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Women make up more than 50% 
of the US population and are respon-
sible for well more than half of all 
healthcare decisions, often making 
doctor appointments and oversee-
ing those decisions on behalf of their 
children, parents, and even their hus-
bands. What kind of missed oppor-
tunity does it represent then that so 
much of the healthcare system, in 
all of its sectors, seems run by and 
focused on men? Phrased differently, 
what benefits might accrue from a 
more inclusive, more diverse system 
that sees women play a more impor-
tant role in key decision-making?

Call it the Gender Gap—the often 
unintentional disconnect between 
the critical, central role that women 
play in healthcare in our society and 
the much more limited role they 
play in those segments of industry 
that make healthcare possible. The 
challenge plays out even in medical 

device development and an indus-
try that while it certainly features 
many prominent women in posi-
tions of importance, still seems at 
first glance to be overwhelmingly 
white and male. (For a slightly differ-
ent take on the issue of diversity, see 
“Is Medtech Too White?” MedTech 
Strategist, September 14, 2018.)

There is no entity more prestigious 
and more central, at least from an 
academic perspective, to medtech 
innovation and development than 
Stanford University’s Biodesign pro-
gram. For nearly 20 years, Biodesign 
has taught and nurtured a generation 
of innovators in a fellowship course 
that has turned out both dozens of 
new companies and a next genera-
tion of medtech leaders. And the 
broader Stanford community seems 
a model of meritocracy and diversity 
where really smart people, regard-
less of background, come to learn 

from the best. What a surprise it was 
then when an analysis and survey of 
Biodesign alumni last year revealed 
a striking lack of diversity—women 
made up only around 25% of all 
graduates and the faculty they stud-
ied under is largely if not exclusively 
white and male. Anecdotally, some 
female graduates reported feeling 
isolated and underappreciated, if 
not consciously condescended to. 
No one is alleging an intentional dis-
regard of the importance of women 
or their value to the process—just 
the opposite. In fact, an intuitive 
appreciation for the role of women 
made it doubly disappointing that 
what the survey suggested is a 
recruitment effort and participation 
rate that happens to lack diversity by 
happenstance.

The survey results were a surprise 
to the folks behind the Biodesign 
program who greeted the findings 

Despite the central role they play in healthcare 
decisions in this country, women are vastly 
underrepresented in key decision-making 
positions in the healthcare industry, and 
medtech is no exception. Having identified a 
gender gap within its own program, officials 
of Stanford’s Biodesign have embarked on an 
initiative to eliminate the gender gap and  
bring women into a more key 
role in the program and the 
larger medtech industry.

by 
DAVID CASSAK

Biodesign Bridges the Gender Gap

Photo: Rod Searcey

http://innovationinmedtech.com/about-us/founders/
mailto:d.cassak%40medtechinno.com?subject=


APRIL 3, 2019 

11GENDER DIVERSITY

with chagrin and, more importantly, 
a determination to do something 
about the gender gap in the program. 
The result: an initiative that they 
clearly hope helps address a similar 
profile and problem in the medical 
device industry writ large. This March, 
Biodesign officials convened the first 
of what will be a continuing program 
designed to identify and characterize 

the problem and develop solutions 
that will lead to greater diversity in the 
industry, a more meaningful role for 
women, and better results for every-
one. The March summit featured dis-
cussions by groups of industry execu-
tives and Biodesign graduates, groups 
diverse by design, discussing the chal-
lenges behind overcoming the gender 
gap. The discussions were built around 

a series of hypothetical vignettes that 
highlighted the issues and challenges 
that women, in particular, face in hir-
ing and promotion, fundraising, and 
being part of a corporate culture. In 
the following roundtable, Biodesign 
officials and alumni discuss the chal-
lenges of the gender gap and come 
to some very preliminary suggestions 
about how to make it go away. 

