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Abstract. This article describes the potential use of alternate histories in 

business to promote diversity and equality in organizations. Gender bias 

and the different barriers that women experience in the workplace are 

included, as well as the way in which alternate histories can be created 

as an answer to the following questions: What if women led the world? 

And what if women occupied all leading positions in the company and 

had decision-making power? Alternate histories can be used to promote 

diversity and inclusion policies based on other minorities or marginalized 

groups beyond women to create plausible scenarios for more humane and 

integrative workplaces.
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opportunities, or the challenges faced by women. 
Flipping the conversation to focus on gender priv-
ilege “allows a fresh angle and outlook to gender 
differences in the workplace” [10] by thinking about 
the additional advantages that are gained and what 
would happen if those advantages were taken away 
or did not exist at all.

Men often benefit from gender inequalities in 
business, as they face less competition and are able to 
advance more quickly, while women may be victims 
of workplace discrimination, which hinders their 
progress. This fresh perspective on gender dynamics 
can help create a more equitable environment for 
all genders in the corporate world [10].

This article plays with the idea of an alternate 
history of gender discrimination, turning minor-
ities into majorities and vice versa, with the aim 
of promoting change through understanding the 
inequalities faced by women in the workplace and 
creating empathy by building an imagined world 
where women’s qualities and talents have a proper 
stage to shine [11]. This alternate history example 
could be used to turn the tables on other types of 
injustices and obstacles faced by diverse groups in an 
effort to promote change, also highlighting elements 
that are sometimes overlooked.

2. Background: The problem 
with gender bias, disparities, 
and discrimination in  
the workplace
Gender bias in organizations is a frequent concern, 
although it is a problem that has been prevalent 
for centuries. Unconscious gender bias refers to 
automatic mental associations influenced by gen-
der-related traditions, norms, culture, and personal 
experiences, which can lead to unintentional precon-
ceptions with negative connotations [12]. These sub-
conscious associations facilitate rapid gender-based 
judgments and reinforce gender stereotypes.

1. Introduction
In general terms, alternate history is a “what if ” ap-
proach concerned with “what might have happened 
if some nodal event in history had not occurred or 
had turned out differently” [1]. It involves pasts 
that could have happened instead of what actually 
did [2]. “In playing with the past’s historicity, alter-
nate histories have often sparked controversy” [3]. 
As a result, they are often dismissed as ineffectual.

Nevertheless, “despite the overtly political 
agendas that often underlie alternative histories, 
practitioners, and defenders of counterfactual his-
tory have forcefully argued that its primary goal is 
not that of criticizing or praising the past but, rather, 
that of understanding it better” [4]; and therefore 
understanding the present better as well. 

This “presentist” nature of alternate histories 
allows for a more complete vision of the evolving 
character of historical events or conditions in so-
ciety’s collective memory [5]. Through alternate 
history, thinking about what never happened or 
what could have been instead, people can better 
understand the memory of what did and how things 
came to be. Questioning the past allows evaluating 
what difference the presence or absence of a specific 
condition would have made to the phenomenon that 
is being studied [6].

In this sense, considering what would have hap-
pened if various contrary-to-fact elements had taken 
place has various psychological effects, the primary 
one being that thinking about counterfactuals 
broadens the mind [7]. Through alternative history, 
worlds open up, history is not static, and anything 
is possible [8]. Rethinking and changing the past 
can help people understand what is wrong with 
the present. Exploring alternatives that may have 
affected other groups instead of those historically 
marginalized can make the need for change more 
evident [9].

When thinking about issues of gender in society, 
the focus is usually on discrimination, the missed 



31

C M Montaudon-Tomas & Anna Amsler/ Hypothesis Historia Periodical 2023, 3, 28—39 DOI: 10.34626/2184-9978/2023_vol3_n1_774

earning less than their male counterparts for equiv-
alent work [16]. Furthermore, on a global scale, 
women occupy just 25% of management positions 
[15]. Discrepancies are also observed in perceptions 
of competence, as 23% of employed women feel they 
have been treated as less competent due to their 
gender, compared to 6% of men [16]. Educational 
attainment also influences experiences of discrim-
ination among women in an unfair way. Highly 
educated women, including those with postgraduate 
degrees, report higher rates of workplace gender 
discrimination than their less educated counterparts 
[16].

