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Despite decades of effort to advance women in leadership, progress has stalled. 

In their analysis of women’s gains over the past 50 years, England et al. (2020) 

note that “progress toward gender equality in the United States has slowed 

or stalled” (p. 6990). At current rates, it will take another 134 years to achieve 

global gender parity in economic participation and opportunity (World Economic 

Forum, 2024). Individual-level solutions — mentoring programs, executive 

presence workshops, negotiation training — have not moved the needle. This 

paper argues that they cannot because they are aimed at the wrong target.

The barriers shaping women’s careers are not within women. They are embedded 

in the multiple societal institutions that govern how time is expected to be 

used — the family, the community, the government, the labor market, and the 

corporation. Each of these institutional spheres operates according to its own 

logic, and each sends a consistent message: women’s time is presumed to be 

available for care work. These messages compound across a career and a lifetime, 

producing what researchers call “time inequity” — a structural pattern, not a 

personal failure.

Drawing on published research across sociology, economics, organizational 

behavior, and leadership development, this paper maps the interinstitutional 

system that shapes women’s leadership opportunities. It offers organizational 

leaders, people leaders, and leadership development practitioners a diagnostic 

framework for identifying where the system is generating friction — and what 

each can do from where they stand.

Executive Summary
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Although this Research Insights paper skews towards the US context (with a later global nod), it 

provides an interinstitutional framework that can be applied to organizations in any country. After the 

analytic synthesis, practical strategies organized by audience — organizational leaders, people leaders, 

and leadership development practitioners and coaches — are included and designed to be immediately 

actionable. A diagnostic framework on page 18 offers a starting point for locating the source of the 

friction in any given situation. Importantly, individual strategies for women are not included, as that would 

simply perpetuate the belief that these are individual, rather than collective, problems.

The helping gap is real and cumulative. Women in the US who work full time spend 
9.7 hours per week on household tasks compared with 5.4 hours for men (for parents, 
it’s 19.5 hours for women versus 12.3 hours for men) and have 12% less leisure time 
than men (which roughly translates to an additional month of vacation time per year) 
(Varela & Moridi, 2024). This time inequity accumulates, causing a significant career 
disadvantage over a lifetime.

The system is built to sustain itself. 6 societal institutions — family, community, 
religion, government, the labor market, and the corporation — simultaneously 
reinforce expectations that women’s time is available for care. Because these logics 
are interdependent, changing one without changing the others produces little lasting 
change.

Care work is systematically devalued — from the home to the economy.  
Household and care work are excluded from GDP calculations, rendering women’s 
contributions economically invisible. The same logic operates at the organizational 
level, where women’s helping behavior goes unrecognized in compensation and 
promotion decisions (Bergeron, 2025).

The myth of meritocracy makes the system harder to change. Belief in a fair, 
merit-based system reduces pushback on unfair outcomes. Research shows that 
organizations promoting meritocratic cultures can inadvertently (or intentionally) 
allow bias more room to operate, not less.

Systems-level intervention is required. As long as gender differences in domestic 
and community responsibilities persist, gender differences in career advancement 
will persist. Leaders at every level have a role to play in changing the institutional 
logics that sustain the imbalance.
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Introduction  
and Framing
Maya is a vice president at a mid-sized financial 

services firm. By any external measure, she is 

thriving. She has strong performance reviews, 

loyal direct reports, and a reputation for getting 

things done. She is also the person her team 

turns to when someone needs a listening ear, the 

parent who coordinates the school fundraiser, the 

daughter who manages her aging mother’s medical 

appointments, and the employee who stayed 

late last Thursday because a junior colleague 

was struggling with a presentation. None of this 

is invisible to Maya. What is invisible — to her 

organization, her manager, and often to Maya 

herself — is how it all adds up.

When Maya’s firm launched a women’s leadership 

initiative last year, she was invited to attend a 

half-day workshop on “executive presence.” The 

facilitator was excellent. The content was useful. 

But Maya left with the same calendar, the same 

household, the same colleague who still assumed 

she would take notes in their project meetings, 

and the same country that offers no federally 

mandated paid parental leave. Nothing in the 

workshop was designed to change any of that.

Maya’s situation is not unusual. And the reason 

individual-level solutions so rarely move the needle 

for women like her is not that the solutions are 

poorly designed but that they are aimed at the 

wrong target. The barriers shaping Maya’s career 

are not inside her, as is often assumed. They are 

embedded in the multiple social institutions that 

govern how she is expected to use her time.

In their analysis of women’s progress over the past 

50 years, England et al. (2020) note that “progress 

toward gender equality in the United States 

has slowed or stalled” (p. 6990). Despite the 

United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal of 

achieving gender parity for all women and girls by 

2030, we remain far from achieving it. At current 

rates, estimates indicate it will take another 

134 years to see gender parity in economic 

participation and opportunity worldwide (World 
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Economic Forum, 2024). In the United States, 

women hold fewer than 30% of Senate, House, and 

congressional seats; comprise approximately 10% 

of Fortune 500 CEOs, and continue to shoulder 

a disproportionate share of domestic and 

community labor.1 

This Research Insights paper argues that 

understanding — and changing — these patterns 

requires a systems perspective. Women’s 

leadership does not take place in a vacuum. It 

takes place within a complex “interinstitutional 

system” comprised of multiple societal 

institutions, each governed by its own cultural 

logic, each shaping how men’s and women’s time 

is valued and used (Thornton et al., 2012, 2015). 

These logics interact and compound. A change in 

one sphere — say, a more egalitarian corporate 

parental leave policy — has a limited effect when 

the logics in other spheres remain unchanged. This 

is not a reason for pessimism — it is a diagnosis. 

And it points directly toward what needs to 

change.

The urgency of this moment is not incidental. 

Some organizations are rolling back flexible work 

arrangements and progressive family leave policies 

that had provided partial relief for working 

families — policy reversals that disproportionately 

impact women. At the same time, many developed 

nations are confronting declining birth rates 

and growing workforce shortages, concerns 

that cannot be separated from the way those 

same societies have structured caregiving. 

These trends are connected: When institutional 

systems concentrate the full burden of caregiving 

on individual families — and within families, 

disproportionately on women — both women’s 

careers and broader societal sustainability are 

compromised. The question this paper examines 

is not simply one of equity for women — it is a 

question about the design of the systems in which 

all of us live and work.

GENDER, SOCIAL ROLES,  
AND HELPING BEHAVIOR

Role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1978) helps to explain 

why individual behavior tends to be consistent 

over time. Roles create certain expectations of 

how people will behave (Katz & Kahn, 1978), and 

they develop through ongoing interactions with 

others — coworkers, supervisors, family members, 

and society more broadly — which influence how 

individuals perceive and define their own roles 

(e.g., Graen, 1976; Grant & Ashford, 2008).

Building on the concept of roles, social role theory 

(Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2012) holds that society 

has a gendered division of labor in which people 

are expected to behave in ways that align with 

their gender. Globally, women are overrepresented 

in caretaking roles — both familial (child and 

eldercare) and occupational (nursing, teaching, 

social work) — while men are overrepresented 

in agentic roles (military, corporate leadership, 

government). Because of these gender-based 

distinctions, society tends to ascribe communal 

characteristics to women (helpful, unselfish, 

concerned for others, supportive) and agentic 

characteristics to men (independent, competitive, 

dominant, assertive) (Diekman & Clark, 2015; 

Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Wood, 2012). These ascriptions 

generate specific, gender-based expectations of 

behavior.2

2 Gender identity is more complex than a binary classification and encompasses cisgender, transgender, genderfluid, and other identities. The 
research cited throughout this paper was predominantly conducted using male/female or man/woman identification, and therefore the terms 
“men” and “women” are used accordingly. This framing does not imply that gender is binary, nor that the experiences of all women or all men 
are homogeneous.

1 The World Economic Forum (WEF) publishes a yearly Global Gender Gap Report based on four indices (i.e., economic participation and 
opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and political empowerment). For the past 2 decades, European countries have held 
the majority of the top 10 spots in terms of being the most gender-equitable countries (e.g., Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark) in the 
world. Over the past decade, other consistently represented economies include New Zealand, Rwanda, the Philippines, and Nicaragua. To date, 
the United States has never ranked in the top 10 on the composite score (WEF, 2024).
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According to Eagly and Crowley (1986), 

expectations for women sanction caring for 

the personal and emotional needs of others, 

delivering routine forms of personal service, and 

helping others achieve their goals — behaviors 

that tend to occur on a more regular, ongoing 

basis. In contrast, helping expectations for men 

include more short-term, nonroutine, and agentic 

forms of helping — for instance, heroic behaviors 

involving risk or chivalrous behaviors directed 

toward women (see Diekman & Clark, 2015, for 

a review). These are not neutral expectations. 

They have material consequences for how time is 

allocated, whose contributions are recognized, 

and who advances.

Time — how it is used and expected to be used 

— reflects power dynamics (Schulte, 2015). As a 

nonfungible resource, time is limited to 24 hours 

a day, producing real trade-offs among activities. 

When one group is systematically expected to 

devote more of that time to care work that is 

unrecognized and unrewarded, the cumulative 

effect is not merely inconvenient. It is a structural 

constraint on career advancement.

GENDER AND HELPING BEHAVIOR:  
THE MATH JUST DOESN’T ADD UP

For women, greater expectations of helping at 

work are exacerbated by a greater domestic 

burden at home. Global reports show that, on 

every continent, women spend more time than 

men in unpaid caretaking activities, while men have 

more leisure time than women (Charmes, 2015). 

Research has consistently found that even in dual-

career couples, women shoulder a larger burden 

of housework, childcare, and eldercare (Baxter 

et al., 2008; Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000; Power, 

2020; Schiebinger & Gilmartin, 2010).

In the United States, women who work full 

time spend 22% more time than men on unpaid 

household and care work (Hess et al., 2020). 