MedTech Strategist: Let me begin by asking where the impetus for 
this initiative came from. What goal are you shooting for?
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Maria Sainz: The impetus came from Paul Yock. I can’t thank him enough for having the vision to want 
Stanford Biodesign to lead an initiative focused on the issue of the gender gap in the health technology ecosystem. 
He was incredibly open-minded about it, and he and I and Mike Regan, who is chief innovation officer at the Fogarty 
Institute for Innovation, did a lot of brainstorming to come up with an approach that would engage people and 
trigger awareness and change. We worked through a variety of iterations to select the right group of people to 
participate in this first, small-group working session and apply the proven biodesign need-based methodology to dig 
deep into the topic and brainstorm solutions. But it would not have been possible without Paul’s determination to 
do something about this problem. 
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I was at the dinner last June at which Stanford 
Biodesign reported the results of a survey among its 
alumni. We tend to think about Stanford broadly and 
Biodesign more specifically as a pure meritocracy 
and highly diverse—a place where highly talented 
people come together to do great things, regardless 
of gender, race, or ethnicity. And yet I think a lot of 
the people at the dinner were caught by surprise by 
what that initial survey showed in terms of the lack of 
diversity within this program. Not only was Stanford 
Biodesign’s alumni group largely white and male, but 
some of the women in the program felt some gender 
bias. How much were the findings of that study a 
driver of this initiative?

Paul Yock: In fact, the real catalyst preceded the sur-
vey when we got feedback from a group of alums about 
some issues related to gender bias among the fellows. 
This was a real wake-up call for us and prompted us to 
form a diversity task force made up of alums from differ-
ent years of the Innovation Fellowship. This group was led 
by Kate Garrett who is now a member of our leadership 
team for the Center.

Kate Garrett: Even before the survey, a lot of us knew 
that in terms of diversity, Stanford Biodesign had some 
challenges and areas for growth. What the survey did was 
strengthen that awareness with metrics that helped us 
acknowledge and quantify those challenges and provide a 
baseline from which we will improve.

Can you give us some flavor of what that initial survey 
showed?

Garrett: At the time the survey was conducted, women 
made up 25% of the alumni base and a slightly smaller per-
cent of the Stanford Biodesign teaching faculty. We didn’t 
quantify racial diversity, but the faculty is predominately 
Caucasian and up until recently has been exclusively male 
in terms of those faculty members who meet on a weekly 
basis with the fellows.  

Yock: Seeing the numbers so starkly made us realize we 
had to make changes.

Garrett: The Innovation Fellowship is an amazing pro-
gram; 100% of alumni responding to the survey said they 

Figure 1
Women And Men Get Different Levels of Support From Managers
% of Employees Who Report That Their Manager . . .

MEN WOMEN 
WHITE 

WOMEN
ASIAN 

WOMEN LATINAS BLACK 
WOMEN

LESBIAN 
WOMEN

Provides the resources
 I need to succeed 49% 45% 47% 44% 43% 42% 45%

Helps me navigate
organizational politics 41% 37% 39% 32% 30% 25% 35%

me to showcase my work 45% 42% 43% 44% 40% 35% 43%

Promotes my 46% 44% 46% 40% 39% 35% 44%

Socializes with me
outside of work 55% 47% 48% 53% 45% 35% 46%

Helps me balance work
and personal demands 44% 46% 48% 46% 44% 39% 39%

Note: All figures and data cited in this article come from McKinsey/LeanIn.org’s annual survey of gender diversity across multiple industries.
Source: “Women in the Workplace 2018,” a report by McKinsey & Company and LeanIn.org. Copyright (c) 2019 McKinsey & Company. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission.
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would recommend it to friends and 
colleagues. But we have room for 
improvement when it comes to diver-
sity and are committed to doing things 
differently as we move forward.

Have you seen any improvement in 
gender diversity over time? Or has there 
been a consistent under-representation 
of women over the years?

Garrett: We’ve had spikes of 
over 50% women in some fellowship 
years but there hasn’t been any con-
sistent improvement. 

James Wall: When we finally 
took a hard look at the numbers, we 
realized that while our intentions 
were good, the results weren’t. 

Lyn Denend: We were always 
wishing for greater gender balance 
each year in the fellowship when 
we would do recruiting and selec-
tion, but sometimes it didn’t pan out. Once we had 
the data, we started to have more conversations and 
become increasingly proactive on the topic. We also saw 
the opportunity to play a leadership role in the larger 
medtech community, which is an amazing and accom-
plished group but frankly suffers from some of the same 
challenges around diversity.

Obviously you didn’t intentionally underrepresent 
women. Do you have any thoughts or did you 
come to any conclusions as to why women are 
underrepresented? 

