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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Cambridge Management Planning Inc. recently conducted a survey of the top 
women executives in Canada to find out what strategies they use to get ahead, 
achieve their goals, and maintain a work/life balance. 
 
The survey was sent to over 100 participants, and the participation rate was 
excellent. Many of the results were as we had anticipated, but there were a few 
surprising statistics and some interesting and useful strategies and comments from 
our participants. 
 
The survey included 9 questions, asking for responses ranging from ranking of 
importance to sharing of opinions.  Not all questions were completed by all 
participants (purposely or accidentally), therefore, some of the statistics are based 
on fewer responses than others.  Percentages have been provided to adjust for 
differences in base numbers. 
 
Our goal was to identify what these successful women perceived as beneficial and 
detrimental to their own success, and possibly uncover some unique or creative 
strategies for others who wish to emulate them. 
 
As a whole, our group was very well educated, and satisfied with their level of 
success and compensation.  All of the individuals indicated that they are or have 
been involved in mentoring, coaching, professional development and/or 
networking to enhance their careers.   
 

… cont’d
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Executive Summary (cont’d) 
 
These individuals took ownership of their own success, in their education, 
networking, mentoring, etc.  As a result, these women were satisfied with their 
level of success and their perceived value to their organizations.  
 
Much to our surprise, work/life balance was not a pressing issue for a large 
percentage of the participants, though it was still perceived as a consideration. 
Comments suggested that they are very satisfied with their careers, indicating that 
they are handling this challenge successfully. 
 
Participants were very candid in their feedback, and were happy to share their 
knowledge and experience with others facing the same challenges in their lives.  
Our interpretation of the statistics and the detailed responses follows. 
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SURVEY QUESTIONS 

 

1. Which of the following factors have contributed to your success?  (Rank 1 - 6) 
 

 Education  Ambition/motivation 
 Networking  Mentoring/coaching  
 Interpersonal Skills   Other          

 

2. What factors have worked against you? (Rank 1 - 6) 
 

 No formal education  Limited network 
 Missing industry experience  Personal restrictions, i.e. care giving, etc. 
 Lack of mentoring/coaching  Other       

 

3. Have you ever been mentored or coached? 
 

 Yes  No 
 

4. Do you now or have you ever mentored others? 
 

 Yes  No 
 

5. How beneficial was your experience? 
 

      
 

6. Do you feel your current compensation is commensurate with your level of 
experience and the value you provide to the company? 

 

 Yes  No 
 

If not, please comment. 
 

      
 

7. Do you find it difficult maintaining a work/life balance? 
 

 Yes  No 
 

8. What strategies do you use to deal with stress or to maintain balance? 
 

      
 

9. What advice would you give to a young woman entering the business world today? 
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RESULTS 
 
Q1:  Which of the following factors have contributed to your success?  (Rank 1-6) 
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ANALYSIS 

 
Q1:  Which of the following factors have contributed to your success?  (Rank 1-6) 
 
• Mentoring/Coaching was considered the most important factor contributing to 

their success with 42% ranking it #1 and 18% ranking it #2 
• Education was ranked second most important with 40% ranking it #1 and 22% 

#3 
• Networking was considered the next most important with 34% ranking it #2, 

33% at #3 and 27% at #4 
• Interpersonal skills were not far behind networking with 81% ranking it #2, 

10% at #3 and 33% at #4 
• Ambition/motivation was considered the least important with 35% ranking it #5 

and 11% at #6 
• ‘Other’ items received 9% of #1 rankings, including ‘Creativity’, ‘Problem 

Solving’ and ‘Being in the right place at the right time’  
 
The results here indicate that internal factors such as ambition/motivation have less 
effect on success than external actions, such as involvement in coaching and 
mentoring, a solid educational background and/or networking skills.  One may 
infer that, in their perception, how badly they wanted to be successful had less 
effect on their level of success than the actions taken to achieve it.  
 
Interestingly, only one individual attributed (part of) her success to outside 
influence, ‘Being in the right place at the right time’.  All other recipients ‘owned’ 
their success, attributing their achievements to actions within their own control and 
direction. 
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RESULTS 
 
Q2:  What factors have worked against you? (Rank 1 - 6) 
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ANALYSIS 
 
• Limited networking was considered the most important factor working against 

success, with 38% ranking it #1 and 18% at #2 
• Lack of mentoring/coaching was ranked #1 by 20% and #2 by 12% 
• Personal responsibilities/limitations was ranked by 12% as #1 and 34% as #2  
• Lack of industry experience received only 11% of #1 rankings and 9% of #2, 

but it received a whopping 43% of #3 rankings 
• Lack of education was considered the least important factor working against 

success, with 0 #1 rankings and only 17% of #2 rankings, but this may be due 
to the fact that most respondents are well educated 

•  ‘Other’ factors that received high rankings were ‘Timing’, ‘Fear’ and ‘Lack of 
confidence’ 

• Only one individual indicated that they ‘had achieved everything they wanted’ 
 
One of the most interesting results is the high ranking ‘Lack of Networking’ 
received, while ‘Networking’ was not ranked #1 as a contributor to success by any 
of the respondents in Question 1.  This appears to indicate that a large number of 
respondents feel that they lack ‘Networking’ to some degree in their careers, 
despite their level of success. 
 
