GENDER REPORT 2016
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT
CORPORATE GENDER QUOTAS IN THE EU

Why the EU Labor Market Needs Women
working in
60% ofthewomen
European labor
market

77% men

Let us begin with the good news: there
are now a record number of women
working in the European labor market:
almost 60%.1 We have come a long
way...but the quest for equality in the
labor market is far from over.
This 60% is still below the portion of
men in the workforce (75.6%), and
those women who do work are still
more likely than men to work part
time.2 Equality and feminism aside,
this is not exactly beneficial for the
economy. Less women in the workforce means less total population contributing to the economy – less
productivity. If there were
equal numbers of each
If
gender in the workforce,

assuming that led to equally productive contributions from each gender
group, Europe's GDP could grow by as
much as 27%.1 However, the gains
from equal representation might even
be greater: 59% (so more than half) of
the students set to graduate from Europe's higher institutions of learning
are women.1 Furthermore, in Belgium,
at least, it has been found that female
students often outperform their male
counterparts.3 That's a lot of potential
productivity being missed.
This disparity in representation also
means that women are underrepresented in decision-making processes,
in politics and corporations alike. In
perhaps the two most important sectors influencing global and human development, women are underrepresented. Although the need for women
in the workforce has been recognized
– also because they often provide a
different, necessary perspective4 and
speak for (and can speak to) audiences
that would not otherwise be reached
or spoken for – we have not reached a
state of equality just yet. This is especially true in the corporate boardroom.

there were equal numbers of each
gender in the workforce, assuming that led
to equally productive contributions from
each gender group, Europe's GDP could
grow by as much as 27%.

Why Quotas?
Gender parity has been improving,
though – more recently at a faster
rate: between 2003 and 2010, the percentage of women sitting on European
boards of directors went from 8.5% to
11.9% – increasing just 3.4 points over
seven years; in the three years between the Octobers of 2010 and 2013,
however, this rate quadrupled. The average female representation on corporate boards is now 17.8%.5 This is still
far from 50/50, but a noticeable improvement.
Female representation on corporate boards (2003 – 2016)

9%

12%

18%

So, what happened? What changed? In
one word: quotas. Between 2010 and
2012, a number of European countries
– including France, Italy, the Netherlands and Belgium – began legislating
the quota question. In these countries,
it has effectively become illegal to fail
to have a state-set minimum percentage of female representation on corporate boards.

Now on average, companies give
30% of their board seats to women
in the EU

While some argue that such regulations should be left to the companies
themselves, or looser corporate governance codes, supporters of gender
quotas and similar legislation argue
that corporate governance codes do
not carry the same penalties that legislation does. Quotas are found much
less effective when they are not enforced by sanctions.6 Attempts at corporate self-governance in these realms
is largely influenced by peer pressure
within the organization as well as outside pressures from stakeholders and
the media.1
So gender quotas are here. And likely
here to stay (as long as they're
needed). So what do you need to know
about the specific corporate gender
quota regulations in the EU that affect
you, and what questions still need to
be settled in the future? Read on to
find out.

What Different Countries Are Doing Differently
While the movement toward gender quotas has spread all over the EU, each country
implements these rules in its own way, with its own set of rules and regulations.
Please see below for an overview of gender quotas in your country(/ies) of interest.
Belgium3
In 2006, researchers uncovered that,
among the 20 largest companies on
the Belgian national stock exchange,
not a single one had a female CEO.
That, in fact, among all companies
listed on the exchange, only six out of
145 had a female CEO. Among the
largest privately held companies, it
was 3 out of 99. So, in 2011, the country decided to encourage more balanced gender representations in toplevel management through gender
quotas, which had been used to positive effect in the political realm since
2002.
After stipulating that each management board's membership must consist of at least 33% of each gender, the
number of females on management
boards at the biggest companies
jumped from 12% to 36.7%.
Finland
When implementing their regulations,
Finland's government pointed to the
results of research: findings like that
Finnish firms led by women were actually 10-20% more profitable than
those led by men.7

In Finland, a corporate governance
code stipulates that both genders must
be represented on every
board, setting a target
female representation
for state-owned companies at 40%.1 A PR
campaign was also implemented to sway public
opinion in favor of this decision, sharing stories of companies that had had
positive outcomes due to including
more women on their boards, as well
as stories of negative outcomes experienced at companies with 100% male
boards. Many companies felt the pressure to promote females to the board
simply to avoid the negative publicity.