Wall: It was multifactorial. Our candidate pool typi-
cally started with smaller numbers of women. And then 
we were trying to make decisions about who would be 
the best fit for the program, but gender diversity, which 
has been proven to boost innovation and creativity in 
teams, wasn’t an explicit enough part of our selection 
criteria. 

Uday Kumar: The other thing is that we primarily 
recruit people in medicine and engineering. And while 
there’s 50/50 male/female gender representation in medi-
cal school, we look for people who’ve been out of medical 
school for a while, which means they’re in a specialty or 

in practice or in research related to 
innovation where the representation 
isn’t typically 50/50. The same is true 
of STEM; the balance isn’t 50/50. As 
a result, because we weren’t paying 
enough attention to gender diversity 
as a selection criterion, there was a 
lumpiness in our recruiting and in our 
ultimate selection results.

I was going to bring up STEM 
because it’s clear that, broadly 
speaking, women aren’t as 
widely represented there as men 
are. How much do you think the 
underrepresentation of women in 
STEM programs is a factor in the 
lack of diversity programs, both 
in medtech broadly speaking and 
Biodesign more narrowly?

Kumar: I don’t think that was 
the reason our gender balance was 
uneven, but it did play a role in terms 

of having a smaller number of women to start. We should 
have been more proactive.

Andy McGibbon: As part of the leadership 
team of the Stanford Biodesign Alumni Association, 
our group has been working hand-in-hand with Bio-
design to increase the diversity of program applicants. 
Most visibly, we’ve co-hosted events with groups like 
MedtechWomen to increase awareness of Biodesign, 
and provided mentorship for potential candidates by 
pairing individuals with alumni who share similar back-
grounds. Even with those efforts, it’s still more difficult 
attracting qualified women to the program than men. 
One of our ongoing challenges is that one of the most 
effective ways we recruit for the fellowship is through 
alumni referrals, and when that alumni base is predomi-
nantly male, the bias can be perpetuated.

Speaking to that, I wonder if you found unconscious 
cultural biases at work, particularly biases associated with 
Silicon Valley. I come from the East Coast and there, you 
hear a lot about the “Bro Culture” of Silicon Valley, where 
guys just feel more comfortable working with other guys 
and tend to be dismissive of those outside their cohort, 
either in terms of gender or age. Maybe you weren’t 
intentionally excluding women but was there a feeling 

% who feel their 
gender was a 
factor in missing 
out on a raise  
or promotion

24% 8%
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that men had more confidence or 
comfort working with other men 
than with women? 

Sandy Waugh Ruggles: 
When I think about how I came to 
find the fellowship, it was through 
a girlfriend. The network that led 
me to the program was actually 
a female network, but in my year 
in the fellowship, I was the only 
woman out of eight. And I was an 
“only” in a number of different ways. 
I was one of only two fellows who 
was married and the only one with 
children—I had a daughter who was 
one year old at the time. So I was in a 
significantly different place in my life 
than a lot of the other people in the 
fellowship. And when you’re in that 
position, you feel different from the 
rest of the group. However, the fel-
lowship has changed significantly in 
this regard since I was a fellow. Many 
more of the fellows are juggling 
spouse and childcare commitments each year, and the 
leadership has stepped up their support for both women 
and men in these situations.  

But if there’s an issue of intentionality, of conscious versus 
unconscious, did you feel you had to explain to folks why 
you were different, why your experience is different, and 
did you feel that those differences were accommodated? 
Were people willing to listen to how you were experiencing 
the program differently?

Ruggles: I’m laughing a little bit because at that point I 
had just come from a company that also had a very small 
percentage of women and I was quite used to setting 
boundaries around how my time was going to be spent. 
As it turned out, my fellowship team at Stanford Biodesign 
maintained a very different work schedule and work pace 
than the other team. The other team worked long hours 
and stayed up late. My team tended to end the workday at 
a specific time. If we needed to, we’d get on Skype later and 
continue. But we had a very different culture around our 
work schedule than the other team.

Garrett: There never has been intentional bias in the 
program as a whole. I really believe that. But I think there 

has been unconscious bias, which is 
hard to avoid when you have a fac-
ulty that predominately looks the 
same evaluating a candidate pool 
with greater than that one pheno-
type. It’s something we’re all starting 
to become more aware of and proac-
tively trying to change.

