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Introduction

Women’s Leadership Series. This 
detailed summary of  the series is for 
all who were a part of  its execution 
and success, including Mayor Satya 
Rhodes-Conway, City of  Madison 
Mayor’s Office, City of  Madison 
Common Council, Human Resources 
Director Harper Donahue, City of  
Madison Human Resources, attendees, 
speakers, and our organizing team. This 
report also is a point of  engagement 
for those who are interested in co-
creating environments for women and 
all marginalized genders and other 
identity groups to thrive and lead. The 
report details opportunities generated 
by attendees to make meaningful 
organizational change to support 
gender equity in leadership within the 
City of  Madison.

This year marks the 5th annual 
Women’s Leadership Series. The theme 
celebrates our City’s newly adopted 
vision, Our Madison: Inclusive, Innovative 
& Thriving. Our presenters challenge 
was to center their material on the 
questions of  “what does an inclusive 
environment for women’s leadership 
look like; what does innovation look 
like within women’s leadership; and 
what does it look like to thrive as a 
woman in leadership?” Our presenters 
came from across Wisconsin and 
beyond, including presenters from 
Indiana, California, and Toronto to 
shape a vision for women’s leadership 
in Madison, Wisconsin.

This series developed out of  a 
partnership with the Women’s 
Initiatives Committee (WIC) to address 
both under-representation of  women 
in the City of  Madison and to provide a 
professional development opportunity 
to address some of  the leadership 

challenges unique to women. We began 
the 5-day series with a spoken word 
piece by Opal Ellyse Tomashevska 
called “Reclaiming My Time.” In her 
spoken word, Opal describes the 
desire for equitable development and 
opportunity:

And one day I’ll be worth it 
Worth the pause and the slow down 

Worth taking time for myself  and applying all of
my know how

Opal’s inspiring words and conference 
takeaways in this report echo employee 
data. Data from the Employee Voice 
Survey (EVS) shows a desire across 
the board for greater investment in 
our employees. In the EVS, lower 
scores on questions specific to 
supporting continual learning and 
development (58%), opportunities to 
develop knowledge and skills (56%), 
coaching or mentoring employees 
(42%), opportunities for promotion 
(40%), opportunities to develop a 
career path (50%) all reflect a desire to 
improve the current status of  employee 
development and opportunity.

As you will read in the pages to come, 
this series has incredible evaluations and 
specific examples of  growth; however, 
there is still a lot of  work to do. Despite 
the City of  Madison’s commitment to 
increasing workforce diversity, we still 
face significant under-representation in 
our formal leadership as data around 
supervisor demographics indicates.

Although we know supervisors are 
not the only example of  leadership in 
the city, we do know how important 
supervisors are to workplace culture 
and climate, employee development, 
and employee opportunities. In fact, 

the MAC/WIC survey identified 
supervisors and culture as the top two 
responses to the question of  “If  you 
could change one thing about your job 
or workplace, what would it be?” 

This data supports that while 
representation matters, it matters too 
that we create a culture that invites 
participation regardless of  gender, and 
that all employees experience inclusive 
space to grow, develop, and thrive. 
Opal’s spoken word piece demonstrates 
that women, in particular, may 
experience different levels of  support:

But it’s the shallowness of  this society that
attempts to drown us out

The shortest distance between point A and
point B is a straight line but women are given

the roundabout 
Told to yield our drive and ambition

Data from the MAC/WIC survey 
supports this claim by indicating 
disturbing trends in employees 
downplaying aspects of  identity, 
experiencing different treatment 
because of  race or gender, and/or 
modifying personal appearance in 
order to avoid unfair treatment or 
harassment. Furthermore, employee 
discharge data also shows concerning 

It 
pleases me to 
present this 
report about our 
remarkable 2019

Alia Stevenson, 
Human Resources 
Organizational 
Development 
Manager
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Introduction
continued...

trends specifically for African American Women. Based on information extracted 
from the City’s ERP system, from January 2015 to June 2019 African American 
Women account for 11.4% of  staff  discharges yet they currently make up about 
2.5% of  total City staff.

