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It Pays to Ask:
Negotiating Conditions for Leadership Success
Introduction
It is still very much an open question about why women seem
to plateau in the mid ranges of large organizations. Even
though there is evidence that having women in top leadership
roles benefits organizations,1 their actual numbers are still disappointing.2 The litany of explanations is familiar. Structural
explanations, such as scarcity, an inadequate pipeline, and
lack of line experience, have traditionally dominated executive thinking.3 In the popular press, it is often the women
themselves who bear responsibility for their fates—choosing
family over work, opting out of opportunities for leadership,
and shying away from challenging jobs, competition, and
power.4 While there is always some truth in these explanations, recently scholars have begun to look more closely at the
complex interplay between organizational practices and cultures and how women confront and navigate through the different challenges they encounter in their leadership roles.5
On the organizational side of the ledger, research has shown
that business and professional organizations often operate in
ways that can place women at a disadvantage. Labeled second
generation issues to distinguish them from overt discrimination and bias, certain structures, cultures, and norms of operating that appear natural and neutral on the surface can have
differential effects on men and women.6 There are several
ways in which this happens. For example, in professional
services firms, patterns of work assignments can contribute to
depth of expertise in subject matter and/or industry and exposure to critical partners and clients. Alternatively, assignment
patterns can result in chaotic career trajectories that accomplish neither of these aims. In one firm, for example, assumptions about the longevity of female associates, along with the
belief that these women would leave or opt for part-time work,
meant that they were rather haphazardly assigned to client
engagements. A progressive, strategic path is obviously more
likely to lead to leadership than a haphazard path. Corporate
cultures can also produce second generation issues that impact
a leader’s ability to lead. For example, in another corporation,
people were expected to acquiesce when offered a leadership
position, regardless of the circumstances. This norm of agreement had a differential impact on women because they were
more likely than men to be assigned roles that neither fit with
their career trajectories nor were at the level of the previous

incumbent. As these examples suggest, second generation
issues mean that women often have to ask for and negotiate
about things that men generally do not—good assignments,
comparable titles, and/or credit for invisible work, among
other issues.7
While few would argue that everybody needs to negotiate in
order to be successful in today’s workplace, second generation gender issues, like
the ones described
above, make it more
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especially where compensation is concerned.9 Others suggest that it depends on the situation: for
example, when subjects negotiate for themselves, when criteria, such as salary scales, are ambiguous, or when stereotypes
are operative, sex differences are more likely to be observed
to the detriment of women.10 The general conclusion is that
women don’t ask.11
Our approach is different. Because we are interested in
understanding more about the leadership gap, we wanted to
look at negotiation in the context of leadership roles. It is in
these situations of transitioning to new roles that all leaders
need to negotiate conditions for their success.12 Because of
potential second generation gender issues, where a woman’s
authority and influence as a leader cannot necessarily be
assumed,13 negotiating the conditions for success become
even more important.
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ship development opportunities, to be more satisfied with
their jobs and with their organizations, and to anticipate that
they would be offered additional leadership roles within the
next year.

Based on a recent qualitative study of 100 women who had
taken up leadership roles in the previous three years, we identified a range of issues that seemed critical to women and to
perceptions of women as leaders.14 We and the Simmons
School of Management partnered with Hewlett-Packard to
elaborate these findings with a larger sample of professional
women to see how the results from the qualitative work
would play out more generally. We surveyed 470 professional women who attended the Simmons School of Management
Leadership Conference in April 2005. The survey had four
major areas of inquiry, including:

What Gets Negotiated and Why it is Important
Our qualitative research demonstrated that contrary to popular belief—that women fail to seize leadership opportunities
or position themselves to succeed as leaders—the women in
our study were savvy about what they needed to succeed and
then asked for these things. For these women, that meant
ensuring that their roles fit well with their skills, abilities, and
levels of experience. It also meant that they had the wherewithal to deal with questions about their authority and legitimacy in their roles. Aware that they could be under the microscope to see whether they could deliver results, the women in
our study negotiated for the resources, both financial and
human, that they would need to create value for their organizations. They also sought support from other leaders and
buy-in from their teams. These women believed that in order
to position themselves to succeed, they had to ask for what
they needed—they could not assume these things would be
forthcoming.