Denend: One thing that I would 
add, too, is that the training program 
is meant to be a very intensive expe-
rience. You’re expected to work very 
hard in order to make the most of 
this amazing opportunity that will 
hopefully catalyze your career. So 
I think a lot of focus of the teaching 
faculty has been around making the 
most of the year, working really hard, 
and achieving great results. What 
we were less aware of is how that 
was creating a hardship for people 
from different backgrounds or with 
families or who weren’t in the same 
place in their lives as the leadership 

team was when they were fellows. This whole effort has 
been an exercise in becoming more aware of intended and 
unintended consequences, and understanding that people 
have different obligations and priorities. That doesn’t mean 
they don’t want to work hard, but it does mean that we 
need to be more understanding, more flexible, and more 
responsive so that people from all different backgrounds 
can be successful here.

We’ve focused on gender disparity at it plays out at 
Stanford Biodesign, but Ritu, Kate, and Sandy, if you 
worked for a company before becoming a fellow, is the 
situation worse in industry than it is at Biodesign? Or does 
Stanford Biodesign reflect a similar kind of experience that 
you’ve found in industry? 

Ritu Kamal: I came straight out of grad school as an 
electrical engineer and I would say I actually didn’t find any 
difference at Stanford Biodesign. It was only later, reflecting 
back, that I realized that that there could be a different way 
of working that would be more accommodating.

Garrett: Like Ritu I came from a technical background. 
Prior to Biodesign I was working in industry as an R&D engi-
neer where I was one of two women engineers on a team of 

% who think women 
are well represented 
in leadership when  
1 in 10 senior leaders 
in their company is  
a woman

45%

28%
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18. So the percentage of women there was actually less than 
the average  Biodesign Innovation Fellowship class. To the 
credit of my colleagues, I was never aware of any gender dis-
parity and in fact quite the opposite, I always felt included, 
supported and mentored. However, as I (and we as a society 
collectively) become more aware of unconscious bias, I think 
it is critical to proactively work towards increasing diversity 
to eliminate bias that we may not be aware of. 

Ruggles: Biodesign had a similar gender make-up to my 
previous experiences in industry. I came from the biotech-
nology industry where there were few female scientists or 
senior leaders, and not a lot of diversity in the field.

SCENARIO: 

PROMOTIONS

Let’s get to the case studies that the participants at today’s 
summit spent time working on, which was an interesting 
way to get at some of the gender gap issues. There were 
five vignettes around issues such as hiring, promotions, 
work schedule flexibility, company offsites, and fundraising. 
Let’s start with promotions. James, can you describe the 
case study around promotions and the problems it sought 
to bring to light? What issues do women face when it 
comes to promotions within companies?

Wall: There’s a combination of factors that affect the 
gender gap in promotions, from the candidate pool and 
transparency around the criteria for promotions, through 
potential differences between genders and how women 
feel they fit into roles, all the way to the selection process 
itself. And we really saw problems at each step of the way.

What were the problems, for instance, in the candidate pool? 
Too few female candidates? Too few females recruited in the 
first place? Too few taken seriously as candidates? 

Wall: There are different views but, generally speaking, 
it seems that there are too few candidates and no clear 
guidance or policy about who the candidates are or should 
be. There’s also the lack of a proactive approach that would 
ensure diversity in the candidate pool. There’s this feeling 
on the part of those making decisions that it’s not about 
bias; they’re just looking for the best person. But, in fact, 
you can put guidelines in place to make sure there’s a more 
diverse pool of candidates. 

So what were some of the possible solutions your group 
came up with? 

Wall: Making sure there’s more diversity in the candi-
date pool is a very measurable step that you can take. 
There’s also advocacy—helping people believe that 
they’re the right person for a job so they’ll put them-
selves forward. That was another big theme for us. There 
are people who see that if a job requires 10 skills and they 
have only eight, they feel can’t do the job, while there are 
others who believe that if they have five of them, they’re 
a perfect fit. There were some very interesting discus-
sions around perceptions of what it takes to get to the 
next level for a promotion.

