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Team enGAge wishes all women a Happy Women’s 
Day!

We welcome you to the Women’s Special Edition 
this month. While we celebrate women and their 
achievements and contributions, we must also review 
progress and call for action on gender parity. Over the 
last few years, the corporate world has made great 
strides in women’s representation. However, we still 
have a long way to go. The pandemic has hit women 
especially hard. It has intensified the challenges and 
biases that women already face. Now is the time to 
realign our strategies to support women in workplace 
and beyond.

As per the Women In Workplace 2021 report by LeanIn.
Org and McKinsey, “top-performing companies are 
more likely to provide bias training and reminders of 
how to avoid bias before starting a hiring process 
or performance review cycle.” Incidentally, the 
theme for this year’s International Women’s Day is 
#BreakTheBias. It is already established that we all 
have biases conditioned in our minds. Not all may be 
negative, but it would serve us well to be cognizant of 
such biases. 

Organizations are increasingly taking bias trainings 
seriously. Successful training gives people concrete 
tools for changing their behavior. It helps them 
better understand others’ experiences and feel more 
motivated to be inclusive. However, such trainings can 
also backfire, by conveying the fact that biases are involuntary and unavoidable, leading to more discrimination. Care 
must be taken to give personal feedback to those undergoing such trainings.

Experts are of the opinion that organizations must have processes in place to ensure fairness in both hiring and 
performance reviews. Also, companies need to track representation, hiring and promotion outcomes. Having these 
metrics handy is an important step towards transparency; and transparency as we know, helps us plan the right next 
steps. Finally, it is equally important for corporates to make their leaders accountable to drive the desired change. 
Speaking of learning from the leaders, the Consulate General of India, NY, in collaboration with GS Lab and GAVS, 
are hosting a virtual event on International Women’s Day (March 8, 2022). We have an exciting line up of eminent 
panel members who would be sharing their life experiences and leadership lessons. Please do watch it. 

In this special edition, we introduce you to two amazing women. Julia Zhou, CIO, Community Behavioral Health, 
and Manisha Deshpande, Associate Director - Engineering, GS Lab. We are sure you would find their interviews 
fascinating. We also have some insightful articles from the women community at GAVS. Hope you enjoy them.

We would once again like to wish all women a Happy Women’s Day. You inspire us all with you strength and grace. 



Consulate General of India, NY, in
collaboration with GS Lab and GAVS, celebrate

International Women’s Day (March 8, 2022)

This International Women’s Day, we are excited to welcome a panel of women leaders from different walks of 
life. From climbing the corporate ladders to scaling Mount Everest, and much more, they all bring powerful and 
unique stories. Full of thrill, roller coaster rides, and excitement, the evening promises to be one to remember!  

We are sure you don’t want to miss out. Save the Date –  Tuesday March 8 at 9:00 a.m. EST/7:30 p.m. IST

We are excited to introduce to you, a few handpicked personalities from across the globe who will be joining 
our Women’s Day celebration to inspire you to achieve more. 
 
• Dr. Kiran Bedi, First Woman in the Indian Police Service, former Lieutenant Governor of Puducherry, India

• Sarah Diamond, Former Global Managing Director, Financial Services Sector, IBM

• Bouchra Atoubi Galluccio, VP of DevOps and Quality Engineering, Healthfirst

• Soma Sarkar, Executive Vice President/COO at Credit Union of New Jersey

• Julia Zhou, CIO, Community Behavioural Health

The event will be inaugurated by Hon. Consul General of India, NY, Randhir Jaiswal.

 You may watch the event here -    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxURw_Lrx58

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxURw_Lrx58 


LEADER SPEAK
#BreakTheBias Special

The International Women’s Day theme for 2022 is #BreakTheBias. While we all endeavor 
to keep an open mind and not let any stereotypes cloud our judgements and impact our 
behavior, bias is part of being human. It can be so ingrained within us that we may be 
unaware of how often we rely on it for our everyday decisions and actions. It is important to 
identify these unconscious biases and work towards managing them.

Various biases around gender roles among others hold women back from finding fulfilment 
at work. Such biases also prevent corporates from tapping into the true potential of men 
and women. If corporates are to progress towards being inclusive and equitable, they must 
make a conscious effort to identify and break biases at all levels.

Team enGAge took this opportunity to ask the leadership team (of mostly men) at GAVS 
and GS Lab, their views on how such biases can be broken. Here is what they had to say…

This year’s theme for International Women’s Day is #BreakTheBias. What steps can 
corporates take to break the bias at various levels internally?

“All through the agrarian economy and then during the industrial revolution, workers were beholden to the 
owners and the companies. Labor pursued capital. But today, capital and investments pursue intellectual 
assets, knowledge workers. For companies to survive and flourish, they need to morph their companies and 
make them agile to meet with the employees and colleagues’ aspirations and needs. 50% of this knowledge 
workforce are women. It is imperative for us at GAVS to be able to create a company that enables, engenders, 
and empowers our women colleagues. We need to create an environment and put practices in place, 
where women can thrive and reach their fullest potential. We will be sensitive towards the needs of women 
leaders and be conscious of our biases and create a work culture taking into consideration women’s other 
responsibilities and priorities. It needs a conscious effort amongst our leaders to create an effective and 
enabling environment for our women leaders through flexible work hours, remote working, and ensuring that 
there is respect, integrity, trust and empathy in all our engagements with our women leaders.”

