
GENDER EQUALITY – 
GUIDANCE FOR LEADERS

Leaders set the tone in an organisation and, therefore, if diverse talent 
is going to join and thrive in your organisation, they will look to how 
you behave. So what can you do to help create an inclusive culture and 
demonstrate your commitment to diversity?

Public commitment to 
inclusion and diversity

Demonstrate your support for inclusion and diversity publicly – internally and 
externally. Be clear about why you believe in inclusion and diversity and its 
importance to your business and then ensure that you behave consistently.

Strategy and progress Take an active role in developing your firm’s inclusion and diversity strategy and 

track progress.

Personal objectives Set personal objectives around inclusion, for example, to recruit x women, to mentor 

or sponsor a high potential woman, to act as executive sponsor to the women’s 

network, to speak at a conference on the importance of diversity.

Public profile of firm Check that your organisation is portraying an inclusive culture in terms of its website, 

who speaks for the firm, who speaks at conferences etc.

Support women’s network Support your women’s network – attend their events and listen to their views.

Mentoring and sponsorship Mentor and sponsor women in your organisation and beyond; consider reverse 

(or reciprocal) mentoring.

Role model Be open about how you manage work / life balance - and how leadership can be done 

in different ways and with different working practices. Be a role model.

Challenge behaviours Be aware of your own behaviours (who you give privileged access to, for example) 

but also be prepared to challenge non-inclusive behaviour and language. 

Men need to be challenging everyday sexism at work just as much as women.
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Why this topic is important?
Research from Harvard, Gallup and a multitude of HR 
consulting fi rms demonstrates a clear link between employee 
engagement and business performance. Gallup’s research 
suggests that fi rms who score in the top 20% for engagement 
show 21% greater profi tability, a 41% reduction in absenteeism 
and 59% less people turnover. We would argue that employee 
engagement is driven in large part by a sense of being included 
- feeling valued, being treated fairly, having control, feeling 
safe and feeling as though you belong. And if those drivers 
aren’t in place, individuals can feel excluded and disengaged. 

Research also suggests a link between diversity and business 
performance. McKinsey demonstrated that gender and 
ethnically diverse companies outperform less diverse 
companies looking at revenues and profi tability amongst 
other metrics. And in another McKinsey study companies 
with top quartile diversity (defi ned as women and foreign 
nationals) on their executive boards generated ROE (returns 
on equity) that were 53% higher, on average, than the 
companies in the bottom diversity quartile. Those more 
diverse businesses also generated a 14% higher EBIT 
(earnings before interest and tax), on average. In a Credit 
Suisse study, companies with boards that included women 
were found to have:

• Higher ROEs
• Lower debt to equity ratios
• Higher price/book value
• Higher average net income growth

Another Credit Suisse study suggested that companies 
with LGBT+ diversity and inclusion generated 3% greater 
performance. Like engagement, diversity only thrives in 
inclusive organisations where individuals feel valued for their 
diverse contributions but also feel as though they belong.

We know that our industry is not diverse currently. Women 
in asset management are largely underrepresented. In the 
UK, almost half of qualifi ed doctors are women, 44% of 
accountants and 24% of solicitors at partner level. By 
contrast, just 7% of investment funds in the UK have a 
woman as the named manager or co-manager, according 
to BestInvest, a private client investment group. A recent 
Mercer study suggested that only around 12% of key 
decision makers in UK asset management fi rms were women 
and only around 8% of portfolio managers were female. 
We believe that the industry wants to address these 
imbalances as well as the underrepresentation of 
other diverse groups.

We have identifi ed one important contribution to creating 
an inclusive culture lies with line managers who play a 
critical role in career advancement, skill recognition and 
development and creating the right kind of environment 
for diverse talent to thrive. Identifying ways to help 
managers do a better job is important to ensure that 
companies are maximising the potential of all of their 
employees, for the ultimate success of the business 
and delivery to clients/benefi ciaries. Hence the focus 
of this review. 

Our hypothesis is that a cultural commitment to inclusion 
that recognises the value of all contributions, together 
with effective training, would strengthen line management 
positions which would drive change, create new success 
measures and would help to address the underrepresentation 
of women at all career stages in the investment and savings 
industry as well as other dimensions of diversity including 
ethnicity, sexual orientation and socioeconomic background.