We also talked about mentorship—how seeing other 
people who look like you and are successful is part of the 
solution. And the last piece was around selection criteria: 
we felt that in a lot of places selection criteria are not 
clear or transparent so that people can’t see how promo-
tion decisions are made. 

Did you come to any conclusions about whether a male-
dominated hiring system simply doesn’t take seriously 
otherwise qualified female candidates? Is that a big part of 
the problem or a small part? 

Wall: It’s hard to quantify, but certainly there’s no ques-
tion that diversity in the people making the hiring decision 
is just as important as diversity in the pool of people they 
are considering.

And we don’t have enough of that right now.

Wall: The statistics clearly say that we don’t have enough 
of that. That’s a fact.

SCENARIO: 

FUNDRAISING

Vic, I know from talking to female CEOs who’ve tried 
to raise capital that gender diversity is a big issue in 
fundraising.  What were some of the problems that your 
group identified as you looked at diversity when it comes 
to fundraising?

Vic McCray: The scenario that we worked through 
was that of the female CEO of a small company who 
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was fundraising alongside her male co-founder and the 
unconscious biases that played into the decisions by the 
VCs as to whether or not to fund the company. There’s 
also the issue of the communication and miscommunica-
tion between the female CEO and the male VCs that led 
to that decision.

How would you characterize or how did that 
miscommunication manifest?

McCray: One of the challenges had to do with how the 
female CEO could demonstrate that she has the traits neces-
sary to lead the company, and how the VCs perceived those 
traits, or lack thereof, based on her communication style. 
She also faced the issue that the VCs would direct many 
of the questions to her male counterpart even though he 
wasn’t in a position to answer them. She would constantly 
have to re-direct the questions and make sure that the VCs 
recognized that she was in the position of leadership.

You were working from a scenario. As you surveyed the 
people at your table, how much did they say that the 

scenario reflected the real-world experience of women 
trying to raise capital today?

McCray: Around the table there was a consensus 
that it absolutely reflects the real world. In fact, there 
were several individuals at the table who mentioned 
that they actually coach women to read up on sports 
before going in to do a pitch so that they have a way to 
relate to all the male VCs in the same way that a male 
CEO would.

Did you have any VCs at your table, and were any of them 
female?

McCray: Yes. And actually, one of them was the person 
who said that she coaches women to read up on sports, 
which was interesting. I think that some of the men at the 
table were shocked to hear that because, again, I think a 
large part of gender bias is unconscious. 

Sainz: You mention something that was key to us as 
we prepared the vignettes for the session. We wanted to 
create scenarios that people would say reflect what really 

Figure 2
Women Have Fewer Interactions with Senior Leaders

% of Employees Who Never Interact with Senior Leaders
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happens so that we wouldn’t have 
to spend any time arguing about 
whether the premise was real/
relevant or not. Stacey McCutch-
eon [communications manager, 
Stanford Biodesign] did a fabu-
lous job writing and editing. But it 
was really important to us to put  
in front of people scenarios that 
reflected the realities and differ-
ent manifestations of the gender 
gap in our ecosystem.

Todd Brinton: In today’s 
discussion, I think there was con-
sensus around the table that 
gender bias is a significant prob-
lem in fundraising and that female 
CEOs who pitch VCs are not on an 
equal playing field with their male 
counterparts. But if you look at 
the hard data, it shows that most 
female-led organizations actually 
have very good execution. If male 
VCs who only invest in people who 
look like themselves were to evaluate the data, they 
would find that women-led companies are often very 
successful. If I were a CEO or an LP, in the same way that 
I’d want a portfolio that is, say, 40% biotech, 20% diag-
nostics, and 30% medtech, I’d want a certain percent in 
companies led by female CEOs because I’m playing the 
statistics. VCs should invest in female CEOs, not because 
it’s the right thing to do but because it’s the smart thing 
to do.

Was there any discussion around whether the problem  
is worse today, just because the fundraising climate is  
so difficult? 

Brinton: We didn’t talk extensively about the cur-
rent climate. We focused our discussion on early-stage 
fundraising. There seem to be a fair number of really 
strong, more experienced CEOs who have come into 
medtech organization at later stages, but the number of 
founder-stage CEOs is much smaller. We weren’t really 
looking at whether this is more of a problem today but 
rather that the problem does exist especially in the early 
days of start-up formation.