Sumit Ganguli,
CEO, GAVS Technologies



“Despite the awareness and encouragements, the presence of women in higher positions in corporates is 
less than 10%. This is true even in western countries that boasts of empowerment and freedom to women for 
years. Women outnumber men in colleges and in initial employment. But something happens in the offices 
or at home because of which women don’t grow in their career. Is that due to some bias? Even the most 
progressive men, HR organizations stumble in this regard. That is something we need to break.”

Chandra Mouleswaran S,
SVP and Head of IP & Infra, GAVS Technologies

“Here are a few steps that corporates can take -
• Sponsor courses for woman employees, mentor them to prepare them for leadership roles 
• Extend support to women who want to return to the workforce after a significant career break - maternal/

otherwise 
• Provide trainings to both men and women on what inclusivity looks like and how to get there”

Chandrasekar G,
Managing Director – MEA, GAVS Technologies

“Corporates can break the bias by doing a multitude of initiatives.  First they should constitute same role,  same 
pay policy irrespective of gender or other orientation.  Secondly corporates should during the initial hiring process 
should ensure that resumes which come into hiring managers are “gender blind”, as in they should make it a point 
not to reveal the gender of the person whose resume they are getting by abbreviating the names of the person and 
removing the references to gender.  And thirdly, corporates should realize that having equal participating of women 
in overall workforce will lead to stability of the teams, growth, and better work culture. This mind set should be 
nurtured through training and other interventions.”

Guru Bhoopala,
Regional Head, US Sales, GAVS Technologies

“It is imperative for corporates to formalize the process of breaking the bias and assigning accountability 
across levels. Some concrete steps that can be taken are - incorporating the commitment to diversity and 
inclusion in the company’s mission/vision, being transparent about our hiring process, making the leaders 
responsible, providing bias awareness trainings and most importantly keeping the channel for feedback 
open.”

Balaji Uppili,
Chief Customer Success Officer, GAVS Technologies



“The primary step would be creating Awareness among all employees through programs addressing topics 
like unconscious bias, gender sensitization, business etiquette and POSH. This is a transformative process 
that aims to equip all with the required knowledge and bring in changes in attitude and behavior. We should 
also mentor women employees to be leaders at every level and to have a seat at the executive table. Most 
importantly, we must Stand Up to Gender Bias when it happens. This has to start from every HOME when a 
child is born and raised, irrespective of gender.” 

Thomas Raj,
Head of Talent Development, GAVS Technologies

“While we focus on breaking the bias, we need to give equal importance to unconscious or subconscious 
bias. This is in-built into the processes inadvertently and hence equally detrimental.  We need to make 
concerted efforts to de-bias people processes like talent acquisition and development, performance 
management, and leadership development programs, resulting in increased workplace equality and hence 
better outcomes.”

Anand Paramasamy,
VP - Marketing, GAVS Technologies

“One of the few positive effects of the pandemic is that it allowed most of us to spend time and take care of 
our families. A step towards breaking the bias could be through allowing flexible work arrangements, that 
would allow the workforce to be more diverse.”

Srinivasan Sundararajan,
Vice President – Technology, GAVS Technologies

“To ensure that bias doesn’t creep in at workplace, we have to take steps at the recruitment stage. It is 
important to define a clear process and follow that diligently. Decision making at all levels should be 
transparent. In the selection process, evaluation criteria and related processes can help reduce the scope of 
arbitrary decision making. Management governance and strong promotion of Values and Conduct can help 
mitigate bias in corporates.”

Sam Suresh,
Talent Acquisition Group, GAVS Technologies



“The evidence is very clear that when women are economically independent and empowered, it makes a 
big difference, not just in their lives but also for their families and their communities. Success for women is 
beneficial for society as a whole. I’ve been particularly inspired by the female colleagues with their dedication 
and success stories. More should be done and more opportunities must be created to improve women’s 
footprint in their professional careers and build a more equitable world.”

Siddharth Oak,
Associate Director Engineering, GS Lab

“In today’s corporate world, a company which is trying to break the barriers of gender bias would stand tall 
in the crowd. Gender equality cannot be forced but can be achieved through equal opportunities. A company 
should run awareness programs to educate all the members to respect the rights as well as a personal space 
of their female colleagues. Pure meritocratic system that delivers the results irrespective of gender should be 
a part of every company’s DNA.”

Amod Bhate,
Director Customer Success, GS Lab

“To address the gender bias, corporates should start from the recruiting and be neutral in the process. 
Flexible working hours are very important. There is a need to be totally neutral in work assignments, 
promotions, salaries, and increments. It would help corporates to have women in all areas and roles. Clear 
company policies will also go a long way towards this end. Training is an important aspect. Ultimately, it 
should become the culture.”

Sameer Mahajan,
Principal Architect, GS Lab

“Let us start simple. When the gender is unknown, we often hear people using “he/him”. How about we start 
using “she/her”. This would nudge us to imagine a woman in various roles. Wouldn’t it be a good start to 
break the bias?”

Kshitij Kulkarni,
Director of Marketing, GS Lab



Message From

Sangeeta Malkhede,
Global Head of HR, GAVS Technologies

I take this opportunity to wish all women at GAVS and GS 
Lab a very Happy Women’s Day.

On this occasion, I would like to to celebrate the 
achievements of women and pay gratitude to all 
those who have paved the way and blazed the trail for 
generations after them. I am sure it is not possible to 
overstate the significance of the roles that women play in 
the society. It has been my constant endeavor to support, 

encourage and champion women to excel in areas that they choose to pursue, and to challenge norms and 
traditional roles.