Across age, marital, parental, and employment 

status, US men have 12%-23% more leisure time 

than women. Moreover, women tend to handle 

the more time-consuming daily repetitive tasks — 

laundry, meal preparation, childcare — while men 

take on tasks that are done more infrequently, 

such as car maintenance and yard work (Brenan, 

2020).3,4

Women also tend to carry the burden of the 

domestic “mental load” — the cognitive labor 

of planning, organizing, scheduling, and managing 

the domestic sphere (Daly, 2002; Daminger, 2019, 

2020). Rodsky (2019) coined the term she-fault 

to refer to the assumption that women are the 

default caregivers. This invisible labor is associated 

with greater emotional exhaustion, poorer sleep 

quality, relationship tension, and less intimacy 

(e.g., Haupt & Gelbgiser, 2024; Offer, 2014; Reich-

Stiebert et al., 2023). Because it rarely appears 

in any formal accounting of time use, it remains 

largely unacknowledged even by the women who 

carry it.

Taken together, these data underscore the fact 

that gender differences in domestic and unpaid 

3 These figures are drawn from 2018 American Time Use Survey (ATUS) data reported in an Institute for Women’s Policy Research briefing paper 
(Hess et al., 2020). On average, women spent 5.7 hours per day on unpaid care and household work compared with 3.6 hours for men. The 22% 
gap persists even in dual-earner couples where both partners work full-time. These are pre–COVID-19 statistics; pandemic-related increases in 
women’s care burden are documented separately (Clark et al., 2021; Nash & Churchill, 2020).
4 Millennial men report doing more household labor than men in previous generations; however, research suggests the differences remain modest 
when controlling for other factors (Churchill et al., 2023; Gayle et al., 2021).

In the United States, women who work 
full time spend 22% more time than men 
on unpaid household and care work.
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work — often dismissed as trivial because they 

are undervalued in society — accumulate into 

a significant amount of “time inequity” across a 

career and a lifetime. Although cultural beliefs 

about gender roles at work may have shifted, 

traditional care roles at home appear more 

resistant to change (Inglehart & Baker, 2000; 

Zhao & Wry, 2016), a point underscored by the 

dramatic increase in women’s global caretaking 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (Clark et al., 2021; 

Nash & Churchill, 2020; Sevilla & Smith, 2020). 

The pandemic’s effects were significant enough 

that the World Economic Forum’s estimate for 

achieving gender parity increased from 99.5 years 

to 135.6 years (World Economic Forum, 2021).

England et al. (2020) point out that changes in the 

domestic sphere regarding men’s roles have been 

“deeply asymmetric” compared with women’s role 

changes in the work sphere (p. 6994). A growing 

consensus holds that gender differences in 

career advancement will persist as long as gender 

differences in domestic responsibilities persist 

(e.g., Slaughter, 2012, 2015), with more attention 

paid to this topic in the popular press (e.g., 

Calarco, 2024; Dufu, 2017; Mangino, 2022; Criado 

Perez, 2019). Indeed, recent research shows 

relationships between women’s greater household 

burden, unfairness perceptions, increased work-

family conflict, and worries about leadership 

(Speights et al., 2026). 

This asymmetry has not resolved across 

generations. Churchill et al. (2023) analyzed 16 

years of American Time Use Survey data across 

Baby Boomers, Generation X, and Millennials 

and found no cohort improvement in mothers’ 

housework time — Millennial mothers, in fact, 

spend more time on household tasks than Gen 

X mothers. While fathers in each successive 

generation do slightly more domestic work than 

their predecessors, the increases are modest and 

the gaps remain large. The study’s central finding 

directly challenges a widespread assumption: 

that patience and generational replacement 

will eventually produce an egalitarian division of 

household labor. The data show they will not.

The consequences of sustained household labor 

inequity extend beyond leadership aspirations 

into relationship stability itself. Frisco and 

Williams (2003), in a longitudinal study of dual-

earner married couples followed over 8 years, 

found that perceived inequity in household labor 

was associated with lower marital happiness 

for both spouses. Critically, however, inequity 

increased the odds of divorce specifically for 

wives, not for husbands. This asymmetry is 

consistent with the broader pattern documented 

here: Household labor imbalances create strains 

that women experience as disproportionately 

consequential, precisely because the burden falls 

disproportionately on them. 

Research further finds that married women 

consistently report lower relationship quality than 

women in comparable nonmarital relationships, 

a pattern not observed among men (Rosenfeld, 

2018). In the United States, approximately 69% of 

divorces are initiated by women (Rosenfeld, 2018). 

Marriage, as Rosenfeld observes, carries a uniquely 

gendered history — its patterns of expectation 
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and obligation continue to shape the experiences 

of contemporary couples in ways that may not be 

fully visible to either partner.

REFLECTING A LARGER ISSUE: THE 
SYSTEMATIC DEVALUATION OF CARE 
WORK

For decades, women economists have been calling 

for household activities to be counted in national 

accounting metrics, arguing that failing to do so 

renders unpaid labor — and its contribution to 

economic life — invisible (e.g., Beneria, 1981; Reid, 

1934; Waring, 1988).

The United Nations’ System of National Accounts 

(SNA) is an agreed-upon set of standards for 

measuring economic activity, and was first 

published in 1953 — a time when most economists 

were men. The SNA underpins the gross domestic 

product (GDP) statistic used globally as a 

measure of economic health. GDP counts the total 

monetary value of finished goods and services 

produced within a country in a given period. What 

it does not count is most of the work done by 

women.

Domestic and caretaking work — meal 

preparation, childcare, eldercare, household 

cleaning and maintenance, transportation of 

household members, volunteering — is classified 

as falling “outside of the production boundary” 

(Waring, 1988). As such, it is rendered largely 

invisible (Saunders & Dalziel, 2017) and ignored, 

despite the fact that the economic activity 

classified as measurable would not be possible 

without it (OECD, 2018; van de Ven et al., 2018). 

As former United Nations Special Rapporteur 

Magdalena Carmona (2013) observed, unpaid care 

provided by women “is still treated as an infinite, 

cost-free resource that fills the gaps when public 

services are not available or accessible” (p. 4).

Recent efforts to estimate the value of this unpaid 

labor highlight how consequential its exclusion 

is. Reports from Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development G7 countries show 

that including unpaid household and care work 

would increase GDP by anywhere from 15% to 70%, 

depending on the country and the method used 

to estimate labor costs (OECD, 2018; van de Ven 

et al. 2018; Miranda, 2011). For the United States, 

estimates range from 20% to 46%.5

An economic framework that does not account 

for this labor sends an unmistakable message: 

women’s time is less valuable than men’s time. 

What does not get measured does not get 

managed — and does not get changed..6 

There are direct parallels between this macro-

level devaluation and what happens within 

organizations. Just as care work in the broader 

economy goes uncounted in GDP, women’s 

helping behavior at work — organizational 

citizenship behavior — tends to go unrecognized 

in compensation and promotion decisions. In 

both cases, the same work is more often done by 

women, more often expected of women, and less 

often rewarded (Bergeron, 2025).7

5 The OECD is made up of 38 democratic countries that collaborate and share knowledge and best practices about economic and social policy. 
They “work with over 100 countries across the world to build stronger, fairer and cleaner societies — helping to shape better policies for 
better lives” (see OECD website). Participating countries include Australia, Canada, Chile, France, Germany, Japan, Iceland, the UK, and the US, 
among others.
6 The GDP metric has faced increasing criticism over the past few decades due to arguments that this measure of “prosperity” does not 
measure what matters and does not account for environmental damage or resource depletion due to economic activities, which can impact 
the prosperity and wellbeing of future generations. In that sense, it also devalues environmental caretaking. For more detail, see the book 
Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up (Stiglitz et al., 2010). Some countries have “satellite accounts” that take some of these 
other metrics into consideration.
7 Bergeron, D., & Rochford, K. (2022). Good soldiers versus organizational wives: Does anyone (besides us) care that organizational citizenship 
behavior scales are gendered and mostly measure men’s—but not women’s—citizenship behavior? Group & Organization Management, 47(5), 
936-951.

https://www.ccl.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/organizational-wives-the-career-costs-of-helping-research-paper-center-for-creative-leadership.pdf
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INTERINSTITUTIONAL SYSTEMS AND 
THE “SEDIMENTATION” OF GENDER 
ROLES

Our experiences are shaped by the fact that 

we are embedded within a multidimensional and 

complex “interinstitutional” system comprising 

various institutions. Across the research 

literature, 6 institutional spheres have been 

identified as particularly consequential for shaping 

individuals’ roles and responsibilities: family, 

community, religion,8 government/state, labor 

market, and corporation (Thornton et al., 2015). 

Each of these institutional spheres is governed by 

its own cultural system — its own ideology, values, 

beliefs, and expectations — which influences 

how individuals make sense of their world and 

how everyday activities are organized over time 

(Friedland & Alford, 1991; Haveman & Gualtieri, 

2017; Ruppanner & Maume, 2016). These distinct 

cultural systems are referred to as “institutional 

logics,” and they embed specific roles and scripts 

for individuals operating in each sphere (Thornton 

& Ocasio, 1999).

Importantly, while each institution tends to have 

a dominant logic, there can be contradictory or 

competing logics across institutions, driven by 

different ideologies, values, and expectations. 

An egalitarian organizational policy at work (the 

corporation) may have little practical effect 

when similar changes have not occurred in other 

spheres, such as the family. This is one reason 

societal change can be so difficult: the logics of 

different institutions are interdependent, and 

changing one without changing the others tends 

to produce limited and temporary effects.

This paper focuses on the government/state and 

community spheres, which receive less attention 

in leadership development contexts and represent 

important, and often overlooked, leverage points 

for systemic change. The family sphere — including 

domestic expectations and care responsibilities 

associated with intimate partnerships and 

parenthood — is examined in depth in a companion 

CCL Research Insights paper (Speights et al., 

2026). The dynamics of the labor market and the 

corporation — including how workplace norms, 

performance expectations, and organizational 

citizenship behavior disadvantage women — are 

explored in detail in Bergeron (2025). 

Some scholars (Cooper et al., 1996) have used the 

metaphor of geological sedimentation to describe 

how institutional logics accumulate across time. 

