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Companies with a higher proportion of women in top management may 
perform better�

�Women Matter� is a study conducted by McKinsey & Company as part of its global 

partnership with the Women�s Forum for the Economy & Society. 
The study suggests that the companies where women are most strongly represented 

at board or top-management level are also the companies that perform best.

Con�rming the existence of the gender gap � most notably in the composition of 

corporate management bodies � the McKinsey study offers fact-based insights 

into the importance for companies of fostering the development of women in the 

business arena, so that a greater number attain positions of high responsibility. 

Finally, building on these insights and observations, and highlighting the main 

barriers to female representation on management bodies, this study seeks to begin 

the practical debate of how to make the transition from awareness of the situation 

to the implementation of change.

Are women the future of business? The question is open �
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It is widely recognized that women are still 
under-represented in European business, 
both in number and in status, but has the 
sheer size of the gender gap in management 
been truly grasped?

 
Known disparities� 

Although women account for 55% of 
university graduates in Europe1, they are 
a smaller part of the labour market: their 
employment rate is 21% lower than that of 
men2. There are also signi�cant disparities 
in their levels of responsibility and in their 
paychecks: according to the European 

Commission, the 
average wage 
gap between men 
and women is as 

high as 15%3. Women are also less likely to 
have full-time jobs: 33% of women work 
part-time, compared to 7% of men3.

The disparities are wider in the private 
sector than in the public sector. In France�s 
private sector, only 42% of workers are 
women4, against 58% in the public sector, 
and the pay gap is generally wider (19% as 
opposed to 14% in the public sector).

 
The difference is even more striking 
in top management positions 
and on boards

Within companies, women are particu-
larly under-represented in management 
and decision-
making roles: in 
Europe, they rep-
resent on aver-
age just 11% of 
the membership 
of the governing bodies of listed compa-
nies5 (Exhibit 1).

The situation varies greatly from 
one European country to another: in 
Norway, women hold more than 32% 
of top executive jobs, against just 1% in 
Luxembourg. More generally speaking, 
gender diversity is stronger in Northern 
and Eastern Europe than in the South or 
in Germany. And despite being at the top 
of the class, Norway and Sweden are still a 
long way from achieving gender parity.

The employment rate for women 
is 21% lower than for men

In Europe, women represent 
only 11% of the membership 
of the governing bodies of listed 
companies

As things stand, 
change will come 
only very slowly

Too few 

women
in business:
a persistent 
reality

�Thirty years ago, we would never have 
thought that there would be so few women 
in the boardrooms�

� Chairwoman of the board of a holding
of an international company
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Exhibit 1
Women represent only 11% of the membership of governing bodies of listed companies in Europe

* European statistics on the top 50 listed companies per country in 2006
Source: European Commission

EU average: 11% women

Spain

Exhibit 1
Women represent only 11% of the membership of governing bodies of listed companies in Europe
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Exhibit 2
The increase in the number of female graduates will have a limited impact on diversity

2005

2035***
France

58 %

11 %

Germany 

* Female graduates with the equivalent of a masterôs degree
** European Commission statistics on the top 50 listed companies per country

*** Extrapolation based on trends 1975ï2005
**** Female graduates with the equivalent of a masterôs degree in economics, law or sciences, or from the Grandes Ecoles and MBA programs

Source: OECD; national statistics; Eurostat; European Commission; McKinsey; data from French institutions
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Female graduate trajectories

Even if these projections are applied only to
the academic channels that traditionally produce 
company managers****, the proportion of women 

on management boards in France would still 
only reach 16% in 2035
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Exhibit 2
The increase in the number of female graduates will have a limited impact on diversity

Natural growth in the number 
of women graduates is insuf�cient 
to bring about change

Gender inequality continues to exist in 
management functions, and the increase in 
the number of female university graduates 
will not itself be suf�cient to close the 
gap. As shown by the linear projection 
of the historic trends in numbers of 
women graduates applied to women�s 
representation in top management 
positions, unless the current rules of 
the promotion system are changed, the 
growth in female graduate numbers will 
have a very marginal impact on women�s 
representation on governing bodies. In 
Spain, for example, volume alone would 

merely raise the proportion of women 
in top executive positions from 4% in 
2005 to 8% by 2035 (Exhibit 2). Even 
if these projections are applied only to 
the academic channels that traditionally 
produce company managers (MBAs and 
engineering schools, for example), the 
gain in France would amount to just 
8 percentage points by 2035, with the 
proportion of female top executives rising 
from 8% to 16%.