This year’s theme for International Women’s Day is #BreakTheBias. A theme that is bound to be a fascinating 
one, given the discourse and dialogue that has already been shared around it. While we would be inclined to 
focus on gender bias around this time of the year, it would serve us well to examine all our biases throughout 
the year and take steps to mitigate them. Breaking biases helps not just women but all members of society. 

Being biased is part of being human and sometimes it is so ingrained in us that we may not even be aware 
of how it affects our thinking and decision making. We must understand that it’s not just the surroundings, or 
biases of others that hinders the women from getting ahead. Women ourselves have ingrained biases that stop 
us and other women from making bolder choices. 

Women who conquered the world are women who believed in themselves! 

Indra Nooyi, Indira Gandhi, P.V. Sindhu, Serena Williams or Michelle Obama - all are prime examples of women 
who have challenged norms and paved their way to success. I will implore all women to take some time out to 
identify their own biases and challenge themselves to ignite the fire within them and blaze their own trail!

When I took on my current role at GAVS, I knew it wouldn’t be easy balancing both professional and personal 
responsibilities given that my city of work and city of residence are different. But I believe it is my confidence 
that has inspired both my family and my colleagues in extending the required support to me. It is all about 
making choices and most great things and answers are found a little away, usually outside of what is familiar 
or comfortable. 

We at GAVS, are committed to being a place that female employees not only want to work at but also love 
working at. We hope to emerge as a Preferred Employer of Choice for Women. To that end, we have policies, 
programs, and processes in place to fulfil our aspirations - from fair and equal opportunity employer to 
building a pipeline from early on in the career to the executive level. We are aware that the pandemic has 
disproportionately affected the workload of our employees on the personal front. Keeping this and the best 
interest of our employees in mind we have introduced flexible working arrangements. 

While women have made significant gains in representation in the past few years, we still have a long way to 
go! Women bring unique perspectives to the table and it is already established that diversity fosters innovation. 
The conscious choices we make – individually and collectively – will shape the workplace for years to come.

‘’Leadership is hard to define and good leadership even harder. But if you can get people to follow you to the ends 
of the earth, you are a great leader.’’ -  Indra Nooyi. 



1. Tell us something about your 
childhood. What values had 
been instilled in you that 
helped you excel in multiple 
fields later in your life? 

I grew up in the northeastern part of China, an ocean 
town called Dalian. During my teenager years, I spent 
most of my spare time outdoors. I lived very close to 
ocean, so it’ll be swimming in summer and playing 
with snow in the winter. I had a blast with adventurous 
activities for most part of my younger adulthood. 

Those years China was still in the Cultural Revolution 
era, we didn’t have much luxury. But our life was 
enriched by our experiences of growing up with 
community kids running wild outside, which help me 
form a strong bond with nature in later life.

My parents were both professors and since there 
were no internet or TV, my parents were my source 
of most information. They were traditional Chinese 
with a very open mind.  They always taught me to be 
humble, listen to others and especially to those who 
disagree with you because they might have a smarter 
alternative. They also taught me to be independent, 
have strong self-discipline and never give up when 
things get difficult. 

These values have shaped me in my later life to 
be persistent, laser-focused and resilient, and for 
anything I pursue I’m determined to succeed. 

2. What have been some of the 
biggest challenges in your life 
and how that has shaped you?

Due to my fearless personality that I developed during 
my younger years; I don’t have many things I see as 
a challenge. However, moving to America was not 

Julia Zhou
Chief Information Officer, Community Behavioral Health

Introducing Julia Zhou,
Chief Information Officer,

Community Behavioral Health

Julia is a senior healthcare information executive with 
over 25 years of Information Technology experience, 
possessing a depth of healthcare experience. She 
has a proven history for blending strategic vision, 
strong technical skills and applying them to varied 
business needs in a complex payer and provider, data 
intense, multi-state Fortune 100 organization. In her 
current role, she is building technology strategy and 
transforming CBH technology division by improving 
process and implement procedure for operation 
excellence. Her focus is on business continuity and 
data governance and strengthening security posture.

Being a passionate mountaineer and an alpinist, 
she has scaled the Andes in South America and 
8000-meter peaks in the Himalayas. She is also 
a rescue diver, runner and enjoys everything that 
connects her with nature.
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easy at the beginning.  I miss home, miss my friends 
and family, I even miss Chinese food! Everything is 
different, I did feel alone in this country. Not only do I 
have to be independent to survive, but I also need to 
finish what I came here for – my graduate study. 

I lived in New York at the time and it is very expensive.  
So, I worked three part time jobs and studied at night. 
I remember running from my restaurant waitress work 
to school in a blizzard many times but in the end, I got 
my degree and that’s how determined I was. 30 years 
later I came back to the East Coast, now as the CIO 
for Community Behavioral Health! My life story so far 
proves that determination and resiliency will conquer 
all the difficulties. 

3. When did you discover your 
passion for technology?

Both my parents are professors and that ignited 
within me, a desire to be an engineer. I was 
surrounded by books, people with great minds and 
ideas. I liked to fix things, resolve problems ever since 
I was little. I am very good with numbers. I competed 
math for my school, later my district, then my region 
and eventually my country. I also like innovation and 
make things on my own.  Sometimes I like to spend 
less effort getting more things done and technology 
allows me to do that effortlessly. 

4. Tell us something about 
the social causes that you 
support.

Community Behavioral Health is the single MCO in 
the city of Philadelphia to serve behavioral health 
members. Philadelphia is the poorest among all big 
cities in the US. The social and economical status of 
the people living here cause over 30% of population to 
need BH program and support. Not only do I have the 
compassion of serving these members well, but also 
since BH is the biggest problem in modern society
I would like to contribute my expertise and experience 
to make it more accessible and affordable. Currently 
with technology, I can do just that. 

