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The inclusion of women on the boards of directors of major European companies 
has figured prominently on the European Union (EU) agenda since early 2012, 
when European Commissioner for Justice Viviane Reding called for mandatory 
quotas to ensure the ascension of a greater number of women to decision-making 
positions at companies throughout Europe. 

Statistics clearly show that women are under-represented in the boardrooms of 
European companies: they make up 60% of university graduates in Europe, but 
only 16% of the board members of corporations in EU countries. Government 
approaches on this issue vary widely from one European country to another, as do 
the percentages of board seats held by women in these countries, which range 
from 4% in Malta to 25% in Finland. 

Business is not the only sphere in which a limited number of women hold decision-
making positions; there are also glass ceilings in the world of politics. For example, 
women do not hold more than 24% of the seats in any EU national parliament, nor 
do they hold more than 26% of the ministerial positions in the national government 
of any Member State. Women hold fewer than 35% of the seats in the European 
Parliament (EP), and make up only a third of the members of the European 
Commission (Gurmai, 2013). If integration continues at the same pace going 
forward, Europe will not fully develop gender-balanced decision-making processes 
for another forty years. 

This working paper, titled Gender Equality in European Boardrooms. Prospective for 
Europe, begins with a brief empirical analysis of the state of the question in the EU 
based on information and statistical data drawn from secondary sources. It 
subsequently provides a contextualisation of gender equality in the business sector 
that considers how quotas have been used as mechanisms of public policy as well 
as other national and supranational variables (normative pathway, positions of 
corporate and social partners on gender equality, and public opinion). The main 
point of reference for this study is an initiative recently proposed by the European 
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Commission that would require large companies to achieve a female 
representation of 40% on their boards of directors by 2020.  

Gender equality in the corporate world: a pending challenge for the EU 

Since 2003, female representation on EU corporate boards of directors has risen 
seven percentage points from 9% to 16% (European Commission, 2012), a rise that 
works out to an annual average growth rate of 0.07%. A continuation of current 
patterns of integration will suppose an exponentially growing gap between 
Member States that have adopted some type of relevant legislation and are set to 
meet the target by the 2020 deadline (EU-111) and those that have not done so and 
therefore can be expected to achieve the same goal forty years later (EU-162). 

According to this scenario, decades would pass before all 27 Member States could 
put a definitive end to the barriers that currently prevent women from taking up 
positions related to corporate governance. The stark contrast between the 
individual rates of progress forecast for Member States on this issue constitutes 
proof of the limitations of self-regulation and highlights the need to tackle the 
problem jointly by means of a common framework of legislation designed to help 
women break through the corporate glass ceiling3. 

Many of these countries have developed a diverse range of initiatives designed to 
raise awareness within the business sector and guarantee equal entry to positions 
on governing bodies. Almost all of these efforts have been focused on 
consciousness-raising, guidance and surveillance, networking, training courses, 
mentoring, and voluntary codes of business ethics. Few governments have passed 
binding legislation.  

Private sector initiatives drive progress towards the attainment of gender equality. 
They imply deeper levels of commitment and an evolution of corporate culture that 
reflects the pace of social transformation. As companies begin to perceive the 
benefits of implementing CSR policies in terms of financial, human, and social 
capital, they make progressively deeper commitments to them. 

Nevertheless, the failure of these measures to ensure equal access to all who 
aspire to positions of high corporate responsibility has revealed their limited 
effectiveness. The slow pace of change at major European corporations is ample 
                                                             
1
  Belgium, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Austria, 

Slovenia constitute the EU 11 countries.  
2
  The rest of the Member States – Germany, Cyprus, Lithuania, Latvia, Hungary, Bulgaria, 

Rumania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Malta, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Estonia, 
Sweden, and Luxembourg constitute the EU 16 countries. 