In essence, unless we address the root 
causes of the problem, the notorious 
�glass ceiling� will stay �rmly in place, 
and women�s participation in corporate 
leadership over the next 30 years will 
remain low.
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* Sweden, Norway, Finland, Germany, Belgium, UK, Latvia, France, Estonia, Hungary, Slovenia, Lithuania, Poland, Spain, Italy
Source: Eurostat

4:11

4:32

4:15

4:45

5:20

4:29

4:55

4:30

3:47

3:42

2:18

1:35

1:37

2:22

2:22

2:18

2:38

2:21

2:22

2:29

Exhibit 3
European women devote on average twice as much time as men to domestic tasks
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Exhibit 3
European women devote on average twice as much time as men to domestic tasks

To gain an understanding of the main 
barriers that prevent women achieving 
top-management positions, we collated 
�ndings from the many studies in this area 
and interviewed more than 50 company 
CEOs, men and women, throughout 
Europe. 

It emerges from this research that 
while social policies can be more or less 
favourable to women�s employment, 
corporate models � historically designed 
by men � form the pillars on which the 
glass ceiling is supported. 

 
The �anytime, anywhere� performance 
model, irreconcilable with women�s 
double burden

The �double burden� syndrome � the 
combination of work and domestic 
responsibilities � weighs heavily. Women 
remain at the centre of family life, with 
all the attendant constraints (maternity, 
child-rearing, organising family life, care 
of the elderly, etc). The impact of the 

constraints may vary from one country 
to another, depending on the support 
offered (infrastructures such as day-
care centres, tax policies that encourage 
women�s participation in the labour force, 
etc.), but on average European women 
continue to devote twice as much time as 
men to domestic tasks: 4 hours and 29 
minutes a day, compared with 2 hours 
and 18 minutes for the men in our sample6  

(Exhibit 3). 

The question arises of how compatible 
the double burden � which is currently 
inherent in our model of society � is 
with the demands associated with senior 
management. The dominant model in the 
business world (or the one perceived as 
such) equates leadership with unfailing 
availability and total geographical mobility 
at all times (�anytime, anywhere�). The 
model also presupposes a linear career 
path, with no space for career breaks or 
the rejection of a geographical mobility 
offer.

A model which remains 
predominantly male-oriented

�The �rst question I am always asked by 
women students is how I manage to balance 
my private and professional life� 

� Chairwoman of a media group
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70% of female respondents rate 
their own performance as equivalent 
to that of their co-worker while 70% 
of men rate themselves higher than 

their co-workers

This dominant model is felt by women to 
be the main barrier to career advancement 
and success, because it cannot be reconciled 
with the double burden. For example, 
maternity leave and reduced mobility are 
seen as serious handicaps: in the US, 62% 
of women perceive family or personal 
obligations as an obstacle to promotion7. 
Fully 96% of female graduates from 
France�s elite grandes Øcoles believe that 
having children, or being of child-bearing 
age, is a real or perceived barrier for 
employers8.

 
Mastering male codes as the only way 
to rise through the ranks

The predominance of the masculine model 
for �upward mobility� is a further barrier 
to women�s participation in corporate 
governance bodies: it requires a greater 
effort of adaptation for women to be more 
assertive in making their way to the top.

The interviews we conducted show, among 
other things, that one of the keys to suc-
cess lies in the ability to promote oneself 

and to be asser-
tive about one�s 
performance and 
ambitions. Wom-
en, it appears, 
tend to minimise 
their own contri-

bution, as a survey of MBA students9 sug-
gests: 70% of female respondents rate their 
own performance as equivalent to that of 
their co-workers, while 70% of men rate 
themselves higher than their co-workers.

If women are thus less naturally inclined 
than men to recognise � and appreciate � 
their own performance, it is probably more 
dif�cult for them to assert their talents 
and gain recognition in the company, and 
hence to capture every opportunity for 
promotion.

An added �nal handicap is that it appears 
harder for women to �nd a mentor. 
According to a Catalyst10 study of MBA 
graduates, only 33% of the women 
interviewed said that it was easy to 
�nd a mentor, compared with 42% of 
men. And yet, 61%11 of women see the 
lack of mentoring as a barrier to career 
development, as opposed to 31% of men.

All these facts underscore the dif�culty that 
women experience in applying the levers 
of in-company promotion with the same 
effectiveness as their male counterparts. 

In addition to these barriers, there are 
also psychological obstacles: women�s 
dif�culty in identifying with success, and 
their lesser ambition, which combined 
with a greater focus on their families, 
seem to lead many women to opt out of 
a business career.

In a male-dominated environment, in 
which women �nd it dif�cult to achieve 
positions that �t with their constraints, 
we have endeavoured to understand to 
what extent women�s readiness to opt out 
from success may account for their relative 
absence in managerial functions. 