5. How would you define 
success?

I think success comes in many forms. Ultimately 
success for me is the justification of my time spend 

in this life and impact I had for greater goods. Trying 
to be better each day, making hard but right decisions 
instead of easy ones, dare to live your dream, and not 
be afraid to fail. Because during the pursuit for your 
dream, you will transform and become a different 
person. 

6. Looking back on your journey 
and knowing what you know 
now, what is one piece of 
advice you would have given 
yourself along the way?

Follow your heart and be patient, things will work out 
just right. Sometimes we have many choices, and 
we try to overthink the pros and cons. After so many 
years, I found out whatever the choice you made, the 
one that your heart desires (which is also the one 
you’ll give all your effort), regardless of the outcome, 
you will not regret. 

7. This year’s theme for 
International Women’s Day is 
#BreakTheBias. What steps 
can corporates take to break 
the bias at various levels 
internally?

We have DEI office, for diversity, equity and 
inclusiveness. We (CBH) as an organization want 
to give everyone a chance to succeed and promote 
fairness in everything we do. Being a minority woman 
in technology field, I have been experiencing lot of 
bias along the years. I hope in the next decades with 
Break the Bias effort, everyone will have a chance to 
succeed, to get their voice heard and ultimately, make 
this world a better place to live. 
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Manisha Deshpande
Associate Director - Engineering, GS Lab

Introducing Manisha Deshpande
Associate Director - Engineering, GS Lab

1. Tell us something about your 
childhood. What values had 
been instilled in you that 
helped you excel in multiple 
fields later in your life?

I am fortunate and proud to have a defense family 
background. My father retired as an Honorary Flying 
Officer from the Indian Air Force. My mother took 
care of the household. My childhood was all about 
moving to new places every few years and making 
new friends. Discipline and punctuality were ingrained 
early in my life. Being adaptable, open to changes 
and believing in a sense of equality, with so much of 
cultural diversity around, has been engraved into my 
being. I feel these values have kept me going.

2. What have been some of the 
biggest challenges in your life 
and how that has shaped you?

Progressing in life, both personally and professionally, 
can become challenging at times. Taking a holistic 
view of health, family, hobbies, and career is crucial. 
All areas of life are important and needs attention. 
Doing exactly that while juggling these roles have 
made me stronger. I have become very particular 
about how and where I spend my time. I read 
somewhere – “manage your energy instead of time”. 

3. When did you discover your 
passion for technology?

I wanted to join a creative field, the non-engineering 
ones. However, I proceeded to do my Masters in 
Computer Science. I started my career as a developer 

Manisha Deshpande serves as Associate Director of 
Engineering – Cloud Applications and Infrastructure 
for GS Lab. Manisha holds Masters in Computer 
Science from Pune University. She brings in extensive 
experience of more than two decades in product 
development across multiple domains. Currently, 
she leads a practice with diverse technology teams 
spanning across various engineering functions.
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and worked for a startup for a few years. Very early in 
my career I got the opportunity to travel onsite to one 
of our Pharma customers. It was insightful as I got 
to see how the technology that I was developing was 
being applied to simplify and automate processes. 
It really motivated me and since then it has been a 
wonderful experience as a software engineer. 

4. Tell us something about 
the social causes that you 
support.

I love to be part of causes that deal with education 
and children. I am a Committee Member with the 
Lila Poonawalla Foundation which empowers 
academically outstanding and financially deserving 
girls.  In my second year of post-graduation, I got the 
Lila Poonawalla Scholarship. I could participate in the 
grooming trainings as a part of the program. These 
interventions helped me immensely as I entered the 
corporate world.

Hence, when I saw the opportunity of working with 
Katalyst as a mentor, it was a dream come true. 
Katalyst helped me fulfilling my wish to mentor the 
young women and enable them for their professional 
goals. Having more than 2 decades of experience in 
the IT sector, I felt I could share my learnings. 

5. How would you define 
success?

Definition of success has changed for me as I have 
advanced in various stages of my life.
I would say being able to achieve set goals and 
celebrate accomplishments, being able to apply and 
share learnings, progressing towards getting to your 
better self while ensuring your well-being are key 
factors to achieving success.

6. Looking back on your journey 
and knowing what you know 
now, what is one piece of 
advice you would have given 
yourself along the way?

I have learnt that one should not make things harder 
for self by trying to balance too many things around. 
Let go of a few things. And that is what I feel is 

crucial in ‘simplifying’ work-life leading to a satisfying 
journey. Prioritize and plan for stages in life, wherever 
you can.

7. This year’s theme for 
International Women’s Day is 
#BreakTheBias. What steps 
can corporates take to break 
the bias at various levels 
internally?

Here are few things I think corporates can do to break 
the bias:

a)     Get more women in Tech and build a strong 
         network

b)     Create an environment that empowers them to 
         not hold back, to let go of any inhibitions and to 
         take risks

c)     Make it easier for them to take a break and even 
         easier to come back and align

d)     Mentor them for taking up different roles and 
         responsibilities at later stages

e)     Provide varied paths to reach at the top (no one 
         size fits all), assess on merit

f)      Have champions identified in the company    
         supporting such a thought process

g)     Mentor all genders to handle situations and 
         inspire inclusivity

Outside the corporates, I would also like to say 
everyone should get their next generations aware 
about these aspects right from an early age so 
that the inclusivity continues in the long run by 
complementing each other.
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Leadership is broadly understood to be the ability to 
lead, influence and guide others to achieve a goal 
or towards a common purpose. If we look at the 
statistics, we’ll find more men in leadership positions 
across most areas and industries. In corporates, 
as we go higher up the ladder, fewer women can be 
found. In the US, even though a record number of 
Fortune 500 CEOs were women in 2020, there are still 
nearly 13 companies run by a man for every company 
run by a woman.