Considering that approximately 40% of women 
and girls reside in countries characterized by high 
or very high levels of discrimination [17], it is a 
very important issue that needs to be addressed 
by organizations worldwide. An alternate world is 
needed, hence the value of alternate histories.

2.1 The three M’s of female 
employees.
The innate biological experiences that most women 
encounter throughout life are the same; menstru-
ation, maternity, and menopause (the three M’s). 
The first cycle begins between ages 8 to 15 [18], 
while the final cycle, menopause, can begin any-
where between the ages of 45 to 55 and last up to 
14 years [19]. Through every step of the biological 
life-cycle of a woman, prejudices are placed on them. 
For example, the pre-menstrual cycle is seen as a 
time when women become overly emotional, angry, 
and depressed. A study done over the course of 70 
days found that, while women reported having more 
fluctuations in their overall mood than men, there 
was no actual difference between the fluctuations 
of either group [20]; however, the stereotype has 
continued to persist in modern society. The taboo 
nature of discussing the three m’s in the workplace 
has created a detrimental setting for women to at-
tempt ascending the corporate ladder, placing them 

Gender bias becomes evident when individuals 
face unjust disadvantages or undeserved advantag-
es due to their gender [13]. The assumption that 
achieving gender balance in industries will naturally 
reduce bias and close gender gaps has been chal-
lenged by recent insights [14]. In the business realm, 
women continue to deal with the adverse effects 
of gender bias, primarily manifested in terms of 
wages, opportunities, and interactions with others 
[13]. The mere inclusion of women in the workforce 
doesn’t inherently transform organizational struc-
tures and systems that inherently favor men [14].

The International Labour Organization Bureau 
for Employers’ Activities conducted a survey focus-
ing on barriers to women’s leadership. Results show 
discrimination and unconscious gender bias are sig-
nificant barriers for women, with social gender roles 
ranking as the second most-cited obstacle, followed 
by stereotypes against women and inherent gender 
bias in recruitment and advancement processes [12].

Unconscious bias also influences how employers 
perceive potential hires who are parents. A study 
comparing equally qualified candidates revealed that 
mothers were notably less likely to be recommended 
for hiring, and when they were recommended, they 
received starting yearly salaries approximately 
$11,000 lower than equally qualified childless 
women [12]. In contrast, fathers did not face such 
penalties and were offered higher salaries than 
childless men [12].

Despite notable advancements, gender inequal-
ities persist across social and economic domains. 
Ingrained in social institutions, these discrimina-
tions perpetuate gender disparities in education, 
employment, and health and hinder the progress 
toward a rights-based societal transformation [15]. 
In the United States, around 42% of working women 
report experiencing gender-based discrimination 
in their jobs [16]. 

One of the most significant gender gaps exists 
in income, with 25% of working women noting 
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Another relevant notion is the glass labyrinth, 
which helps explain difficulties that women face 
in their careers, which are less linear than those 
of their male counterparts and that are crossed 
by their one vital cycle [25]. The glass labyrinth 
presents a scenario in which obstacles appear at 
every turn because men and women are judged 
differently, starting with the information they post 
on their CVs and the first interviews due to unequal 
demands and constant barriers, and it becomes more 
difficult to find their way through an ever-growing 
maze. The main difference with regard to the glass 
ceiling is that this is not an impenetrable barrier but 
a series of constraints that take time and courage 
to crack [26]. The good news is that more women 
are actually getting through, although the labyrinth 
continues to form with every obstacle put in their 
path, which creates a challenging road ahead [27].