40%

In this way, Finland's government
overcame the weaker aspects of
corporate governance codes, which
only apply to large listed companies
and really only represent the voice of
the private sector, by actively promoting the regulations and the positive
outcomes they could achieve. And,
yes, utilizing a bit of “naming and
shaming” in order to dispel myths
about the "greater" power of all-male
leadership.8

France1
France introduced gender quotas in
2011, adopting a law that companies
with 500 or more employees and revenues above €50 million must have
boards that are at least 20% female by
2014, and 40% by 2017. Any company
that does not comply will have its
board appointments ruled invalid.
However, gender quotas have not always been successful in the past: although there is a gender quota stipulating that 50% of the French parliament must be female, women still only
comprise 26% of this legislative body.
Germany
Germany has previously had success in
promoting better balances in gender
representation in their parliament,
where the percentage of female members increased from 15.4% in 1987 to
26.3% in 1994 to 36% today.9
However, it wasn't until 2015 the
country decided to tackle gender disparity on supervisory corporate boards
by adopting a new law stipulating that
100 of Germany's most high-profile
companies give 30% of their board
seats to women, starting in 2016. As
the majority of these companies are
considered "old boys' clubs" this was
perceived as a drastic shake-up by
many. However, as this new regulation
only applies to a handful of companies, and the quota is set for 30%, in
the short term, it will get no more
than 200 women, in a country of 82
million, a seat at the table.10

Germany's strategy is typical in
demonstrating that the current legislation is not designed to affect big
change all at once, but rather to
achieve greater, more meaningful
change in the long term through a
gradual ramping up of representation.
Though these legislative moves promote boardroom equality, they are not
at this time implementing it as law.11
Italy1
Similar to Belgium, Italy set quotas
stipulating that each gender must
make up at least one third of any
board of directors. Failure to comply
will lead to warnings, fines or forfeitures.
The Netherlands12
Also in 2011, the Netherlands adopted
a required 30% target minimum representation, for each gender, on boards
of companies with 250 employees or
more, which took effect in 2016. As of
now, the only punishment for failure
to comply is that it must be reported
in the company's annual report.
Norway1
In Norway, as of 2008, the boards of all
public (limited liability) companies
listed on the Norwegian Stock Exchange as well as any state-owned,
municipal, inter-municipal or cooperative companies must be comprised of
at least 40% women.
The immediate success was dramatic:
in 2002, boards of public limited companies were, on average, 6% female; in
2008 the average was 36%. However,
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Belgium

companies not listed on the stock exchange showed more modest results,
with the share of women on boards
growing only two points, to 17%, between 2004 and 2009. Furthermore,
the law has had some unintended consequences, with some companies
changing their legal status to avoid
complying with the new legislation.
Spain12
In 2007, Spain adopted a law urging
companies with more than
250 employees to push for
40-60% female board
40%
membership. There are no
consequences for not
complying, but these
companies will not be
awarded the newly
designated "equality
label."

60%

Sweden
As of 2008, 21% of board seats at the
50 largest companies were occupied by
women, as well as 18% of those at

companies listed on the stock exchange, overall. Boards of enterprises
wholly owned by the
government, however, are
49% female.1 A governance code states that
both mid-sized and large
companies must disclose
the percentage of women
in top management in their annual reports. The goal is to increase equality
through transparency.

49%

Other Countries1
Austria, Denmark, Poland, the UK and
some other countries have implemented measures to emphasize gender
equality and encourage self-regulation
through corporate governance codes,
which has shown some influence on
building more gender-balanced boards
in the private sector. Despite these
new measures, there are still many
other European countries where
women are extremely underrepresented on directorial boards.

Getting away from the traditional cookie cutter
executive management teams and boards creates
an environment where corporate decisions are
based on the advantages that diverse perspectives
bring. – Sabine Hutchison, Managing Director

Long Way to Come,
Long Way to Go
On a trans-European level, in 2012 the
European Commission (EC) put a proposal on the table for EU-wide legislation that would require that at least
40% of any listed companies’ non-executive directors be female.13 This proposal did not receive significant support. However, the EC encouraged
CEOs and chairs of listed companies to
sign a commitment to reach 30% female board membership by 2015, and
40% by 2020, by actively recruiting
qualified women to replace outgoing
male board members.12
As discussed in the opening, progress
has been made. The portion of female
board members at large publicly listed
companies in the EU rose from 11.9%
in October 2010 to 22.7% in
October 2015.14 Interestingly, female representation in European parliaments has also improved over the past 11
years, and there is now
more representation than ever before
with 28.5% female membership in the
lower houses of EU national parliaments (in 2015). Still short of most national targets, at the current rate of
change, it will take until 2051 to
achieve real gender parity.15

29%

The European Commission encouraged CEOs and
chairs of listed companies to sign a commitment to reach
30% female board membership by 2015, and 40% by 2020.

