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A Case for Women
W+&/ /'2'/ /,+"'! became Har-
vard Business School (HBS) dean in 
mid 2010, he detailed five priorities, 
ranging from innovation in educa-
tion and internationalization to in-
clusion. In setting out the latter goal, 
he said in a recent conversation, he 
aimed not at numerical diversity, 
but at a broader objective: that every 
HBS student and teacher be enabled 
to thrive within the community.

A decanal missive in early 2011 
further defined the work required 
to make HBS genuinely inclusive. 
“I have launched an initiative that 
will focus…on the challenges fac-
ing women at the school,” Nohria 
wrote. He created an institutional home 
for the work—a senior associate deanship 
for culture and community—and appoint-
ed Wilson professor of business admin-
istration Robin J. Ely to the post: a logi-
cal choice, given her research on race and 
gender relations in organizations. (Mak-
ing progress, he noted, has entailed work 
by other faculty colleagues, too, including 
Youngme Moon, then in her capacity as 
senior associate dean for the M.B.A. pro-
gram, and Frances Frei, senior associate 
dean for faculty planning and recruitment. 
Frei, he said, has played a vital role in help-
ing women faculty members—sometimes 
“given a shorter runway” in adjusting to 
their new responsibilities—succeed at the 
school.)

Ely’s role, he explained in the interview, 
was initially intended to help HBS look at 
itself and evolve practices that might make 
it a role model for other institutions. The 
school’s W50 summit in 2013, which ex-

amined the first half-century of women 
enrolled in the M.B.A. program, provided 
an opportunity, he noted, to “come to 
terms with our own history”—not all of it 
welcoming or inclusive (see “The Girls of 
HBS,” July-August 2013, page 55, and the 
linked report on W50). 

A complementary strand would involve 
HBS’s academic life: “Who gets represent-
ed?” in the teaching cases professors de-
velop, as Nohria put it. In his annual letter 
to faculty colleagues this past January, he 
wrote, “I know that of the dozens of cases 
I have written, fewer than 10 percent have 
had a woman in a leadership position.” 
Moreover “[T]he most e4ective cases are 
not necessarily those where women pro-
tagonists are dealing with gendered issues 
like work-life balance, but rather lead-
ing change and other strategic initiatives 
within an organization.” Just as M.B.A. 
cases have become increasingly global in 
the past decade, he aims for at least 20 per-

Assessment and improvement of the new 
curriculum will be continuous. A two-year 
grant from the Harvard Initiative for Learn-
ing and Teaching will enable a comparison 
of the last class in the old curriculum to the 
first class under the new one. “In a sense, 
I feel like the deck is stacked against [the 
reform], because the first year of the new 
curriculum is going to be challenging for 
a whole bunch of reasons,” Schwartzstein 
says. “Nonetheless, we’re making e4orts to 
study it and improve it, and will continue 
to study it; we’re committed to this notion 
of evidence-based curriculum development 
and revision.”

Hundert concurs that he doesn’t expect 
everything to work perfectly from the start, 
even though “faculty have spent hundreds 
of hours preparing each hour of the curricu-
lum. We’ve partnered with a student group 
called the Medical Student Medical Educa-
tion Interest Group…to make sure that in 
real time, the students will be giving con-
stant feedback to faculty, who will be doing 
continuous improvement as we go—not just 
saying, ‘We’ll fix that next year,’ but ‘We’ll 
fix this next session and next week.’” 

Longer-term, Schwartzstein hopes the 
curriculum will be organized to address 
questions that need to be answered, rather 
than merely to present a body of knowl-
edge. And he hopes to teach students to 
think about how they are thinking. “We 
have to help teach our students not only 
how to reason, but how to avoid the pit-
falls associated with cognitive biases,” he 
emphasizes—because relying on intuition 
or pattern recognition may cause errors in 
clinical practice (see “Toward Precision 
Medicine,” May-June, page 17).

The Reform Embodied
O/ !6-6*2 3, the first day of orientation 
for the HMS class of 2019, students immedi-
ately got a taste of case-based collaborative 
learning, working in teams of four to reason 
their way to explanations for a di0cult clini-
cal situation—all in brand-new classrooms 
equipped to facilitate learning under the 
new curriculum. In the Tosteson Medical 
Education Center, 10,800 square feet of space 
has been renovated this summer at a cost of  
$5 million to create four new “learning suites,” 
each equipped with three di4erent types of 
rooms. The largest room is designed to sup-
port interactive group learning. An adjacent 
“damp lab” features multi-user microscopes 
where students can work with human tissue 

or anatomical specimens. The third connected 
room in each suite supports the use of patient 
simulators that allow students to see what 
happens to blood pressure, for example, when 
they administer a particular drug.

Developing the best curriculum pos-
sible matters, says HMS dean Je4rey Flier, 
because the school is seen as a model else-
where: “We know we are not just doing it 
for ourselves. We also have some responsi-
bility for how it will be seen and possibly 
reflected in many other schools.” 

