
Gaining Ground

N EW  R E S E A R C H  indicates diversity in the workplace helps companies 
recruit top talent and be more competitive. So why are women significantly 
underrepresented in the business world’s highest levels? BKD CPAs & Advisors 
aims to address this at SKYx, an all-new women’s leadership event.

Story & Photographs by Chris Greig

https://www.bkd.com/
mailto:cgreig%40bkd.com?subject=


2

ON Interstate 44 heading east toward St. 
Louis, a billboard is seen touting a 
bank’s loan services. The sign displays 

a photo of a casually dressed woman with a glowing 
smile standing next to a well-decorated outbuilding. 
The time is now to build a “she shed,” the sign claims, 
and the bank is ready to provide the financing.

While anything but the big picture is tough to 
capture when flying past a billboard at Missouri’s 
statewide 70 mph speed limit, the sign got its mes-
sage across. 

A she shed—the equivalent to a man cave—has 
become a trend, as evidenced by a quick internet 
search. This shift in advertising and rethinking of 
a 25-year-old idea points to a larger movement of 
women breaking down stereotypes and reaching for 
more, especially in the workplace.

While it’s not a new concept by any stretch of the 
imagination—women have been working hard for 
generations to level the playing field—it’s really hit-
ting the collective consciousness in the 21st century.

The statistics may surprise even those famil-
iar with the movement. According to a Wall Street 
Journal article, in 2016 women made up 46 percent 
of the entry-level workforce, but only 19 percent 
made it to the C-suite.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, with hard data surfac-
ing and numbers to corroborate theories, the public 

accounting industry has taken notice and has done 
its own due diligence to help narrow this gap. Per 
the AICPA’s 2017 CPA Firm Gender Survey, women 
make up only 22 percent of partners in CPA firms 
overall. This is in spite of the fact that 50 percent of 
new CPAs since the 1980s have been women.

There are many schools of thought as to why the 
numbers become so lopsided the higher up you look. 
Even a member of the PCAOB chimed in on the 
topic in 2014. Regardless of the cause, the numbers 
validate the disparity and demand action.

S PR I NGF I E L D, M I S S OU R I-B A S E D firm BKD 
CPAs & Advisors isn’t immune to the issue and has 
gone all-in on finding a solution. In 2014, the firm 
introduced its SKY diversity initiative as a way to 
help remove barriers to advancement—conscious 
and unconscious—and provide much-needed edu-
cation on the subject.

Four years in, the initiative has hit its stride and 
has won the support of most everyone within the 
firm. One of SKY’s most significant milestones to 
date is the November 2018 SKYx women’s leader-
ship event.

Conference attendees participate in the SKYx Café—brief rounds of guided 
discussions led by partners and firm leaders. Participants rotated to a new 
table every 10 minutes.

http://graphics.wsj.com/how-men-and-women-see-the-workplace-differently/
http://graphics.wsj.com/how-men-and-women-see-the-workplace-differently/
https://www.aicpa.org/press/pressreleases/2017/programs-to-advance-women-to-leadership-roles-in-cpa-firms-bolst.html
https://pcaobus.org/News/Speech/Pages/03132014_Washington_Women.aspx
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On the fourth floor of the Hyatt Regency St. 
Louis at the Arch, the conference area buzzes 
with energy. The windows lining the south wall of 
the event space display a light snowfall outside as 
attendees mill about the space, taking advantage 
of the time to network and absorb insight from fel-
low conference-goers. Wendy Henry moves coolly 
among the frenzy of activity as if it’s just another 
day at the office.

I N A WAY I T I S .  As managing partner of BKD’s 
St. Louis and Decatur offices and SKY Advisory 
Council chair, Henry is a significant presence in the 
firm. She became chair of BKD’s SKY diversity ini-
tiative six months after its inception and was named 
by many women at the conference as a substan-
tial source of inspiration. She strongly believes in 
SKY, primarily because of its goal of advocating for 
women but also due to its role in advancing BKD’s 
position in the industry. 