Addressing these disparities and providing 
equitable support and opportunities for women at 
all stages of their careers is crucial to achieve gender 
equality in leadership roles and creating inclusive 
work environments [28].

Biases like these are common in the workplace 
and are supported by dominant stereotypes, which 
over time, have become norms. This explains 
the reasons why the world around us functions 
in specific ways. We have become accustomed 
to certain biases that have become ingrained in 
society. Sometimes the merit or worth of certain 
people is not being questioned, but we tend to follow 
stereotypes that somehow “fit.” In the workplace, 
such stereotypes blind us from the important skills 
and talents of different people, including women. 
Performance evaluations of women in the workplace 
are frequently polarized, ignoring valuable skills and 
traits by making unfair comparisons with others, 
especially males.

Interesting examples have been presented by 
García-Valenzuela and Jiménez-Jiménez [25], who 
have suggested that women apply for a job when 

at a clear disadvantage to their male counterparts 
[21]. Seeing as the three m’s begin before the age of 
the average new worker, which is between ages 15 
and 25, and last until the final years of the average 
person’s career [22], women are unable to escape the 
unjust prejudice placed on them, either knowingly 
or unknowingly, at every step of their professional 
career.

Gender disparities persist in high-level positions, 
with a notable imbalance in the number of women 
who aspire to such roles and those who are able to 
attain them. Despite women’s ambitions and quali-
fications, they continue to face barriers that hinder 
their progress, including implicit biases, limited 
access to networks, and systemic discrimination. 
This issue is commonly referred to as the glass 
ceiling. Women often encounter a lack of support 
compared to their male counterparts when seeking 
high-level positions, ranging from mentorship 
opportunities to sponsorship and advocacy. Even 
when women do break through these barriers and 
ascend to positions of power, they often feel isolated, 
as men tend to receive more support in their roles. 
With a lack of support comes the challenge of dis-
cussing personal matters in the workplace, which 
can further exacerbate their sense of isolation [23].

While not discussed as frequently as the glass 
ceiling, the glass cliff has the potential to be more 
damaging to people’s perception of women in the 
workplace and shares many similarities in the way 
that it makes minority figures in corporate envi-
ronments feel. The glass cliff refers to a precarious 
situation in which a woman, or any other minority 
figure, is placed in a position of leadership where 
the situation is less than desirable [24]. Oftentimes, 
this situation can result in the termination of the 
leadership position as a result of damage caused 
prior to their appointment. In a way, the woman can 
be seen as a scapegoat of sorts, resulting in people 
seeing them as inferior or incapable. This allows 
for the stereotypes forced onto women to persist. 
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20.	 Perseverance/resilience

2.2 The value of alternate 
history in dealing with bias 
and discrimination

Alternate history explores the past not just 
for the sake of it but to use it instrumentally to 
comment on the state of the contemporary world. 
When authors speculate on the past, they are ac-
tually passing judgment about how they perceive 
the present [29] in a way that either idealizes the 
current state of events by showing how everything 
could have been worse or criticizes it by proposing 
a better past or just a different one that makes peo-
ple rethink what is wrong with the current one [3].

Alternate history emerges as a discourse that 
directly responds to and challenges preexisting 
forms of discourse, representing resistance to pre-
vailing political, colonial, patriarchal, and other 
oppressive structures [30]. In this sense, alternate 
history can be used as a way to approach issues in 
society through creative stories, opening almost 
limitless horizons and options [31]. 

Exercising analytical thinking through a cre-
ative method such as alternative history provides 
people with an opportunity to play with their 
knowledge and imagination to approach issues. 
Alternate history brings about multiple perspectives, 
and it can be a practice that fosters the open-mind-
edness it takes to discuss varying identities [31]. 
It is a window to understand a different reality, 
something that might help shape future events 
and even be used as a mental exercise.