The ultimate test of the new curriculum, 
says Schwartzstein, will be whether stu-

dents “learn how to work with principles 
that are evolving, and knowledge that con-
tinues to grow and expand, so that they’ll 
be able to function at a high level through-
out their entire careers.” Concludes Hun-
dert, “Medical education is not about the 
transmission of information, but about 
the transformation of the learner. In order 
to achieve that, you need a transformative 
learning environment, and that’s what 
we’re trying to do both with the physical 
spaces, but also with the way the curricu-
lum is structured and taught.”  
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Yesterday’s News
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1910 Thanks to the local construction 
company building the Cambridge portion 
of the new subway system, several thou-
sand carts of earth are secured to !ll in 
the lower part of Soldiers Field, which 
will be used as playing !elds by Harvard 
teams.

 1920 The Business School adds regu-
lar instruction in labor relations to its 
curriculum.

 1930 A carillon of 21 Russian church 
bells, weighing 27 tons, has arrived in 
Cambridge to be installed in the Lowell 
House tower as a gift from an anonymous 
donor.

 1940 Concern over Nazi victories in 
Europe prompts the creation of a 
400-member Faculty Defense Group, 
the Harvard Student Defense League 
organizes military-drill practices, and 
more than 130 undergraduates apply for 
a pilot-training course. Harvard an-
nounces that students enlisting in the 
armed forces or drafted are liable only 
for the portion of tuition and fees incurred 
prior to their de-
parture.

 1955 Harvard College welcomes its 
!rst Advanced Placement freshmen, and 
the Divinity School registers its !rst 
women graduate students.

 1960 Leverett Towers and the Loeb 
Drama Center open for business.

 1985 The newly created Harvard-
Radcliffe Grocery Society, or “Grocery 
Table,” organizes petitions for the return 
of Classic Coke in House dining halls. The 
group’s charter mandates that members 
“promote student awareness of an appre-
ciation for the grocery sciences, espe-
cially produce, dairy products, and other 
foodstuffs” and guide their actions by the 
of!cial motto: Vivere Melius Per Condimen-
ta (“Better Living Through Groceries”).

 1995 Boylston professor of rhetoric 
and oratory Seamus Heaney, “a frizzy-
haired man of great amiability, for whom 
many at Harvard feel warm affection,” 
wins the Nobel Prize in Literature “for 

works of lyrical 
beauty and ethical 
depth, which exalt 

everyday miracles 
and the living past.”

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  M a r k  S t e e l e

cent to “feature a female” leader within the 
next three years. (And because HBS sells 
cases to schools worldwide, that shift will 
radiate far beyond Allston.)

Writing such cases is part and parcel of 
HBS professors’ research, and in a natural 
development, Ely’s initial role has evolved 
toward the externally focused perspec-
tives Nohria described. HBS’s new Gen-
der Initiative, under her leadership, is a 
research forum for faculty members who 
examine gender issues in businesses and 
other organizations.

E)8 "&(&/2)8 "&(!))&$ the concerns 
that prompted Nohria’s initial interest, 
including persistent underrepresentation 
of women among M.B.A. students earn-
ing highest academic honors. To address 
such issues, she said, she wanted to look at 
the school’s culture broadly, to determine 
whether possible group di4erences in how 
students, faculty, and sta4 members expe-
rienced the culture a4ected their ability to 
succeed. (She noted that Cahners-Rabb pro-
fessor of business administration Kathleen L. 
McGinn’s prior work with students had ex-
plored how HBS’s cultural dynamics might 
have contributed to a gender gap in grades—
helping to pave the way and set the agenda 
for the culture initiative.)

HBS academic honors, for instance, are 
based strictly on grades, which are heavily 
influenced by classroom participation. Ex-
ploring the culture, Ely said, made issues 
such as students’ willingness to express 
their views, professors’ patterns of call-
ing on them, and the operation of student 
study groups “discussable”—the precur-
sor to change. (In fact, achievement and 
satisfaction gaps have narrowed.) Airing 
these matters has also shaped student con-
versations about social dynamics and ex-
tracurriculars.

Given these fruitful discussions, rais-
ing HBS’s scrutiny of gender upward and 
outward was a natural next step. Nohria’s 
January letter asked: “Can we conduct 
work that will accelerate the advancement 
of women leaders who will make a di4er-
ence in the world and promote gender and 
other types of equity in business and so-
ciety?” The Gender Initiative, with Ely as 
faculty leader and Colleen C. Ammerman 
as assistant director, now serves as a lo-
cus for research among professors in units 
across HBS.

It is anchored by a core group includ-
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Running Over  
Murphy’s Law

by ,)'#'! %6/7 ’16

H!$ !/8,/& !*7&$ %&  a 
year ago about my biggest pet 
peeves, I would have said I 
hated running (too many bad 

memories of middle-school gym) and get-
ting wet in the rain (nothing can tame my 
hair in the presence of humidity). It was not 
entirely surprising, then, that I was feeling 
contemplative this past Father’s Day as I ran 
the Boston Athletic Association’s annual 10K 
race in the midst of a torrential downpour. It 
wasn’t the running or the rain that prompt-
ed me to evaluate my life as my sneakers 
squished down Commonwealth Avenue, but 
the way the combination of these formerly 
“negative” activities made me feel that Sun-
day morning: I was happier than I’d felt in 
as long as I could remember.