“There’s a lot of education that happens,” Henry 
says. “We really set it up as a leadership event so we 
can very specifically gear the content to the levels 
and to the women who are here.”

The women in attendance had to apply and be 
selected to make the trip. “Having the education for 

them to help advance their career is vitally import-
ant,” she notes.

Henry’s not exaggerating the focus on education. 
The two-day event plays host to a wealth of speakers 
and panels, both from within BKD and externally. 
Some featured speakers include CEO of Build-A-
Bear Sharon Price John, CEO of Major Brands Sue 
McCollum, author Mary Davis Holt (who co-au-
thored The Influence Effect, the optional book study 
for the conference) and author and keynote speaker 
Amy Franko. A variety of current and retired BKD 
leaders also will present, and there are several inter-
active sessions in which attendees can participate.

Brandon Shirley, a SKY Advisory Council mem-
ber and partner in BKD’s Bowling Green office, 
echoes Henry’s sentiments about the need for 
quality learning opportunities. “We’ve looked at 
research and designed content so attendees can 
take information back to their offices to make real 
improvements,” he says.

E DUCAT ION I SN ’ T T H E ON LY focus of the con-
ference, though. Leaders—female and male—from 
across the firm attend to help encourage networking 
and information sharing. This part of the conference 
is invaluable for both the leaders and attendees, and 

Managing Partner Wendy Henry is 
chair of BKD’s SKY Advisory Council.
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a recurring theme of the event is connections. “The 
45 partners that are here, they’re not here as partici-
pants,” Henry says, “they’re here as mentors.”

It’s this mentorship aspect that’s seemingly miss-
ing from some of the day-to-day work, across the 
board. With the number of female leaders being 
so disproportionate to their male counterparts, 
younger women in the firm have substantially fewer 
opportunities to connect and relate with women 
who have gone through the tough path to lead-
ership. Director Jessica Richter from BKD’s Des 
Moines office describes exactly this when asked 
who has inspired her.

“Most of my mentors have been men because 
that’s who was there,” she says.

Tondeé Lutterman, Kansas City-based national 
industry partner for the not-for-profit, public sector 
and higher education industries, shares similar opin-
ions about the importance of events like SKYx. “The 
fact that women have the opportunity to meet other 
women and see that they’re not alone in the chal-
lenges and the fears that they have is comforting,” she 
says. “There are others who have experienced this.”

The “this” Lutterman refers to is a general feel-
ing that the road to leadership is more difficult for 
women in the industry. Part of it, Lutterman thinks, 
is that men have an easier time with informal net-
working. “Women feel like, ‘I only have this much 
time [for work], so that’s not something I’m going 
to spend time doing,’” she says. SKYx forces that 
bonding and networking, in a way. This helps future 
women leaders interact with others who have been 
successful before them. And that’s huge.

The connections and opportunities to relate that 
SKYx provides are vital to success in business and 
in life—another claim with statistics to back it up. A 
Harvard Business Review article about women’s 
networking events recapped a study that found 71 
percent of attendees at these events feel increased 
connection to others after attending.

How important can that be though? As it turns out, 
social connection is so critical that it’s now being 
used as a predictor of longevity. The importance of 

social connection translates into the professional 
world too. JoAnna Simek, a director in BKD’s Chi-
cago office, recalls having been in many groups in the 
past where she’s heard women talk about being the 
only female in the room at work. “At least here you 
can connect and form a resource pool,” she says.

Every attendee who spoke about the event—
regardless of position—cited the networking aspect 
of it as possibly the most critical reason for attending. 
“It’s very important for women to rally around each 
other,” says Simek. She describes a relatability that’s 
empowering in the content, material and stories of 
women’s experiences.

Simek is lively as she expands on the chances to 
relate. “It’s an opportunity for women to confirm 
that they’ve had those thoughts but nobody’s ever 
said it out loud.” So many successful women gath-
ering in one place and admitting the same sorts of 
feelings—like doubt, judgment or fear—is a relief, 
Simek says, because it makes her believe her experi-
ences are normal.