3
  The term "glass ceiling" was coined in 1986 by authors Hymowitz and Schellhardt in a special 

report published by the Wall Street Journal titled "The Corporate Women: The Glass Ceiling: 
 Why Women Can't Seem to Break the Invisible Barrier That Block Them from the Top Jobs". 
The term was used to describe the "barriers faced by women who attempt, or aspire, to attain 
senior positions (as well as higher salary levels) in corporations, government, education, and 
non-profit organizations" (Lockwood, 2004). 
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proof of the need for further concerted action. Although private corporate efforts 
are an essential complement to joint political action on this front, statistics show 
that women in the corporate world still do not enjoy a level playing field.  

Figure 1. Timelines for meeting 40% boardroom gender quotas objective 

 

Source: compiled by author 

In brief, the lack of harmonised legislation and the diversity of national positions on 
this issue hinder a collective leap forward towards a common standard for gender 
equality. Those countries in which corporate boards of directors are expected to 
achieve a relative gender balance by 2020 (France, Finland, the Netherlands, Latvia, 
and Italy) have put relevant legislation in place and the majority support a common 



    Loredana Stan 

 

6 

WP 
01 

EU policy initiative. Another group is slated to reach the same goal within the next 
twenty years. Nevertheless, ten Member States will not reach relative parity until 
2033, and it is estimated that others will need between thirty and fifty years or 
even a century or more to reach this goal (See figure 1). The decline in the number 
of women serving on corporate boards in several EU states between 2003 and 2012 
is of great concern: there was a 46.6% drop in Estonia, a 36.4% drop in Romania, 
and declines of 29.4% and 5% in Hungary and Slovenia respectively. 

The Reding Proposal: A 2020 target? 

In 2012, the European Commission proposed legislation (COM, 2012, 614 final) 
calling for publically listed European companies4 to ensure that women occupy 30% 
of the non-executive positions on their boards by 2015 and 40% by 2020. The result 
of intensive negotiations between members of the Commission5, the proposed 
measure would affect approximately 5,000 companies in the European Union. 

In spite of previous professions of commitment to social justice and gender 
equality, various members of the European Council (those representing Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Slovenia, and the United Kingdom) have taken positions against a possible 
European-level norm, stating that it would constitute both an infringement of the 
general principal of subsidiarity and EC intervention in the internal affairs of 
Member States.  

As the proposal has yet to be passed into law by the European Parliament and the 
European Council, achievement of gender equality by 2020 no longer appears to be 
feasible due to the following considerations: 

- The time frames for implementation, once the measure has been adopted 
and duly published in the Official Bulletin of the European Union, will 
include a two-year period for Member States to transpose it into national 
law. Due to this procedural lag time, the measure will not come into force 
for all Member States until 2015, the year that the initiative called for 
women to occupy 30% of the non-executive board positions at major EU 
corporations. 

- General in scope, the proposal only goes as far as to establish minimum 
requirements and fails to ensure the harmony of legislation enacted 
throughout the EU. As currently framed, the law allows for the voluntary 
imposition of sanctions when targets are not fulfilled, a condition that 
undermines its purpose and that can only lead to a greater disparity in 

                                                             
4
  Companies with more than 250 employees and an annual turnover of more than 50M Euros. 

5
  Various commissioners such as Neelie Kroes

5
 (an EC vice-president and European Commissioner 

for Digital Agenda) and Catherine Ashton5 (an EC vice-president and High Representative for 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy) consider the measure to be excessively 
interventionist. 
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outcomes from one EU country to another and hinder its uniform 
application in transnational corporations. 

- To be effective, any laws enacted will need to be supplemented with both 
national gender mainstreaming policies and internal corporate measures 
providing for flexible work schedules that foster a healthy work-life balance, 
ongoing activities such as consciousness-raising campaigns, mentoring for 
both men and women that instils a deeper consciousness of the benefits of 
equality and leadership, and training courses that impart the know-how 
employees need to succeed. 

National positions regarding European-level legislation  

The motivations for Member States' positions for and against Reding's proposal can 
be traced to the ideologies of the ruling parties in each country. The majority of the 
States that openly oppose the measure (the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom, 
the Netherlands, Malta, Bulgaria, Germany, and Hungary) were governed by 
conservative parties when the initiative was launched. Only Lithuania and Latvia 
had Social Democratic governments at the time. 