1. When women take on leadership jobs, to what degree
do they negotiate terms that position them for success?
2. What are the characteristics of the women who negotiate, and under what conditions do they do so?
3. What are the factors that influence a woman to accept
(or reject) a leadership job, and how is this connected
to what she sees as negotiable?
4. Finally, what are the connections between negotiating
conditions and success, as measured in performance
and potential?
Leaders from different industries and age groups were represented. Over three-quarters of the respondents held some kind
of leadership position at the time of the survey. We defined
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their firms. Fifty-four percent were middle managers, including women who managed programs and projects.15 The
respondents were also interested in future leadership roles—
76% would accept another leadership role if offered and only
21% had turned down previous leadership opportunities.
Contrary to stories in the popular press, our sample did not
shy away from leadership.16

Based on a 30-item scale that covered a gamut of negotiable
issues from title and job description to resources, buy-in, and
coalition building, we identified several major factors that
described the kinds of issues that were negotiated when a
respondent assumed her most recent leadership role.17 The
percentages of respondents who reported negotiating on these
factors are in parentheses.

• The Fit and Support (52%) factor involves negotiations
over such things as title, job descriptions, key reporting relationships, and mutual expectations with a boss.
This factor indicates the degree to which a person in a
leadership role reported that she tried to clarify the
structure and form of her role to fit her skills, abilities,
and experiences.

• The Key Functions (47%) factor captures negotiating
for areas of responsibility, such as control over incentives, compensation, and staffing. This factor indicates
the degree to which a person negotiated to make the
job more doable and to signal her authority and legitimacy to the organization.

• The Strategic Positioning (62%) factor captures items
about introductions to the organization and team, support for an agenda, and the degree to which allies were
cultivated. When leaders negotiate for strategic positioning, they are attempting to shape positive perceptions of themselves in their new roles. As one of the
women interviewed mentioned, leaders do this because

Not only did these women embrace leadership, many sought
challenging jobs and negotiated over the conditions that they
believed were critical to success in those jobs. Additionally,
those who negotiated were more likely than those who did
not to have higher performance ratings, to be offered leader2

CGO Insights

“impressions count—after three months, I want people
to say, ‘Ann is okay.’”

leadership potential and ability, as measured by their reports
of being offered leadership development opportunities.
Finally, most of those women with a high proclivity to negotiate expect to be offered another leadership opportunity
within the next year.

• The Resources (84%) factor includes asking for more
resources, linking results to resources, and engaging
others as allies to help make the case for what is
required to achieve results. We found in the earlier
study that failing to negotiate for resources and instead
assuming that you as the leader can “make do” is a
common trap with often quite negative consequences.18

Proclivity to negotiate is also related to other reported outcomes. Women who negotiate report being satisfied with
their jobs (74% vs. 26% of those who don’t negotiate) and are
less likely to consider leaving their companies (70% vs.
30%). So when women ask, it not only allows them to fulfill
their own leadership aspirations, but also has implications
(many with financial benefits) to their organizations in terms
of motivation and turnover.

We created a measure called Proclivity to Negotiate to capture the degree to which women in the sample reported that
they negotiated for resources, fit and support, strategic positioning, and key functions. Overall, 53% of the sample had a
high proclivity to negotiate. This percentage compares quite
favorably with other studies that suggest women do not negotiate.19 We found that proclivity to negotiate had payoffs in
performance, potential, and satisfaction.

Who Negotiates and Under What Circumstances
Clearly, it pays to ask. What, then, helps us understand why
some women ask and others do not? The following example
is of a woman, Alice Adams, who asked.21
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she said, she wanted a boss who was supportive but whose
Leadership Job, was based solely on the respondents’ own
belief was, “I hire really good people and I get out of their
assessments, which could be inflated.
way.” Alice wanted to be held accountable for results. To
learn about the CEO and the company, Alice consulted with
more than 15 people in the industry whom she knew and who
Leaders with a high proclivity to negotiate seem to gain a
knew the CEO. These meetings not only gave her insight into
payoff from their actions (see Figure 1). Those who negotiather potential boss, but also gave her ideas about what to
ed were more likely than those who did not negotiate to have
negotiate to structure her role in such a way that she would
higher performance ratings in their most recent performance
have the autonomy she needed and the CEO’s support as
reviews. They were also more likely to be seen as having
3
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well. For Alice, the nature of their working relationship was
critical, and so she negotiated with the CEO over that. They
negotiated how she would be evaluated, how they would give
each other feedback, and how the CEO would support her.
She negotiated his support for hard decisions she knew she
would have to make—downsizing in some areas, consolidating in others, and, critically, for the resources she would need
in order to accomplish what she had promised.

challenges and opportunities the role presents. A woman who
1) digs deep to figure out where her supporters are and where
there might be resistance, 2) tries to assess the commitment
of a boss and other key stakeholders, and 3) is curious about
what people in the organization think and feel about having
her in the role gathers the type of information that will help
her negotiate. This kind of diagnosis gives her insight into
possible challenges she could face and, therefore, ideas about
what she needs to negotiate in order to meet them.