Women are still under-represented in higher 
management positions in Corporates, Governments, 
among others. This proclamation is the collective 
view not only of social and organizational researchers 
but also of women who have managed to accumulate 
substantial experience as leaders. Even when there is 
no shortage of qualified women to fill the leadership 
roles, it emerges that a consensus prevails on societal 
and cultural outlooks that leaders are supposed to be 
male and women are still considered weak. 

It has been established that women can help bring 
newer perspectives on the table. However, women’s 
growth across fields are hindered by various 
obstacles which are often above and beyond what 
men have to overcome. Why do men still outnumber 
women in the leadership positions? Why does the 
society still feel that women are weak and not eligible 
to climb up the ladder or have sufficient skillsets to fill 
leadership positions?

Women in Leadership – 
Overcoming Barriers
and Bias
Kavitha Srinivasulu

Barriers to Women Leadership 

The competency requirements of leadership positions 
are still designed having only men in mind. The unique 
qualities and perspectives that women often bring 
to the table need to be recognized and given its due 
value. 

Old-fashioned Labels

Because men have held leadership positions for a 
long time, the usual leadership qualities are often 
thought of as masculine and not viewed as favourably 
when exhibited by women. Men still hesitate in 
offering women leadership positions and don’t often 
sponsors to champion their advancement.

Discrimination

Passive-aggressive work environments and 
understated biases are still obstacles for women. 
Minority women face even more obstacles along the 
way. As per McKinsey, “women of color account for 
only 4 percent of C-suite leaders, a number that hasn’t 
moved significantly in the past three years”.

Work Life Balance

Balancing work and family can be a challenge that 
limits women from seeking leadership roles. Most 
workplaces are still designed keeping the archaic 
notions of gender roles in mind. 

Another mostly invisible but significant barrier is also 
the way women are conditioned and forced into a 
box. To an extent where sometimes women try fitting 
into a role where she does not belong. What about a 
women’s individuality or dreams or passion? What is 
stopping her from coming out of the place where she 
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Kavitha has 18+ years of experience focused on CyberSecurity, Data 
Privacy, Business Resilience, Security Assurance and Vendor/3rd party Risk 
Management across Healthcare, Financial Services, Telecom, IT Services 
and Product Corporates.
She is a natural leader with versatility to negotiate and influence at all levels. 
Kavitha is self-driven and is willing to learn from everything life has to offer. 

does not belong. How will she overcome the barriers 
she is facing on a day-to-day basis in the current 
world legacy?

How to close the gaps in women 
empowerment and support 
women?

Examine your own biases. Are you a supporter of 
women around you? Do you mentor women to learn 
new things and break the barriers? Do you sponsor 
women? If you’re a woman, start the change from 
within and support the women around you and most 
importantly yourself!

Stand Up to Gender Bias when It Transpires. When 
you hear any comments or criticisms or a scrubbed 
aside opinion on gender inequality, bias, and 
weaknesses in women, you need to call them out. 
This is how you increase awareness of what gender 
bias looks and sounds like. This doesn’t not mean 
you are disrespecting or disobeying any colleagues 
or seniors, it’s an opportunity to help nudge others 
towards ideal conduct in the workplace.

What can Employers do?

Prioritize a diverse and inclusive workplace and 
take dedicated efforts in addressing biases. Widen 
recruitment networks and candidate pools. Employers 
need to offer more than just good pay - like employee 
training, development opportunities, good work/life 
balance and flexibility to empower women to excel 
in her career. And it’s flexibility that is particularly 
needed, especially as many women still remain 
the primary caregivers at home, so it is important 
that companies understand and respect the wide 
demands often placed on working women.

Even though it might be hard to see big changes soon, 
companies are taking enormous number of steps to 
remove gender bias in the workplace and encourage 
diversity for women leadership. Women leaders are 
critical for organizational success and companies 
that intentionally prioritize and plan for women’s 
leadership development gain from it.  If we ever want 
to reach or get close to gender equality, we will need 
to work more diligently and consciously. 

As gender norms continue to evolve and younger 
generations join the workforce, workplaces must 
adjust and evolve as well. Work should be safe and 
motivating for all irrespective of the genders. As 

women, we need to develop our own strategy to 
eliminate gender bias in the workplace and beyond to 
overcome all the barriers around us!
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My reporting manager in his email used to address 
us as “Gents and Rajalakshmi”. I respect his choice of 
words, but this is also significant considering he is the 
CEO of our company. Fortunately, now we have our 
HR head who has now let him address his key leaders 
as Gents and Ladies! 

But there is nothing strange about this. He at least 
gets to address his emails with ladies now. There are 
many companies out there – if we go take a look at 
their website and into the leadership pages, we will 
not find a single lady’s photo.  

Women in Tech numbers are hovering around the late 
20s or 30s in terms of percentage. And as we go up 
the ladder, we find fewer women. Many companies 
seem to have spruced up the gender representation 
by hiring a reputed woman leader for their 
independent director position. People who understand 
Corporate Governance’s practicality will understand 
how this works as well! But this is not surprising. A 
Deloitte research points out that - Women hold only 
12% of seats worldwide but in that only 4% of them 
chair boards. Also, only 8.2% of women are CEOs of 
Fortune 500 companies. So, it all adds up. 