In geology, sediment deposits in layers: Each new 

layer is pressed down upon those beneath it, 

which compact but do not disappear. The result 

is a landscape whose surface may look modern 

while ancient strata remain structurally intact 

8 Although the religious sphere is not explored here, the reader is invited to think about how some aspects of religion create expectations that 
women ought to continue carrying a heavier burden and that continue to limit women’s freedom, rights (including reproductive decisions), and 
equal participation in governance and society. 

https://www.ccl.org/insights-research/research/?research=examining-household-labor-gendered-perceptions-of-fairness-and-leadership-outcomes
https://www.ccl.org/insights-research/research/?research=examining-household-labor-gendered-perceptions-of-fairness-and-leadership-outcomes
https://www.ccl.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/organizational-wives-the-career-costs-of-helping-research-paper-center-for-creative-leadership.pdf
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Note. Adapted from Thornton et al. (2012, 2015).

Figure 1. The Interinstitutional System

6 societal institutions — and their ideologies — simultaneously 
shape how women’s time is expected to be used.

far below. Institutional logics work similarly. 

New, more progressive arrangements — gender-

neutral parental leave policies, flexible work 

options, and corporate diversity initiatives 

— are deposited atop deeply sedimented 

expectations that women are primary caregivers, 

that domestic work is women’s work, and that 

professional commitment means uninterrupted 

availability. The newest layer is evident while the 

older layers remain operative. For practitioners 

and leaders, the sedimentation metaphor offers 

a practical insight: Changing the surface layer in 

one institutional sphere — introducing a new org 

policy, for example — does not automatically shift 

the compressed layers beneath. Lasting change 

requires sustained pressure across multiple 

spheres simultaneously.
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The Role of Government

Without women’s equal representation in 

government, legislation and public policy tend 

to reflect men’s priorities and interests. In the 

United States, research shows significant gender 

differences in policy attitudes toward issues like 

gun control, the use of military force, immigration 

policy, social welfare, and reproductive rights 

(Lizotte, 2020). Political science research shows 

that women politicians are more likely than men to 

advocate for issues related to women’s health, the 

needs of children (education, safety), and families 

(Osborn & Mendez, 2010; Pearson & Dancey, 2011). 

Michele Swers, who examines women’s influence 

on congressional policy, notes that “gender is a 

fundamental identity that … shape[s] legislative 

priorities” (Swers, 2013, p. 5).9 Yet in the US, 

women hold fewer than 30% of Senate, House, and 

congressional seats.10 

The policy consequences of underrepresentation 

are concrete. The United States is the only OECD 

country (of 38 member countries) that does not 

offer government-mandated paid maternal leave 

of at least 12 weeks (OECD, 2024).11 The United 

Nations positions unpaid care work as a human 

rights issue, arguing that “heavy and unequal care 

responsibilities are a major barrier to gender 

equality” and that “policies should position care 

as a social and collective responsibility” (Carmona, 

2013, p. 2). In the absence of such policy, more 

burden falls on women.12 

The stakes of these policy gaps are measurable. 

Research on the motherhood wage penalty — 

the documented reduction in earnings following 

childbirth — consistently finds that the penalty 

is substantially smaller in countries with stronger 

family support policies, including subsidized 

childcare and paid parental leave (Budig et al., 

2016). Policy design is not a peripheral question; it 

is a structural determinant of whether women can 

remain fully in the workforce.

A Brief Global Look

The patterns described in this paper are not 

confined to the United States. Cross-national 

data reveal that care responsibilities function as 

the single largest structural barrier to women’s 

labor force participation worldwide. According to 

the International Labour Organization, 708 million 

women were outside the labor force because of 

care responsibilities in 2023 — compared with just 

40 million men — and nearly two-thirds of prime-

age women (ages 25–54) who were not employed 

cited caregiving as the reason (Sodergren, 2024). 

The disparity is most pronounced in the Arab 

States, Northern Africa, and Southern Asia, where 

9 It is difficult to examine how gender differences impact various issues globally given the many cultural and economic differences between 
countries. However, in terms of gender differences in values, results from a 20-country study with great cultural variation (e.g., Brazil, China, 
Germany, Indonesia, New Zealand, Russia, UK, and US), showed that women prioritized socially oriented goals (i.e., those relating to social and 
interpersonal contact, such as belonging and support, knowledge, health, and stability) while men prioritized personally oriented goals (i.e., 
those related to power, prestige, success, pleasure, and sexuality). These differences were significant across most life stages.
10 The pattern of underrepresentation compounds with other dimensions of identity. Gender gaps in political representation, pay, and career 
advancement are further widened by intersections with race, political party affiliation, and other social identities. A full account of women’s 
leadership barriers requires attending to these intersections; this paper focuses primarily on gender as the unit of analysis.
11 In a survey of 185 countries conducted by the International Labour Organization, all but 2 countries (the United States and Papua New 
Guinea) allow mothers at least some paid leave (Ferrant et al., 2014). In contrast, 23 OECD countries have paid parental leave, which either 
parent can use. The average number of paid weeks of maternity leave is 22 weeks for the European Union, with 56 weeks in Greece and 39 in 
the United Kingdom. There are even greater disparities in paid paternity leave, with Spain offering 16 weeks (at full pay) compared with the 
2.4-week OECD average (9 countries offer 4 or more weeks for fathers while 8 countries, including the US, offer no paid paternal days) (OECD, 
2024). In the United States, the Family and Medical Leave Act requires that mothers have a minimum of 12 weeks of unpaid maternity leave.
12 The United States has a long history of treating childcare as a private rather than public responsibility. In 1971, US President Nixon vetoed 
landmark legislation (the Comprehensive Child Development Act) that would have provided federally funded public childcare centers, with 
universal access to childcare for 3- and 4-year-olds, with a sliding fee scale based on parental income. Recent data from the US Department of 
Labor shows that average childcare prices cost families, for each child, between 8% and 19% of median family income. This can limit workforce 
participation as mothers are less likely to have external employment when childcare prices are high. By way of comparison, for childcare in 
Iceland, parents use about 5% of their income (with lower rates for each additional child).

https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/wb/wb20230124
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/wb/wb20230124
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the gender gap in labor force participation is 

between 46 to 54 percentage points, and where 

more than 70% of prime-age women outside the 

labor force name care work as the reason for their 

absence (Sodergren, 2024). These figures reflect 

the operation of institutional logics that assign 

the costs of care to women across vastly different 

national, cultural, and political contexts.

At the organizational level, the consequences are 

similarly consistent across borders. Deloitte’s 

2025 Women @ Work survey, conducted 

with 7,500 women across 15 countries, found 

that despite constituting 50.1% of the global 

working-age population, women hold only 40% 

of total employment positions and just 35.4% 

of management roles worldwide (Deloitte, 

2025a). Fewer than 1 in 5 women with childcare 

responsibilities reported having access to 

affordable care, and care access gaps were 

estimated to produce more than 2 million lost 

workdays annually — a potential economic loss 

of US$16.5 billion (Deloitte, 2025a). Only 6% of 

women surveyed said their employer provided 

equal parental leave for both parents, and 16% 

reported that their right to earn an equal wage 

had deteriorated in the past year (Deloitte, 

2025a). However uneven the progress across 

countries, the structural pattern is remarkably 

consistent: The labor market logic of continuous 

availability, combined with the family logic 

that caregiving belongs to the private sphere, 

compounds against women’s advancement in every 

studied context.

A Counterexample: Iceland

By way of comparison to the United States, 

consider Iceland, which recently elected its 

second woman president. The Economist’s “glass-

ceiling index” consistently places Iceland at or 

near the top among countries with the greatest 

focus on policies that benefit women and families. 

As of 2019, women comprised more than 45% of 

government ministers, local elected officials, and 

appeal court judges. Every parent, regardless of 

gender, has a right to 6 months of paid parental 

leave, and the government offers high-quality 

subsidized childcare. As a result, the labor force 

participation rate for women in Iceland is 74%, 

compared with 62% in the United States and 

Canada. Returning to work more quickly and easily 

can help avoid the “motherhood penalty” (i.e., that 

working women, on average, see their earnings 

drop after having children) (Yang et al., 2024; Yu & 

Kuo, 2017).13

Icelandic legislation mandates a gender balance 

on company boards for organizations with 50 or 

more employees (at least a 60/40 gender ratio) 

and has laws mandating equal pay for equal work. 

The percentage of women on boards rose from 

12.7% in 2007 to 35% in 2021. Iceland’s experience 

illustrates that institutional change is possible 

— but it requires deliberate, simultaneous shifts 

across multiple spheres.14 

13 Other Nordic countries offer similarly generous parental leave policies: Denmark provides 52 weeks of combined parental leave; Finland, 45 
weeks; Norway, 49 weeks; and Sweden, 68 weeks.
14 To understand more about Iceland’s shift in gender dynamics, read about the 1975 strike (known as “Women’s Day Off”) in which 90% of 
women (including rural women) did not go to paid employment (which resulted in, among other issues, the shutdown of fish factories), did 
not do household labor, and did not do any child-rearing for the entire day. This one-day “strike,” which entailed fathers having to bring their 
children to work, prompted parliamentary legislation the following year.  

70% of prime-age women outside the 
labor force name care work as the 
reason for their absence.
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The Role of Community

Beyond their domestic responsibilities and 

professional roles, women are also expected 

to be the social glue of their communities. 

Research on volunteering, school involvement, 

and civic participation consistently shows that 

women contribute more hours to community 

life than men — serving on school committees, 

organizing community events, sustaining religious 

organizations, and staffing nonprofit boards and 

volunteer programs (Alter et al., 2025; Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2024). Parental involvement in 

children’s schooling is directly related to academic 

achievements (Porumbu & Necşoi, 2013). However, 

this community labor is invisible in the same way 

domestic labor is invisible: It is expected, rarely 

counted, and seldom rewarded. For women who 

are also managing professional careers and 

domestic responsibilities, community expectations 

represent an additional draw on finite time.

Recent sociological research has concluded 

that women’s caretaking — both for people 

(children, the elderly, the vulnerable) and 

institutions (schools, community groups, religious 

organizations) — is what keeps the social fabric 

of the United States intact. As sociologist Jessica 

Calarco (2024) has written, “Other countries have 

social safety nets. The US has women.” Women pay 

for this arrangement in terms of their physical, 

socioemotional, and financial wellbeing.