Also, improvements in female representation
on corporate boards
have not been reflected across executive positions. Just
3.6% of the top listed
companies in the EU have a female
CEO, a figure that has increased little
over the three prior years.16 But, it has
been found that having three or more
women sitting on a board positively
affects the chances of that board appointing a female Chair or CEO.17

3.6%

However, women still
make up less
than 25% of company
boards, are paid an
average of 16% less per
hour compared to men
and are more likely to feel compelled
to work part-time to fulfill "traditional" care-taking duties (33%)18.

-16%

While gender-quota legislation can
lead the way to getting more females
sitting in board seats, it does not decrease the gender pay gap or promote
a family-friendly balance for mothers
and female caretakers (or fathers and
male caretakers, for that matter)
wanting to pursue corporate careers.10
Overall, this leads to lower earnings
for women as well as
smaller pensions.14
The pension gender
gap stood at 40% in
2014 and shows no
sign of narrowing.15
This has serious longterm implications as women, especially those over 75, face a much
higher risk of poverty, housing debt
and social exclusion than their male
counterparts.14

40%

It has been found that having three or more
women sitting on a board positively affects the chances
of that board appointing a female Chair or CEO.

The Way Forward
This is why, despite the significant
progress made, leadership all around
the EU feels the need to keep pressing
forward. The most significant improvements in board gender that have
at least considered legislative action –
with the largest recent increases taking place in Italy (21.2%), France
(20.5%), Belgium (12.9%), Germany
(12.8%), the UK (12.6%) and Slovenia
(12.4%).16
Tracking progress is key not only for
the all-important celebration of milestones along the way, data collection
and benchmarking is essential to increasing transparency – making it
thus easier to track said progress.1
Also essential is the sharing of best
practices, especially in countries
where the gender-quota debate is in
its early phases. If the private sector
gets on board voluntarily, seeing the
benefits of greater equality in corporate leadership, legislation may not
even be necessary. In any case, as the
effects of implementing quotas, also,

generally outlasts the quotas themselves6, legislation never need be permanent. It can lead to permanent
changes in perception and practice.
However, stopping quotas too early,
before these long-term changes set in,
can set the process back to start.
In its November 2012 proposal for EUwide legislation, the EC suggested that
companies whose share of female
board members did not meet the quotas set should be required to make appointments based on a clear, comparative, gender-neutral analysis of candidate criteria and qualifications. This is
to ensure that appointments, while
bolstering balance and equality, also
keep the focus firmly planted on putting together the most qualified
boards possible.16
Not that there is any one-size-fits-all
solution, but the key seems to be a
combination of government motivation, corporate transparency and active support in the media.

It’s not about reaching a quota for PR purposes; the
numbers don’t lie, having a diverse leadership team leads
to above-average results. We push through the politics of
diversity and help you build a better business by hiring
excellent leaders. So, take a bold step and hire truly
diverse executives. – Kieran Cansius, Managing Director

Further Questions to Consider
We hope we have been able to help you sort through the recent changes in gender
quota laws and consider their motivations (and their results), so that your teams can
be better prepared to handle these new rules and regulations. Keep in mind that the
new quota laws are subject to change and there are still many questions to be answered. Below we have provided a short run-through a few of the ones that might be
going through your mind, and a reminder why these questions are important. We
promise that we will explore each of these topics further in future blog posts. (Follow our blog here to make sure you don't miss them.)

1

Are There Alternatives to Quotas?
National parliaments across the EU are comprised of an average
of 24% women – clearly less than proportional to the morethan-half of the overall population that is female.1 However,
quotas are no guarantee of gender balance in politics, as their
effectiveness heavily relies on the electoral system. Furthermore, Denmark, Sweden, Finland and the Netherlands have
achieved high levels of women in parliament (37%, 47%, 40%
and 41%, respectively) without the use of legislated quotas.1
Other non-legislative tools for encouraging equal representation include awarding companies that promote gender equality
or place women in leadership positions; signing charters to
show the corporate and public worlds a government's commitment to achieving gender equality; and promoting companies
that engage in these practices in the press to, again, reward
them as well as inspire other companies.1

2

How Much Affect Do Quotas Really Have?
In truth, quotas affect only a small portion of a country's overall
female population. If we want to really affect gender equality in
the workplace, we need to look beyond legislation that merely
encourages female representation in leadership positions. The
problem is systemic and ingrained in society, and the solutions
need to be as well. In short: the more overall female representation there is in a company, the more likely that company is to
have female leaders.

3

How Can We Improve the Effectiveness of Quotas?
We need to harness the power of storytelling to show the skeptical that gender balance brings prosperity, on a company as
well as country level. Also, using non-legislative tools (such as
media exposure or governance codes) helps build buy-in. When
legislation is used, sanctions for failing to follow that legislation
may be necessary to ensure it is not ignored or avoided.