As a post COVID-19 phenomenon, with some success 
of Work from Home - we saw companies fight to 
recruit talent across all spectrums and locations to 
meet the surging demand for technologists. But even 
in that fight – companies were and are dramatically 
trying to woo women from other companies as more 
and more companies had an objective of increasing 
the number of women in their workforce across 
levels. 

As I spoke to my HR friends, I realized that – wooing 
women to switch is very difficult. And that could be 
a reason attrition among the women is low. But let 
us take a step back. Understanding that demand and 
supply is not balanced- isn’t it time companies look at 
building a talent pipeline internally to fill mid manager 
and leadership positions with women from their own 
pool? And how can we do this?

That is where sponsoring and mentorship programs 
come in beyond planning, identification of roles 
and hiring.  An HBR article last year pointed out 
that there is a difference between mentorship and 
sponsorship. We need to identify sponsorship as an 
act of branding and publicizing the identified protégé. 
Mentorship involves the areas of guidance, feedback, 
and coaching mechanisms. Now that we have an 
understanding how both are unique - we can look at 
how these could help a workplace to truly improve 
gender diversity. 

Let us take from the moment a woman enters the 
workforce in an organization. Let us assume that 
the freshers/trainees batch consist of 50% women 
and 50% men. But why do the numbers keep falling 
as years pass by? It is easy to say social context – a 
woman leaving for the sake of her family. But what 
about others who wanted to continue but did not 
have support? An organization needs to first look 
at what are the formal programs in place to match 
mentors with mentees and protégés with a sponsor. 
How are the professional and personal aspirations 
identified? Once these programs are put in place its 
effectiveness can help improve biases across the 
organization, improve employee engagement and 
experience. Mentorship plays a key role to broad base 
initiatives to improve skillsets and thus help more 
women to be part of the next level comfortably, while 
sponsorship will help nurture protégés who can climb 
the ladder quickly and help an organization build its 
future around them as well. Sponsors usually are 
senior leaders with power and influence and hence 
the acceleration. Women advocating for women is 
usually reported and celebrated in the media and it 
makes sense considering the challenges can be easily 
understood. But when men advocate for women - it 
means there is an organization where unconscious 
biases have been identified, worked on and are still 
being challenged. It will also build the culture of 
allies. These policies also will help a woman have 
confidence in the fact that, there are people in the 
organization who understand her strengths and 

The Labyrinth of Career 
Growth - A Woman’s 
Perspective

Rajalakshmi M
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challenges at times and will help her grow. 

When an organization gets both these programs 
ready – we have a structure in place that will help 
improve the gender ratios holistically and not just with 
a mad scramble for talented women.
And I hope my leadership team is able to find a 
huge success with its program as well, that will help 
us boast of the diversity numbers specifically as 
managers and leaders! 
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Did you know that algorithms could be sexist?! 
Unfortunately, it is true! As we celebrate International 
Women’s Day this month, there can’t be a better time 
to discuss such a topic. 

According to Harvard Business Review, there have 
been many incidences of AI adopting gender bias 
from humans. It cites an example of natural language 
processing (NLP) that can be found in Amazon’s 
Alexa and Apple’s Siri. It not only affects women, but 
also business and economies to a large extent.

Why does gender bias happen?

There is an agreement that adequate good data can 
indeed help close gender gaps, but the question is are 
the “right” questions being asked to “right” people in 
the data collection process.

At which point, does this occur?

During machine learning. It depends on the dataset 
being fed. If there’s not enough women contributing, 
then a woman’s perspective remains missing in the 
AI’s knowledge, and that leads to a biased algorithm. 
Machine learning is led by humans, which means their 
own bias will be incorporated within the AI system. 

Those who make decisions informing AI systems and 
those who are on the team developing AI systems 
shape their learning. And unsurprisingly, there is a 
huge gender gap: Only 22% of professionals in AI and 
data science fields are women—and they are more 
likely to occupy jobs associated with less status. 

The situation:  Does this really 
matter?

We are not discussing a mere theory of 
discrimination. AI bias could put a woman’s life in 

Is AI
Gender-Biased?

Rajeswari S

jeopardy based on the products and services they 
use. Let us analyze how.

Take the concrete example of seatbelts, headrests 
and airbags in cars which have been designed mainly 
based on data collected from car crash dummy tests 
using the physique of men and their seating position. 
Women’s breasts and pregnant bodies don’t feed into 
the ‘standard’ measurements. As a result, women are 
47% more likely to be seriously injured and 17% more 
likely to die than a man in a similar accident explains 
Caroline Criado Perez, author of Invisible Women, and 
Lauren Klein, co-author of Data Feminism, in a recent 
BBC interview.

A gender gap in data is not always life threatening, but 
the design and use of AI models in different industries 
can significantly disadvantage women’s social status. 
Another incident of 2019 can be cited where a couple 
applied for the same credit card and the wife was 
set a credit limit of almost half the amount by the 
company despite having a creditworthiness almost 
equal to her husband.

Gender bias have been found in almost all industries 
- who the health care system prioritizes for COVID-19 
vaccines, which candidate a company calls in for job 
interviews, how much credit financial institutions offer 
different customers, etc. 
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Medical studies which can exclude representative 
samples of women (including pregnant women, 
women in menopause, or women using birth control 
pills) may result in medical advice that is not 
necessarily suitable for the female body suggests 
Alexandra Kautzky-Willer, head of the Gender 
Medicine Unit at the Medical University of Vienna, 
Austria.