However, a convergence of other factors must be considered as well. The 
Netherlands, which is currently against a European measure related to gender 
equality in the boardroom, approved a law in May 2011 that requires companies to 
meet a 30% female representation quota applicable to both executive and board of 
directors positions by 2016 (European Commission, 2013). This seeming 
contradiction points to the possibility that some countries have rejected the EU 
proposal out of reluctance to cede decision-making power to a supranational body. 
In fact, the most frequent justification given for opposing the initiative is the claim 
that it goes beyond the EU's mandate and violates the principle of subsidiarity. 
Commissioners representing the United Kingdom, Germany, and the Netherlands 
ground their allegation that the proposal has no legal basis on these two points. 

Citizen perceptions 

Eurobarometer 376 contains the findings of a survey carried out to sound European 
public opinion on equal access for men and women to decision-making positions 
and the need for national and EU regulations designed to ensure gender equality. 

Although they are aware that gender inequality persists, with the exception of 
Cypriots, Austrians, and Spaniards, European citizens tend to favour self-regulation. 
If it were necessary to adopt a regulatory system to ensure gender equality, citizens 
in the majority of EU countries that have openly opposed the European proposal 
would prefer to see measures implemented at the national level, the only 
exceptions being Lithuania and the Netherlands, where public opinion regarding a 
European initiative is more positive. Citizens in Belgium, Luxemburg, France, and 
Spain are more open to the idea of European-level regulation.  
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Private sector perspectives6 

Like EU citizens, the business sector and civil society have differing opinions as to 
how gender inequality in European companies’ boardrooms should be addressed. 

Organisations that support political intervention:  

- point to the ineffectiveness of self-regulation and  

- call for additional measures geared to foster positive change on several 
fronts in the corporate sector: more flexible work schedules, a revamping of 
personnel recruitment processes, a greater availability of training courses, 
and the implementation of other remedial measures. They also assert that 
public sector social services should be improved to ensure that the 
operating hours of public day care facilities coincide with work schedules 
and more support is available for the elderly and handicapped, and also call 
for reinsertion programmes for women who take maternity leaves and more 
public awareness campaigns that address gender inequality. 

The discourse of those against gender quotas closely follows lines set out in the 
positions of governments that oppose the initiative. This group maintains that: 

- self-regulation is currently producing acceptable results; 

- the time needed to enact related national legislation renders the time 
frames cited in the proposal unfeasible; and 

- if eventually approved, they would be willing to accept a comply and 
respect, non-binding regime with a 20-30% target for publically listed 
companies with more than 500 employees to be achieved within a three-
year time frame. 

Although there is a clear lack of consensus among members of the Commission, 
Member States, private sector players, and EU citizens regarding how to approach 
this issue, all of them agree that women seeking access to high-responsibility 
positions find themselves in a clearly disadvantaged position. This situation 
highlights the need for additional measures that ensure the ascension of higher 
numbers of women to board of director positions in European corporations.  

The polarisation of views on the adoption of European-wide actions is provoking 
delays and broadening the gap between the rates of progress made by individual 
member countries. 

 

                                                             
6  This report, which summarizes key ideas extrapolated from the survey on gender inequality in 

European corporate boards of directors is available in downloadable pdf format at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/newsroom/gender-equality/opinion/120528_en.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/newsroom/gender-equality/opinion/120528_en.htm


Gender equality in boardrooms     

  Prospective for Europe 

9 

WP 
01 

Divergent models: Norway and France vs. Germany and the United Kingdom 

Norway, which is not a Member State, stands out as a pioneer in the 
implementation of gender quotas for corporate boards of directors, and France 
adopted similar measures in 2011. On the other end of the spectrum, the United 
Kingdom has opposed quotas and vigorously defended self-regulation, as has 
Germany, where a quota proposal that was championed in the Bundesrat was later 
scuttled in the Bundestag (See figure 2). 