Many of my friends had complained 
about “sophomore slumps,” but junior year 
was my personal pitfall. On paper, I did 
just fine: I passed all my classes, secured 
a summer internship, and participated in 
all my extracurricular activities. Day to 
day, though, I sometimes felt that I had un-
wittingly wandered into a psych experi-
ment on the e4ects of Murphy’s Law on a 
20-year-old’s precarious emotional health. 
That fall, I felt constantly on the brink—

of what, I couldn’t quite tell you, but each 
night’s sleep felt just a little too short, 
each reading assignment just five pages 
too long, each conversation with a friend 
a hair too tense.

This unrelenting apprehension, coupled 
with a few of those unfortunate life expe-
riences that friends tell you just take time 
to mend (though they never explain how 
to pass the time in question), left me feel-
ing completely apathetic by second semes-
ter. I had a hard time finding my former joy 
in classes and daily activities. Though I’m 
the first to admit that my natural state is 
overcommitment, over-ca4eination tends 
to see me through. But when I began to 
choose Girls reruns to cope with my ex-
tended existential crisis instead of hang-
outs and meetings, I knew I was letting 
down the people around me even more 
than I was letting down myself.

Although being a statistic is not often 
a comfort, the numbers tell me that I was 
certainly not alone in my gloom: The Har-
vard Crimson’s Class of 2015 Senior Survey 
reported that 20 percent of this year’s 
graduating class sought treatment for 
depression, and 16 percent for anxiety. 
You don’t need a survey to know that a 

time options or otherwise adapt to care for 
family members, derailing their careers.

Interest in gender-related questions, Ely 
said, also “bubbles up from the faculty” at 
large. Thus, for instance, a faculty member 
who focuses on entrepreneurship is deter-
mining the antecedents to women’s inter-
est in pursuing entrepreneurial ventures.

In addition to encouraging and pub-
licizing research, the initiative convenes 
an annual conference to focus scholarship 
and learning from practice, engaging par-
ticipants from within HBS and beyond. 

Like the school’s other interdisciplinary 
initiatives, Ammerman said, this one pro-
vides a locus for faculty members to test 
ideas with colleagues, learn about perti-
nent research, and address new questions 
to data already collected for other purpos-
es: a place to go when those queries “bub-
ble up.” As Nohria hoped, the fledgling 
venture is becoming an intellectual home 
for women and men from the HBS faculty 
who want to understand how gender af-
fects organizations’ operations—and in-
dividuals’ trajectories. !9,+/ *. ",*&/3&"-

ing Ely herself; McGinn (now exploring 
the impact on school performance, age of 
marriage, and other outcomes of teaching 
African girls negotiating skills); Chapman 
professor of business administration Bo-
ris Groysberg (author of Chasing Stars: The 
Myth of Talent and the Portability of Performance, 
which uncovered a significant gap in finan-
cial analysts’ ability to maintain their “star” 
status when they move to new firms—un-
expectedly, in women’s favor); associate 
professor of business administration Amy 
J.C. Cuddy (who is looking at gender ste-
reotypes across cultures); assistant pro-
fessor of business administration Lakshmi 
Ramarajan (who examines how individu-
als’ cultural and personal identities a4ect 
their engagement and performance in orga-
nizations); and others.

Since its unveiling in May, the initiative 
has already publicized several findings:

 HBS graduates are an elite cohort of 
above-average means. A survey of women 
and men who earned M.B.A. degrees re-
veals that they value careers and profes-
sional success equally. But as Ely, soci-
ologist Pamela Stone of City University 
of New York, and Ammerman reported, 
although “about 50 percent to 60 percent 
of men across the three generations [said] 
they were ‘extremely satisfied’ or ‘very sat-
isfied’ with their experiences of meaning-
ful work, professional accomplishments, 
opportunities for career growth, and com-
patibility of work and personal life, only 40 
percent to 50 percent of women were simi-
larly satisfied on the same dimensions.”

 A survey of 24 developed nations, led 
by McGinn, revealed that—far from being 
harmed—women whose mothers worked 
outside the home are themselves more 
likely to work, assume greater professional 
responsibilities, and achieve higher earn-
ings than women whose mothers were at 
home full time.

 And although women’s under-repre-
sentation in the most senior ranks of busi-
ness leadership is often attributed to the 
lack of “family-friendly” workplace poli-
cies, an in-depth analysis of a consulting 
firm, co-conducted by Ely, pointed to a 
more intractable problem: a culture of be-
ing at work or on call around the clock—
the new norm in lucrative professions like 
law, finance, and consulting, and one that 
firms are loath to restrain. Both men and 
women su4er in these cultures, but women 
are more likely to avail themselves of part-
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