In addition to gender bias, AI faces another challenge 
– of racial bias. It raises concern when AI technology 
is supposed to diagnose skin cancer for which the 
accurate detection of skin color and its variances 
matter. Algorithmic Justice League founder Joy 
Buolamwini found that various face recognition 
algorithms considered 80% images of white persons 
and 75% male faces. As a result, the algorithms had 
a high accuracy of 99% in detecting male faces, but 
only 65% when it came to recognizing black women.

 

How can AI overcome gender 
bias?

The first step towards overcoming bias is making 
sure training samples are as diverse as possible 
and the people developing AI are also from different 
backgrounds. The AI industry needs to work towards 
equality, both in its approach and perspective. AI 
companies need to employ more women in tech 
jobs, to diversify workforce creating these new 
technologies.

Let’s take cognizance of some stats on women in 
tech – 

• Only 22% of AI professionals globally are female, 
compared to 78% who are male according to the 
World Economic Forum. 

• At eight large tech companies, Bloomberg found 
that only 20% of the technical roles are filled by 
women.

• At Facebook and Google, less than 2% of 
technical roles are filled by black employees. 
Tech organizations not only recruit fewer women 
than men, but they also lose them at a faster rate. 

• Globally, women account for only 25% of 
workers in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics (STEM), but only make-up 9% of 
leaders in those fields according to the Boston 
Consulting Group.

To better serve business and society, fighting 
algorithmic bias needs to be a priority. “By 2022, 85% 
of AI projects will deliver erroneous outcomes due to 
bias in data, algorithms or the teams responsible for 
managing them. This is not just a problem for gender 
inequality – it also undermines the usefulness of AI”, 
according to Gartner, Inc.

What Social Change Leaders 
Can Do?

1. Use feminist data practices to help fill data gaps. 
Feminist data can help highlight the voices and 
experiences of marginalized individuals.

2. Lend their expertise to the field of              
gender-equitable AI, advocate for AI literacy 
training, and join the conversation. By integrating 
gender expertise into AI systems, ML developers 
can better understand issues and solutions to 
mitigate gender bias. 

3. In considering or using AI systems to tackle 
gender gaps, think critically about who is 
represented on the team developing that AI 
system, as well as what data they are using and 
how they develop the algorithm.

Personal biases should not get into the way of design. 
A gender-neutral approach in developing or marketing 
AI tech products, putting an end to psychological 
stereotyping such as female voices, female 
stereotypes, change in mindsets and attitudes, and 
also practices we can embed into our daily life could 
be a big leap towards what we are trying to achieve. 
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What’s Next?

Bias may be an unavoidable factor of life, but 
steps can be taken to not introduce that into new 
technologies. New technologies give us a chance to 
start afresh - but it’s up to people, not the machines, 
to remove bias. So hopefully women, together with 
men, will play a large and critical role in shaping the 
future of a bias-free AI world.

These actions are not exhaustive, but they provide 
a starting point for building gender-smart ML that 
advances equity. Let’s not miss this opportunity to 
revolutionize how we think about, design, and manage 
AI systems and thereby offer a more just world for 
today and for future generations.
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“Technology trust is a good thing, but control is a 
better one.” - Stephane Nappo

On October 28, 2021, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
rebranded the umbrella company as ‘Meta’ and 
introduced the world to a new term ‘Metaverse’. 
Since then, Metaverse has dominated everyday 
conversations, mostly among the younger generation. 
For the uninitiated, Metaverse is a fully immersive 
digital universe which uses a combination of multiple 
technologies like virtual reality, augmented reality, 

Are Safety Concerns of 
the Metaverse Real?

Priyanka Pandey

blockchain and 3D modelling. The term ‘Metaverse’ 
was first coined in a science fiction novel almost 
30 years back and now, it is not just reality but also 
a very big part of Web 3.0. Metaverse is believed 
to help everyone connect better where they can do 
things they only dreamt of, making everything from 
working to learning, more enjoyable. But, like any 
other technological innovations, this fascinating new 
technology also has grey areas, which needs to be 
addressed before it goes mainstream, i.e., safety 
issues.

Mark Zuckerberg explaining his vision for Metaverse in Connect 2021

Safety Concern

Harassment in virtual spaces is not new, especially 
for women and minorities. And even though 
metaverse is just taking off, internet safety experts 
are already seeing signs of trouble regarding safety 
and harassment. Tiffany Xingyu Wang, Chief Strategy 
and Marketing Officer at Spectrum Labs, predicts that 

the personal attacks and harassments that 41% of the 
US internet users have experienced online, will only 
get worse in virtual worlds.

Researchers from the Center for Countering Digital 
Hate (CCHD), a non-profit organization working 
towards analyzing and disrupting online hate and 
harassment, spent around 12 hours inside a virtual 
world to understand the privacy and safety concerns, 
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and the results were shocking. They reported an 
infringement every SEVEN minutes, including 
instances of sexual content, racism, abuse, hate, 
homophobia and misogyny! But it does not end here. 
All these harassment incidents were often logged 
around minors’ presence, even though in theory, 
anyone below 18 years of age is not allowed in that 
space. However, in practice, very young kids are 
among the early adopters of this technology which 
raises a grave concern.

In another horrifying incident, 3-4 male avatars in 
metaverse verbally and sexually harassed a British 
woman, Nina Jane Patel, within 60 seconds of her 
joining the digital world, and even took photos of the 
same. One important point to note here is that Nina 
is an expert in this technology herself as she is the 
co-founder and vice president of Metaverse Research 
for Kabuni, an immersive technology company based 
in the U.K., and yet she had such a horrible experience 
before she could even put safety barriers in place.

