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 FOREWORD 

 

 

Board diversity is a topic that has been the subject of much 

discussion in recent years.  That good boards are critical for effective 

decision-making and proper strategic oversight in companies stands 

at the core of corporate governance theory.  Board diversity in terms 

of skills, experience, education and gender is considered to impact 

positively on the functioning of the board. The authors of this book 

focus on gender diversity, one of the key diversity aspects for which 

International Finance Corporation (IFC) is advocating through its 

corporate governance work. 

 

Many initiatives have been launched to increase the number of 

women on corporate boards around the world. The reasons are clear 

– to illustrate, only 15.8% of board members and 16.8% of non-

executive board members of the largest companies listed on stock 

exchanges in the European Union are women, while more than 96 

out of 100 company presidents are men. 

 

The benefits of having women in senior corporate positions vary, but 

the following commonalities across sectors during our work with 

clients can be seen: improved recruitment and retention of staff; 

productivity gains; better decision-making; improved compliance; 

and enhanced stakeholder, community and consumer outreach.  

Businesses around the world have been increasingly recognizing the 

contribution women make, and can make, to the private sector and 

are making steps towards bridging the gap between men and women 

through promoting women to management and board positions, 

improving working conditions, making work more family-compatible, 

and fine-tuning their human resources’ policies. 
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Research indicates that companies with a greater representation of 

women in management or on the board have better business 

performance.  In addition, companies with a stated commitment to 

gender diversity through their internal policies are positioned for 

greater positive impact on the position of women. IFC, as a leading 

investor in developing markets, is, in its work with companies that 

recognize the importance of gender equality, joining the private 

sector in driving this agenda. 

 

We believe that the core criterion for board membership is 

competence and we are therefore working with women to improve 

their skills for board membership through our corporate governance 

advisory programs. 

 

We find this book a relevant, timely and well-presented contribution 

to the discussion on board diversity, with a focus on Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia.  While the conclusions and 

recommendations in this book are those of the authors alone, we 

find that the authors have conducted a detailed analysis of the 

position in these three countries and proposed certain measures 

which, if addressed systematically, can lead to significant 

improvements with regard to the representation of women on 

corporate boards.  We would therefore recommend this book to all 

those with an academic or professional interest in the topic. 

 

 

 

Merima Zupcevic Buzadzic 

Oliver Orton 

International Finance Corporation 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

In last decades increasing research attention has been streamlined 

towards the issues of board diversity and its importance for company 

performance. The debates have focused on the need for competent, 

high caliber individuals who together offer a mix of skills, 

experiences and backgrounds within the corporate boardroom. On 

the other hand, the issue of gender diversity has been touched upon 

sporadically and has come into the spot light in last couple of years. 

Even though gender diversity was entirely neglected for decades, this 

issue has become a part of widespread debates for the following 

reasons: women represent the majority in almost all countries in the 

world; women are on average better educated; countries in the more 

developed regions of the world face demographic implosion at a 

rapid rate; women make the vast majority of all buying decisions; 

companies can expand its talent pools only towards inclusion of 

greater number of women. 

 

The most important debate with regards to gender diversity was 

started in 2011 by Commissioner Reding who made gender equality 

one of her top priorities. At that point in time she called all publicly 

listed companies within the EU to sign the “Women on the Board 

Pledge for Europe” and to take concrete steps to increase the 

number of women on top positions in their companies by March 

2012. Since this action created only humble results, the European 

Commission (EC) created a directive on the increase of women in 

corporate boards, adopted by the EC in November 2012.  

 

All the debates mentioned above discussed gender diversity in 

corporate boards in developed countries where this subject was 
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researched thoroughly and widely. In contrast, the topic of gender 

diversity in Western Balkans countries who aspire for EU 

membership was not researched, nor are there data available on this 

issue. This book will explain the importance of board and gender 

diversity, will look into characteristics of boards worldwide, and the 

actions by various countries to increase the number of women on 

boards. Furthermore, the results of the research conducted by the 

authors in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), FYR Macedonia (FYRM) 

and Serbia (SRB) will provide insights into the representation of 

women on boards, including information such as their age, 

education, skills, and the obstacle they face on their way to the 

boardroom in these countries. The conclusions and results 

presented in this book will also indicate that issues of female 

representation on the boards in these countries are similar to those 

in developed countries and the EU as a whole. Therefore, this book 

aims at filling an existing gap, but most importantly it contributes to 

the debate at the EU level and creates profound foundations for the 

policy actions of these countries as aspiring EU member states. 