‘Lack of Mentoring/Coaching’ received only 20% of #1 rankings, but this may be 
due to the large percentage of individuals who indicated that they have, in fact, 
received mentoring/coaching. 
 
‘Lack of Industry Experience’ received 43% of #3 rankings, but 71% ranked it 
between #2 and #4, making it clear that while it may not be perceived as a critical 
limitation, a large number of respondents felt that it had some effect on their 
success - or lack thereof. 
 
Only 12% of respondents indicated ‘Personal Limitations/Responsibilities’ as the #1 
factor working against them, however, a very large proportion placed it as #2.  This 
would suggest that it is a significant factor for many respondents, but is not 
perceived to be as influential as ‘Networking’ or ‘Lack of Industry Experience’ in 
working against success.
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q3:  Have you ever been mentored or coached? 
 

 
• 67% of participants indicated that they had been coached formally, while a 

small percentage indicated that they had some exposure to informal coaching 
 
This is a surprisingly large percentage, and may demonstrate the value of coaching 
and mentoring, since the sample group was chosen for the high level of success 
achieved.
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q4:  Do you now or have you ever mentored others? 
 

 
• 100% of participants indicated that they have mentored others, formally or 

informally 
 
This was a stunning result, and demonstrates the perceived value of mentoring to 
women.  The fact that all of the women respondents were actively involved in 
mentoring others, despite 33% not having received coaching/mentoring in their 
own careers, indicates that they feel it is worthwhile, and further, that they are 
capable of offering value to others through mentoring.
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q5:  How beneficial was your experience? 
 

 
• 82% indicated that they found the experience to be very beneficial 
• 16% indicated that they found the experience to be somewhat beneficial 
 
The results suggest that women are very satisfied with the gains achieved from 
mentoring others, and several respondents even claimed that mentoring was 
‘integral’ or ‘central’ to their success. 
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q6:  Do you feel your current compensation is commensurate with your level of 
experience and the value you provide to the company?  If not, please comment. 
 

 
• 82% felt that their compensation was commensurate with their level of 

experience and the value they provide to the company 
• 9% felt that their compensation was not commensurate with their level of 

experience and value provided to the company 
 
Of the 9% who were unsatisfied, almost all worked for non-profits, government or 
related organizations, and either indicated that they did not feel the organization 
was able to better compensate them, or their level of compensation was close to 
expectations.
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q7:  Do you find it difficult to maintain a work/life balance? 
 

 
• 55% said that they found it difficult to maintain a work/life balance 
• 45% said that they did not find it difficult to maintain a work/life balance 
 
This was a somewhat surprising result, given that women, in general, often admit to 
having difficulty maintaining a work/life balance.  It may be that some individuals 
simply worry less about maintaining a balance, or they may have more support and 
resources available to them than others. 
 
Of those individuals who indicated that they did have difficulty maintaining 
balance, most specifically mentioned family commitments, which suggests that 
some may have additional burdens that make it more difficult to maintain a 
balance.
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 
 
 

Q8:  What strategies do you use to deal with stress or to maintain balance? 
 

 
• 73% indicated scheduling social/personal time with family & friends to deal 

with stress and maintain balance 
• 21% indicated that they used exercise to deal with stress 
• 4% indicated that they prioritized or delegated activities to ensure time off 
• 2% indicated that they maintained a strict sleep schedule 
• 1% indicated that they volunteered  
 
Clearly, scheduling social and personal time is the preferred method of reducing 
stress and ensuring a balance between work and personal life.   A significant 
number of women used exercise or sleep to ease stress, which was anticipated, as 
these are the most common responses across the general population.  
 
Two responses were unexpected:  One respondent used ‘Volunteering’ as a method 
of reducing stress, which demonstrates that any activity can be considered a stress-
reducer if you enjoy doing it.   
 
Another respondent suggested identifying ‘common denominators’ for many 
obligations, to determine if addressing one will help to address others.  We were 
very intrigued with this response, as it demonstrates that successful people apply 
strategic thinking to a wide range of areas in their lives. 
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RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

 
 

Q9:  What advice would you give to a young woman entering the business world 
today? 

 
 
• 45% responded “Be passionate” or “do what you love” 
• 45% responded “Work Hard” 
• 36% responded “Know yourself” and what you want 
• 27% responded “Networking” was important 
• 27% responded “Education” or “stretching yourself beyond your bounds” 
• 18% responded “Aim high” or “shoot for the stars” 
• 18% responded “Take risks” 
• 9% responded “Don’t reject tasks or under perform in jobs you don’t like” 
 
Most of the advice related to finding the inner motivation or keys to success, such 
as ‘Be Passionate’, ‘Work Hard’, ‘Aim High’ and ‘Take Risks’, but a few of the 
responses pointed to taking control of external factors such as ‘Education’ or 
‘Networking’.  
 