The Compounding Leadership Care Tax

Taken together, these collective patterns suggest 

that the costs documented in the research 

— reduced leadership aspirations, heightened 

work-family conflict, lower relationship quality, 

lesser wellbeing metrics — form a coherent 

set of consequences rooted in a single 

underlying dynamic: the unequal distribution 

of care responsibility across various domains. 

This cumulative cost can be described as a 

compounding leadership care tax: a hidden 

career cost extracted not by organizational 

systems or employer decisions but by care 

inequity arrangements that operate across 

the home-work system (including school and 

community work) and that are not supported by 

the larger system. This term is distinct from the 

well-established “motherhood penalty” — the 

documented reduction in wages and promotion 

rates following childbirth (Budig & England, 

2001; Yu & Kuo, 2017). The motherhood penalty 

is measured in earnings and career outcomes; 

the compounding leadership care tax operates 

upstream, shaping whether individuals aspire 

to and pursue leadership opportunities at 

all. Addressing this tax is not simply a career 

development issue. It is a human sustainability 

issue, with consequences that extend across 

personal, relational, and professional domains 

to impact the social and economic wellbeing of 

communities, organizations, and countries.

NAMING IS CLAIMING: A Shared Vocabulary
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CHALLENGING THE  
MYTH OF MERITOCRACY

Meritocracy is the concept of a system in which 

power or goods are allocated based on talent and 

ability rather than on factors like gender, race, 

social class, or family or network connections. 

One of the assumptions underlying meritocracy 

is that it is an open, fair, and rational process. Yet 

research strongly challenges this assumption. 

Indeed, some argue that the very idea of 

meritocracy, as it operates in practice, is a myth 

(Frank, 2016; McNamee, 2023; Sandel, 2020).15

As one specific example, research shows a 

performance-reward bias whereby, despite having 

equal performance evaluations or qualifications, 

men receive larger financial rewards and better 

ratings in hiring and promotion than women 

(Castilla, 2008, 2012; Castilla & Benard, 2010; Joshi 

et al., 2015). Studies show that managers tend 

to hire employees more similar to themselves, 

often ignoring hard skills. In experiments where 

signals of gender, race, and social class have been 

randomly assigned in resumes, applicants who are 

male, white, and of higher social class are invited 

to interview significantly more often than women, 

people of color, and lower-class men. These same 

patterns appear in access to informal social 

networks and mentors, promotion practices, 

differential rewards for the same behavior, task 

assignments, access to resources, and starting 

pay structures (see Amis et al., 2020; Castilla & 

Benard, 2010; Fernandez-Mateo & Kaplan, 2018).

Organizational practices designed to foster 

meritocracy can, paradoxically, allow managerial 

bias more room to operate — because people 

believe the system is already fair. This is known 

as the paradox of meritocracy (Castilla & Benard, 

2010). Equally concerning is research showing that 

priming a belief in meritocratic ideas is enough 

to make people behave more selfishly and be 

more tolerant of unequal outcomes, because they 

feel more entitled (Feng et al., 2013; Frank, 2016; 

Rustichini & Vostroknutov, 2014).16 

System Justification Theory (Jost et al., 2004) 

offers a psychological explanation for why 

these dynamics are so difficult to disrupt. The 

theory proposes that individuals have a general 

motive to perceive the existing social order as 

16 In a study of one large organization, Castilla (2015) found that introducing accountability and transparency procedures into the 
compensation system — requiring managers to justify pay decisions to a review committee — effectively eliminated the observed gender 
pay gap.

15 The word “meritocracy” was coined as a pejorative term by British sociologist Michael Dunlop Young in his 1958 dystopian satire, The Rise 
of the Meritocracy. Young intended the term to describe a society in which the elevation of a small elite based on talent and qualifications 
produces new forms of arrogance and inequality. He was reportedly dismayed when the term was later adopted as a positive ideal.

Naming is Claiming: A Shared Vocabulary

Cognitive labor — The mental work of planning, 
anticipating, organizing, and monitoring household 
and family needs. Often invisible, cognitive labor 
disproportionately falls on women and is rarely 
counted as work despite its significant time 
demands (Daminger, 2019; Offer, 2014).

She-fault (Rodsky, 2019) — The cultural assumption 
that women are the default caregivers — the parent 
called when a child is sick, the one whose schedule 
adjusts when household coordination is needed. The 
she-fault operates independently of women’s stated 
preferences or their partners’ intentions.

Work-family conflict — The experience of role 
incompatibility between work and family demands, 
such that meeting the requirements of one role 
makes it more difficult to meet the requirements  
of the other.

Compounding leadership care tax — The 
cumulative, hidden career cost imposed by the 
unequal distribution of domestic, community, 
and organizational helping responsibilities. Unlike 
the motherhood penalty — which is measured in 
post-childbirth earnings and promotion rates — 
the compounding leadership care tax operates 
upstream, shaping whether individuals aspire to  
and pursue leadership roles at all.
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legitimate, fair, natural, and desirable — even 

when it disadvantages them. This motive operates 

at both conscious and unconscious levels, and 

paradoxically, tends to be strongest among 

members of disadvantaged groups. For women, 

system justification can manifest as “benevolent 

sexism” — the internalization of seemingly 

favorable but ultimately constraining beliefs about 

women’s roles (Bareket & Fiske, 2023). Even when 

women recognize that a system is unfair, system 

justification tendencies (and existing time and 

energy constraints) can reduce their motivation 

to challenge it, increasing acquiescence to the 

status quo rather than resistance to it (Connelly & 

Heesacker, 2012).

Belief in a meritocracy also legitimizes those 

who occupy positions of power as being more 

deserving, which fails to account for the roles 

of luck, privilege, and biased structural factors. 

Traditionally dominant groups often have an easier 

time gaining resources because of advantages 

that exist both inside and outside the workplace 

(Amis et al., 2020). These resource inequalities 

can produce unequal outcomes even in systems 

that appear fair, and better performance may 

be mistakenly attributed to merit rather than 

to greater access to resources like time and 

connections. The result reinforces the higher 

status of the dominant group (Ridgeway, 2011) and 

justifies their greater power and rewards. Thus, 

the myth of meritocracy has the perverse effect 

of justifying the status quo (Jost & van der Toorn, 

2012).

A LOOK AT FUTURE GENERATIONS

Pressure to rewrite these norms is now emerging 

from within the labor market itself. Generation Z 

and Millennials — projected to constitute 74% of 

the global workforce by 2030 — are demanding a 

fundamentally different relationship between work 

and life (Deloitte, 2025b). In Deloitte’s 2025 survey 

of 23,482 respondents across 44 countries, work-

life balance ranked among the top criteria these 

workers use to select and evaluate employers. 

Long working hours emerged as the leading source 

of workplace stress, cited by nearly half of Gen Z 

(48%) and Millennial (47%) respondents (Deloitte, 

2025b). When asked what their organizations 

could do to better support work-life balance, 

flexible working hours was the single most 

requested change. Only 6% of Gen Zers identified 

reaching a senior leadership position as their 

primary career goal, and nearly one-third planned 

to leave their employer within 2 years — with 

better work-life balance among the top reasons 

cited (Deloitte, 2025b). For organizational leaders, 

this convergence is a clear signal: The labor market 

logic that equates long hours with commitment 

and physical presence with productivity is 

increasingly incompatible with the expectations of 

the generations now entering their prime working 

years. Redesigning how and when work gets done 

is not only essential for gender equity — it is 

becoming a condition for attracting and retaining 

the workforce itself.

Yet data on household labor tell a cautionary 

story. Despite Millennials’ stated commitment to 

egalitarian values, Churchill et al. (2023) found 

no reduction in mothers’ housework time across 

cohorts — and Millennial mothers spend more 

time on household tasks, not less, than Generation 

X mothers. This is a textbook illustration of 

sedimentation: workplace norms are beginning 

to shift in response to generational pressure, 

Only 6% of Gen Zers identified reaching 
a senior leadership position as their 
primary career goal.
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but domestic institutional logics remain largely 

unchanged. Organizations (and women) that rely 

on generational change alone to close the gap are 

likely to be disappointed.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

The research reviewed in this paper points toward 

a clear conclusion: The helping gap is a structural 

problem that requires structural solutions. 

Individual women cannot negotiate their way out 

of a system designed to extract their time and 

care at every level. However, the system is not 

monolithic, and it is not immovable.

WHAT LEADERS CAN DO

Organizational leaders can redesign policies and 

reshape norms. People leaders can redistribute 

informal labor and model shared caregiving. 

Leadership development practitioners and 

coaches can help clients locate the institutional 

source of their constraints and make more 

strategic, informed choices about where to invest 

their energy for change. The strategies below 

are organized by audience and are designed 

to be immediately applicable. Also refer to the 

Diagnostic Framework shown in Figure 2 (pg 18). 

Strategies for Organizational Leaders

Too often, the focus is on “supporting” women 

in their caretaking roles (e.g., more leave for the 

“primary parent”), which inadvertently sends the 

signal that caretaking is women’s responsibility. 

Despite having a gender-neutral parental policy, 

Sweden found that women made greater use 

of their parental leave benefits than men. By 

reducing the number of days that are transferable 

to the other parent, Sweden saw a significant 

increase in men’s use of parental leave benefits. 

This is important because the early division of 

caretaking responsibilities can have long-term 

effects. One issue with family-friendly policies 

is that they can stigmatize employees who use 

them and hurt their career prospects (Kossek 

et al., 2010; Padavic et al., 2020; Perlow & Kelly, 

2014; Williams et al., 2013). In order to reduce the 

unconscious bias associated with taking parental 

leave, a Norwegian private equity firm recently 

made it mandatory that fathers take at least 2 

months’ parental leave to be eligible to earn their 

bonus. Other Nordic countries also offer special 

incentives for fathers to take parental leave 

(Kvande, 2022; Nordic Council of Ministers, 2019).