“Storytelling and innovation should exist sym-
biotically through acts of experimentation and 
creation. They can be mutually beneficial to one 
another, inf luence our organizational culture 
and help us build the worlds we wish existed. 
Instead of an afterthought, let’s bring innovation 
to the forefront of how these stories are being 
told — highlighting the complex, in-between, and 

they meet 80-85% of the requirements while men 
do it with only 65% compliance. Men tend to trust 
other characteristics that can compensate for the 
missing requirements. Even with fewer criteria 
being met, men are more likely to get the same job 
than women.

When trying to educate employees in inclusive 
leadership, the Catalyst model [25] becomes essen-
tial. It is based on four behaviors: bravery, humility, 
responsibility, and empowerment. These elements 
can be used as directives in writing alternative 
histories based on gender to highlight special skills 
and traits of women in the workplace.

 Gender studies have shown that women pos-
sess important skills and traits that are valued in 
the workplace, although there does not seem to 
be common agreement on how many important 
feminine skills and traits there are, nor their relative 
importance or value. A content analysis of the most 
important publications on the Web of Science and 
Scopus in March 2023 yielded the following 20, 
which are qualities needed in the workplace:

1.	 Empathy
2.	 Optimism
3.	 Passion
4.	 Compassion
5.	 Caring/caregiving
6.	 Teamwork/team spirit
7.	 Collaboration
8.	 Relationship building
9.	 Listening skills
10.	 Persuasion
11.	 Generosity
12.	 Intuition
13.	 Inspiring and uplifting/ motivating
14.	 Mediating skills
15.	 Patience
16.	 Organizing and planning
17.	 Multitasking
18.	 Grace with grit
19.	 Creativity
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requires very few materials that are available in all 
organizations. The most important resources are 
openness and imagination.

Specific questions and ideas can be set forward, 
for instance, writing alternate histories about what 
the male glass ceiling might look like in a woman’s 
world, the glass labyrinth, or how it would feel to 
be on a glass cliff. Other ideas might stem from 
specific movements in the recruitment process: 
unconscious bias against males for being too ag-
gressive and competitive and for not being kind or 
caring enough. The emphasis can change based on 
specific organizational culture or climate situations, 
creating novel alternative histories each time. In 
creating the alternative histories, specific skills and 
traits of women in the workplace can be selected 
based on specific organizational purposes.

4. Proposal for application: 
Using alternate history  
to change perceptions  
about gender bias
For this particular way of using alternative histories, 
plausible alternative history is used as a guideline. 
Changing gender bias towards males is a minor 
event with big repercussions. Alternate history 
is a valuable tool to change perceptions about 
different discrimination biases in the workplace, 
including gender. In this sense, alternate history 
can be integrated into diversity-training programs. 

“Diversity-training programs alone will not over-
come conscious and unconscious biases. But they 
can raise awareness and trigger reflection on what 
may be more effective ways to change processes 
and organizational structures that lead to bias” [35].

“Storytelling uses words and images to bring ide-
as and concepts to life. While stories can be used to 
feed the imagination, storytelling also has value in 
managing change and transformation. Businesses 
can use narrative storytelling techniques to il-
lustrate the importance of an initiative, explain 

incomplete stories that our organizations need to 
tell and hear” [32]. In reducing unconscious bias 
against minorities, alternate history provides 
fresh perspectives into an unknown that could be 
very positive. 

Gender has been analyzed from the perspective 
of alternate history before. In 2017 an article pub-
lished by the Guardian called What if women ruled 

the world?, different interviews with comedians, 
writers, politicians, and CEOs are presented to try 
to understand whether a world ruled by women 
would be fairer after millennia of injustices [33]. 
Some of the answers led to an alternate future 
in which societies would be better because there 
would be less violence and instability and more 
peace since men kill more people than women and 
perform more violent acts. Wealth would quite 
possibly be better distributed since women are 
generally less interested in accumulating money 
and power. Furthermore, women would no longer 
be the victims; there would be fewer sexual attacks 
and no catcalling, although reproductive health 
and maternity would still be an issue. There would 
also be a change in the presumption that there 
will always be someone at home to deal with all 
the problems.