Most of the respondents focused on larger issues, but a few individuals provided 
specific suggestions to avoid pitfalls that commonly derail young people – lack of 
effort and shoddy performance.   
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Q9:  What advice would you give to a young woman entering the business world 
today? (cont’d) 
 
Surprisingly, none of the respondents advised obtaining ‘Coaching or Mentoring’ as 
advice for young women starting out, although some may have included these in 
‘Education’ or felt that they are more appropriate at senior levels.  We believe the 
more likely explanation is that coaching and mentoring are simply overlooked by 
many individuals, or at least not at ‘top of mind’ when considering professional 
development.
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CONCLUSIONS 

 
Our goal in conducting this survey was to find out how top women executives in 
Canada perceive their careers, and to identify what factors they consider important 
or detrimental to their success.  In addition, we hoped to uncover some useful 
strategies for professional growth and development, and maintaining a work/life 
balance despite the pressures of a successful career that can be shared with others. 
 
Some of the results of our survey were anticipated, such as the importance of 
education, passion and hard work, as well as the struggle to maintain balance, but 
there were also some surprises, particularly with regard to professional 
development. 
 
The most compelling result of our survey was undoubtedly discovering that 100% 
of our participants are actively coaching/mentoring others in their career, clearly 
indicating that they feel it is a highly worthwhile activity, and also that they have 
valuable knowledge to share with others.  This number is significant and indicates 
that women involved in coaching and/or mentoring benefit from the experience, 
and actively utilize them in their professional lives. 
 
We were also interested in the respondents’ perception of networking and its value 
to women in business.  This is traditionally an area where men excel, but women, 
particularly the successful ones, are recognizing the benefits of having an extensive 
network of contacts for career and business opportunities.  The results seem to 
indicate that while women are aware of the value of networking, it is not a ‘top of 
mind’ issue, and therefore, may not be leveraged as well as it could be in many 
cases. 
 
One area where there seems to be some ambiguity is industry experience.  While 
there were very few respondents who felt that their lack of industry experience was 
a major factor working against them, it still received a large number of mid-range 
rankings, indicating that it is perceived as an area for improvement, at least.  
 
As a group, the women who responded were not only highly successful, but also 
willing to take the time to share their knowledge and experience with others who 
might benefit from them.  
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CONCLUSIONS (cont’d) 
 
Our respondents demonstrate that it takes more than hard work and a good 
education to achieve success.  There are many opportunities to enhance one’s 
knowledge and skills, and these women capitalized on their opportunities in their 
own lives.   
 
More importantly, perhaps, each of these women took a strategic approach to both 
their personal and professional lives.  This may be the key factor that has allowed 
them to maintain balance and achieve their goals. 
 
All of the women were highly positive about their careers and lives overall, which 
is a good indication that their strategies are working.   
 
We hope we have presented some useful insights and strategies that can be applied 
to your own personal and/or professional life, and we wish you the best of luck in 
your quest for success! 
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Company Profile 

Cambridge Management Planning Inc. 
 

 
Incorporated in 1976, Cambridge was established as an executive 
search firm, and has grown in response to the changing needs of 
our clients to include a full suite of human resources consulting 
services: 
 

• Executive Search  • Executive Coaching 
• Director Search • Career Transition Coaching 
• Interim Management  

 
Cambridge executive search services combine the highest quality professional 
research and assessment techniques to ensure our clients benefits from our unique 
management expertise.  
 
An experienced senior partner personally conducts all searches to identify the right 
candidate who will fit the client's distinct culture and achieve the objectives of the 
role. 
 
Cambridge is a member of IIC Partners Executive Search Worldwide, one of the 
largest executive search organizations in the world. By ''thinking globally and 
acting locally'', we have access to the best talent available - anywhere. 
 
Our focus is on developing lasting relationships. We take the time to thoroughly 
understand each client’s strategic direction, and work as a partner to add value, 
achieve performance improvement objectives and increase profitability. 
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Author Profile 

Elesha Browne 
 

 
As a Partner at Cambridge Management Planning Inc., 
Elesha brings over twelve years of experience in 
senior executive research and recruitment. 
 
Elesha became involved in the executive search 
industry with Korn/Ferry International, spending five 
years in various roles, including executive research 
consulting. She later moved to a boutique search firm 
in Toronto as a senior research consultant. Elesha also 
served as Director of Research for a boutique search 
firm, responsible for coordinating research activities, 
in addition to overseeing quality and project 
management. 
 

Throughout her career, Elesha has used her expertise to fulfill senior positions in 
various industries, including information technology, telecommunications/wireless, 
e-commerce, transportation/logistics, finance, entertainment, manufacturing/ 
semiconductor, not-for profit, healthcare/pharmaceutical, engineering, consumer 
packaged goods and retail. 
 
Elesha leads the Industrial and Telecom/Technology practice groups for Cambridge. 
Her strength in locating industry leaders with the right cultural fit has won her the 
loyalty of both clients and candidates alike. 
 