What does an inclusive culture look like?
An inclusive culture is one in which people feel respected 
and secure, feel trusted and listened to, have the autonomy 
to get on and do the job, feel as though they belong and 
their opinion is valued and that they are treated fairly. It is 
a critical element in achieving, and gaining the benefits of, 
diversity and strong employee engagement.  
 
Everyone in an organisation has an impact on the sense of 
inclusion individuals feel, from the senior leadership team, 
to team leaders and colleagues. But one particular set of 
individuals, the line or people managers, have a particularly 
important role in creating the right environment for 
others to thrive. They are often involved in recruitment, 
in performance management and career coaching, in salary, 
bonus and promotion decisions, in work allocation and job 
design and in supporting individuals around flexible working 
requests, parental leave and other career breaks, mental 
and physical health issues and other life events.  

This paper focuses on the line or people manager role but 
we will also be looking at the role of team leaders and senior 
leadership teams at a later stage. We distinguish team leaders 
from line managers because an individual may well have a 
team leader or head of desk who is not their line manager.  
But most team leaders and senior leaders will also be line 
managers in their own right.

Background
The Diversity Project / Mercer survey held in 2017 highlighted 
the role that line managers have in supporting (or otherwise) 
diverse talent in making progress in their careers/organisations. 
The specific findings were that:

• Investment managers rated their People Managers 
 as delivering below their expectations for every 
 attribute surveyed
• People managers were rated poorly at being aware 
 of their biases and supporting career ambitions of 
 their direct reports

This was reiterated in the New Financial research paper  
(Diversity in Portfolio Management, 2018) which identified  
line manager’s attitude as one of the five key barriers to 
diversity in portfolio management. 

We established a sub-group of the Diversity Project’s Gender 
Workstream to explore this further, to identify and share best 
practice and, if required, pilot new ways of working. In this 
first phase, we talked to people in the industry about their 
experience of line or people management and to better 
understand current practice. 

In addition to the input from the members of the sub-group 
who represent a number of asset management and consulting 
firms, and getting input from the CEO-sub group of the 
Gender workstream, nine interviews were held with other 
consulting firms, asset management firms, asset owners and 
professional bodies in April-June 2020. The individuals ranged 
from CEOs, to heads of talent and D&I and experts in the 
field of organisational change.

Key themes
A number of key themes emerged which suggest that 
organisations in the investment industry need to answer three 
critical questions:

• Are organisations really committed to creating an 
 inclusive culture?
• If so, are their people management practices up to 
 the job? Do they really value people management?  
 Do they have the right people with the right skill sets, 
 the right training and the right kind of incentives doing 
 the people management task?
• Are they prepared to undertake a radical overhaul 
 of what is expected of a line manager and how they 
 are selected, trained and rewarded?  

Research findings 
The key findings included:
• Most line managers in the industry are player managers 
 ie they are both technical experts (eg a portfolio manager) 
 as well as being people managers. While this can be a 
 great apprenticeship type model, it can have implications for:
 - The amount of time that can be spent on line management  
	 	 vs	the	technical	role	that	the	managers	have.	In	financial		
  services, people are more heavily remunerated for revenues  
  and outputs rather than good people management and 
	 	 development	of	employees.	Therefore,	their	‘first’	job	of	
  technical/fund management/sales/revenue generator takes  
  priority and line management often focuses on tactical/ 
  technical aspects to deliver revenue/fund performance
 - The skill set that the managers have around line management  
  - often managers come to this with no line management 
	 	 skills	and	learn	on	the	job	(poorly	or	otherwise)
 - How line management is regarded - as an add-on rather  
  than a critically important activity. Line management is  
	 	 either	seen	as	a	step	up	the	management	structure	(ie	
  something you have to do to get on, not something that 
	 	 is	aspired	to	for	its	own	sake)	or	as	a	second-class	activity.	
  Quite often more senior roles come with teams and the 
	 	 only	way	to	progress	your	career	(and	therefore	grade		
	 	 and	salary)	is	by	taking	on	a	team	and	whether	you	want		
  to, or are skilled to, is not really a key consideration



