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B Women in Workforce Managing the transition

The Challenges

PMIBAZERRE (PMP®) @ Ram Narayanan Sastry K¢ (H
FERD) D SBRBOLLEVEIZEFBAD ~ZbEI%—
J9B~] &, HEDZ1—AL2—698H53EDV ) —
ATHHLTWVET,

BARICE T B RESBHDEMHOSEETNEINRT 1 v b,
FE. TLTZDRREIOVWT, ABABHDOETES R
RRELLGOTVET,

SastryKld. 1V FOVY 7 b7 —EXRHERH
(Impetus), 7 AU ARV 7 bo 78 EE% (Oracle),
FAYRIVIZT IR (Siemens), BERDAFH
BERE RZATHIV) THHEL, TETEERE - 5B
XAEIcELTERLABTY,

B2EDESE TFrLVY) ZBREIFLETY,
current norms and processes are in for a disruption. How
do Project Managers at different organizations brace for
this impact and make this transition as smooth as possible?
This article focuses on the benefits, challenges and possible
solutions to make this transition possible. Three top picks in

each of these areas are discussed in the below article.

Women in Workforce #2: The Challenges
Now we take a look at some of the challenges that women
will face in today’s male dominated work environment.
Yuriko Koike, Tokyo's new Governor, says there is a “Steel
Ceiling” and not just a “Glass Ceiling” for working women
in Japan. In an interview to CNN she says “it's more rigid,
more chauvinistic, it's really hard to crash.” This is an honest

assessment of the ground reality of the situation in Japan. In

Ram Narayanan Sastry

reality, this problem has existed and still exists in most other

parts of the world as well.

1) The Mindset Problem:

Typically in most places around the world, when women
first entered the workforce they faced a lot of issues with
the older generation as it was difficult for them to accept
that women can do the job as effectively as or better than
a man. Also, for some people it is just the discomfort of a
new facet of dealing with another gender in the everyday
work life. This problem is usually increased manifold in
societies that are strongly male dominated and has a strong

hierarchical code like we have in Japan.

This manifests itself in many ways, for e.g. co-workers
simply feel uncomfortable talking professionally to
the women, co-workers tend to look at them more as
ornamental and tend to discuss serious topics with other
men in the team while ignoring the women. Worst of all,
some people will not directly address the female employee
to ask the questions and direct those to some other person

who may not really be working on that stuff anyway.

Such interactions are of course very ineffective, but they also
lead to a lot of psychological impacts on the whole team.
The female employee feels oppressed and discriminated for
no fault of hers other than just being female. At times this
leads to reverse psychology where such employees then
assume a more aggressive or combative mood to get the

right attention. This ends up creating a conflict ridden work
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environment. In the meanwhile, the men of the team get a
re-enforcement of their views that this is not a women'’s job

and thus the mindset keeps building.

As a project manager, if you are taking the initiative of
introducing female members in your pre-dominantly
male team, you need to be aware of these mindsets
and how they will play out in day to day routines of
the team. Based on that one will need to strategize

how to empower the female and address this mindset.

In workplaces like Japan where hierarchy matters
a lot, the tone needs to be set from the top and as
a Project Manager it is important to show the team
that you value the views of the female members
and would like the male members to consult them
wherever required. Additionally, the Project Manager
might have to do regular counseling with the women
to keep track of the team’s acceptance of the situation

and helping the women settle into their roles.

2) The Working Style Problem:

One of the biggest strengths of the Japanese workforce is
their hardworking nature. Japanese companies have through
sheer hard-work ensured products are manufactured with
high levels of reliability and consistency. But, over time this
strength has also developed into a major challenge. Due to
the hardworking nature of the work force, companies have
not invested enough in technology upgrades, work place
automation and productivity efficiency measures that the

rest of the world has invested in heavily.

This has resulted in increasing workloads, late working
hours, meetings dragging endlessly and dinner meetings
based culture. This does not bode well for increased
presence of women in the workplace. As the role of
women in the organization starts to become critical, the
quintessential question of work-life balance will be critical.
At least, in the beginning, the women will have to do the
balancing act between their work responsibilities and their

family responsibilities. Over time, more and more men

PMIBAZEBZ 1 —X L% — Vol.70

will start to actively contribute to family responsibilities to
reduce the load, but history shows us that this change will

not occur overnight.

So in the interim, the Project Manager would need to
engineer some working style culture changes in the team to

make the contribution of women workers more efficient.

As a Project Manager, it is important to ensure that
meetings are effective and finish on time. The need to
work late should not be for completing routine tasks,
but for additional activities that one wants to shoulder
for personal growth. Also, in Japan, it is important for
organizations to develop metrics to judge people’s
output more effectively than just the number of hours
they put in at work. This will help talented women to
move up the organization hierarchy without having
to put in long hours, thus increasing their motivation

levels and growth prospects.

In my role as Project Manager, I found that
initiatives such as “Work from home” were really
useful in helping the female members go through
the maternity period without a significant drop in
productivity. Also, their career did not come to a stop

due to the maternity.

3) The Glass Ceiling Problem:

This problem is very closely related to the above two points,
but is slightly different from them. Organizations tend to
create positions or roles with a hidden glass ceiling that
typically are set such that it is difficult for women to break.
This is exactly the point that the Tokyo’s new Governor,
Yuriko Koike is making when she says that in Japan it is
a “Steel Ceiling”. Redefining these roles and positions and
making them more inclusive is very critical for the success

of having a diverse work force.

In my personal experience, when I was setting up a team,
there were many “well wishers” who warned me against

having too many women in the team as the work usually
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required long hours. This was true when we started, but
this was pre-dominantly because we were working as we
had always done before. Over the next two years, along
with some of my senior team members, we introduced a
few initiatives to increase the knowledge sharing between
members and making the meetings more effective by
focusing on outcomes rather than opinions and enabling
features such as work from home facility. The result was
spectacular as the team went on to become one of the
highest productive teams in the group winning awards for
its output, while maintaining a good work-life balance in

comparison to other teams.

Of course, this is easier said than done. To be honest, there

were moments during this period when we felt it was
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easier to revert back to the older style, than to continue on
this new path. But we stuck along doggedly and got good
support from the Top Management to make this happen and

it turned out very good in the end.

As a Project Manager, it is important to understand
the limitations of existing policies and structures and
be open to new initiatives and ideas to make this a
success. At times, the Project Manager might need to
negotiate with the top Management as well, to initiate
process level changes or introducing initiatives such
as work from home. At the end of the day, the onus of
making such initiatives a success always lies with the
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