So to the extent that the exercise 
at the table was to try to find some 
solutions, what were some of the 
solutions that you came up with?

McCray: I would say about half 
of the solutions involved education, 
both education of female CEOs as to 
things that they can do in the short 
term to improve their likelihood of 
success in fundraising, and teaching 
them how to improve the way that 
they relate to a predominantly-male 
VC community. But also educating 
VCs to be aware of unconscious bias 
and make an effort to help the VCs 
work through those biases.

There are two metrics that are espe-
cially important. One is the percent 
of female-led companies that are 
funded. The second is the amount 
of funding they received. Are they 
receiving the same proportion of 
funding that men get? Looking at 

one and not the other is probably not the right way to 
track success. 

SCENARIO: 

HIRING

Let’s turn to the issue of hiring. It feels to me that there’s 
a relationship between hiring and promotion. Is hiring 
less of a problem because some companies may be more 
willing to hire women but less willing to see them move 
up in the organization? What were some of the problems 
around hiring that you discussed?

Ruggles: Our vignette focused on a senior leader, a 
woman, who had stepped away from the industry for 
a while, but had all of the right experiences for a role 
competing against a younger, up-and-coming man who 
had rapid trajectory but not the same experience on his 
side. We heard a lot of the same things that James talked 
about [regarding promotions]—about the candidate 
pool itself and the shifting criteria with regard to selec-
tion decisions. Our team really focused on ensuring that 
criteria are set prior to seeing any candidates at all and 

% who say their 
managers challenge 
gender-biased 
language and 
behavior when  
it happens

36%

19%
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on putting real stakes in the ground over what the right 
candidate looks like, so that companies move away from 
“friend-of-friend”-style recommendations. Hiring crite-
ria shouldn’t shift based on how likeable or charismatic 
a candidate is. Decisions should be made based on the 
pre-defined requirements of a role and an objective eval-
uation of how well the candidate fits those requirements. 

Kumar: We also wanted to talk about the idea of a 
woman stepping away for a time, because one of the 
things that happens when you think about criteria for 
hiring is that we have an easy time weighing the number 
of years a person has been in a job, what school he or 
she went to, and what he or she did at the job. We have 
a harder time valuing time spent on other life experi-

ences. We wanted to think about how to assess all of 
these criteria a priori so that someone who does take 
time away to care for aging parents or for children isn’t 
dinged for that, and the value of those experiences is 
part of the equation. 

McGibbon: The statement that often comes up 
on the topic of improving diversity in hiring, which also 
made an appearance in our group discussions, is “We just 
want the best candidate.”  As Sandy pointed out, shifting 
criteria can lead to biased decisions since no two candi-
dates are the same. Although clearly defined criteria can 
help reduce bias, this sentiment is a real challenge when 
speaking with a broader audience about biases in hiring 
practices.

Speaking to that, if the fundamental assumption, 
particularly in hiring, is that we all want a 
meritocracy and that the qualifications of the 
candidate pool should be gender neutral, couldn’t 
you make the argument that these are problems 
that snowball, getting worse over time? It’s the old 
affirmative action idea: you can be as open-minded 
as possible today, but because of past experience 
and practices, we don’t have as many qualified 
female candidates, so suddenly aspiring to be 
gender neutral doesn’t really solve the problem of 
gender diversity. 

Ruggles: What we heard around the table with 
regard to more women in the candidate pool was that 
it’s not that there aren’t qualified candidates, it’s that the 
networks aren’t being tapped to find those candidates. 
So much about hiring in a small company is about the 
CEO talking to the board and the board reaching out to 
their networks. One of the CEOs at our table talked about 
how the types of candidates who were coming to him 
all looked or felt the same. And he felt that that was as 
much a reflection of his board and their networks as it 
was about the potential candidate pool.

And those networks are all white and male dominated.

Kumar: You have to objectively define your hir-
ing criteria and make gender a priority. Because if 
you don’t commit to it up front and get buy-in from 
the top, you’re going to end up in the same place you 
always have been.