And all the relating, the networking, the sharing—
they help attendees set realistic goals.

T H E F U N N Y T H I NG about defining realistic 
goals is that the definition is subjective to the goal-set-
ter. In a historically male-dominated industry like 
public accounting, becoming a partner may almost be 
a rhetorical goal for men—the ultra-confident might 
even just call it an eventuality—while for women it 
could feel like quite the opposite.

This idea is explored in depth during one of the 
most talked-about hours at SKYx: the My Path to 
Partner Panel. Five women make up the panel, each 
of whom was promoted to partner in 2018—Kristen 
Bright, Juli Pascoe and Erica Smith from the Spring-
field office, Lindsey Oakley from National Office and 
moderator Susan Jones from St. Louis.

“Most of my mentors have been men 
because that’s who was there.”

https://hbr.org/2018/02/do-womens-networking-events-move-the-needle-on-equality
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/relationships-boost-survival/
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On the large stage flanked by two giant red “BKD” 
signs, the panelists sit side by side in a row of plush 
white armchairs and deftly steer the discussion 
through many things you’d want to know as you try 
to figure out the road to the top. Insights include 
conquering fear, business acumen, self-care and, 
well, Instagram (the message there? Use the screen 
time feature to moderate yourself—highly important 
for time management).

At one point in the discussion, Jones describes 
frequently seeing young, high-performing female pro-
fessionals dismiss their own ability to make partner 
someday, while their male counterparts don’t. She 
then asks Smith whether she’d always been confident 
in her ability to make partner. Smith goes on to share 
anecdotes of her own dealings with self-doubts and 
imposter syndrome—the feeling that she didn’t actu-
ally belong where she was.

“When the opportunity to become partner was first 
presented to me about a year ago, I thought, ‘Well 
yeah, it’s about time.’ And that lasted about a week,” 
Smith recalls. Then the fears and doubts crept in. She 
jokes about having to figure out what to tell people 
when she didn’t make it to the finish line and recounts 
sitting in her office for six weeks thinking, “Oh no, 
they’re gonna find out everything that I’ve messed 

up.” She draws out the last bit, eliciting laughter from 
the attendees—and maybe a sense of relief knowing 
others have those feelings too.

Smith goes on to cite author Brené Brown as a 
source of guidance in helping her manage those wor-
ries. “Fear and courage are not mutually exclusive,” 
she says, “and how you navigate those together in 
your career and life is really what makes you the per-
son you are.”

Even Lutterman admits to ongoing instances of 
imposter syndrome. She has many responsibili-
ties in her current role—presenting to firm leaders, 
discussions on innovation—that push her outside 
her comfort zone. “I’m constantly having to give 
myself a pep talk, like, ‘It’s okay, I’m meant to be 
here,’” she says.

These themes weave in and out of discussions 
during the course of the conference. Richter 
admits that while she doesn’t often struggle with 
confidence, there’s always a little self-doubt in the 
back of her mind, ready to creep up in a moment’s 
notice. “I take on too much,” she says, “because I 
feel like I have to prove myself more than my male 
counterparts do.”

L to R: Susan Jones, Lindsey Oakley, Kristen Bright, Erica Smith and 
Juli Pascoe make up the My Path to Partner Panel.
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H E R E ’ S A NO T H E R crucial side of the story 
There are myriad theories on why women don’t 
seem to advance at the same rates as men. A reluc-
tance to let go of outdated societal norms (that 
women should be the homemakers, for instance), 
lack of desire for advancement or lack of confidence 
are just some of these ideas. So why are things really 
so different for men and women in the workplace? 
Or are they? Again, the story begins with research.

Since 2015, www.LeanIn.org and McKinsey & 
Company have worked together to publish the 
Women in the Workplace report. The 2018 report 
included research based on the participation of 279 
companies and more than 64,000 employees.