1. Create policies and programs — and ensure 
they work for everyone without gendered 
repercussions. Well-designed policies are 

necessary but insufficient. The critical factor is 

whether they are used equitably and whether 

using them carries invisible career penalties. 

Leaders should design policies for universal use, 

framing caregiving as a leadership reality rather 

than a women’s issue. Beyond gender-neutral 

parental leave, caregiving leave, and flexible work, 

policies can include job sharing, reduced-hour 

leadership tracks, and phased return after leave, 

with systems to track usage and outcomes by 

gender and leader level. Monitoring metrics can 

prevent attrition during mid-career stages. Audit 

performance ratings, promotions, compensation 

growth, and stretch assignment access for 

employees who use policies versus those who do 

not. In addition, share aggregated data internally 

to reinforce transparency and accountability. The 

goal is to move from policies that exist on paper 

to systems that redistribute domestic labor 

expectations without professional penalty.

Research on workplace flexibility cautions that 

individually negotiated accommodations — while 

useful for those with sufficient organizational 

power to obtain them — may inadvertently 

deepen inequality by creating a 2-tier system 

that benefits those who are already advantaged 

(Kossek & Kelliher, 2023). Policies designed 

for universal access and uptake, rather than 
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Family

Community

Government/ 
State

Labor 
Market

Corporation

Unconditional 
obligation

Women are 
primary 

caregivers

Women hold 
communities 

together

Caregiving is a 
family matter, 
rather than a

collective matter

Long hours  
signal 

commitment

Helping is 
expected 
but not 
counted

What domestic expectations are shaping 
this leader’s capacity and aspirations? ● 
Who currently holds the full cognitive cycle 
for your household — conception, planning, 
AND execution? How did that distribution 
come about? ● Where are you assisting vs. 
proactively owning tasks end-to-end?  
● Have shifts due to temporary career 
pressures (e.g., increased travel) become 
permanent? ● How have identities (e.g., as 
a provider) impacted the ability to engage 
more fully with family?

How much invisible community labor is 
your client carrying (school committees, 
volunteering, faith communities)? ● Where 
are you showing up out of genuine choice 
vs. expectation? What would happen if you 
stepped back? ● Who in your household 
organizes and coordinates shared 
community commitments?

What policy gaps is your client navigating — 
no paid leave, high childcare costs? How are 
these shaping major career decisions? ● How 
have policy gaps shaped decisions in your 
household — and who absorbed the impact? 
● If you took your full caregiving leave 
entitlement, what message would that send? 
● Has your partner taken their caregiving 
leave entitlement? If no, what were the 
reasons behind the decision?

How are always-on norms interacting with 
care expectations at home? ● How much of 
your time is fragmented and interrupted — 
never long enough for recovery or focused 
work? ● What signal are you sending your 
team about commitment through your own 
availability habits? ● Where is “time macho” 
— competitive busyness as status  
— operating in your team?

Is your client’s informal helping load 
distributed equitably vs. peers? Are stretch 
assignments crowded out by “office 
housework”? ● Who on your team ends up 
doing informal tasks — and how was that 
determined? ● What would it mean to treat 
care-oriented capacities — attentiveness, 
relational skill — as genuine leadership 
strengths?

Design parental and caregiving 
policies for universal use. Audit 
whether policy users face career 
penalties. ● Feature senior 
leaders who visibly model shared 
caregiving — normalize it as 
leadership, not a concession.

Avoid scheduling events that 
assume no family or community 
obligations. ● Acknowledge 
community labor in leadership 
programs as real work, not a 
work-life balance problem.  
● Offer flexibility policies that 
cover community caregiving,  
not just immediate family.  
● Encourage equal sharing  
of community work.

Advocate publicly for paid leave 
and affordable childcare as 
economic and talent issues, not 
just “women’s issues.” ● Track 
how policy gaps affect employee 
retention and advancement 
data. ● Build the cost of policy 
gaps into the business case for 
external advocacy. ● Create 
advocacy alliances with other 
organizations to lobby for 
legislative change.

Measure and reward outputs, 
not face time. ● Model 
flexibility at senior levels so 
it is genuinely stigma-free. 
● Name “time macho” norms 
explicitly in leadership forums; 
reframe sustainable habits as 
organizational effectiveness.

Audit task assignments and 
promotions for gender patterns. 
● Explicitly include relational and 
care competencies in leadership 
frameworks. ● Track who does 
the informal coordination labor 
on your team. Name it. Count it. 
Include it in recognition.

Social cohesion

Private 
responsibility

Continuous 
availability

Bureaucratic 
performance

Note. Framework draws on Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury (2012, 2015) and CCL’s Assessment-Challenge-Support model. 
Coach questions draw on insights from Rodsky (2019), Mangino (2022), Calarco (2024), Schulte (2015), and Slaughter (2015). 

Diagnostic Framework

Figure 2. Diagnostic Framework for Leadership Practitioners and Organizational Leaders
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available only to those who successfully negotiate 

exceptions, are more likely to produce equitable 

outcomes across the workforce.

2. Find and promote role models at the top. 
Role modeling shapes norms more powerfully than 

policy alone. When senior leaders — especially 

men — visibly share caregiving and domestic work, 

it redefines what leadership looks like. Here’s one 

concrete approach: Include leaders’ caregiving 

commitments in town halls and communications 

(leaving for school pickup, taking family leave) 

to normalize men publicly acknowledging their 

caregiving responsibilities. Communicate examples 

of leaders who take full parental leave, make use of 

family-friendly policies, and continue advancing in 

the organization. When top leaders model shared 

domestic labor, it goes a long way toward reducing 

stigma and reshaping organizational assumptions 

about commitment and ambition.

3. Offer leadership programs (to women and 
men) that include discussion of the domestic 
load. Leadership development often overlooks the 

structural realities that shape career trajectories. 

Bringing domestic labor into leadership 

curricula enables more honest, sustainable 

conversations and career planning. This can 

include discussion of strategies for negotiating 

household responsibilities, exploration of how 

implicit gender norms inherited from multiple 

institutional spheres shape decisions at home and 

in careers, and dual-career partnership strategies. 

Consider focusing some programs specifically 

on men, offering them a safe space to discuss 

shared caregiving, identity, masculinity norms, 

and leadership. Redefining executive identity 

can include reinforcing that effective leadership 

involves boundary-setting, sustainability, and 

modeling healthy work integration. When domestic 

(and community) labor is acknowledged as a 

leadership development topic, responsibility shifts 

from individual women to shared systems.

4. Advocate for family-supportive policies 
at the federal and state level. Organizational 

policies operate within broader societal 

structures, so the absence of public policy 

places a disproportionate burden on women. 

Organizations can advocate for paid parental 

leave for all parents, publicly support family-

friendly legislation, advocate for affordable 

and high-quality childcare access, and promote 

eldercare support policies. Partnering across 

industries and sectors can amplify this advocacy, 

particularly by leveraging data demonstrating 

how supportive policies improve retention and 

leadership diversity. Policy advocacy reframes 

domestic labor equity not as a private issue but as 

a societal and economic one that is directly linked 

to national leadership capacity and workforce 

sustainability.

There is also a compelling organizational 

self-interest case for this advocacy. When 

government and collective institutions bear more 

of the infrastructure for caregiving — through 

subsidized childcare, paid parental leave, and 

eldercare support — organizations are not left 

alone to address a fundamentally societal problem 

(Kossek & Kelliher, 2023). The absence of adequate 

public policy increases the burden organizations 

carry and the demands they place on employees. 

Advocacy for policy change is, in this sense, also 

advocacy for a more sustainable employment 

model that benefits society as a collective.

Strategies for People Leaders

People leaders — managers, directors, and team 

leads with direct reports — sit at the intersection 

of organizational policy and individual experience. 

They may not set compensation structures or 
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write parental leave policy, but they shape the 

daily texture of how their team members’ time is 

used, whose contributions are seen, and whether 

the unwritten rules of the workplace reinforce or 

complicate the burden their employees carry at 

home.

1. Pay attention to how helping work is 
distributed on your team. Research on 

workplace helping behavior consistently shows 

that women are more likely than men to be asked 

to take on tasks that benefit the team but fall 

outside formal job descriptions — organizing 

team events, mentoring junior colleagues, taking 

notes, covering for absent coworkers (Bergeron, 

2025). These tasks accumulate. Over a year, 

they represent a significant redirection of time 

that could otherwise go toward high-visibility 

work, skill development, or rest. As a people 

leader, regularly scan your team’s informal task 

distribution. Who is being asked to do what? 

Who is saying yes most often? Are the people 

doing the most helping also the ones receiving 

the most stretch assignments and development 

opportunities? If not, rebalance deliberately.

2. Model shared caregiving and make it visible. 
The norms that matter most on a team are often 

set not by policy but by what the leader does. 

When people leaders — especially men — leave 

early for a child’s school event, take parental 

leave, or openly discuss caregiving responsibilities, 

they signal that these are legitimate realities of 

adult professional life, not private matters to be 

managed quietly. Conversely, when leaders signal 

— even implicitly — that true commitment means 

unlimited availability, they reinforce the system 

that disproportionately burdens caregivers. 

Consider: What does your team observe about 

how you use your time outside of work? What 

would it mean for your direct reports to see that 

behavior modeled?

3. Create space for honest conversations 
about workload and capacity. People leaders 

are uniquely positioned to notice when a high-

performing employee is running on empty — and 

to do something about it before burnout, reduced 

performance, or departure forces the issue. This 

does not mean asking intrusive questions about 

the employee’s personal life. It means building a 

culture in which someone can say “I’m stretched 

thin right now” without fearing it will be held 

against them. Ask open questions in one-on-ones: 

What’s getting in the way of your best work right 

now? Is there anything on your plate — inside or 

outside of work — that’s affecting your capacity 

that it would be helpful for me to know about? 