Seuss Recruitment employs the art of match-making with a modern twist
to find the most synergistic fit between life-science superheroes and forward-thinking
pharma and biotech companies. Valuing making life-changing career placements above all
else, we treat clients and candidates as people, not numbers. The right match improves
both the company and the life of its new employee, and there is no greater satisfaction than
that.

Seuss Executive builds a better business by hiring better leaders. It's our

mission to help you connect with the right transformative leaders for your business's stage
of growth. We are deeply entrenched in the niche life-science world. It is our firm belief
that diversity is the key to revolutionary ideas as well as smoother global expansion. For
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your goals to find you tailor-made matches in life-science leadership.
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1
The Quota Instrument: Different Approaches across Europe. (2011, Jun). The
European Commission’s Network to Promote Women in Decision-making in Politics and
the Economy. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/quota-working_paper_en.pdf
2
Towards a European Pillar of Social Rights: Gender Equality and Work-Life
Balance. (2016, Mar 8). The European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/sites/beta-political/files/gender-equality-work-life-balance_en.pdf
3
Van Varenbergh, M. (2012, May 10-11). Exchange of Good Practices on Gender Equality: Women in Economic Decision Making in Belgium. European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/exchange_of_good_practice_no/be_comments_paper_no_2012_en.pdf
4

Jones, B. (2016, Jan 21). Diversity: The Double-Edged Sword. Seuss Consult-

ing. Retrieved from http://www.consultseuss.com/diversity-double-edged-sword/
5

Wallon, G., Bendiscioli, S. & Garfinkel, M. S. (2015, Aug). Exploring Quotas

in Academia. EMBO. Retrieved from http://www.embo.org/documents/science_policy/exploring_quotas.pdf
6

EU Briefing – Gender Diversity on Boards: Do Quota Systems Work? (2015,

Jun). CIPD. Retrieved from https://www.cipd.co.uk/binaries/gender-diversity-onboards-quota-systems-work_june-2015.pdf
7

Kotiranta, A., Kovalainen, A., & Rouvinen, P. (2011, Sep 24). Female Leader-

ship and Firm Profitability. EVA Analysis. Retrieved from http://www.eva.fi/wp-content/uploads/files/2133_Analyysi_no_003_eng_FemaleLeadership.pdf
8

Visser, M. (2011, Sep 10-11). Equality in Decision-Making: Diverse Ap-

proaches for Gender-Balanced Corporate Boards. Equality between Women and Men
Conference of the European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/conference_sept_2011/background-paper-decision-making_en.pdf
9

Coffé, H., & Schnellecke, K. (2013, Sep 5-7). Female Representation in Ger-

man Parliamentary Committees: 1972-2009. Paper Prepared for presentation at the
ECPR General Conference. Retrieved from http://ecpr.eu/filestore/paperproposal/24876915-576b-42af-a5e8-55630fb57038.pdf

10

Smale, A., & Miller, C. C. (2015, Mar 6). Germany Sets Gender Quota in

Boardrooms. New York Times. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/07/world/europe/german-law-requires-more-women-on-corporate-boards.html
11

Pande, R., & Ford, D. (2011, Apr 7). Gender Quotas and Female Leadership: A

Review. Background paper for the World Development Report on Gender. Retrieved
from http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/rpande/files/gender_quotas_-_april_2011.pdf
12

Women in Economic Decision-Making in the EU: Progress Report – A Europe

2020 Initiative. (2012). European Union. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/women-on-boards_en.pdf
13

Women on Boards: Commission Proposes 40% Objective. (2012, Nov 14).

Press release from the European Commission. Retrieved from http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-12-1205_en.htm
14

Report on Equality between Women and Men: 2015. (2016). European Com-

mission, Justice and Consumers. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/genderequality/files/annual_reports/160422_annual_report_en.pdf
15

2015 Report on Equality Between Women and Men in the European Union.

(2016, Mar 4). European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/swd_2016_54_en.pdf
16

Gender Balance on Corporate Boards: Europe is Cracking the Glass Ceiling.

(2015, Oct). European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/womenonboards/factsheet_women_on_boards_web_201510_en.pdf
17

Wang, M. & Kelan, E. J. (2013). The Gender Quota and Female Leadership:

Effects of the Norwegian Gender Quota on Board Chairs and CEOs. Journal of Business Ethics. Retrieved from http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-0121546-5
18

International Women's Day: Promoting Gender Equality Not Just Today, but

Every Day. (2016, Mar 8). European Commission. Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/justice/newsroom/gender-equality/news/160306_en.htm