We learned through the series that there is not a one-size-fit all to supporting 
women’s leadership within the City of  Madison. This series and data powerfully 
demonstrates that we are not working towards a monolithic women’s leadership 
framework, but instead towards leadership models that create space for racial, 
ethnic, gender and ability intersectionality; that support opportunities for 
experiencing both affinity and togetherness; and more accessible spaces for 
learning and leading. As you will see in our recommendations and next steps, we 
are committed to making that a reality.

Thank you for your willingness to collaborate and co-create together with us during 
the 2019 Women’s Leadership Series. While this report highlights many examples 
of  the series positive impact, we know that the real measurement of  its success will 
be in what we do next.

With Warm Regards,

City Workforce: 3,784 100%

Females in Workforce: 1,232 32.6%

Male Supervisors: 252 6.6%

Female Supervisors: 106 2.8%

Supervisors who are both 
People of Color & Female: 11 0.3%
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of presenters 
were people of 

color

148 people
took part in this years 
Women's Leadership 
Series

respondents said they 
would attend the 
conference again

90%

76%

MADISON
MIDDLETON
MILWAUKEE
SUN PRAIRIE 

INDIANAPOLIS 
LOS ANGELES

 TORONTO

 
said that they left the 
conference with a 
concept of shared 
understanding of 
the systemic barriers 
that hold aspiring 
women leaders back 
and the tools needed 
for transformation

including Leadership Spotlight
25 Presenters,
speakers, Lunch & Learn 
conversations, and performing artists

This year we had 
more  presenters 
from across North 
America then ever 
before

More than 

97%

Quick 
Facts
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88

“Inspired”
was the most frequently 

used word to describe the 
2019 Women's Leadership 

Series experience

of participants 
were City of 
Madison employees

of participants 
were from the 
Nonprofit sector

said the series offered 
content that provided 

70% AND 26%

"Practical 
Guidance" 

On average participants 
rated content & presenters 

%

Most requested 
future themes:
 Mentoring
 Career Advancement
 Networking
 Negotiating
 Holistic Wellness

Quick
Facts
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Goals & 
Impact

Bias: Power structures, sexism 
and racism.

“To be honest, we do not talk 
enough about racial justice and 
leadership going hand in hand! I 
know people wanted leadership 
presentations – BUT, you cannot 
get to leadership, if you do not or 
cannot talk about race, justice, 
equity and inclusion.”

– 2019 WLS Series Participant

The 2019 Women’s Leadership Organizing Team identified goals in alignment with 
the City of  Madison’s new vision and feedback from previous series. The following 
three goals of  the series guided the series evaluation. 

Goal 1: Participants will walk away with a shared understanding of  the 
systemic barriers that hold aspiring women leaders back and the tools 
needed for transformation. 

The design for this goal is 2-fold. First, we want to respond to a request from 
Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway to inform what City of  Madison Department 
and Division Heads can do to support women’s leadership. Second, we want 
to shift the narrative to be hard on systems and soft on people. This approach 
is in alignment with our Racial Equity and Social Justice Initiative, and shared 
values across the City of  Madison. This approach makes sure series attendees 
understand the lack of  representation of  women in leadership is not a result of  
inadequacies in women, and is the result of  a broken system. 

On average, the majority of  respondents (90%) agreed or strongly agreed that 
they left with an understanding of  the barriers that hold women back and what 
the city needs to employ for transformation. 

Goal 2: Participants will receive practical guidance to step into greater 
leadership. 

This year the series takes a holistic and systems approach to women’s 
leadership needs, and yet still aims to ensure women receive practical guidance 
on stepping into greater leadership. A majority of  respondents (87%) felt 
this goal was met. Attendees expressed that they are inspired to act, yet are 
frustrated with their locus of  control within systems to create change. While 
some attendees want more traditional leadership development content, such as 
networking and resume building, others appreciated the new approach.

Goal 3: Participants will engage with a diverse community of  women and 
learn from shared personal and professional leadership journeys. 

This goal is a cornerstone to the success of  the Women’s Leadership Series. 
The majority of  participants (93%) agree or strongly agree with this goal; 
however, there is an overwhelming desire to create more opportunities for 
engagement and learning, both within the series and beyond the series.

equity and inclusion.” – 2019 WLS 
Series Participant

equity and inclusion.” – 2019 WLS 
Series Participant

equity and inclusion.” – 2019 WLS 
Series Participant

equity and inclusion.” – 2019 WLS 
Series Participant

equity and inclusion.” – 2019 WLS 
Series Participant

Barriers: Career interruptions, 
flexible schedules, mentors, 
professional development and 
career pathways. 

