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By NURIA CHINCHILLA and ESTHER JIMÉNEZ

WOMEN MEAN BUSINESS

M ichelle, a financial analyst at a 
leading multinational, thought 
she was doing everything right. 
During her 10 years with the com-

pany, she had worked to develop her leadership 
skills, received excellent performance evalua-
tions and let management know she was inter-
ested in advancement opportunities. Despite 
this, she kept being passed over for more senior 
roles. Frustrated, she wondered if she would for-
ever be stuck in a professional holding pattern.

Unfortunately, Michelle’s situation is far 
from unique. Even though half of middle man-
agement positions are held by women, most 
will remain there, mired in the middle. In S&P 

500 firms, a quarter may ascend to senior man-
agement positions, while only around 20 per-
cent will serve on corporate boards. An even 
more telling testament to the scarcity of female 
leadership is that less than 5 percent of Fortune 
500 companies have a woman as CEO.

The debate over the obstacles and in-
equalities that women face in the workplace is 
not new. So why is it taking so long for gender 
parity to go from a talking point to corporate 
reality? 

This article will suggest some of the steps 
that are necessary to ensure that women be-
come better represented in companies today. 
As research shows, global organizations can 
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The future of global 
organizations depends on 

their ability to incorporate 

diverse perspectives in their 

top management teams and 

to harness the wealth of talent 

and value that women bring. 

So why are so few women 

represented in corporate 

leadership today? 

This article describes 

the barriers to progress and 

suggests some of the key 

actions that companies can 

take, not only to attract, 

cultivate and retain female 

talent but to create a balanced 

ecosystem that benefits both 

men and women. 

As markets become 

increasingly competitive and 

globalized, and with women 

driving consumer purchasing, 

bringing more female talent 

to the table becomes vital for 

survival – not to mention it 

being a matter of fairness and 

human values.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

reap numerous benefits by encouraging a more 
diverse, more gender-balanced workforce. As 
markets become increasingly competitive and 
globalized, and with women driving an esti-
mated 70-80 percent of consumer purchas-
ing, bringing more female talent to the table 
becomes vital for survival – not to mention it 
being a matter of fairness and human values. 

A History of Initiatives 
Before looking at what steps need to be taken, 
let us look at what has been done in the past to 
deal with this issue. In the United States, gen-
der equality debates grew out of the civil rights 
movements of the 1960s, when laws began to be 
passed against discrimination based on “race, 
creed, color or national origin.” President John 
F. Kennedy famously called for “affirmative ac-
tion,” which seeks to address discrimination in 
education and employment by favoring those 
groups considered disadvantaged, whether 
women or minorities.

By the late 1970s, however, this legalistic 
approach was under attack for introducing 
inflexible quota systems, leading to charges 
of reverse discrimination. Affirmative action, 
the critics argued, was an artificial interven-
tion that did little to add long-term value to 
organizations.

As markets become increasingly competitive and 
globalized, and with women driving a large majority of 
consumer purchasing, bringing more female talent to 
the table becomes vital for survival.

R. Roosevelt Thomas, Jr., is one of those 
who insisted that affirmative action would “die 
a natural death.” Affirmative action, he wrote 
in Harvard Business Review, led to a culture of 
compliance, whereby companies focused on 
hiring more women and minorities to meet 
legal requirements, but then did nothing to 
develop and retain them once they were there. 
This resulted in endless cycles of recruitment, 
frustration, disappointment and more recruit-
ment, as a revolving door of women and minor-
ities joined companies only to quickly plateau 
and resign. The premise that “legal and so-
cial coercion are necessary to bring about the 
change” needed revising, he stated, especially 
as “the realities facing us are no longer the re-
alities affirmative action was designed to fix… 
Women and minorities no longer need a board-
ing pass, they need an upgrade. The problem is 
not getting them in at the entry level; the prob-
lem is making better use of their potential at 
every level, especially in middle-management 
and leadership positions.” The title of his 1990 
article, “From Affirmative Action to Affirming 
Diversity,” hinted at one way forward.

In Europe, the path has been much the 
same. European governments have enacted 
gender quotas to increase the presence of 
women on corporate boards, for example. Nor-
way was the first and most notable country to 
do so, requiring publicly listed companies to 
have 40 percent of their board members be 
women or risk being delisted. This has led to 
much debate and similar doubts over whether 
government-imposed quotas genuinely move 
the needle on equality, or whether they merely 
encourage box-ticking rather than actually 
tackling the systemic roots of inequality.

In recent years, the issue has moved to a 
broader conception of diversity management, 
with companies introducing various diversity 
policies and associated metrics to validate 
them. Though laudable, steps must be taken 
to ensure that gender-specific issues don’t 
get swallowed up as one of many noble HR ini-
tiatives decoupled from corporate strategy. 
Otherwise, the scarcity of women in executive 
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