Figure 3
Many Women Face Microaggressions, 
and These Encounters Add Up

% of Employees Who’ve Experienced the
Following During the Normal Course
of Business

MEN WOMEN

Being mistaken for someone
at a much lower level 

Being addressed in a 
less-than-professional way 

Needing to provide more evidence
of your competence than others do

Hearing demeaning remarks
about you or people like you 
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SCENARIO: 

OFFSITE MEETING

Let’s do the corporate offsite scenario next. I can 
see a historical aspect to hiring and promotion; 
candidate pools for both often reflect a long-standing 
if unconscious bias. I think there’s a different kind 
of historical aspect around events, one relating to 
corporate cultures. Lyn, what was the corporate event 
scenario about?

Denend: The scenario was about a company off-
site in Palm Springs. It was a weekend event, and our 
protagonist was a female executive, one of the very 
few female executives at the company. And the whole 
weekend was just off-base from a gender perspec-
tive. It starts with a big golf outing and then everyone, 
mostly male, heads to the pool. Our protagonist is 
left wondering what to wear. She ends up opting for 
shorts instead of a bathing suit and is sidelined while 
her male colleagues are at the swim-up bar talking 

business. She feels excluded. Later on, the men order 
cigars and whiskey in the bar that night. And when 
she tries to be part of the conversation, she’s either 
excluded altogether or condescended to by one of the 
other male executives.

And each successive activity excludes her and the 
other female executives more and more until they all 
drop off one by one because they don’t feel part of the 
activity, with the protagonist the last to drop off even 
though she really wanted to be part of what her male 
counterparts were doing. 

Denend: Right. The women peel off at different 
times and end up feeling very excluded. So this offsite 
that was intended by the company to be a team builder 
ends up having unintended consequences, at least for 
the few female participants who end up feeling frus-
trated and deflated by the whole thing.

Figure 4
The Only Woman In the Room vs. Women Who Work with Other Women 
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Source: Women in the Workplace 2018, McKinsey & Company and LeanIn.org.
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And why is that a problem? It’s a once-a-year event. 
Even if she doesn’t get to hang out at the bar and 
drink and smoke cigars, everyone’s back at work in a 
couple of days. How important, and why, is it that the 
company address what seems to be a problem limited 
in time?

Denend: It’s a problem for a number of important 
reasons. As we’ve heard with hiring and promotion, 
qualified women are scarce—and particularly so as they 
climb up the leadership ranks. And if you have regular 
situations where they feel excluded, it becomes increas-
ingly difficult to retain the women leaders you have. 
No single activity is fatal, but it’s like death by a thou-
sand cuts. It’s not just the golf, not just the swimming 
pool, not just the whiskey and cigars. But when you add 
them up and throw in the fact that our protagonist was 
interrupted when offering her opinion, or didn’t feel 
comfortable offering clear objections to a flawed plan, 
all of those things result in a corporate culture where 
talented women end up thinking, “Do I even fit in here? 
Maybe I’m better off looking for another place where I’m 
going to be a better fit.” For companies looking to retain 
women leaders and create environments and cultures 
where women feel comfortable, heard, and valued, this 
is a huge problem. A lot of what we talked about in our 
group was the need for cultural change within many 
organizations, where inclusion is a priority and there are 
clear values and expectations around inclusive behav-

ior—not just for women, but for everyone. And that 
would be beneficial to all employees.

Kumar: And one of the problems for the company in 
this particular vignette is that it shows that the company 
is not getting the benefit of her ideas, which is detrimen-
tal. Even if you take out all of the male bonding issues, the 
real problem is that the company is losing out because it 
has created an environment that limits or precludes the 
contributions of some of its employees. 

SCENARIO: 

FLEXIBILITY IN THE WORKPLACE

It’s not just about the discomfort or pain the women feel, 
it’s about the impact on the company. Let’s move to the 
scenario around flexibility in the workplace. What was the 
scenario and what were the problems that you identified?

Kamal: The scenario was about a young, first-time par-
ent, a male in this case, who is asking for more flexibility 
in his work schedule. He’s going to take on the lion’s share 
of childcare responsibilities because his wife has been 
promoted to partner at her law firm. He wants to leave 
work at a certain time, come to work at a certain time, 
and just have some control over his schedule. Ultimately, 
he does get a more flexible arrangement from his man-
ager, but he gets it begrudgingly. 