Figure 2.  Evolution in the percentage of corporate board positions held by 
women (Norway, France, the United Kingdom, and Germany) 
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Source: compiled by author. Based on statistics published by the European Commission (2012) 

Norway: a pioneer 

Norway has provided an international benchmark for regulation in this area. The 
Norwegian Parliament passed a law in 2003 that requires 40% of the board 
members of large corporations to be women. When quotas were introduced, only 
6% of the members of Norwegian corporate boards of directors were women, a 
ratio that had held fairly steady throughout the prior decade. The impressive 
increase achieved since quotas were implemented would not have been possible 
without a sustained political commitment, wide social consensus, and 
complementary support mechanisms such as a sufficient number of affordable day 
care centres, benefits for children, and flexible work schedules. 

Not only has social acceptance of this system of quotas deepened over the decade 
that it has been in force; its success has also served as a catalyst for policy changes 
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in companies not subject to the law, many of which have voluntarily opted to 
introduce quotas. According to Morten Huse (2009), there is a strong perception in 
both the business community and society at large that a board of directors with a 
high number of women members gives a company added prestige. 

France: a success story  

France stands as an example of how quickly positive outcomes can be achieved. 
This country generated 40% of the positive change that occurred in the EU 
between October 2010 (when the female component of its corporate boards stood 
at 12%) and January 2012, by which time it had risen to 25% (European 
Commission, 2012). Its success has been driven by a combination of private sector 
initiatives7 and a quota law introduced in 2011 that applied to both privately held 
and publically listed large corporations. These companies have the legal obligation 
to ensure that women hold at least 40% of the seats on their boards of directors by 
2017, up from an intermediate target of 20% set for January 1, 2014. 

Given the progress achieved during the period 2003–2012 and the impetus of the 
current law, France will meet the target set out in the Reding proposal in 2015 – 
five years prior to the anticipated deadline. Without this proactive approach, it 
would have been impossible for the country to achieve the 40% quota set for 2020. 

Germany: postponed commitment 

In 2012, the Bundesrat voted in favour of an initiative promoted by the Länder of 
Hamburg and Brandenburg (both governed by the SPD) that provided for 40% 
female representation on the boards of listed companies, a target to be achieved in 
two stages over a transition period terminating in January 2023 (Holst & Schimeta, 
2013). However, this proposal was scuttled in the Bundestag, where it was rejected 
after a fierce debate that revealed deep internal divisions between members of the 
ruling coalition only months before the country's general elections. 

The campaign platform of German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who won re-election, 
ultimately included a mandatory "flexi-quota" system for the boards of publically 
listed German companies that was scheduled to enter into effect in 2020 (CDU-
CSU, 2013).  

This gesture notwithstanding, the current political climate is certain to dampen any 
prospect of overcoming the country's deeply entrenched gender inequality. 
Germany is not expected to comply with the Commission's target for another 
twenty years. 

 

                                                             
7  A major impetus was provided by the French federation of employers, which amended its code 

of corporate governance in 2010 to require all companies who did not achieve a 20% quota by 
April 2013 to submit detailed reports explaining the reasons for failing to do so. 
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United Kingdom: advocate of self-regulation 

Although British Prime Minister David Cameron acknowledges the existing 
inequality in corporate boardrooms, he disagrees with the Commission's assertion 
that a European-level solution is needed and has vehemently opposed quotas of 
any kind (Porteiro & Castillo, 2012). The United Kingdom defends self-regulation, 
and as a result, the state has limited influence in the private sector.  

This policy has proved to be somewhat unrealistic. In 2012 the proportion of 
women on corporate boards reached 19% (three percentage points more than in 
2011), which is slightly higher than the European average (16%). Nevertheless, 
minimal progress has been made since 2003, when 15% of corporate board 
positions were held by women. Such a pace suggests that the UK will attain the 
40% target in about thirty years.  

Spain: from international leadership in best practices to a regressive position on 
gender equality 

Gender equality has been a priority item on Spain's political agenda for the last few 
decades, during which time much progress has been made. A series of laws 
designed to dismantle existing patriarchal frameworks and respond to the evolving 
needs of Spanish society were enacted between 2004 and 20118. 