  
Dif�culty in identifying with success 

A third major barrier that has emerged 
from our research involves the dif�culty 
women have in identifying with success, 
which appears to hamper their profes-
sional development. The absence of female 

�When, for personal reasons, I declined the 
top job in an overseas branch, I was told I 
was excluding myself from the system. It was 
seen as career suicide�

� Head of marketing, French subsidiary 
of a leading European bank 

Women�s ambitions restrained 
by an acute awareness 

of barriers 

�On the same project, the men will 
demonstrate 100% ambition even if they only 
have 50% of the required skills, whereas the 
women will be concerned about only having 
80% of the required skills�

� Board member of a banking group
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role models � seen as a barrier by 64% of 
women in the US11 � is compounded by a 

heightened per-
ception of the 
dif�culty of 
achieving success 
in today�s busi-

ness environment. In France for instance, 
77% of women believe their career devel-
opment faces barriers, a perception shared 
by 49% of men12. 

 
Lower ambitions 

Perhaps because of their perception of these 
barriers, women seem to have lower pro-
fessional ambitions than men. In fact, 48% 
of men � according to a Harvard Business 

Review survey13 
� see themselves 
as �extremely or 
very ambitious�, 
while only 35% 

of women have a comparable self-image. 
Furthermore, only 15% of highly quali-

�ed women aspire to positions of power, 
against an average of 27% of men.

 
Opting out: a real and serious reason 
for the gender gap in top management

Ultimately, �opting out� � a voluntary 
decision to discontinue one�s career � is 
both the result of the barriers identi�ed 
and an additional cause of the shortfall 
of women in corporate executive bodies. 
Among the US college graduates surveyed 
by Harvard Business Review13, 37% of 
the women voluntarily stopped working 
at some point in their career, against 24% 
of the men. One of the main reasons put 
forward by these women were the need 
to spend more time with their family 
(mentioned by 45%) (Exhibit 4). An even 
greater cause for concern is that out of the 
93% of women who have taken career 
breaks and intended to get back to work, 
only 74% have managed to do so, and 
only 40% have found full-time work.

Exhibit 4
Career breaks for women are mainly motivated by the need to spend more time with family

Need more time for 
the children

* Survey of 2,443 women and 653 men in the US, ages 28 to 55, who obtained a college degree with honours or a graduate degree
Source: Harvard Business Review 2005

Proportion of US graduates*
who interrupt their careers Main factors behind career break decisions

Sufficient household 
income

Lack of job satisfaction

Need more time for 
other family members

Feeling of being ñstuck 
in a rutò professionally

45 %

32 %

29 %

24 %

23 %

Men Women

37%

24%

2005
Factors behind career break decisions

Exhibit 4
Career breaks for women are mainly motivated by the need to spend more time with family

64% of women see the absence 
of female role models as a barrier 

to their development 

Only 15% of highly quali�ed women 
aspire to positions of power, against 

an average of 27% of men 
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Given this situation, is change really need-
ed? Egalitarian considerations apart, are 
there any other reasons why we should 
radically enhance women�s further integra-
tion into the corporate world, particularly 
in senior management positions? A num-
ber of reasons suggest that gender diversi-
ty is a real issue for business, and one that 
deserves to be tackled urgently. Corporate 
competitiveness is at stake.

 
A response to the upcoming talent 
shortage in Europe

The shortfall of European workers is ex-
pected to increase in the coming decades, 
especially for the most highly quali�ed jobs. 
Tapping the underutilised pool of skilled 
women (and older people) could thus play 
a major role in the war for talent. The �g-
ures speak for themselves: if the employ-
ment rate for women remains constant, 

Europe can expect a shortfall of 24 million 
people in the active workforce by 2040; 
if, on the other 
hand, the rate 
can be raised to 
the same level as 
for men, then the 
projected shortfall drops to 3 million (Ex-
hibit 5).

 
Women: a growing advantage 
for companies? 

To adapt to changing social and consump-
tion trends, companies increasingly need 
to integrate women into their decision-
making processes, as women now have a 
major in�uence on purchase decisions: in 
Europe, they are the driving force behind 
more than 70% of household purchases14 
although they account for only 51% of the 
population. 

Even in industries where buyers are tradi-
tionally male, women represent a grow-
ing proportion of the consumer base: for 
example, women 
in�uence 60% of 
new car purchas-
es in Japan15 and 
make up about 
47% of PC users in Europe16. 

Gender diversity is also an asset for the 
corporate image and helps bring closer 
together the company, its employees, its 
shareholders and its customers. According 
to a study by the European Commission17 

Europe can expect to see a shortfall 
of 24 million people in the active 
workforce by 2040

Women are the driving force behind 
more than 70% of purchasing 
decisions

Major
economic
potential

More women in business: 
an imperative for 
competitiveness