The theory of women leaving the workforce rather 
than sticking it out to make it to the top—one of the 
most popular—is shot down almost immediately. 
Men and women are leaving jobs at similar rates, 
and in fact, very few of the women and men surveyed 
said they planned to leave work to focus on fam-
ily (2 and 0 percent, respectively). The numbers of 
employees who planned to stay in the workforce for 
more than five years were nearly identical as well.

What about the desire to advance? The survey 

debunks this too—71 percent of women want to be 
promoted, compared with 75 percent of men. A sep-
arate study suggests there is very little difference in 
general work behaviors between women and men. 
Women spend the same amount of time with lead-
ership, have as many contacts and spend as much 
time working.

So while workplace attitudes between women and 
men appear to be more similar than not, that’s where 
the commonalities end.

At SKYx, the environment is conducive to discus-
sions around conscious and unconscious differences 
in treatment among women and men, with many per-
sonal experiences being shared. Lutterman admits to 
being an over-preparer—especially for anything that 
may stretch her—for fear of being judged differently 
as the only female in the room.

Simek also says she encounters unconscious bias 
in the form of social stereotypes—some people aren’t 
direct with women for fear of hurting feelings. “We’re 
all adults; we’re all professionals,” she says. “We all 
want to get better.” And she points out that if you 
aren’t open with your communication, you might 
deprive someone of that opportunity to improve.

BKD Managing Director Greg Cole 
snaps a photo for social media 
during a presentation.

https://womenintheworkplace.com/
https://hbr.org/2017/10/a-study-used-sensors-to-show-that-men-and-women-are-treated-differently-at-work
https://hbr.org/2017/10/a-study-used-sensors-to-show-that-men-and-women-are-treated-differently-at-work
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During the My Path to Partner Panel, Pascoe 
addresses her own experiences with both sides of 
unconscious bias. She tells a story about when she was 
on a board call with a significant client, and the meet-
ing started off with “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” 
Being the only woman in the room, she says it was the 
first time she’d felt out of place to the point that she 
even wondered whether she should be on the call. 

Pascoe also admits to working to protect other 
new mothers in her office from having to endure the 
same difficulties with going on work trips and leav-
ing their children at home that she did. “I really try 
to keep that in check right now and not assume, 
because in those cases you’re looking at it from your 
own perspective,” she says.

This leads us to what may be the crux of the uncon-
scious bias issue—assumptions and perceptions.

M A N Y DI F F E R E NC E S between women and 
men—physiological and otherwise—have been docu-
mented throughout the years. Most research indicates 
there are generalized chemical and structural differ-
ences in female and male brains, which help shape a 
multitude of behavioral and social norms—perhaps 

the most relevant being communication styles.
In a later discussion, Smith keys in on how our 

social development as children affects the ways we 
work and communicate as adults. Boys and girls play 
differently, Smith points out—girls play house or 
school, they learn to compromise and they lift each 
other up. A girl who tells others what to do might be 
called “bossy” by her friends.

Boys, on the other hand, engage in status-building 
activities, where one boy (or a group) is established 
as the leader or leaders. Boys are expected to assert 
dominance, negotiate status and challenge others.

While there are always exceptions, researcher 
Deborah Tannen finds that, in general, these learned 
forms of communication lead to assumptions in the 
workplace about others and about ourselves.

There’s no shortage of anecdotes at the confer-
ence to give the research a more tangible feeling. 
Oakley shares an apprehension she faced when it 
was promotion time. She recalls, “I was looking at 
all these promotions ahead of me, and I was think-
ing, ‘there’s no room for me.’” She finally decided to 
just ask what the plan was, which led to clarity and, 
eventually, her promotion.

SKYx attendees eat dinner and take 
advantage of the chance to connect.

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/hope-relationships/201402/brain-differences-between-genders
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/hope-relationships/201402/brain-differences-between-genders
https://hbr.org/1995/09/the-power-of-talk-who-gets-heard-and-why
https://hbr.org/1995/09/the-power-of-talk-who-gets-heard-and-why
https://hbr.org/1995/09/the-power-of-talk-who-gets-heard-and-why
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Earlier in her career, Jones says, she believed 
that if she kept her head down and worked hard, it 
would be obvious to everyone else what she wanted. 
“I thought it would be pushy to be ambitious,” she 
says. Simek similarly wonders if she would come 
across as greedy or too ambitious if she were to ask 
for something, based solely on how she assumes 
others in the office feel.