Does our team have unnecessary low-value 

administrative burdens? Then actually adjust 

workloads when the answer is yes. Research shows 

that when leaders ask without acting, the cost to 

trust is higher than not asking at all (Bergeron et 

al., 2023; Fast et al., 2014).

https://www.ccl.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/actions-speak-louder-than-words-research-paper-center-for-creative-leadership.pdf
https://www.ccl.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/actions-speak-louder-than-words-research-paper-center-for-creative-leadership.pdf
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Strategies for Leadership Development 
Practitioners and Coaches

Leadership development practitioners and 

coaches occupy a distinctive position in the 

interinstitutional system: They work directly with 

the individuals most affected by it. That proximity 

is both an opportunity and a risk. When coaching 

is designed only to help women navigate the 

system as it exists — to be more strategic, more 

resilient, more visible — it inadvertently places the 

burden of change on those least responsible for 

creating the problem. The research reviewed here 

suggests a different orientation: Use the systems 

lens to understand where a constraint is coming 

from before deciding what to do about it. CCL’s 

Assessment-Challenge-Support model offers a 

natural scaffold for this kind of inquiry.

1. Assess the full helping load — across 
all spheres, not just work. A complete 

picture of a client’s leadership capacity 

requires understanding their time and energy 

commitments across the family, community, labor 

market, and corporate spheres simultaneously. 

Standard leadership assessments capture 

workplace behavior but rarely surface the 

domestic mental load, the school committee 

responsibilities, or the community obligations that 

may consume 10 or 15 hours per week outside of 

work. Begin by mapping the full terrain: What is 

your client being asked to do, by whom, and in 

which sphere? Where does helping feel chosen 

versus expected? What would happen if they said 

no? This assessment sets a more honest baseline 

for development planning and may reveal that 

the primary constraint on a client’s leadership 

development is not a skill gap but a time and 

energy deficit produced by multiple, compounding 

institutional demands.

Research on work-nonwork boundary management 

finds that the most critical predictor of work and 

family outcomes is not whether a client prefers to 

integrate or separate their roles but whether they 

perceive themselves as having control over those 

boundaries (Kossek et al., 2012). Low perceived 

boundary control — regardless of whether the 

client tends toward integration or separation 

— is consistently associated with worse work 

and family outcomes. Coaches can help clients 

identify where and how to reclaim a sense of 

control, which often begins by recognizing 

that constrained boundaries are shaped by 

institutional forces, not personal inadequacy.

2. Challenge the “fix yourself” framing — and 
help clients do the same. When a client says “I 

need to get better at setting boundaries,” the 

coaching instinct is to work on that. But consider 

also asking: Which boundaries, and with whom? 

What happens institutionally when a woman at 

your level sets those limits — does it work, or does 

it cost her? The goal is not to discourage agency 

but to help clients see the difference between 

personal development that is genuinely within 

their control and structural friction that is not. 

Research on the paradox of meritocracy (Castilla 

& Benard, 2010) shows that the belief that the 

system is fair can cause people to internalize 

structural failures as personal ones. System 

Justification Theory (Jost et al., 2004) further 

explains why even those most harmed by an unfair 

system may resist challenging it. Coaches who 

name these patterns — gently and explicitly — do 

clients a significant service.
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3. Use the institutional logics framework 
as a diagnostic tool. When a client describes 

a persistent frustration or a stalled career, 

try locating it in the interinstitutional system. 

Is the friction coming primarily from family 

expectations about who is responsible for care 

at home? From labor market norms signaling 

commitment through always-on availability? From 

the corporate sphere through invisible task loads 

and office housework? Or from the absence of 

government support structures like affordable 

childcare or parental leave? The diagnostic 

framework on page 18 provides a starting point. 

Identifying the sphere helps practitioners 

avoid mismatched interventions — for example, 

coaching a client on executive presence when the 

real issue is that her unfair domestic labor load is 

consuming the hours she would need to invest in 

visibility and sponsorship.

4. Support clients in making strategic, 
informed choices — not just better individual 
decisions. Once the source of the friction 

is identified, coaches can help clients think 

strategically about where to invest their energy 

for change. Some spheres offer more near-term 

leverage than others: A client may have little 

control over federal parental leave policy but 

significant influence over how her team allocates 

office housework or how she and her partner 

divide the domestic load at home (see Speights et 

al., 2026 for additional suggestions). Supporting 

clients in having these conversations — at work, 

with partners, in their communities — is different 

from coaching them to simply cope better. It also 

means helping clients recognize that some of what 

they are experiencing is not a personal failure but 

a systems problem that requires collective, not 

individual, solutions. That reframe alone can be 

profoundly relieving.
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For Coaches: Recognizing Client Patterns

Exhaustion without apparent cause. Client mentions feeling depleted, tired, or burned out but 

cannot point to a specific workplace driver. The invisible labor of household coordination may be 

consuming cognitive and emotional resources that aren’t visible in any job description.

Declining or hesitating about leadership opportunities. Client has turned down a promotion, 

passed on a high-visibility assignment, or expresses reluctance about a role they seem well-suited 

for. When asked why, they give vague answers about timing or readiness. Ask: What would have to be 

different for this to feel sustainable?

The walk-back. Client expresses frustration or resentment about home responsibilities, then quickly 

minimizes it: “I shouldn’t complain — he works hard too.” This pattern — surfacing and then excusing 

— is common among women managing household inequity. The initial expression is real data.

“I just don’t have the bandwidth right now.” Bandwidth is a finite resource distributed across 

domains. When this phrase appears alongside significant household responsibility, explore what the 

bandwidth is actually being used for outside of work.

Being at a known career inflection point. Client has recently had a child, returned from parental 

leave, received a promotion, or experienced a partner’s career change. These transitions are moments 

when household arrangements are most likely to default toward inequity without explicit negotiation.

Financial anxiety disproportionate to income. Sometimes reflects the hidden economic calculation 

of household labor: If one partner’s career has contracted around domestic responsibility, the 

household is economically vulnerable in ways that feel personal but are structural.

Men who express feeling “trapped” or constrained by provider expectations. Men experiencing 

the costs of provider identity — obligation to prioritize earnings, reluctance to take parental leave, 

guilt about spending time with family during work hours — may be struggling with the same systemic 

constraints as women — but from the other side.
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Conclusion
In 2020, the United Nations Secretary-General 

called for the 21st century to be the century of 

women’s equality — and named, with striking 

directness, what stands in the way: “Gender 

inequality is fundamentally a question of power.” 

He observed that male-dominated power 

structures undergird all aspects of life and called 

for something that has yet to be answered at 

scale: stop trying to change women, and start 

changing the systems that prevent them from 

achieving their potential (United Nations, 2020).

This paper has argued that those systems are 

plural, interlocking, and mutually reinforcing. 

The family assigns primary care responsibility 

to women. The community expects them to be 

its social glue. The government — particularly 

in the United States — largely treats caregiving 

as a private matter rather than a collective 

responsibility. The labor market rewards the long, 

uninterrupted hours that are structurally easier 

for those with fewer domestic obligations. And the 

corporation extracts the same invisible labor — in 

the form of organizational citizenship behavior 

(Bergeron, 2025) — that the family and community 

have already claimed, while rarely accounting for it 

in compensation or promotion decisions.

These institutional logics do not operate in 

isolation. They compound. A woman who is 

managing a disproportionate share of domestic 

labor, volunteering at her child’s school, 

navigating the absence of affordable childcare, 

and mentoring more than her fair share of 

junior colleagues is not experiencing 5 separate 

problems. She is experiencing one system — a 

system in which her time is treated as infinitely 

available and her contributions are structurally 

undervalued. As Marilyn Waring (TED, 2019) 

observed, “You cannot make good policy if the 

single largest sector of your nation’s economy 

is not visible.” The same is true of organizations 

(and households): You cannot make real change 

if the most pervasive source of inequality in your 

workplace (or household) remains unnamed.
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What is hopeful — and what the examples in 

this paper are designed to illustrate — is that 

systems can change. Iceland’s transformation 

over 5 decades demonstrates that deliberate 

policy shifts in government and labor market 

spheres can produce dramatic, measurable 

shifts in how men’s and women’s time is used and 

valued. Corporate policies that make caregiving 

visible, normalize shared leave, and audit the 

distribution of invisible labor can shift the norms 

of the corporate sphere. Coaches and leadership 

development practitioners who help clients 

name and locate the institutional source of their 

constraints — rather than simply coaching them 

to manage within those constraints — can shift 

the conversation in the community of practice. 

None of these changes is sufficient on its own. 

That is precisely the point.

The difficult-to-change sedimentation described 

in this paper — the accumulated logics of family 

obligation, community expectation, government 

policy, labor market demand, and organizational 

practice — cannot be dissolved by a single 

intervention in any one sphere. They are worn away 

by sustained, coordinated pressure from multiple 

directions simultaneously. To change outcomes for 

women in leadership, change is needed across the 

interinstitutional system. Not all of those changes 

are equally within reach for every reader of this 

paper. But any reader — whether an organizational 

leader, a people leader, a coach, a policymaker, a 

partner, or a parent — operates within at least 

one of the spheres described here and has some 

capacity to shift its logic. The question worth 

sitting with is not what is wrong with women, but 

which part of the system am I in, and what can I do 

from where I stand?



26	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

References
Alter, E., Fényes, H., & Pusztai, G. (2025). The multi-faceted effects of gender in parental involvement: The 

results of a systematic literature review. Review of Education, 13(2), e70091. https://doi.org/10.1002/

rev3.70091

Amis, J. M., Mair, J., & Munir, K. A. (2020). The organizational reproduction of inequality. Academy of 

Management Annals, 14(1), 195–230. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2017.0033

Bareket, O., & Fiske, S. T. (2023). A systematic review of the ambivalent sexism literature: Hostile sexism 

protects men’s power; benevolent sexism guards traditional gender roles. Psychological Bulletin, 

149(11-12), 637–698. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000400

Baxter, J., Hewitt, B., & Haynes, M. (2008). Life course transitions and housework: Marriage, parenthood, 

and time on housework. Journal of Marriage and Family, 70(2), 259–272. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-

3737.2008.00479.x

Beneria, L. (1981). Conceptualizing the labor force: The underestimation of women’s economic activities. 