Fewer than half the respondents 
from the joint survey done by 
the Multicultural Awareness 
Committee (MAC) and Women’s 
Initiatives Committee (WIC) 
indicated that they had a clear 
understanding of how to move 
their career forward with the 
City of Madison, however 
respondents who received 
mentoring were more likely to 
have an understanding of how to 
move their careers forward.
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Conference 
Agenda

Conference Agenda: Sessions & Content

The organizing team worked to design a conference agenda that would 
align with the City of  Madison’s new Vision, Our Madison: Inclusive, 
Innovative & Thriving. Session design, speaker selection, and the 
overall program curation focused on the following set of  strategic 
considerations to guide our planning, including:
1. Presenters have experience presenting to large groups and can keep

large audiences engaged.
2. Presenters have experience facilitating to diverse audiences and

have incorporated racial equity and social justice into curriculum.
3. Presenters create safe environments for participants.
4. Presenter’s content aligns with the City of  Madison’s Vision.

Keynote Sessions

The Keynote Sessions 
are the backbone of  the 
Women’s Leadership 
Series. Using personal and 
professional experience and 
knowledge, our keynotes 
drove home the City of  
Madison’s new Vision. The 
diverse array of  speakers, 
topics, and presentation 
styles led to the success of  
the series.

This year’s speakers 
included Deborah Biddle, 
Jordan Bingham, Jacquelyn 
Boggess, Amanda 
Fernandez, Brandi Grayson, 
Tania Ibarra, Sagashus 
Levingston, Sabrina 
Madison, Carolina Morgan, 
Adia Smith, and Denise 
Thomas.

Leadership Spotlights

Leadership Spotlights were a powerful 
new addition to this year’s Women’s 
Leadership Series. They are the result 
of  multiple requests to see exceptional 
leadership in action, and to learn from 
the experiences of  these powerful 
women leaders as part of  our goals for 
the series. The Leadership Spotlights 
included Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway, 
IT Director Sarah Edgerton, Deputy 
Mayor Leslie Orrantia, and Common 
Council President Shiva Bidar. Each 
leader was asked to respond to 3 
prompts:
1. What is your definition of

leadership?
2. What is your leadership journey?
3. Takeaways for aspiring leaders.

These leadership spotlights were 
highlights for the Women’s Leadership 
Series and we will continue to look for 
ways to elevate women’s leadership 
across the City of  Madison.

“Thank you 
for providing 
a space for 
growth and 
reflection. 
What a 
time for women in our world. These 
leadership spotlights were a powerful 
new addition to the series.”

Lunch & Learns

Lunch & Learns were another new addition to 
the Women’s Leadership Series. They were an 
opportunity for attendees to extend conversations 
beyond the content of  the Keynotes and for 
intentional data collection to help inform 
recommendations for systems change across the 
City of  Madison.

Lunch & Learns talked about what belonging 
currently looks, feels, and sounds like for women in 
the City of  Madison, and how we can collectively 
move the needle at a systems and policy level. 
These opportunities also increased understanding 
and elevated the work of  important initiatives 
across the city that women can plug into to have 
greater impact and opportunities for leadership.

The Lunch & Learns were hosted by: Common 
Council Vice President Barbara Harrington 
McKinney; Multicultural Awareness Committee 
(MAC) members Amy Deming, Nancy Saiz, 
and Carla Garces; Racial Equity & Social Justice 
Initiative (RESJI) members Donna Collingwood and 
Jennifer Haar; Women’s Initiative Committee (WIC) 
members Lisa Banks and Brianna Williams.
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Recommendations - 
Systems Change for 
Leadership

Systems Change for Leadership

Women’s Leadership Series participants are excited to provide Mayor Satya 
Rhodes-Conway the following recommendations to operationalize meaningful 
organizational change for women and all marginalized genders and other identity 
groups to thrive and lead within the City of  Madison.

The Structure, Rules, and Policies that Govern our 
Work

» Hold leadership accountable for promotions of  women and employees
of  color through mentoring, professional development opportunities, and
inclusion in decision-making activities.

» Re-envision the way internal City agencies can be partners in creating change,
instead of  perceived barriers to change.

