
Employment in US manufacturing, including compa-
nies in the forest sector, tends to be predominantly 
male. The innovation literature shows that gender 
diversity increases firm innovativeness and innovative-
ness positively impacts firm performance. Given the 
generational transition taking place in many forest 
industry companies, now is the time to proactively 
attract talented females into your workplaces (from the 
mill floor to the executive suite) and utilize that diversi-
ty in background and thinking in your innovation ef-
forts. 

Giffi and McNelly provide an overview of women in the 
US manufacturing workforce, describing how they are 
underrepresented. They argue that more women in 
the workforce can contribute to increased competitive-
ness and cite research showing companies with di-
verse leadership are more profitable. They present 
results of a study involving over 600 women in US 
manufacturing firms and provide a roadmap for how to 
increase the proportion of women in the workforce.  

Women represent nearly half of the US workforce, yet 
make up only 25% of the manufacturing workforce. 
This translates to a large talent pool that is growing 
since women earn over half of the advanced degrees 
granted in the US. Why are women underrepresented 
in the manufacturing workforce? Over half of respond-
ents suggest the main driver is perceptions of a male-
favored culture. In contrast, the next factor contributing 
to underrepresentation of women was lack of opportu-
nities/roles, but only 15% of respondents felt this was 
an issue. When asked whether they would recom-
mend a career in manufacturing to a close relative, 
respondents were nearly 30% more likely to recom-
mend manufacturing to a male relative than female.  

Respondents in the study identified compensation, 
opportunities for challenging assignments, and the 
global nature of the industry as the three aspects that 
make a career in manufacturing most attractive. Over 
half of respondents indicated that if starting their ca-
reer again, they would choose a job in manufacturing. 
The two most important issues when considering a job 
opportunity were work-life balance and compensation. 
Related to this, the authors asked respondents about 
talent initiatives offered by their employers. The initia-
tives identified as having the most impact were flexible 
work practices, customized learning and development 
programs, and providing role models. 

Given the evidence, the authors suggest that the com-
panies that proactively attract, retain, and advance 
women into positions of leadership, “may hold the key 
to recharging their company and their industry.” Ac-
cordingly, they suggest six strategies for making this 
happen. 

Start at the top: Cultures change based on the atti-
tudes and actions of top leadership. Does your com-
pany have diversity and inclusion goals? Does your 
leadership promote these goals and regularly report to 
the organization on progress? When the entire em-
ployee base can see priorities from leadership, the 
culture will begin to evolve. 

Address gender bias head-on: Research shows that 
unintended bias can be problematic even when inten-
tions are progressive and positive. The authors en-
courage “targeted awareness training” to combat unin-
tended and unconscious biases. 

Create a more flexible work environment: The au-
thors describe shifting from a presence-driven culture 
to a results-driven culture and developing customized 
career paths as mechanisms for increased flexibility. 

Foster sponsorship: Sponsorship (mentorship) can 
be a powerful tool for advancing any employee into 
leadership positions. Consider a sponsorship program 
where the sponsor takes responsibility for advocating 
for the individual and helping them strategize how to 
most effectively climb the company ladder. 

Promote personal development: The authors outline 
several mechanisms for enhancing personal develop-
ment. Effectively communicating what the skills and 
expertise required for specific positions gives employ-
ees a target. Identify talent with the most potential and 
engage those people in self-assessments against 
requirements for next-level positions so they know 
where development is most needed. 

Build a strong employer brand: The authors outline 
a number of efforts that can enhance your brand with 
potential employees. Improve your efforts to recruit 
women by involving current female employees in re-
cruiting efforts. For example, when you send employ-
ees to the 2015 OWIC Innovation Days, make sure 
you send one or more female employees.  

Many of the principles outlined above are true for any 
employee in your company. However, if you want to 
enhance gender diversity and reap the potential inno-
vation benefits, extra effort is needed. Respondents in 
the study found it difficult to describe ongoing efforts 
within their companies to attract women to the work-
force. Stop and ponder a bit asking yourself, what 
could my company gain by proactively engag-
ing more women in workforce and how can we do 
it?  
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One doesn’t need to be 
especially creative or innova-
tive to come up with great 
new ideas, just smart enough 
to listen to creative people 
and collect ideas from ex-
perts.  

In this spirit, the OWIC Exec-
utive Innovation Brief sum-
marizes thinking from global 
innovation experts that we 
feel have application for 
forest industry companies. 

In addition, each Brief in-
cludes insights from a group 
of advisors, listed below. 

Executive Brief Advisors 

Lyndall Bull, Lynea Advisory, 
Australia 

Pablo Crespell, FPInnovations, 
Canada 

Andreja Kutnar, University of 
Primorska, Andrej Marušič Institute 
(UP IAM), Slovenia 

Erlend Nybakk, Norwegian Forest 
and Landscape Institute, Norway 

Ernesto Wagner, Tromen, Inc., 
Chile 

Shengfu Wu, China National Forest 
Products Industry Association, 
China 
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