Meta themselves are aware of how these virtual 
worlds can create ‘toxic environment’ for women 
and minorities and, has promised to protect these 
spaces from all the malignancies that have plagued 
Facebook. 

“An incident is just the tip of the iceberg, a sign of a 
much larger problem below the surface” – Dan Brown

Addressing Virtual Harassment

Going back to Nina’s case, opinions from people 
around the world ranged from supportive positive 
comments to being dismissive of her experience 
- “don’t be stupid, it wasn’t real”, “a pathetic cry 
for attention”, “avatars don’t have lower bodies to 
assault”, “don’t choose a female avatar, it’s a simple 
fix.” We must remember that, ‘Harassment is 
harassment, be it verbal, physical or even virtual’. All 
forms of harassment are physiologically as well as 
psychologically disturbing and needs be addressed.

Virtual reality has essentially been designed to 
stimulate real life in such a way that our mind and 
body cannot differentiate virtual experiences with 
real ones. In fact, Mary Anne Franks, President of the 
Cyber Civil Rights Initiative, mentioned in her paper 
on virtual and augmented reality that research has 
indicated abuse in VR is “far more traumatic than 
in other digital worlds.” VRs can trigger the internal 
nervous system and psychological response, making 
emotional reactions stronger in these spaces. 
Especially in the case of metaverse, there are some 
powerful features/concepts that can lead to such 

Meta’s response to content reporting in Metaverse

realism, and they are:

1. Immersion: The user will feel that they are in 
another environment all together.

2. Active Presence: The technology has very 
specific personification aspects to give its users 
the sense of ‘being there’.

3. Embodiment: This contributes to the user’s 
feeling that their digital avatar is their physical 
body.

4. Proteus Effect: It is the tendency of people to be 
affected by their virtual representations (avatars). 
Typically, humans shift behaviours accordance to 
their digital representations.

Safety Features

Although Meta has already launched its virtual social 
platform, called Horizon Worlds, the company has 
not shared much of how it plans to enforce its safety 
protocols in VR. For now, Meta mostly relies on user 
blocks, mutes, and reports to notify of Community 
Standards violations in VR, effectively shifting the 
onus of user’s safety onto them.

Horizon Worlds also currently has a feature called 
‘Safe Zone’ where people can activate a bubble 
around their avatar if they feel threatened. The 
users must undergo an onboarding process prior 
to joining the virtual platform which will teach them 
how to launch a Safe Zone. Regular reminders are 
also loaded into screens and posters within Horizon 
Worlds for this feature. But the fact is, when a person 
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Safe Zone Interface in Metaverse

“We want everyone in Horizon Worlds to have a 
positive experience with safety tools that are easy to 
find—and it’s never a user’s fault if they don’t use all the 
features we offer,” Meta spokesperson Kristina Milian 
said. “We will continue to improve our UI and to better 
understand how people use our tools so that users are 
able to report things easily and reliably. Our goal is to 
make Horizon Worlds safe, and we are committed to 
doing that work.”

When companies try to address online harassment, 
generally, their solution is to outsource it to the user 
which is unfair and mostly doesn’t work. Some of 
the ideas that can be used to make safety easy and 
accessible are:

1. Having a universal signal, like a hand gesture, in 
virtual reality that could indicate that something 
is not right.

2. Having an automatic personal distance unless 
two people mutually agreed to be closer.

3. Having training sessions to explicitly lay out 
norms mirroring those that already exist in real 
world.

Importance of Developing 
Policies and Setting Rules

Tech industries should see the growing numbers 
of virtual worlds as a chance to get it right this 
time. Privacy and safety should be included into the 
metaverse from the designing stage itself, before the 
product even exists, and use that as a differentiator 
to attract their audience. It is very important for tech 
companies to avoid repeating previously made errors 
in Web 2.0.

There is a pressing need for every corporation, 
individual or organization running an immersive 
community online, to prioritize writing solid policies 
and enforcing those rules of behavior that can 
protect residents against harassment and abuse. 
These protocols must also include consequences 
for people breaking those rules. As a matter of fact, 
there should be a shared code of conduct to regulate 
content on such platforms and establish trust and 
safety. Community policies should be viewed as 
more than just an insurance policy or an unavoidable 
cost center. It can be a reason why people join those 
communities. It will also increase customer retention 
and reduce acquisition cost.

One major challenge in enforcing a shared code of 
conduct is: Who is in charge here? There is no clear 
enforcing entity for such virtual worlds. Ahmer Inam, 
Chief AI officer at Pactera Edge, thinks that there is 
potential in learning from concerns about nuclear 
power that led to international treaties to govern 
the technology with trustworthiness as a central 
organizing principle. Similarly, a partnership between 
public and private entities should expand ethical AI 
charters to cover the metaverse and develop a shared 
set of rules about any metaverse world.

is going through a shocking experiencing, they will 
ideally freeze and might not be able to immediately 

think about activating a Safe Zone or even worse, 
might not be able to access it easily.
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Conclusion

Metaverse will become a common social place soon 
because of the great experiences it has to offer but 
for now, it is in the initial phase and hence, has many 
safety issues. We cannot expect a platform to be 
immediately perfect, but it is essential to have a zero-
tolerance approach to this, to not repeat the mistakes 
of the internet.

Until we see big changes, the metaverse will remain 
a problematic space. Therefore, it’s time to shake the 
system to shape the future starting now!
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