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Research on gender parity focuses on the economic impacts of excluding half of the world’s working-age population 
from participation in economic activities. The consequence is clear: if women don’t achieve their full economic poten-
tial, the global economy will suffer. According to McKinsey Global Institute’s report, “advancing women’s equality can 
add $12 trillion to global growth.”i

Women In 
 Leadership Positions

COMPARING LEVELS OF GENDER PARITY
Women’s representation in leadership roles in politics and the 
economy are significant indicators of the gender parity. No 
country has gender equality, but the countries with the best 
gender parity are the Nordic European countries as shown by 
the studies of the UNDP (United Nation Development Pro-
gramme), OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development), World Economic Forum, and Catalyst. Having a 
comparative understanding of women in leadership positions in 
the United States and some Nordic countries provides a good 
starting point for gender parity discussions in the U.S.

IMPROVING PARTICIPATION LEVELS
Improving gender parity in the economy and politics can 
begin with questions that probe the context of current levels 
of women participation in the workforce and politics and that 
identify barriers and opportunities. For example,
•	 What would make leadership positions more attractive 

to women?
•	 How can more women be encouraged to apply for leader-

ship positions? 
•	 What barriers exist in each society for women to hold lead-

ership positions, and what can be done to remove them?

The higher participation of women in politics and 
the economy in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark 
compared to the U.S. might be due to those coun-
tries’ existing supportive programs and regulations, 
such as childcare assistance, additional income 
for working mothers, paid parental leave, oblig-
atory and voluntary gender quotas in public 
and private entities, and targeted subsidies to 
female businesses. That being said, the level of 
women participation in local politics and in the pri-
vate sector still needs to increase in these countries. 

•	 What role can current leaders play to help 
shepherd this effort?

•	 How do the kinds of “course corrections” 
differ by age group?

•	 What kinds of initiatives will facilitate network-
ing and learning about this issue?

•	 How can technology be used to enhance the 
discussions and the sharing and networking?

•	 	What milestones or benchmarks can be set to 
measure progress?
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