Alice, according to our definition, had a proclivity to negotiate. In order to understand which factors are most important
That is precisely what happened when Linda took over as
in explaining whether a woman will negotiate, we used
president of a small investment bank. Recruited by the bank’s
Structural Equation Modeling. The model revealed an interboard, who had lost confidence in the senior managers, Linda
esting pattern (see Figure 2): A woman is more likely to
had to deal with both the failed senior leadership—people
negotiate condiwho were afraid
tions for taking a
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had been previously made. She negotiated visible support
success.
from the chairman and vice chairman and brought them in to
articulate the business case for her appointment. By negotiating with the board over benefits, particularly a long-term
Experience. Not surprisingly, women who had held more
compensation plan, Linda demonstrated to her team that she
leadership positions in their professional careers were more
was committed to doing what it took to turn things around.
likely to negotiate (72% negotiated) than those who did not
Alice, similarly, carried out an intense diagnosis, digging
have as much leadership experience (28%). Experience is
deep to understand the situation she was entering. Given the
likely to help a woman recognize the kinds of situations in
mandate for change that was associated with the job she was
which negotiating is a possibility. Experience probably also
considering, she expected resistance and so tested for comincreases her confidence in her ability to negotiate for what
mitment from her potential boss and negotiated for his supshe needs. But leadership experience does not directly
port for the kinds of changes she would need to make.
explain proclivity to negotiate. Rather, an experienced leader
Women like Linda, who analyze and anticipate challenges
like Alice knows that she needs to negotiate, and so uses her
they will face, are more likely to negotiate over these matters
experience to diagnose and analyze the situation she is conthan women who do not (see Figure 3).
sidering. Her experience helps her know what questions to
ask when transitioning into a new leadership role.
Consulting her network. Those women who negotiate about
their leadership roles have broader networks—partners,
Diagnosing her situation. The most important factor in prespouses, friends, mentors, bosses, co-workers, and others
dicting whether a woman will negotiate the terms of a leadwhom they consult about career decisions—than those who
ership role is whether she is proactive in learning about the
4
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C o u nt

do not (see Figure 3).22 Networks can be especially important
22%), resources (77% vs. 23%), and the key functions (79%
to women pursuing leadership roles. Members of one’s netvs. 21%) they thought they would need to lead in the role.
work can lend support to a new leader, providing her with
These are also the women who feel that given their position
insights into the challenges she might face. Alice used her
in their organizations, fewer leadership opportunities are
network to learn about her new company’s CEO and what
likely to come their way. As a result, they have little choice
kind of boss he would be. But network members can do
but to take these roles, and in doing so, recognize that they
more; they can offer ideas for what a leader can propose
can negotiate about the roles so that they better fit their own
when she negotiates.23 For example, Barbara used her netsituations.
work when she took over as chief of staff for the president of
her division. She knew that it would be easy in that role to
This was the case with Helen, a marketing executive, who
become, as she said, “invisible”, to become the president’s
was offered a significant promotion. Helen did not think she
person without a portcould say no to the
folio of her own.
offer; at her level, few
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other opportunities
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24
ciative negotiation.
ters, Helen would
diagnosed their situation and consulted their network; Pearson Chi-Square = 4.79,
As you negotiate, you
develop strategy and
p<.05. Count is number of women reporting under each type of condition.
are trying to learn
meet with customers
more about the situaonly when her experttion, which helps you problem-solve creatively about how to
ise was needed. Helen negotiated about a job she wanted, and
deal with the issues that are raised. In the process, the perthat negotiation enabled her to take a leadership job she
spectives of trusted advisors can help you feel more confident
might not otherwise have considered. By negotiating the
in asking for what you need and can give you ideas for
terms of an ostensibly non-negotiable offer, Helen produced
resolving issues that you might not have considered.
an alternative that worked for everyone: customers received
hands-on attention, key staff members gained important
experience, the company put its channel distribution in capaChallenging jobs. Women who seek out challenging leaderble hands, and her home life remained stable.
ship roles are the ones most likely to negotiate about the
structure of these jobs. Fifty-four percent of the sample indicated that they were likely to accept jobs that were challengHelen recognized that there was potential to negotiate over
ing and a stretch for them and that would give them signifiissues like travel, flexibility, and time. That recognition
cant responsibility and visibility. And these women were also
enabled her to accept a leadership position that in other
more likely than those who did not seek out challenges to
regards was a good fit. This was not true for others in our
negotiate about their fit with the job requirements and the
sample—they rejected potential leadership jobs because
support they would need (80% vs. 20%). They were also
these roles would require a great deal of travel and a heavy
more likely to negotiate for a strategic introduction (78% vs.
time commitment. By rejecting them, these women over5
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looked the possibility that they could negotiate about travel
and flexibility. Here is another situation where consulting
one’s network can be so important—network members can
help you benchmark the kinds of arrangements that others
have made about such issues as flexibility, time, and travel.

ful in that role. That is what can enable her to take an opportunity rather than turn it down or accept a situation where she
lacks the wherewithal to succeed. Alice, for example, clearly
had the technical competence, but that was not enough. She
needed the role and her relationships to be structured in such
a way that she could use her competence, and she, like others
in our sample, negotiated for exactly that.

