and committing to inclusion (Frankiewicz, 

2020). 

FOCUS ON SUCCESSION 

 A big issue that has been identified as a barrier to women’s success by Madeline 

Heilman, a professor at NYU, is the sex bias within the workplace (Heilmand, 2018). This sex 

bias creates gendered career paths and can affect a women’s opportunity to be considered for 

a higher demanding job that requires more assertive leadership styles (Heilman, 2018). By 

putting a focus on succession, companies can make it a priority for leadership to make the 

company more inclusive to women. Putting an emphasis on leadership rather than gendered 

career paths, women will have more opportunity and not get stuck with those stereotypical 

roles (Frankiewicz, 2020). This will also allow companies to be direct with their employees 

(whether male or female) on what qualities and skills are needed to be the best at the position 

they are striving for (Frankiewicz, 2020). Making these changes and putting a focus on creating 

better leaders will provide women with the opportunity to progress and not be stuck in 

gendered career paths.  

EDUCATIONAL GENDER GAP  

 A study done, “How to Address Gender-Based Training Gaps in the Workplace,” by D2L5 

showed that 56% of men were aware of the training opportunities offered by their company 

 
5 D2L is an online learning company that studies the differences in how men and women receive training 
opportunities within the workplace. For more information on D2l visit their website: 
https://www.d2l.com/corporate/blog/gender-based-learning-development-gaps/  
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while only 42% of women were aware of their training, and 16% of women reported they had 

no access at all to any training within their company (Florentine, 2018). Men are being offered 

the training to help their careers and encourage them to move up and women are not and that 

can create an imbalance of opportunity. Looking at specific skills, 68% of men reported they 

had access to a type of technical skill training while only 47% of women reported having access, 

and 37% of the women who do not have access reported they wish that they did (Florentine, 

2018). The imbalance plays a key factor in why this educational gap is often noted as an 

obstacle woman face when trying to progress in the workplace. Many women often feel like 

they cannot develop an expertise within one specific area which often hinders them from 

moving up the ranks (Fuhrmans, 2020). Women cannot feel comfortable in their skills to seek 

out an opportunity to move up because that expertise does not have the opportunity to 

develop fully. 

INCREASING NETWORKING 

 Over 50% of women who start in entry level positions only make it to the middle rank 

and stay there, while only 35% make it to the director level, 24% make it to vice president level 

and 19% end up making it to an executive level (Shellenbarger, 2012). This can be attributed to 

the lack of networking and sponsorships available for women (Shellenbarger, 1012). The lack of 

advocation women receive can hinder their confidence and progression within their careers. 

This stems from an early age when men and women are taught to network differently creating 

two distinct types of networking done within a workplace (Castrillion, 2019). Men are taught to 

go out and seek new opportunities while women are taught to embrace their inner circle and 

create close knit relationships (Castrillion, 2019). While it is far past the time to change how 
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women are taught to network, changing the way the company values networking could 

increase the abilities of women to progress better. Adding more women to these companies 

could be extremely helpful for employees (McGrath, 2019). Adding more women to a company, 

it removes the pressure of being among being the only female executive in the room and can 

create comfortability and it encourages women to network more (McGrath, 2019).  This can 

also benefit the company through those networking events, it can encourage young females to 

be excited about the company combatting those stereotypes that are lingering within the 

workplace (McGrath, 2019).  

THE IMPORTANCE OF INCLUSION 

 A company’s culture defines them. The culture tells the average person about the 

company’s core values and can impact functionality (Moseley, 2019). A culture that is inclusive 

for women is especially important to increase the number of women that feel comfortable 

seeking opportunity (Moseley, 2019). This inclusion must be strict. It is not enough to say that 

the company is inclusive, they need to show it as well (Moseley, 2019). Many companies have 

discussed how they are going to create a more diverse workforce but fail to plan and never 

implement those changes (Moseley, 2019). The most powerful move a company can make is to 

encourage women within the workplace, and to strive for greatness for them (Moseley, 2019). 

By giving women support to become leaders and progress in their careers they are creating an 

inclusive culture, which can encourage women to want to be better (Moseley, 2019). This will 

encourage women to take advantage of all available opportunities and feel supported to act on 

those opportunities. This will also ensure that women are not being left behind, and that they  

feel like they are a part of a team.  
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 When women feel supported they are unstoppable, as shown through the power of the 

two movements discussed throughout this paper. The Time’s Up Organization started because 

more than 400 women came together and decided enough was enough (TIME’S UP, 2020). This 

organization has been incredibly powerful. Within the first year they expanded their work all 

the way to the United Kingdom (TIME’S UP, 2020). Time’s Up has made progress within 15 

different states that have adopted changes to legislation to rightfully protect women (TIME’S 

UP, 2020). The Me-Too movement has taken down more than 200 powerful men that were 

abusing their power (Carlsen, 2018). These two organizations show the power of women when 

they come together in a community that is encouraging them. This sheds a light on what 

women are capable of, which can inspire women to succeed across all industries. Women who 

are trying to progress to become CEO’s can take inspiration from these organizations when 

facing hardships through their career. Instead of allowing the barriers to keep them down, they 

can put a spotlight on them and demand change. The testimonies from Hollywood actresses, 

and current women holding CEO positions can add to that spotlight and create a community 

that wants gender equality. Women who are facing these common barriers are just a part of 

the change.  

CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I have argued that there is a distinct gender imbalance that directly affects 

the number of women that become CEOs. There are many issues that create hidden barriers 

that women face throughout their journey that are not commonly talked about. Within this 

paper I examine the current condition of the number of women holding CEO positions among 

the Fortune 500 companies. Also, I examine and detail many hidden barriers that women are 
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facing on a day-to-day basis and a number of studies that show the commonality of these 

hardships. I introduce several women including Deborah Dugan (CEO of Recording Academy), 

Sheila Ronning (Founder of Women in the Board Room), Kerry Washington (Actress, Producer, 

Director), and Ellen Pompeo (Actress and Producer). These women share their experiences with 

similar hardships and how they overcame them. Those testimonials can be used for women 

today as inspiration and encouragement when facing their own workplace hardships. The Me-

Too movement and Time’s Up movement put a spotlight on the importance of coming together 

and how much can truly be done when women fight a common battle. Like the Me-Too 

Movement and Time’s Up Movement, women progressing through the workplace can kickback 

against those gender discrimination barriers which could create a revolutionary change. 
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