A performance called What if Women Ruled the 

World? developed by Yael Bartana [34], an Israeli 
multimedia artist, has addressed the same topic 
by showing a round table that resembles a War 
room – but is called the Peace Room – in which 
actors and a rotating cast of experts need to make 
proposals to stop a nuclear catastrophe, based on 
positive human skills and the fact that a matriarchy 
would produce a more harmonious society.

3. Material and methods
Strategies for the use of alternate history in reducing 
gender bias have been collected from consulting 
sessions and the available literature. Developing 
alternate histories as part of consulting activities 
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create a call to action for promoting change in the 
workplace. This could involve advocating for policies 
that address gender disparities, providing resources 
and training for employers and employees, or sup-
porting initiatives that promote gender equality.

A brief example is presented below.
In this alternate history, the dynamics of 

gender quotas and women’s participation in deci-
sion-making processes have taken a unique turn, 
with men facing the challenges that women have 
historically encountered. As men strive for equality 
in the workplace, the world of work undergoes a 
significant transformation.

In this reversed reality, workplaces experience a 
shift in power dynamics, prompting a reevaluation 
of traditional gender roles. Men find themselves 
advocating for their rights to equal representation 
and opportunities in decision-making positions. 
This change ushers in a broader understanding of 
the importance of diversity and inclusion, driving 
organizations to value a more comprehensive range 
of perspectives.

Women’s gender-specific traits, often overshad-
owed by societal norms, now come to the forefront. 
Empathy, collaboration, and effective communi-
cation, typically associated with women, become 
integral in organizational success. Companies 
harness these traits to create more supportive work 
environments, nurturing employee well-being and 
fostering a sense of unity. These traits also prove 
crucial in conflict resolution and team cohesion, 
enhancing workplace relationships and overall 
productivity [37]. 

As women take the lead, efficiency and com-
petitiveness flourish. This brings about a balance 
of viewpoints, stimulating innovation and crea-
tivity [38]. Research has shown that diverse teams 
make better decisions and develop more innovative 
solutions, which now becomes the cornerstone of 
corporate strategies [39]. Companies leverage this 
diversity to tap into untapped markets, enhance 

product value, or spell out the reasoning behind 
critical organizational change decisions” [36].

An interesting approach is to create an alternate 
history in which gender quotas and women’s par-
ticipation in decision-making processes is reversed. 
Groups are asked to develop an alternative history 
in which positions currently filled by men would 
be filled by women. Groups are then encouraged 
to develop an outcome of a credible and plausible 
alternate history narrative. What would the work-
place look like if roles were reversed? What would 
higher female participation do to the organization?

Using alternate history methods to raise aware-
ness of gender differences in the workplace and 
promote change can be an effective way to engage 
people in discussions about gender inequality 
and its impact. Building and sharing an alternate 
history of gender discrimination can involve the 
following steps:

1.  Research and analyze gender dispari-
ties in the workplace: Before creating an alternate 
history scenario, it is essential to understand the 
current state of gender inequality in the work-
place. Research and analyze data on the gender 
pay gap, representation of women in leadership 
positions, and discrimination and harassment in 
the workplace.

2.  Develop an alternate history scenario: 
Based on the research phase, use storytelling tech-
niques to create an alternate history scenario that 
explores what the workplace might have looked like 
if gender stereotypes and inequality stemming from 
them had been reversed. This scenario should high-
light the disparities and challenges that men would 
face in this context and provide a thought-provok-
ing comparison to the current reality.

3.  Promote dialogue: Encourage the partic-
ipants to engage in discussions about the alternate 
history scenario and how it relates to their own 
experiences in the workplace.