» Leverage the United Nations resolution at Common Council to end gender
discrimination to create accountability within the City.

The Power and Interests at Play in the 
Organization

» Remove barriers and tailor professional development opportunities and
mentoring to populations underrepresented in leadership.

» Invest in pay and equity review, and develop a plan to implement change.

Organizational Culture, Health and Wellness

» Identify bias and barriers to women’s leadership and recommend policy change
to mitigate impact.

» Research leadership and feedback models that support individuals outside of
the dominant culture.

Human Resources and the People Side of 
Organizations

» Leverage the Equitable Hiring tool to review and update job descriptions to be
more accessible.

» Leverage the Racial Equity Analysis tool to evaluate the impact of
employment-related exams and reevaluate the City classification system.

» Develop innovative ways to seek out opportunities within the city through
skills/competency identification, instead of  job titles.

Next Steps

» Establishing a Learning
and Development
Advisory Team to ensure
learning opportunities
are meeting the needs
of  all City of  Madison
employees. (Work begins
Fall 2019, Human
Resources)

» Updating the City’s
APM 2-10 to ensure
equity and accessibility
in learning and
development activities.
(Work begins January
2020, Citywide Team, led
by Human Resources)

» Creating opportunities
for connection in affinity
spaces. (Work begins
Spring 2020, Human
Resources)

» Implementing a Learning
Management System
(Work began Spring
2019, Human Resources)

» Researching informal
and formal mentorship
models to deploy within
the City. (Work begins
Summer 2020, Human
Resources)
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Testimonials
IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“Wow! This day has been amazing, and has exceeded my 
expectations in so many ways. I learned so much about myself and 
made a commitment to myself, my coworkers and other women.”

“I loved all of the speakers. As a woman 
of color, I feel this series has been very 
effective in showing leadership from a 
diverse perspective. It has been a very 
unique experience compared to other 
leadership conferences I've attended.”

“I appreciated Brandi’s emphasis on 
unpacking our past and how that will 

inform our experiences in the present and 
future. We can't make change until we 

reflect on ourselves.”

“Worth every 
penny!!! Thanks 
to this program, 
now I apply for 
the job even if 
I don't check 
all the boxes. 
Thank you!”

“It was really exciting, empowering and 
it also pushed me out of my comfort 
zone. I am hoping I can make positive 

change within myself so I can be a 
change maker.”

“This is an amazing opportunity and I 
am really grateful this exists in the city. 
The speakers were incredibly engaging 

and their topics/presentations were 
thought provoking. I was able to connect 

with women all over the city and start 
thinking about potential partnerships and 

opportunities to bridge the gaps in our 
community. Thank you!”
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Organizing 
Team

Organizing Committee

» Julia Olsen, PHMDC

» Carla Garces, DCR

» Melissa Gombar, DCR

» Lindsay Bessick, HR

» Siera Garcia, HR

» Tory Larson, HR

» Karl van Lith, HR

» Carrie Braxton, OEI

» Alia Stevenson, HR

» Lisa Banks, Metro

» Hailey Krueger, EAP

Photography

» Abigail Ferguson, IT

» Sarah Olsen, City of  Fitchburg

Series Support

» Harper Donahue, HR

» Erin Hillson, HR

» Isis Newman, HR

» Brad Wollmann, HR

» Chris Lemay, Finance

» Mike Quieto, Finance

Speakers & Facilitators

» Satya Rhodes-Conway, Mayor

» Leslie Orrantia, Mayor’s Office

» Barbara McKinney, Common Council

» Shiva Bidar, Common Council

» Sarah Edgerton, IT

» Amy Deming, Water Utility

» Nancy Saiz, CDD

» Lisa Banks, Metro

» Carla Garces, DCR

» Donna Collingwood, DCR

» Brianna Williams, Library

» Jennifer Haar, Clerk's Office

Keynotes

» Deborah Biddle

» Jordan Bingham

» Jacquelyn Boggess

» Amanda Fernandez

» Brandi Grayson

» Tania Ibarra

» Sagashus Levingston

» Sabrina Madison

» Carolina Morgan

» Adia Smith

» Denise Thomas



Conference Attendees
Thank you for taking this journey with us, we know time 

is your greatest resource and we are honored that you 
trusted us with that precious gift!

– Human Resources
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