These issues in perception throughout the work-
place are, it seems, at least somewhat born from the 
previously mentioned linguistic styles we develop as 
we grow. Studies reveal male executives who talk more 
than their peers are seen as competent, while women 
who speak more are perceived as less competent.

Self-perception holds interesting differences 
too. A 1993 study by psychologist Laurie Heather-
ington and her colleagues found that, in general, 
women tend to underestimate their own abilities if 
they’re relaying expectations of performance to oth-
ers. If they’re making the same predictions privately, 
they’re level with men’s (and usually accurate).

Back in the panel, Pascoe talks more about 
women’s propensity to not take credit for their 
achievements. “I don’t know if we’re taught, or if it’s 
just innate,” Pascoe says, the rest of the panel nod-
ding in agreement. The partner process is about 
showing results, she continues, and it’s critical to 
take credit and track them. “You have to tell your 
story,” she says, “and you have to be very specific 
with that story.”

And guess what? We’re back to those childhood 
play groups again. Think about how girls learn to 
avoid appearing boastful, while boys are expected to 
tout their own achievements.

It might be easy at this point just to tell women 
to “Be more confident!” The rub, though, is that 
showing self-confidence isn’t always perceived 
in a positive way. A 2014 Fortune article found 

differences between women’s and men’s perfor-
mance reviews for jobs within the tech industry.

In total, 180 people submitted 248 performance 
reviews. Constructive feedback was given across 
the board, but women received extra criticisms 
that were almost completely absent from the men’s 
reviews. In 94 reviews received by women, 71 were 
given feedback containing comments like “step 
back” or “don’t be so abrasive.” The men? Out of 83, 
only 2 received similar criticisms. The sample size 
was small, but the results were telling.

Awareness of differences in communication and 
confidence must be made a priority. “It’s important 
for us to keep our minds and ears open,” Simek says. 
“We have to listen to the language as we’re talking to 
different people.”

In the majority of instances, perceptions could 
likely be changed with education and increased dia-
logue. Realistic conversations need to happen about 
expectations and communication styles—exactly 
what the SKY initiative, with the help of events like 
SKYx, aims to facilitate.

A S A M A L E PA RT N E R in the firm, Shirley has 
found himself appreciating his learning opportuni-
ties through the initiative. He feels like he’s even at a 
competitive advantage with peers now because he’s 
gained an understanding of gender differences. He 
uses tactics he’s learned from SKY on a daily basis 
to make things easier for those he works with. “We 
encourage women to go back and take action,” he 
says, “but I feel a responsibility to take action as well, 
and I’ve ingrained that into my habits.”

BKD CEO Ted Dickman sheds some additional 
light on SKY’s importance during a Q&A session 
with Henry, including addressing his own “blind 
spots” (assumptions, unconscious biases, etc.). He 
also asserts that SKY’s biggest benefit is in how it 
helps BKD’s people. “Our only asset is people,” he 
explains, “and when half our workforce is female, it 
seemed like a pretty obvious opportunity to retain 
and develop a higher percentage of women into 
leadership roles.”

“You have to tell your story, and you
have to be specific with that story.”

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0001839212439994
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0001839212439994
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF00289215
http://fortune.com/2014/08/26/performance-review-gender-bias/
http://fortune.com/2014/08/26/performance-review-gender-bias/
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Dickman also speaks on the difficulties that come 
with the task of selling the initiative to some within 
the firm. “We’re all a product of our experience from 
birth to when we arrived at BKD,” he says, “and to 
change some of those things and get people to mod-
ify how they think—male and female—is not an easy 
task.” And, he continues, it’s a shared responsibility 
among everyone in the firm. It doesn’t come down to 
just a select set of people.