Nevertheless, the success of these measures is contingent upon the 
implementation of proactive policies backed by high levels of social investment. 
Cutbacks in social services, education, and health care imposed by the current 
administration have undermined women's rights and severely restricted their 
opportunities for professional development. The economic crisis has been used as 
an excuse to sweep gender equality problems under the rug, budgets for 
programmes that support working women's rights have been drastically reduced, 
and new, ideologically driven measures are threatening to completely derail Spain's 
exemplary gender policy. Furthermore, two years after the completion of the 
Strategic Plan on Equality, the assessments on which further steps in line with 
current needs should be based have yet to be carried out. The failure to take action 
now implies that a new generation will be forced to pick up the accumulated slack 
on this issue at some point in the future. 

Government passivity has had a negative impact of women's ascension to 
corporate decision-making positions. The flagging pace at which women have been 
entering the highest echelons of Spanish companies during the past three years is 

                                                             
8
  These were: Organic Law 1/2004 on Comprehensive Protection Measures Against Gender-

based Violence, Organic Law 39/2006 to Promote Personal Autonomy and Attention for 
Persons in a Situation of Dependence, Organic Law 3/2007 for the Effective Equality Between 
Women and Men, Organic Law 2/2011 on Sustainable Economy, and The Strategic Plan for 
Equal Opportunities 2008-2011. 
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proof of the urgent need to take political action that specifically addresses the 
consequences of the current socioeconomic and political turbulence. 

Spain has gone from being a leader in gender equality reform to one of the least 
progressive countries in Europe regarding this issue. This situation bodes ill for the 
incorporation of more women into the upper ranks of Spanish companies and the 
future of the country in general.  

It is therefore of crucial importance to implement the following five measures 
without further delay:  

1. Carry out an evaluation of the Strategic Plan for Equal Opportunities in 
collaboration with all implicated stakeholders: civil society organisations, 
union representatives, employer federations, experts, academics, and 
government representatives at various levels. 

2. Use this assessment as a point of departure for a social dialogue that 
facilitates the development of new policies addressing the most urgent 
needs and challenges identified, keeping in mind that the landscape of 
society has undergone radical changes. This effort must be backed with 
sufficient human and economic resources to ensure that proposed 
measures are feasible and brought to implementation. 

3. Revive social investment in policy areas such as education, social services, 
and aid for dependent people that are crucial to the achievement of gender 
equality in order to reverse the negative impacts of recent budget cuts.  

4. Continue to push for additional legislation that helps women gain access to 
positions on corporate boards of directors. New laws and regulations should 
stipulate mandatory compliance, set realistic time frames, and call for 
sanctions against companies that fail to meet quotas. In line with the 
European Commission's current proposal, any new measures should apply 
to 500 listed companies in Spain. 

5. Introduce measures that require companies to make gender equality an 
integral part of their strategic plans and human resources policies by means 
of assessment and oversight procedures, consciousness-raising 
programmes, mentorships, networking support, gender-sensitive leadership 
training, and other similar initiatives. 

In summary, the diversity of national approaches to gender equality throughout 
Europe has had a significant impact on the positions that individual European 
states have taken regarding the implementation of gender quotas for corporate 
boards of directors. Those European countries with the strongest track records on 
gender issues have successfully introduced quota systems designed to increase the 
number of women serving on corporate boards of directors and have made 
impressive progress towards gender equality in a very short period of time. 
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In Spain, on the other hand, a dangerous combination of governmental passivity 
and budget cuts in social programmes is irreversibly undermining the progress 
made to date towards gender equality. In order to prevent Spain's compliance with 
the 2020 target for gender equality in corporate boardrooms from becoming 
nothing more than a fading mirage on a distant horizon, assistance and resources 
for the implementation of a comprehensive policy on gender equality must be 
restored immediately and legislation stipulating mandatory gender quotas backed 
up with realistic time frames for fulfilment of obligations and sanctions for non-
compliance must be introduced in the very near future. 
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