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As Prime Minister Abe pushes for more and more
participation of women in the Japanese workforce, the
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 #3: Keys to Success
Finally, in this section, we take a look at possible initiatives
that can help smooth this process and make it a win-win
scenario for all. First and foremost, the Project Manager
responsible should be convinced that it is a good idea

to have women in the workforce. Also, it is pertinent to

Ram Narayanan Sastry

understand that significant changes would be required to

make this initiative a success.

1) Choosing the right candidates:

Like any change management issue, the maximum
resistance is in the beginning. The change in mindset would
be the most difficult at the start when men need to reconcile
to the fact women can fit into their workspaces. So it helps if
the process can be started with candidates who are experts
in their domain. Such expertise helps in two ways: By virtue
of being experts, the women candidates have a higher
level of self confidence in dealing with technical or domain
situations. Secondly, it forces the rest of the team to consult

them at a regular frequency.

Additionally, it is important for the soft skills of this person
to be on the higher side to help cope with the additional
scrutiny and distrust from the rest of the team members.
This part is very important as despite what the management
wishes or wants, the real challenge is in changing people’s
mindset and that can only be done by the individuals

involved.

When we decided to change our team dynamics by
introducing more women, we first started by picking
domain experts and then started building the team around
them. This ensured that the team members constantly had
discussions with the domain experts to clarify their doubts
related to the domain. Over a period of time, they became

comfortable at this idea and were more open to working
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with female members. After this, introducing other members
at different roles was not difficult as they did not face the

same level of scrutiny from the team members.

The Project Manager needs to play the role of a
facilitator to ensure that the expert is accepted within
the team. Depending on the structure of the team and
the kind of projects being executed, setting up regular
interactive meetings such as design and domain
discussions as well as trainings would be very useful
to kick start things. Beware of individuals with strong
feelings and ensure that such individuals do not have

undue influence over the rest of the team.

2) Setting the right tone:

The key to success of this initiative is in setting the right
tone at all levels. Despite what the management says, there
would be many who would think that this is a fad and the
management would revert back to old ways if there is any
setback.

For e.g. nobody is perfect, so women like men would do
mistakes every now and then. But there could be certain
individuals who would like to blow such issues out of
proportions. In such scenarios, the Project Manager needs
to set the right tone and put things in the right perspective.
Often the steadfastness of a leader rubs on the team and

makes the change happen.

Also, there needs to be a level of tolerance to mistakes at the
start of the process. But this is very tricky to achieve. People
are quick to throw around allegations of favoritism or bias
if the Project Manager seems to be too protective. So at all
times Project Manager needs to be aware of this situation

and manage the opinion within the team accordingly.

In India, when companies were struggling with this
kind of a scenario, the Government gave them a helping
hand by introducing a reservation in jobs for women
and the companies which fulfill this requirement got an
incentive from the government. Overnight the attitude of

the companies changed and they started to work more

PMIBAZER -2 —X L% — Vol.71

proactively to ensure that women got more integrated into
the workforce and work in a variety of roles to fulfill this
requirement. Similarly, from time to time for such initiatives

to work, the tone needs to be set right from the top.

Nothing succeeds like success. Once a few women meet with
success and are acknowledged widely, it is time to celebrate
their success and spread the stories a bit around in the
organization. Awards and Recognitions are good way of
building confidence of the women in the workforce and also

help them neutralize the feeling of inferiority with the team.

The Project Manager needs to play the role of a mentor
and protector to ensure that undue pressure is not put
on the women in the workforce by colleagues knowingly
or unknowingly. If needed the Project Manager needs
to enlist the support of the Top Management to help
create an eco-system where it is possible for women to
integrate more smoothly with the current workforce.
The Project Manager should use forums such as
Awards, Rewards, and Company Journals & Newsletters

to keep the right tone within the team.

3) Support Networking:

One of the important aspects of making women part of
the workforce is to provide them with a support network
within the organization which can help them sort out some
of the common problems. For e.g. if the women within the
organization have a common forum where they can discuss
topics such as daycare for children, work life balance and
general day to day issues, their ability to cope with such

issues would be enhanced.

From time to time this forum can then also have a
discussion with management to help them out with specific
issues especially tricky issues like gender bias or sexual
misbehavior within the team. If such forums are set up
properly and are well managed, these will help in evolving
the company processes and practices in better integrating

the women into the workforce.
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The Project Manager needs to understand that one
person might not be able to address all the issues
related to this change. So it is better to have a forum

where such employees can take the rest of their issues

Mr. Sastry ‘s Profile
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and get counseling from. In case some changes are
needed in the team such forums can help with similar
case-studies from other groups making it easier for the

Project Manager to implement these steps.
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