The process, Dickman acknowledges, takes time. 
Changes won’t happen in two or three years—“It’s a 
long-term deal.”

This point is echoed by others. Lutterman has 
seen a big shift in the mindset of firm leadership, 
but from a numbers perspective, she expects a 
more gradual change.

Smith and Shirley also point out that a culture 
change isn’t an overnight occurrence. Smith rea-
sons that we’re working on changing generations of 
entrenched mindsets, and those kinds of massive 
transformations don’t happen quickly. It could take 
another generation or more to really get there.

When asked about specific changes he’s seen so 
far, Shirley says, “We’re accountants, so we like to 
measure everything; so if you look at a strict number, 
you won’t see the growth that would potentially indi-
cate great success.” But he contends that focusing 
on the pipeline and looking at the long-term picture 
is the key. “We’ve laid an appropriate foundation to 
ensure we’re set up for success in the future.”

I T ’ S E X T R E M E LY F I T T I NG that SKYx takes 
place in St. Louis, practically at the base of the 
630-foot Gateway Arch. The monument com-
memorates westward expansion and discovery of 
brand-new territory in the U.S., just as women are 
blazing their own trails in the workplace. Perhaps 
a lesser-known fact, though, is that the Old Court-
house within the park also was the site of Virginia 
Minor’s 1873 lawsuit arguing that the 14th Amend-
ment granted women the right to vote. The lawsuit 
was unsuccessful but helped build momentum for 
women at the time.

Above, Ted Dickman speaks with Wendy Henry during a Q&A session. 
Below, attendees take in the session’s insights.
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In 2018, momentum is picking up for women 
again—and capitalizing on it is critical. But, again, 
differences in the workplace provide challenges that 
must be understood to be overcome.

BKD has already started implementing some 
changes, and Shirley has noticed. He describes a 
recent change in approach to an internal communi-
cation wherein the firm’s partners were proactively 
asked to express their interest in leadership posi-
tions within the firm in the next five years. This was 
in response to the findings from SKY on gender dif-
ferences, with the idea that women would have the 
appropriate opportunity to raise their hands, consult 
with mentors and jump into the selection process.

Lutterman also has seen changes. “In the conver-
sations and some of the things we’re talking about 
now, I’ve noticed more of a sense of awareness and 

trying not to make decisions based on the way we’ve 
always done things.”

In the meantime, many SKYx speakers share 
advice for women on what they can do for them-
selves as they advance their careers.

“A key element on the path to partner is a growth 
mindset,” says Bright. It’s critical to develop business 
acumen and a strong presence. She encourages those 
in the room to pay more attention to what’s going on. 
“I was so task-driven in getting that audit done or 
chasing deadlines, I was burning out,” she recalls.

Oakley tells of being advised that she needed to 
make herself famous. The easiest way to do that, she 
says, is to find something you enjoy—speaking, edu-
cating, writing—and making it a big part of what you 
do. She also echoes Bright’s comments on the need 
to look up. “If you’re stuck with your head down,” 

The sun rises through the Gateway 
Arch in St. Louis.
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she says, “nobody’s going to know who you are to 
put you up for promotion.”

Sometimes the road is hard. This is a given, espe-
cially after years of learned behaviors that are 
reinforced by old stereotypes. Bright reminds 
attendees that it’s critical to have a mentor and 
sponsor and that “it takes a team to get across the 
finish line.” 

A solid team and support system are important, 
and once you have that in place, Henry says, it’s up 

to you to put yourself and your ideas out there. “It’s 
even more than confidence or courage. We’ll advo-
cate for our kids, but it’s being willing and giving 
yourself permission to step out,” she contends. “You 
have to be willing to advocate for yourself.”

The future is getting brighter for women in the 
workplace, and BKD is excited to be leading the way. 
For more on SKY and how BKD is taking steps to 
improve workplace diversity, take a look at BKD’s 
SKY Impact Report.

https://bkd.com/sky-impact-report
https://bkd.com/sky-impact-report

