Women at work 101
formale colleagues

DALHIA MANI

ale employees, who
consider themselves
progressive and mer-

itocratic, can sometimes find
themselves at a loss as implicit
and/or explicit accusations
mount up that they are “dino-
saurs” with regressive ideals.
They might find themselves
gently steered away from
roles that require significant
engagement with foreign
clients and partners, or roles
that require innovative, cut-
ting-edge engagement with a
younger demographic. These
men genuinely do not know
what they are doing wrong
or what they should be doing.
Here's is a list of assumptions,
even if they are unintentional,
about women colleagues that
mightbe holding back manya
competentmen from growing
inthe organisation,anda prim-
eronwhatcanbedoneaboutit.

She is not ‘'your mom.
Mothers selflessly give of
themselves, attend to every-
one’s needs, and do it with-
out compensation or credit.
Male colleagues, sometimes
unconsciously, expect their
women colleagues to play the
same role in the workplace.
It is not uncommon for men,
and even women, to assume
that it is ‘natural’ for women
colleagues on the team per-
form certain tasks like com-
munity-building, remember-
ing birthdays, catering food
for the team, or setting up
workplace creches and sum-
mer programs for children.
While these are important for
meaningful engagementinthe
workplace, they take up time
and effort. The work, however,
is not acknowledged let alone
compensated.

Team members, both men
and women, will do good to
share these evenly. If you are a
man and find yourself expect-
ing a woman colleague to do
thesetasks, then step back and
chipininstead.

She is not your personal as-
sistant. The dominant model
thatmost of ussaw growingup
is of a male boss and a woman
assistant (male pilots and
womenstewardesses and male
doctors and women nurses, to
name a few). It is possible that
these notions of social stere-
otypes are so hard-wired that
male colleagues expect wom-
enon their teams to play byit.
Asking women in the team to
setup meetings, and make re-
minder calls are common and
gounnoticed.

Both men and women
should watch out for these
unconscious, stereotypical
gender roles. And if you are a
man and find yourself expect-
ing female colleagues to pick
up after youand play your sec-
retary, you need to rein in this
behavior.

She is not your shishya (pu-
pil). Gurus, across religions,
typically tend to be men, and
religious leaders, across reli-
gions, are also typically men.
Given that thisis what we have
seenand imbibed growing up,
both men and women tend to
associate knowledge, abstract
thinking, and visionary ideas
withmasculinity. Thisassump-
tion is problematic in work-
places, and sometimes male
colleagues unconsciously en-
acttherole of ‘guru’ schooling
women bosses and colleagues
on what to do and how to do
theirjobs. Thisundercutsand
belittles women’s experience
and expertise.

Another consequence is
that women’s ideas, especially
when they are strategic, long
term and visionary (rather
than operational and short-
term) getignored or discount-
ed, burying new ideas and
initiatives. To counter this,
women find themselves giv-
ing the credit for theirideas to
a male colleague, in the hope
that it will be accepted. This
inhibits free exchange of ideas
and knowledge.

She is a fellow profession-
al; treat her as such. Male
colleagues, at any level in the
organisational hierarchy,
must make efforts to identify
and verbalise latent biases,
and counterthem. Listen, con-
sciously, to oneselfand others.
And give credit where credit
isdue.

We form and reinforce
associations between leader-
ship, abstract thinking, and
masculinity through observa-
tions, which then become our
expectationsand belief ofhow
the world is; even more dan-
gerous, they can become our
framework for how the world
should be.

Associetyand theworkforce
changes, theseunconscious as-
sumptions must be called out
and changed. Theyhavea per-
niciouseffectonbothmen and
women at work, taking away
creditfromwomen employees,
and boxing male emploveeg
into a corner, making them
less effectve leaders.
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