Journal of Development Studies, 17(3), 10–28. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220388108421795

Bergeron, D. M. (2025). “Organizational wives” — The career costs of helping. Center for Creative 

Leadership. https://doi.org/10.35613/ccl.2025.2063

Bergeron, D., & Rochford, K. (2022). Good soldiers versus organizational wives: Does anyone (besides us) 

care that organizational citizenship behavior scales are gendered and mostly measure men’s—but 

not women’s—citizenship behavior? Group & Organization Management, 47(5), 936–951

Bergeron, D. M., Rochford, K. & Cooper, M. (2023). Actions speak louder than (listening to) words. 

Center for Creative Leadership. https://doi.org/10.35613/ccl.2023.2055

Brenan, M. (2020, January 29). Women still handle main household tasks in U.S. Gallup. https://news.

gallup.com/poll/283979/women-handle-main-household-tasks.aspx

Budig, M. J., & England, P. (2001). The wage penalty for motherhood. American Sociological Review, 66(2), 

204–225. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2657415

Budig, M. J., Misra, J., & Boeckmann, I. (2016). Work-family policy trade-offs for mothers? Unpacking the 

cross-national variation in motherhood earnings penalties. Work and Occupations, 43(2), 119–177. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888415615385



27	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Bureau of Labor Statistics (2024). U.S. Department of Labor. The Economics Daily. Volunteer rates.

Calarco, J. M. (2024). Holding it together: How women became America’s safety net. Portfolio/

Penguin.

Sepúlveda Carmona, M. (2013). Extreme poverty and human rights: Note by the Secretary-General 

(United Nations General Assembly Document A/68/293). United Nations Digital Library. https://

digitallibrary.un.org/record/756300

Castilla, E. J. (2008). Gender, race, and meritocracy in organizational careers. American Journal of 

Sociology, 113(6), 1479–1526. https://doi.org/10.5465/ambpp.2005.18778668

Castilla, E. J. (2012). Gender, race, and the new (merit-based) employment relationship. Industrial 

Relations, 51(S1), 528–562. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-232X.2012.00689.x

Castilla, E. J. (2015). Accounting for the gap: A firm study manipulating organizational accountability 

and transparency in pay decisions. Organization Science, 26(2), 311–333. https://doi.org/10.1287/

orsc.2014.0950

Castilla, E. J., & Benard, S. (2010). The paradox of meritocracy in organizations. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 55(4), 543–676. https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2010.55.4.543

Charmes, J. (2015). Time use across the world: Findings of a world compilation of time use surveys. 

United Nations Development Programme. https://hdr.undp.org/content/time-use-across-world-

findings-world-compilation-time-use-surveys

Churchill, B., Kornrich, S., & Ruppanner, L. (2023). Children of the revolution: The continued unevenness 

of the gender revolution in housework, childcare and work time across birth cohorts. Social Science 

Research, 111, 102868. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2023.102868

Clark, S., McGrane, A., Boyle, N., Joksimovic, N., Burke, L., Rock, N., & O’Sullivan, K. (2021). “You’re a 

teacher you’re a mother, you’re a worker”: Gender inequality during COVID-19 in Ireland. Gender, 

Work & Organization, 28, 1352–1362.

Connelly, K., & Heesacker, M. (2012). Why is benevolent sexism appealing? Associations with system 

justification and life satisfaction. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 36(4), 432–443. https://doi.

org/10.1177/0361684312456369

Cooper, D. J., Hinings, B., Greenwood, R., & Brown, J. L. (1996). Sedimentation and transformation in 

organizational change: The case of Canadian law firms. Organization Studies, 17(4), 623–647. https://

doi.org/10.1177/017084069601700404



28	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Criado Perez, C. (2019). Invisible women: Data bias in a world designed for men. Abrams Press.

Daly, K. J. (2002). Time, gender, and the negotiation of family schedules. Symbolic Interaction, 25(3), 

323–342. https://doi.org/10.1525/si.2002.25.3.323

Daminger, A. (2019). The cognitive dimension of household labor. American Sociological Review, 84(4), 

609–633. https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122419859007

Daminger, A. (2020). De-gendered processes, gendered outcomes: How egalitarian couples make sense 

of non-egalitarian household practices. American Sociological Review, 85(5), 806–829. https://doi.

org/10.1177/0003122420950208

Deloitte. (2025a). Women @ Work 2025: A global outlook. Deloitte Insights.

Deloitte. (2025b). 2025 Gen Z and millennial survey: Growth and the pursuit of money, meaning, 

and well-being. Deloitte Insights. https://www.deloitte.com/content/dam/assets-shared/docs/

campaigns/2025/2025-genz-millennial-survey.pdf

Diekman, A. B., & Clark, E. K. (2015). Beyond the damsel in distress: Gender differences and similarities in 

enacting prosocial behavior. The Oxford handbook of prosocial behavior, 12, 376–391.

Dufu, T. (2017). Drop the ball: Achieving more by doing less. Flatiron Books.

Eagly, A. H. (1987). Sex differences in social behavior: A social-role interpretation. Psychology Press. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203781906

Eagly, A. H., & Crowley, M. (1986). Gender and helping behavior: A meta-analytic review of the social 

psychological literature. Psychological Bulletin, 100(3), 283–308. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-

2909.100.3.283

Eagly, A. H., & Wood, W. (2012). Social role theory. In P. A. M. van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski, & E. T. Higgins 

(Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 458–476). Sage Publications. https://doi.

org/10.4135/9781446249222.n49

England, P., Levine, A., & Mishel, E. (2020). Progress toward gender equality in the United States has 

slowed or stalled. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 117(13), 6990–6997. https://doi.

org/10.1073/pnas.1918891117

Fast, N. J., Burris, E. R., & Bartel, C. A. (2014). Managing to stay in the dark: Managerial self-efficacy, ego 

defensiveness, and the aversion to employee voice. Academy of Management Journal, 57(4), 1013–

1034. http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amj.2012.0393



29	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Feng, C., Luo, Y., Gu, R., Broster, L. S., Shen, X., Tian, T., Luo, Y.-J., & Krueger, F. (2013). The flexible fairness: 

Equality, earned entitlement, and self-interest. PLoS One, 8(9), e73106. https://doi.org/10.1371/

journal.pone.0073106

Fernandez-Mateo, I., & Kaplan, S. (2018). Gender and organization science: Introduction to a virtual 

special issue. Organization Science, 29(6), 1229–1236.

Ferrant, G., Pesando, L. M. & Nowacka, K. (2014). Unpaid care work: The missing link in the analysis of 

gender gaps in labour outcomes. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Center.

Frank, R. H. (2016). Success and luck: Good fortune and the myth of meritocracy. Princeton University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvc77k7k

Friedland, R., & Alford, R. R. (1991). Bringing society back in: Symbols, practices, and institutional 

contradictions. In W. W. Powell & P. J. DiMaggio (Eds.), The new institutionalism in organizational 

analysis (pp. 232–263). University of Chicago Press.

Friedman, S. D., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2000). Work and family — allies or enemies? What happens when 

business professionals confront life choices. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/

acprof:oso/9780195112757.001.0001

Frisco, M. L., & Williams, K. (2003). Perceived housework equity, marital happiness, and divorce in dual-

earner households. Journal of Family Issues, 24(1), 51–73. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X02238520

Gayle, G. L., Odio Zúñiga, & M. Ramakrishnan, P. (2021). Work, leisure, and family: From the silent 

generation to millennials. Available at SSRN 3946808.

Graen, G. B. (1976). Role-making processes within complex organizations. In M. D. Dunnette (Ed.), 

Handbook of industrial and organizational psychology (pp. 1201–1245). Rand McNally.

Grant, A. M., & Ashford, S. J. (2008). The dynamics of proactivity at work. Research in Organizational 

Behavior, 28, 3–34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2008.04.002

Haveman, H. A., & Gualtieri, G. (2017). Institutional logics. In D. D. Bergh (Ed.), Oxford Research 

Encyclopedia of Business and Management. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/

acrefore/9780190224851.013.143

Inglehart, R., & Baker, W. E. (2000). Modernization, cultural change, and the persistence of traditional 

values. American Sociological Review, 65(1), 19–51. https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240006500103



30	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Haupt, A., & Gelbgiser, D. (2024). The gendered division of cognitive household labor, mental load, and 

family–work conflict in European countries. European Societies, 26(3), 828–854.

Hess, C., Ahmed, T., & Hayes, J. (2020). Providing unpaid household and care work in the United States: 

Uncovering inequality. Institute for Women’s Policy Research.

Joshi, A., Son, J., & Roh, H. (2015). When can women close the gap? A meta-analytic test of sex 

differences in performance and rewards. Academy of Management Journal, 58(5), 1516–1545. https://

doi.org/10.5465/amj.2013.0721

Jost, J. T., Banaji, M. R., & Nosek, B. A. (2004). A decade of system justification theory: Accumulated 

evidence of conscious and unconscious bolstering of the status quo. Political Psychology, 25(6), 

881–919. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2004.00402.x

Jost, J. T., & van der Toorn, J. (2012). System justification theory. In P. A. M. van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski, & 

E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 313–343). Sage Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446249222.n42

Katz, D., & Kahn, R. L. (1978). The social psychology of organizations (2nd ed.). John Wiley & Sons.

Kossek, E. E., & Kelliher, C. (2023). Making flexibility more i-deal: Advancing work-life equality collectively. 

Group & Organization Management, 48(1), 317–349. https://doi.org/10.1177/10596011221098823

Kossek, E. E., Lewis, S., & Hammer, L. B. (2010). Work-life initiatives and organizational change: 

Overcoming mixed messages to move from the margin to the mainstream. Human Relations, 63(1), 

3–19. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709352385

Kossek, E. E., Ruderman, M. N., Braddy, P. W., & Hannum, K. M. (2012). Work–nonwork boundary 

management profiles: A person-centered approach. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 81(1), 112–128. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2012.04.003

Kvande, E. (2022). Individual parental leave for fathers: Promoting gender equality in Norway. In Engaged 

fatherhood for men, families and gender equality: Healthcare, social policy, and work perspectives 

(pp. 153-163). Cham: Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-75645-1_8

Lizotte, M. K. (2020). Gender differences in public opinion: Values and political consequences. Temple 

University Press.

