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Repairingbroken rungs 
Bias against 

women isn'tjust 
from top-down, top 

management, but 
also bottom-up, 

from colleagues, 
writes Aruna 

Sankaranarayanarn 

report by McKinsey in collabo 
ration with Leanln.org argues 
that the biggest hurdle to women 
climbing the proverbial corporate 
ladder isn't the glass ceiling, as is 
generally believed, but the broken 
rung" phenomenon. Based on 
data collected on working women 
in the United States and Canada, 
the report argues that women's 
advancement is stymied early in 
their careers. 

The scales are tipped to favour 
men from the first jump, from an 
entry-level position to a manager. 
For every 100 men who get promot 
ed, only 87 women make their way 
up. This trend has been observed 
for nine years in succession. Alarm 
ingly, for women of colour, there 
has been a downward spiral. 

Unfortunately, this early setback 
impacts women adversely as they 
tend to remain behind the pack. 
Even if companies try to 'fix' the 
glass ceiling problem by promoting 
women to senior-level positions, 
that is only a temporary measure. 
Unless the broken rungs at the 
bottom are fixed, fewer women can 
ascend at the same pace as men. 

In The Harvard Gazette, 
Christina Pazzanese interviews Iris 
Bohnet, an expert on gender equity 
in the workplace, who agrees with 
the broken rung hypothesis. She 
mentions that in one company in 
Europe, women shied away from 
being promoted to a managerial 

role because they had very few role 
models. Interestingly, the women 
were willing to be promoted, pro 
vided they didn't have to manage 
teams. 

Research also supports the idea 
that female bosses are less popular 
than male counterparts. Both men 
and women dislike taking orders 
from women. People tend to judge 
women bosses more negatively. 
Female faculty members receive 
more stringent ratings than men. 

Bias against women isn'tjust top 
down, from top management, but 
also bottom-up, from colleagues. 
Robert Booth writes in The Guard 
ian that in a survey of HR manag 
ers in England and Wales, 20% 
revealed that they were diffident 
about hiring women they thought 
might"start families" soon. 

CAREERS 

Aalarmingly, younger HR 
personnel exhibited more bias 
against women than older ones. 
Given this bleak scenario, what can 
companies do to mend the problem 

of broken rungs? 

Fixing the scene 
In a blog post in Training Magazine, 
Meredith Lepley and Lauren Young 
argue that this is a complexissue that 
requires a multipronged approach 
across all levels of an organisation. 

Kim Elsesser notes in Forbes that 
when conmpanies commit to enhanc 
ing gender diversity, more women 
can riseto the ranks. Some strategies 
that reduce gender bias involve"set 
ting targets" and holding "managers 
accountable" 

Additionally, Lepley and Young 
observe that women are not men 
tored or coached as much as men. 
Righting this imbalance would 
be part of the solution. Moreover, 
companies may address sociocul 
tural factors that are elemental in 
keeping women behind. Besides 
training and sensitisation pr0 
grammes, an organisation's culture 
has to reflect gender-inclusive 
policies and practices. 

For example, Anushruti notes in 
a blog post of The Novice HR that 
providing paternity leave may be 
one more way to tackle this issue. 
By prioritising maternity over 
paternity leave, companies are sig 
nalling that women are the primary 
caregivers while fathers play a less 
pivotal role in child-rearing. 

Granting men and women equal 
amounts of leave when a child is 
born implies that both parents 
share the onus of caregiving 
equally. Further, women tend to 
return to work sooner when their 
partners avail of paternity leave. 
Anushruti points out that while 
maternity leave is mandated by law 
in India, paternity leave is left to the 
"discretion of the employer": 

Repairing broken rungs at the 
workplace involves systemic chang 
es and seismic shifts in cultural 
tropes about men's and women's 
societal roles. 
(The author is a psychologist and 
writer) 

























IISC researchers suggest ways to 
make non-responsive cancer 

cells respond to immunotherapy 
The Hindu Bureau 

BENGALURU 

Researchers at the Indian 
Institute of Science (IISc), 
in a new study, have tried 
to understand how diffe 
rent types of cancer cells 
respond to Interferon-gam 
ma (IFN-y) activation. 

According to IISc, can 
immunotherapy 

primes a patient's immune 
system to better find and 
destroy cancer cells, im 
proving upon the body's 
natural ability to fight 
tumours. 

cer 

"Contemporary immu 
notherapy approaches 
to stimulate immune cells 
called T cells to target tu 
mours. In this process, the 
production and function 
ing of a cytokine (a small 
signalling protein) known 
as IFN-y are essential for 
the immune system to 
eliminate tumours effec 
tively. These approaches 
affect fewer normal cells 
when compared to che 
motherapy or radiation. 
However, they are either 
very expensive or less effi 

Researchers Dipankar Nandi, Avik Chattopadhyay, Nikita Ramteke, 
Sirisha Jagdish, and Aagosh Karhale at the ISc, Bengaluru. 

cient" ISC said. 
In the study they found 

that only some types of 
cancer cells respond well 
to IFN-y activation, while 
others don't. They also 
suggest some approaches 
that can be used to make 
these non-responsive can 
cer cells better respond to 
immunotherapy. 

"IFNy is produced by 
immune cells such as T 
cells or natural killer cells. 
It binds to tumours, and in 
duces apoptosis (cell 
death). Reports in the liter 
ature have shown earlier 

that if there are lower 

amounts of IFN-y or de 
fects in its signalling, th¹n 
the tumours don't respond 
well to the immunothera 
py processes," said Avik 
Chattopadhyay, first auth 
or and PhD student at the 
Department of Biochemis 
try, IISc. 

In the current study, 
when the team first treated 
cancer cells in the lab with 
IFN-y, they found that the 
colour of the cell growth 
medium changed to yel 
low, indicating that the 
cells were releasing acidic 

byproducts such as lactic 
acid. This led the team to 
dig deeper into the role of 
these byproducts. They 
found that the higher 
amounts of lactic acid pro 
duced in the cell culture 
medium was due to in 
creased glycolysis, a series 
of chemical reactions that 
extracts energy from glu 
COse. 

Oxidative damage 
The team found that can 
cer cell lines derived from 
the liver and the kidney 
showed increased produc 
tion of nitric oxide (NO) 
and lactic acid upon IFNy 
activation. 

This, in turn, increased 
the production of toxic 
reactive oxygen species 
(ROS) leading to oxidative 
damage, which eventually 
kills the cancer cells. 

However, cancer cell 
lines derived from the co 
lon and skin did not pro 
duce NO or lactic acid even 
after being treated with 
IFN-y. indicating that they 
might respond poorly to 
immunotherapy. 
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