Figure 5
Everybody’s Less Interested in Getting to the Top
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less likely to aspire to be top

and the decline was greater among
men. In 2017, 52% of men
and 39% of women wanted to
make it to the top of their company.  
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In the scenario, we see that he is facing a lot of snide 
remarks—some might even call it bullying—because of his 
desire for more flexibility. So some of the things we discussed 
were about breaking cultural norms around face time in the 
office equaling results, and competence equaling face time. 
And because he’s a man, he’s also violating norms around 
masculinity. We talked a lot about the stigma attached to his 
request for flexibility and what he could do about that.

In all the other scenarios, the person disadvantaged 
was female. In this one, it’s a male. Do you think in this 
scenario, because of the specifics of it, if the protagonist 
had been a woman instead of a man, it would have 
played out differently? That the company and fellow 
employees would have been more forgiving and 
understanding if it had been a woman who asking for 
flexibility because, culturally, we’re more comfortable 
with the notion that women are the ones who care  
for children? 

Kamal: It’s unclear. There’s a lot of data to suggest that 
women, too, pay a penalty for asking for flexibility. But 
in this scenario, we also learn that the man ends up not 
being promoted. Essentially, he was passed up for a plum 
opportunity for which he was highly qualified because 
he asked for more flexibility. And we know that happens 
to women when they take a step back for child-rearing 
reasons. I think what was interesting about choosing a 
male protagonist was that it flipped some of the assump-
tions we were making about gender. But the problems are 
real for both men and women. What we ended up talk-
ing about is how flexibility is important for all employees, 
regardless of the reason. Whether it’s to care for a child 
or an elderly parent, all of those reasons for seeking flex-
ibility are equally valid.

Let me finish with a couple of larger questions. The first 
is, how do you express the value of diversity? How do you 
make the case that the push to be more gender inclusive 
actually has a tangible benefit to the company as opposed 
to just being kind of a socially aspirational goal? 

Mike Regan: Multiple studies across industries have 
demonstrated that diversity is a key ingredient in catalyz-
ing and sustaining creativity and innovation. One recent 
paper, by Oliver Wyman, concluded that diversity makes 
teams question their default assumptions, resulting 
in more innovative and creative solutions to hard-to-
solve problems as well as better financial outcomes. We 

witnessed something like this firsthand today at the sum-
mit. Participants worked in teams that were purposely 
designed to be diverse on multiple levels, and as a result 
there were insights and experiences shared in the discus-
sions that reduced unconscious bias and contributed to 
the development of a richer set of solution ideas.

As a couple of people mentioned, this is really not just a 
problem for women; it’s a problem for companies as they 
operate their business, particularly around creating a 
strong, productive culture. 

Kumar: At the end of the day, given that we’re talk-
ing about healthcare, where women make roughly eighty 
percent of healthcare decisions, not just for themselves 
but for their children and families, I don’t know how you 
can say that striving for gender diversity isn’t a good thing. 
If you’re excluding women in the decisions you make and 
how you grow a company, you’re going to make poten-
tially bad decisions.

Gender is not the only metric of diversity. Is it natural to 
think that there’ll be other initiatives in this area? Are your 
hands full focusing on gender diversity? Or is this a natural 
platform from which to discuss other forms of diversity, 
such as race or ethnicity or age?

Yock: We purposely started with gender because it was 
the most accessible. But absolutely it’s a commitment of 
the program going forward.

Denend: From the very beginning, Stanford Biodesign 
was founded on the idea that diverse, multidisciplinary 
teams are critical to creativity. But for too long we looked 
at that a bit too narrowly, hoping that focusing on medi-
cine and business and engineering, and putting those 
people together would stimulate creativity and lead to bet-
ter, stronger, innovative results. Now we know we need to 
build diverse, multidisciplinary teams based on lots of dif-
ferent factors, not just background, not just training, not 
just gender, but race, culture, socioeconomic background, 
and many other factors. 

Yock: I completely agree.  Not only because a diverse 
mix of people opens up more creativity—it does—but, in 
the end, we want our teams to address a broad spectrum 
of patient populations.  Innovators coming from different 
backgrounds bring unique and important perspectives to 
the framing of healthcare needs—and that is the core of 
the Biodesign process.   
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