Mangino, K. (2022). Equal partners: Improving gender equality at home. St. Martin’s Press. 

McNamee, S. J. (2023). The meritocracy myth: Who gets ahead and why. Bloomsbury Publishing. 



31	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Miranda, V. (2011). Cooking, caring and volunteering: Unpaid work around the world (Working 

Paper, No. 116). Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. https://dx.doi.

org/10.1787/5kghrjm8s142-en

Nash, M., & Churchill, B. (2020). Caring during COVID-19: A gendered analysis of Australian university 

responses to managing remote working and caring responsibilities. Gender, Work & Organization, 

27(5), 833–846. https://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12484

Nordic Council of Ministers (2019). The Nordic gender effect at work. Copenhagen. www.norden.org/

nordpub

Offer, S. (2014). The costs of thinking about work and family: Mental labor, work-family spillover, and 

gender inequality among parents in dual-earner families. Sociological Forum, 29(4), 916–936. https://

doi.org/10.1111/socf.12126

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2024). Section PF2.1 Parental leave 

systems. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development Family Database. https://webfs.

oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf

Osborn, T. L., & Mendez, J. M. (2010). Speaking as women: Women and floor speeches in the Senate. 

Journal of Women, Politics & Policy, 31(1), 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/15544770903501384

Padavic, I., Ely, R. J., & Reid, E. M. (2020). Explaining the persistence of gender inequality: The work–family 

narrative as a social defense against the 24/7 work culture. Administrative Science Quarterly, 65(1), 

61–111. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839219832310

Pearson, K., & Dancey, L. (2011). Speaking for the underrepresented in the House of Representatives: 

Voicing women’s interests in a partisan era. Politics & Gender, 7(4), 493–519. https://doi.org/10.1017/

S1743923X1100033X

Perlow, L. A., & Kelly, E. L. (2014). Toward a model of work redesign for better work and better life. Work 

and Occupations, 41(1), 111–134. https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888413516473

Porumbu, D., & Necşoi, D. V. (2013). Relationship between parental involvement/attitude and children’s 

school achievements. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Sciences, 76, 706–710. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

sbspro.2013.04.191

Power, K. (2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the care burden of women and families. 

Sustainability: Science, Practice and Policy, 16(1), 67–73. https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2020.17765

61



32	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Reich-Stiebert, N., Froehlich, L., & Voltmer, J. B. (2023). Gendered mental labor: A systematic literature 

review on the cognitive dimension of unpaid work within the household and childcare. Sex Roles, 

88(11), 475–494. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-023-01362-0

Reid, M. C. (1934). Economics of household production. Wiley & Sons.

Ridgeway, C. L. (2011). Framed by gender: How gender inequality persists in the modern world. Oxford 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199755776.001.0001

Rodsky, E. (2019). Fair play: A game-changing solution for when you have too much to do (and more life 

to live). G.P. Putnam’s Sons. 

Rosenfeld, M. J. (2018). Who wants the breakup? Gender and breakup in heterosexual couples. In D. F. 

Alwin, D. H. Felmlee, & D. A. Kreager (Eds.), Social networks and the life course (pp. 221–243). Springer.

Ruppanner, L., & Maume, D. J. (2016). The state of domestic affairs: Housework, gender and 

state-level institutional logics. Social Science Research, 60, 15–28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

ssresearch.2016.04.006

Rustichini, A., & Vostroknutov, A. (2014). Merit and justice: An experimental analysis of attitude to 

inequality. PloS one, 9(12), e114512. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0114512

Sandel, M. J. (2020). The tyranny of merit: What’s become of the common good? Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux.

Saunders, C., & Dalziel, P. (2017). Twenty-five years of Counting for Nothing: Waring’s critique of national 

accounts. Feminist Economics, 23(2), 200–218. https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2016.1178854

Schiebinger, L., & Gilmartin, S. K. (2010). Housework is an academic issue. Academe Magazine, 96(1), 

39–44. https://www.aaup.org/academe/issues/2010-issues/housework-academic-issue

Schulte, B. (2015). Overwhelmed: How to work, love, and play when no one has the time. Picador.

Sevilla, A., & Smith, S. (2020). Baby steps: The gender division of childcare during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 36(S1), S169–S186. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/

graa027

Slaughter, A.-M. (2012, July/August). Why women still can’t have it all. The Atlantic. https://www.

theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2012/07/why-women-still-cant-have-it-all/309020/

Slaughter, A.-M. (2015). Unfinished business: Women, men, work, family. Random House.



33	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Sodergren, M.-C. (2024). The impact of care responsibilities on women’s labour force participation (ILO 

Statistical Brief). International Labour Organization. https://www.ilo.org/publications/impact-care-

responsibilities-women%25s-labour-force-participation

Speights, S., Bergeron, D., & Loignon, A. (2026). From leading at home to leading at work: Examining 

household labor, gendered perceptions of fairness and leadership outcomes. Center for Creative 

Leadership. https://doi.org/10.35613/ccl.2025.2076

Stiglitz, J. E., Sen, A., & Fitoussi, J.-P. (2010). Mismeasuring our lives: Why GDP doesn’t add up. The New 

Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.26193269

Swers, M. L. (2013). Women in the club: Gender and policy making in the senate. University of Chicago 

Press.

Thornton, P. H., & Ocasio, W. (1999). Institutional logics and the historical contingency of power in 

Organizations: Executive Succession in the Higher Education Publishing Industry, 1958-1990. 

American Journal of Sociology, 105(3), 801–843. https://doi.org/10.1086/210361

Thornton, P. H., Ocasio, W., & Lounsbury, M. (2012). The institutional logics perspective: A new 

approach to culture, structure and process. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/

acprof:oso/9780199601936.001.0001

Thornton, P. H., Ocasio, W., & Lounsbury, M. (2015). The institutional logics perspective. In R. Scott & S. 

Kosslyn (Eds.), Emerging trends in the social and behavioral sciences. John Wiley & Sons. https://doi.

org/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0187

United Nations. (2020, March 8). International Women’s Day – UN Chief [Video]. YouTube. https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=ykpb2KOn02E

van de Ven, P., Zwijnenburg, J., & de Queljoe, M. (2018). Including unpaid household activities: An estimate 

of its impact on macro-economic indicators for the G7 economies (Working Papers, 2018/04). 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/

oecd/en/publications/reports/2018/07/including-unpaid-household-activities_0d4ff56f/bc9d30dc-

en.pdf

Vega Varela, N.  & Moridi, L. (2024, October). The free-time gender gap: How unpaid care and household 

labor reinforces women’s inequality. Gender Equity Policy Institute. https://doi.org/10.5281/

zenodo.14207518

Waring, M. (1988). If women counted: A new feminist economics. Harper & Row.



34	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Waring, M. (2019, September 23). Marilyn Waring: GDP measures the wrong things. Here’s something 

better [Video]. TEDxChristchurch. https://tedxchristchurch.com/marilyn-waring

Williams, J. C., Blair-Loy, M., & Berdahl, J. L. (2013). Cultural schemas, social class, and the flexibility 

stigma. Journal of Social Issues, 69(2), 209–234. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12012

World Economic Forum. (2021). Global gender gap report 2021. World Economic Forum. https://www3.

weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf

World Economic Forum. (2024). Global gender gap report 2024. World Economic Forum. https://www.

weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2024/

Yang, T., Kacperczyk, A., & Naldi, L. (2024). The motherhood wage penalty and female entrepreneurship. 

Organization Science, 35(1), 27–51. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2023.1657

Young, M. D. (1958). The rise of the meritocracy. Thames and Hudson.

Yu, W.-H., & Kuo, J. C.-L. (2017). The motherhood wage penalty by work conditions: How do occupational 

characteristics hinder or empower mothers? American Sociological Review, 82(4), 744–769. https://

doi.org/10.1177/0003122417712729

Zhao, E. Y., & Wry, T. (2016). Not all inequality is equal: Deconstructing the societal logic of patriarchy to 

understand microfinance lending to women. Academy of Management Journal, 59(6), 1994–2020. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2015.0476



35	 CARRYING THE LOAD © Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved.

Author
Diane Bergeron, PhD is a Senior Research Scientist 

at CCL. Her research areas include women’s 

leadership and how workplace helping can hinder 

women’s career advancement, the impact of 

leader listening on employees’ speaking up, and 

bereavement and grief in the workplace, including 

bereavement-related organizational policies and 

practices. You can find more of her research by 

visiting her Google Scholar page.

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=LnBkmAIAAAAJ&hl=en


At the Center for Creative Leadership,  

our drive to create a ripple effect of positive 

change underpins everything we do. For  

50+ years, we’ve pioneered leadership 

development solutions for leaders at every level, 

from community leaders to CEOs. Consistently 

ranked among the world’s top global providers of 

executive education, our research-based programs 

and solutions inspire individuals in organizations 

across the world — including 2/3 of the Fortune 

1000 — to ignite remarkable transformations.

Meet our people where you are: ccl.org/locations.

 
© Center for Creative Leadership. All rights reserved. CS27-2056

https://www.ccl.org/our-locations/
https://www.ccl.org/?utm_source=brochure&utm_medium=print&utm_campaign=oe&utm_content=oe_program_guide&utm_term=back_cover 

	Executive Summary
	Introduction and Framing
	Gender, Social Roles, and Helping Behavior
	Gender and Helping Behavior: The Math Just Doesn’t Add Up
	Reflecting a Larger Issue: The Systematic Devaluation of Care Work
	NAMING IS CLAIMING: A Shared Vocabulary
	The Compounding Leadership Care Tax
	The Role of Community
	A Counterexample: Iceland
	A Brief Global Look
	The Role of Government
	Six societal institutions — and their ideologies — simultaneously shape how women’s time is expected to be used.
	Challenging the Myth of Meritocracy
	A Look at Future Generations
	Where Do We Go From Here?
	What Leaders Can Do
	Strategies for Organizational Leaders
	Diagnostic Framework
	Strategies for People Leaders
	Strategies for Leadership Development Practitioners and Coaches
	For Coaches: Recognizing Client Patterns


	Conclusion
	References
	Author