Clarity about what matters. It is a central maxim in negotiation that “you cannot get what you want if you do not know
what you want.” This was true for the women in our study.
If a leader thought that support for her agenda from her boss
and her team was important, she was more likely to negotiate
for that support. And women with more experience were
more likely to
see support from
Our learnings from women
colleagues
as
in senior leadership roles and important, and
therefore could
women with more leadership
propose ways to
experience suggest that any
ensure that suptime a woman considers a
port would be
forthcoming.
leadership role at any level,
For
example,
negotiations should be part
when Susan was
of her thinking.
asked to head a
risky turnaround
in her consulting firm, she faced two challenges—the first
based on her limited leadership experience and the second
because she would need to make major changes to bring the
practice up to standard. She negotiated to adjust the role to fit
her experience and skills; got agreement to shift authority for
critical allocation decisions to her; pushed for and got visible
support from her boss, who made the case for why she was
the right person for the role; and negotiated for his continued
support in the face of the resistance she knew would attend
the changes she was proposing.

Implications
The gender leadership gap has many causes, some attributed
to organizational practices and processes, and others with
more individual roots. Clearly, there are actions organizations
can take to level the playing field for women.25 However, our
research from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives
suggests that there are actions individual women can take to
position themselves to be more effective in the leadership
roles they get. The learnings from women in senior leadership roles and women with more leadership experience suggest that any time a woman considers a leadership role at any
level, negotiations should be part of her thinking. There are
several recommendations we have for people who are transitioning into new leadership roles:

• First, it is important to recognize that any job with
challenge and stretch will never be a perfect fit—some
aspects may build on a candidate’s strengths, while
others may present a steep learning curve. Too often,
people assume that they only have two choices: to
accept a new role or to turn it down. A better way to
approach these situations is to ask yourself, “What
would make me say yes to this offer?” Posing this
question forces you to assess your strengths and weaknesses, particularly the match of your skill sets to the
role. This focus can help you identify what you will
need in the way of title, resources, safety net, and support for potential actions, among other things, in order
to be successful in your new role. In other words, it
helps you figure out what you want. Clarity about
what matters is a crucial first step in a negotiation.

The more a leader thinks she has choices and does not have
to accept what is offered, the more likely it is that she will
negotiate. So not surprisingly, those who assumed that they
had few choices about, for example, resources—those who
believed that it was up to them to make do and to pick up the
slack—did not negotiate for resources. These women may be
creating problems for themselves down the road, finding that
they are the ones who need to work long hours to get the
work done. Women in senior roles are less likely to hold this
assumption about resources—they do not believe they have
to accept these conditions, but rather, that they can negotiate
about them. Thus, it is not surprising that they tend, like
Susan and Alice, to negotiate specifically for the resources
they will need. And they do this by being clear about the
resources they need, by linking them to goals and potential
results, and by enlisting others to help make the case.

• Second, you need to assess what kind of support you
will have from a boss, the team, and other relevant
stakeholders. You also need to understand where
resistance might lie. This is where it is important to
gather good intelligence by talking to people both
inside and outside the organization. You want to
understand why people want you at this time and in
this role, and why others might not. Experienced leaders consult their networks and mentors to learn about
the people, the organization, and its challenges. But
they also use these networks to generate ideas for proposals that make sense. Knowing that others have
negotiated for specific strategic functions and
resources, for example, makes it easier for you to do

When a woman is appointed to a new leadership role, it is
often up to her to negotiate for what she needs to be success6
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the same. If we benchmark these issues, it makes it
easier for us to supply a rationale for our requests—
they become defensible, enabling us to stand up for
them.

Author Deborah M. Kolb is the Deloitte Ellen Gabriel
Professor for Women and Leadership at the Simmons School
of Management and CGO Faculty Affiliate. Author Jill
Kickul is the Elizabeth J. McCandless Professor of
Entrepreneurship at Simmons School of Management and
CGO Faculty Affiliate.

• Third, the new leader needs to diagnose the situation,
particularly where resistance to her agenda and leadership might lie. Leaders in our study dug deep to gather good intelligence, which gave them a read on where
the pockets of support and resistance were and the
problems and challenges that individuals and groups
were facing. Ninety-six percent of the women reported that they identified pressing problems in their
groups and tried to find ways to have early successes.
A strategy of small wins served them very well.26
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