4.  Strive for change: Use the discussions to 
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5. Solutions and 
Recommendations
It is important to give the same opportunities to 
underrepresented groups and individuals. By using 
alternate histories, it is possible to acknowledge their 
value and to understand that, in the end, we are all 
human beings with the same dignity and should 
have the same opportunities. It is essential to un-
derstand the underlying consequences of privileges 
and that trying to shift the balance towards women 
does not create discriminatory practices against the 
rest of the collectives. Quotas, targets, and other 
organizational policies should be made as positive 
actions and not as positive discrimination. One 
of the key benefits of using alternative histories 
to address diversity issues is making biases visible.

6. Future Perspectives
The use of alternate history in promoting work-
place diversity and fairness in the workplace has 
been growing in recent years. “It is likely that 
alternate history will continue to gain prominence 
and respectability” [23], which will probably further 
its use in different settings. This type of exercise 
can be used to educate against other types of biases, 
for instance, specific religions, races, etc. Further 
research could include empirical studies to evalu-
ate the impact of this kind of method to promote 
change. 

7. Conclusions
Alternate histories introduce a creative element 
into critical inquiry, encouraging participants to 
consider and develop alternative interpretations. 
Reconstituting history in this way encourages 
people to reframe problems and be critical of as-
sumptions, question interpretations, identify and 
empathize with challenges faced by others, and 
develop coherent narratives [43].

A workplace culture where gender inequality 
is reversed would look vastly different from our 

product development, and connect with a broader 
consumer base.

The decision-making process itself becomes 
more participatory and inclusive [40]. Collaborative 
leadership models emerge as people embrace a 
more inclusive approach to leadership, seeking 
input from all members of the team. Transparent 
communication and a shared sense of purpose 
lead to better engagement and alignment within 
organizations [41]. The emphasis on listening and 
valuing differing perspectives helps to address chal-
lenges more effectively and implement solutions 
that benefit the entire workforce.

In this world, women rise to occupy a majority 
of leadership positions. They bring their unique 
leadership traits to the forefront, such as empathy, 
emotional intelligence, and a focus on long-term 
sustainable growth. Organizations embrace these 
qualities, fostering a culture of understanding and 
support that resonates throughout all levels of the 
corporate ladder.

With women leading the way, the workplace 
becomes a realm of collaboration, growth, and 
empowerment. Leadership decisions prioritize the 
well-being of employees, work-life balance, and a 
commitment to social responsibility. This ethos 
translates into stronger corporate social respon-
sibility initiatives, as women leaders champion 
causes that align with their values and those of 
their organizations.

In this alternate history, the reversal of gender 
quotas and women’s participation in decision-making 
processes ushers in a world where diversity, inclusivity, 
and empathy drive workplace dynamics [37]. Women’s 
unique leadership traits reshape organizational 
structures, propelling companies toward unprec-
edented levels of productivity, profitability, com-
petitiveness, and social responsibility [42]. (Post, 
Lokshin & Boone, 2021). 
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current reality. The proposed application of al-
ternate history presented in this article can help 
highlight the importance of striving for gender 
equality and ensuring that all individuals have 
equal access to resources and opportunities in the 
workplace and beyond. Building alternate histories 
where situations are the complete opposite of what 
they are in reality makes differences more visible 
and helps challenge the status quo creating empathy.

Reflecting on the past can offer insights for 
projecting into the future. This can involve cre-
ating “critical fictions” that enable consideration 
of alternative scenarios that might not otherwise 
be explored. One benefit of using alternate history 
is that it supports both research and deductive 
reasoning skills, challenging assumptions about the 
inevitability of history and highlighting the signif-
icance of human agency [43]. This can encourage 
participants to think critically about the forces 
that shape historical events and the importance 
of action and intervention.

Furthermore, alternate history in the context 
of this article can help identify social issues and 
analyze the ethical consequences of decision-mak-
ing. By incorporating alternate history into the 
discussion of issues such as inequality, organiza-
tions can provide members with a powerful tool 
for playing with the past, reflecting on the present, 
and reimagining the future.
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