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Abstract
There is compelling evidence that professional networks play a key role in career advancement through
provision of mentoring experiences and the additive impact of domain-based expertise. It is also postulated
that women and men often form different types of networks as defined by their structure (number of nodes,
inner circles), how they function (cooperative, hierarchical) and are utilized (counselling, sociopolitical). In
this climate analysis we investigated network dynamics of a representative cross section of women in various
career stages across innovation, scientific, and engineering roles in a global pharmaceutical company (WISE).
Through a combination of quantitative (anonymous survey) and qualitative (interview based) measures
we highlight differences in approach which were largely driven by career aspirations among respondents.
Among individuals reporting rapid career advancement through verticals, rather than identifying mentoring
interactions they highlighted diversity of experiences as a major factor. These include cross domain and
cross-cultural experiences, job rotations, and experience in multi-disciplinary projects. Comparable findings
were observed in surveys of male colleagues in similar roles in the organization. The findings may have
value in coaching and mentoring programs and in new employee onboarding programs.
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1 Introduction

Employee career development is a critical feature of global corporations, enabling progression of
high performing individuals who are seasoned in company operating models and reducing the
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need for more costly external searches to fill vacant roles. The pharmaceutical industry is no
exception, where the constant need for innovation and redirection creates considerable turnover
and resourcing challenges.1 For this reason companies typically deploy structured and regimented
onboarding and mentoring programs for employees, augmented by technical training and work
rotations to allow individuals to develop and ultimately advance. Within this framework we have
been actively assessing the performance of individuals and teams in our innovation program,
and previously reported on the impact of cultural diversity elements and residence time.2,3 In an
extension of these studies we wished to examine more closely the impact if any of gender on career
advancement along with contributing elements that accelerate successful development.

2 The TRD innovation group

Novartis’ Technical Research and Development (TRD) is home to an enterprise innovation group
which facilitates innovation challenges and mentoring programs across 3000 employee unit of
the parent organization. There is a declared corporate goal to achieve gender parity and equity
across management roles in line with the United Nations Equal Pay International Coalition (EPIC)
and this has led to a number of appointments of senior women leaders within the past three
years.4 Within the TRD sub-group, parity has been achieved across a number of ranks (scaled on
a numerical system 1-8) and in the higher ranks (1-5) there is a mean lag of approximately 16%
against the target goal of 50%+ (Figure 1). Within the innovation community there is additional
impetus for gender diversity in teams in addition to across ranks as diversity elements have been
noted to improve outcome measures in complex multi-disciplinary projects.2

Figure 1. Female associate percentages against (ascending) rank as of 9/23

One near term solution is to hire externally into open roles however a more sustainable approach
is through career development of associates with high potential for advancement, supported by the
robust pipeline numbers in the ascending ranks. One of the numerous programs supported by the
TRD innovation program is the women in innovation, science and engineering group (WISE). Over
the period 2022-2024 this group has hosted several workshops and discussion forums, supported
active mentoring programs, and due to popularity opened up programming to male colleagues.
In an effort to help close the gender gap in senior ranks and achieve higher levels of diversity in
team science endeavors the group has sought to understand and identify potential impediments to
career advancement and gathered data through qualitative and quantitative surveys (appendix).
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3 Findings

Among the more illuminating responses from the surveys are the following:

Where do female associates turn to for career advice and insights?

Responses from 46 respondents identified multiple touch points including colleagues, line managers,
family members and formal mentors (representative data shown in Figure 2) with similar responses
obtained from 28 male colleagues.

Figure 2. Representative responses on self-solicited career mentoring inputs

Initial expectations were that the role of the line manager would feature more prominently,
but the holistic approaches recorded points to a diversity of inputs. While regional variations
were observed (see country specific data in appendix) this nonetheless points to a need to ensure
mentoring programs adapt messaging to ensure associates are receiving accurate advice relative to
corporate functions and objectives.

Does the relative lack of female leaders at higher rank impact mentoring and career
development activities?

Through multiple formats this problem was interrogated through interaction with female associates
from 8 countries at ranks 3-5. Some of the principal summary findings from these endeavors are
as follows (Figure 3):

- Female associates are gender ambivalent when it comes to seeking career advice and
mentoring from senior colleagues and peers. The only exceptions to this trend were in
connection to health-related matters (shared during face to face interviews)

- Findings correlated well across all international sectors where the group operates (Europe,
Asia, North America)

- Role modeling had a major impact on career choices and tactics deployed by associates

These observations were challenged by quantitative anonymous surveys which confirmed at
scale the findings obtained through confidential interviews. Bullet 1 was of significance since it
has been reported that men and women rely on dramatically different career networks, and root
analysis point to gender specific actions.5-10
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Figure 3. Perceptions and communication preferences of female associates

What are the primary factors associates attribute their career advancement to higher
rank?

Intrigued by significance of role modelling behaviors and career tracking, the innovation leadership
team identified a representative number of female associates who have successfully advanced
one or more rank in the past two years or have been promoted into an acknowledged leadership
role within rank. Confidential in-depth interviews were conducted with each of the individuals
where they were asked to identify factors they attributed to their success through engagement in
innovation initiatives. Among numerous responses, four were identified by every respondent and
cited as of primary importance:

- Cultural adaptation [workplace, family, cross-border assignment, education]
- Experience working in cross functional teams
- Sustained activity working in culturally diverse teams
- Job rotations [sabbatical, temporary assignment] or role change

The same tactics were also applied to male colleagues with similar profiles, and resulted in
near identical responses. One possible inference is that in order to succeed in a global organization
the cultural elements will become prioritized and lead to cross-border opportunities. Interestingly
however, though the majority of respondents had worked or studied in multiple countries, the
results were similar for those who had not.

4 Analysis

The significance of diversity elements (cultural, projects, roles) and cross-functional experience in
rapid career advancement may derive from the nature of innovation-based roles, where adaptability
to change is at a premium. Significantly, these attributes were highlighted equally by both male
and female associates, suggesting a uniform approach can be deployed in future career development
programming. Given the robust pipeline of female associates there is optimism that mentoring
approaches which provide support, resources and opportunities to facilitate and develop these
experiences can contribute to the goal to establish gender parity across different ranks. The traits
might also form the basis for interview screening criteria for internal and external searches. In
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terms of implementation steps, the TRD innovation program administers a pilot award program,
where teams of innovators are supported to conduct cross-functional research projects and this
would seem a fertile ground to develop some of the skills highlighted. This, coupled with strategic
approaches to job rotations, sabbatical type opportunities and exposure to cross-border and
cross-cultural environments are all implementable in the near-term. Opportunities for such can be
highlighted through internal networking events and also through web based portals such as Talent
Match and Globe Smart. A next step will be to track these interventions over a defined period (5
years) to assess the cumulative impact on career development and efforts to achieve gender parity
across all ranks.

5 Conclusions and future directions

Diversity elements [job function, cultural, team composition] play a commanding role in career
advancement for female and male associates in innovation-based roles. Based on our observations
any climate surveys intended to interrogate the impact these drivers should be deployed across
both genders. Networking, along with active fostering of opportunities to broaden and deepen
these diversity elements is expected to directly impact career development and advancement. Such
approaches present a viable opportunity to help drive gender parity across ascending leadership
ranks and improve innovation performance. To that end we anticipate active deployment of the
tactics outlined herein by line managers as part of the professional development plans for all
associates. Such an approach can be expected to sustain and enrich the pipeline of women leaders
in ascending ranks (Figure 1) and postively impact the drive for gender parity across each.
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