• Selection of line managers can be quite ad hoc - in some  
 cases, individuals ask to become line managers. In other  
 cases, the ‘best’ or most experienced investment 
 professional in a team is given the job, irrespective of 
 aptitude or appetite. Good revenue producers are 
 elevated and often promoted through the ranks and  
 become leaders of teams. Quite often the skill sets 
 needed for good revenue production are not those 
 needed for good, intuitive people management so often 
 people without the natural aptitude of line management 
 are pushed into these roles and the skills needed not 
 properly developed. At the same time, fund managers 
 typically respect other good fund managers who have 
 had strong fund performance to lead them and may not 
 respect or respond well to professional managers. 
• Patchy training of line managers: larger firms have 
 excellent training programmes but engagement with 
 training is often voluntary and patchy. Smaller firms 
 may not offer any training. Classic classroom training 
 of one to three-day leadership or management courses 
 has little follow up or lasting aspect to it. As a result, 
 what is learned in the classroom is often lost or not 
 applied when the individuals ‘get back to the day job’.  
• Lack of clear goals or expectations for line managers: 
 it isn’t always clear what the line manager is expected 
 to do and annual objectives don’t always include line 
 management expectations but focus more on more 
 quantifiable outcomes such as fund performance or asset 
 growth. While firms talk about the right behaviours and 
 culture, they still really focus on the financial performance 
 of the firm and the profitability of teams within that.  
• Feedback on line manager performance is patchy - some  
 firms encourage 360-degree feedback but this is often  
 not anonymous and used for remedial development  
 rather than as a development opportunity for good  
 managers to get even better. 
• The link between performance as a line manager and  
 compensation is very weak. Typically, bonuses are linked  
 to the overall success of a firm and the performance of  
 the funds (or assets under management) that the team/ 
 individual runs. Rarely is quality of line management  
 taken into account, either positively or negatively and  
 poor behaviour or management is often ‘overlooked’ if  
 revenue generation/fund performance is strong

• Some line managers have too many reports and others  
 too few. The latter may not experience enough different  
 situations to hone their skills and the former are spread  
 too thinly and can become focused on process rather  
 than on the individuals they manage. 
• Line managers in the investment industry often fail to set 
 out clear career journeys for their reports, leading to an 
 opacity around the ‘process’ for career development.  
 One-to-ones often focus on tactical issues and fund  
 performance rather than on development and behaviour
• Those with ‘differences’ - ie from under-represented  
 groups - can end up feeling they are unmanaged with  
 no one taking an interest in their careers
• Although asset management is typically non-hierarchical,  
 line managers too often resort to ‘pulling rank’ and/or  
 not giving freedom to individual to make decisions. This  
 implies a lack of trust and is demoralising, stultifies  
 personal growth and is inefficient.

Best practice/good practice examples

Setting expectations

One firm sets clear goals/expectations for its line managers, 
asks the team members to rate their line managers on a   
number of behaviours and is planning to include this in 
the overall rating and link to compensation. By ensuring 
consistency between goals, training, assessment and 
compensation, they are hoping to shift cultural norms. 

Another organisation weights job role performance and 
behaviour/adherence to values 50:50 in its performance 
management system with a direct link to salary and bonus 
decisions. The challenge is to make the weighting to behaviour 
sufficiently material that it’s effective but also representative. 
And unless the importance of good management is accepted 
culturally there won’t be a change. To make this work, and 
if the overall bonus pool is determined by financial results 
and fund performance, a process for determining how will 
the ‘pie’ get allocated to reward good managers who 
haven’t generated the same asset growth or fund 
performance as others will be needed.



Training

Some firms have developed a tailored line manager training 
curriculum which supports all line managers around holding 
different conversations, holding effective career development 
conversations, etc. New managers are actively encouraged to 
take part in this training.

One firm holds manager discussion forums where line   
managers can share issues and get feedback and inspiration 
from peers.

Another organisation has mandatory line manager training 
modules ahead of key milestones during the year (eg ahead  
of career development or performance conversations or   
immediately before hiring new people).  

Full-time managers

One firm has employed professional managers in its asset 
management teams to ensure that there is focus on line 
management activities. The professional line managers have 
their own reporting line with opportunities to get to the very 
top of the organisation and participate in the corporate bonus 
pool rather than the team’s fund performance-related bonus 
arrangement.  

Assessing behaviour

One firm has identified key behaviours that it is expecting all 
its employees to adopt. It is then setting objectives around 
those behaviours in its performance measurement system. 

A number of firms mentioned using pulse surveys to assess 
how individuals are feeling during lock-down with inclusion- 
related questions about the support that their line managers 
are providing. As with any employee engagement or pulse 
survey, the feedback needs to be acted upon if it is not to  
lead to survey fatigue and cynicism.

Peer support/challenge

One firm has established informal roundtables for line  
managers to meet to draw out behavioural issues or ill-advised 
management practices in a safe environment, allowing senior 
management to build a greater understanding of the issues.

Co-share line management positions

Some companies co-share line management positions.   
Objectives are linked to both fund performance and   
management effectiveness. This can work particularly well 
when the individuals involved have complementary skill sets.

Training curriculum 
While training alone is not a panacea, it can play a role in 
developing skills and setting expectations for what good line 
or people management looks like. In all cases, there needs 
to be follow-up with refreshers and feedback. Ideally, goals 
should be linked to the elements of good line management.

Suggested topics for people/line manager training include:
• Understanding self - cannot help others if you don’t  
 understand yourself; ability to have impact comes from  
 who you are and how you project yourself 
• Discover your strengths - use Strengthsfinder 2.0,   
 or equivalent, to select managers for line managers  
 aptitude
• Inclusive leadership - what does it take to help support  
 everyone to be the best that they can be?
• Holding effective career conversations/coaching/  
 mentoring skills - creating opportunities
• Handling maternity leaves and other career breaks   
 effectively
• Managing performance including holding difficult   
 conversations
• Mental health first aid - a critical skill in supporting all  
 team members. Develops listening skills and empathy 
• Engaging team members 
• Building team resilience
• Smarter working - how to support the working   
 preferences of your team, stress-free team environment,  
 showing adaptability and willingness to change
• Managing virtual teams - Effective chairing of meetings  
 to be inclusive
• Communication skills
• Listening skills - being approachable 
• Giving and receiving useful feedback
• Delegation
• Inclusive recruitment
• Work allocation and job design 
• Shifting from the blame game and taking personal   
 responsibilities - Encourage positive and collaborative  
 working environment
• Speaking up - ability to build up respect from your   
 team and relate team’s view to senior management
• Build credibility 



Other potential initiatives
We didn’t hear specific examples of these being done,   
but these follow from the research findings:

• CEO and Executive ‘promotion’ of importance of   
 management, including leading by example and   
 cascading this down to senior managers
• Supporting managers (and prospective managers)   
 through continuous training
• Introducing measures and objectives and    
 compensation links
• Creating effective 360 feedback that counts towards  
 pay - anonymously if necessary
• Create forum to collect input from line managers   
 and their reports (periodically)
• Creating opportunities for empowering/delegating  
 responsibilities within the team.

What do we want organisations to do?
We would like to encourage organisations to initiate an 
internal conversation around their commitment to an  
inclusive culture involving key stakeholders including senior 
management, HR and current line managers. We suggest 
that this paper is used as preparatory reading and that 
the questions below are used as a framework for those 
conversations. We would welcome feedback from these 
sessions so that we can further refine our advice. We 
would also like to understand the impact of this work 
by collating the number of people involved in these 
conversations and their sense of the impact these 
discussions have had on how they think about and 
practice line management.

1. Is our organisation really committed to creating an   
 inclusive culture?
 A. What is the status of the line manager role -   
  is it sponsored from the top?
 B. Is line management accepted as a critical    
  contributor to the business and seen as equal   
  to other front-line roles?

2. Are the right people doing the people management role?
 A. For those in the role, do they have the right skills,   
  support and ongoing training?
 B. How do we identify the right people?
 C. Are line managers’ objectives clear?    
  And are there appropriate metrics, incentives   
  and rewards in place?

3. Is it easy (and safe) for reports to give feedback?
 A. Do we have mechanisms for reports to give honest  
  and 360 feedback in a safe way?
 B. Do we have ‘safe space’ forums so line managers   
  and their bosses get a sense of what is happening   
  on the ground?

4. Is training effective?
 A. Is it helpful for the line manager role?    
  Is training attended? Is it ongoing?

Conclusion
We believe that there is a strong link between employee  
engagement and business performance. Employee   
engagement is driven in large part by a sense of inclusion - 
feeling valued, having a voice, being treated fairly and   
feeling a sense of belonging and safety. At the same   
time, there is a strong link between diversity and business 
performance but without an inclusive culture, diversity   
will not be supported. 

The line manager, in their everyday interactions with their 
reports, can create the right environment for inclusive and 
diverse cultures to be supported. However, this report 
suggests that our line managers are not always given the 
support, incentives and direction that is needed for them 
to be fully effective. 

Please send us your feedback and let us 
know how many people are getting involved:
info@diversityproject.com
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