 

Income growth did not in itself secure greater gender equality on all 

fronts. Statistics clearly show that women are at a disadvantage and 

that certain significant gender disparities remain even today and 

even in very rich countries. Although globalization can boost 

development and spread forward-looking ideas since we can learn 

about each other’s experiences and exchange ideas, local markets 

and institutions often work together to dampen down the progress. 

History has shown that without targeted and effective local effort 

situations will not improve.  

 

It is true that development has closed some important gender gaps. 

The disadvantages faced by women and girls in educational 

enrollment and life expectancy have shrunk most rapidly over the 

past quarter century (World Bank, 2011a). Still, the most persistent 

gaps include unequal access to economic opportunities and 

differences in voice in households and society (World Bank, 2011a).  

 

Education by itself cannot significantly change the status of women 

in a society. Today, a major growth in the number of women 

graduates has proven to be insufficient to effect change. 55% of 

graduates in Europe are women (Women Matter, 2007) but their 

participation in the labor force is much lower since the employment 

rate for European women is 21% lower than for European men 
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(Women Matter, 2007). We can take Europe as an illustrative 

example since it is one of the most developed regions in the world. In 

Europe, the gender wage gap is, even today, as high as 15% and we 

have only 11% women board members in the European listed 

companies (Women Matter, 2007). The figures strongly indicate that 

opportunities for career and wealth progression are not shared 

equitably among men and women, despite the fact that women are 

more educated.  

 

The main philosophical argument for gender equality in all areas of 

life is that it ultimately contributes to full equality of opportunity for 

every member of society. Today, we need to be able to demonstrate 

that women, who represent on average 51% of each society on this 

planet, entering the labor market, are not being institutionally 

disadvantaged in their careers, and that they are not dropping out at 

more senior levels in disproportionate numbers due to obstacles 

they face just because they are women (European Union Committee, 

2012). 

 

On the other hand, the most important “practical” reason for 

mobilizing women’s potential in society is rooted in demography. 

Demographic trends will put this issue on the agenda sooner rather 

than later. A large number of developed countries in the world will 

soon face a demographic implosion. The number of elderly will 

increase dramatically while the number of employable people will 

shrink. With such worrying demographic developments we just 

cannot afford to ignore or underutilize a potential that one half of 

society represents. The World Bank has indicated that gender 

equality would also enhance productivity, improve development 

outcomes for the next generation and make all societal institutions 

more representative (World Bank, 2011).  

 

In this book we focus on women who choose a specific career path – 

women who work to succeed in the corporate world, historically (and 

commonly) perceived as reserved for men. Studies have indicated 

that although women and men enter the labor force in relatively 

proportionate numbers, somehow women “disappear” as we move 

up the corporate ladder, towards more senior positions. In this book 

we want to explore why there are no more women at the top in this 

particular career segment. We expect that women who opt for a 

corporate career are ambitious, knowledgeable and ready to work 

hard since it is common knowledge that a corporate career, while 
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providing an opportunity to earn well, requires technical expertise 

and commitment. Yet, a lack of opportunity to progress can lead to a 

lack of motivation to persist with such a demanding, albeit well-paid 

job. Shedding some light on opportunities for women in corporations 

could provide some answers to why in this category of professions 

we still have a large gender gap at the top despite the proportionate 

entry.  

 

The boardroom is a place where strategic decisions are made and 

where top management is overseen. The board is synonymous for 

the top of the corporate ladder. Increasing research attention has 

been lately devoted to understanding the roles and responsibilities 

of boards across the world primarily due to scrutiny and criticism of 

board performance after the global economic crisis. An effective, 

professional, and independent board is considered as essential for 

good corporate governance in a company. The board acts in the best 

interest of the company and its owners (Kuzman and Djulic, 2011). It 

is the key governance mechanism because it is responsible for three 

pillars of good governance. First, the board sets the vision and 

values of the company and determines the “tone from the top”. If the 

leadership of the company is not committed or poorly understands 

its ethical and governance duties, the company is likely to disregard 

key areas of risk and accountability (Kuzman and Djulic, 2011). 

Second, the board defines the strategy and direction of the 

company. The strategy should be a unifying theme that gives 

coherence and direction to the actions and decisions of a company, 

and to all employees of that company, from top to bottom. A lack of 

strategy leads to a lack of understanding of the competitive 

environment and to ineffective appraisal and allocation of resources 

(Kuzman and Djulic, 2011). Third, a good board protects owners’ 

rights, oversees the executive bodies and financial operations of the 

company, determines the company’s attitude to risk, delegates 

authority and monitors the implementation of policies and plans 

(Kuzman and Djulic, 2011). Djuricin (2009) also points out that the 

board determines the attitude of the company towards risk, 

emphasizing that the board should answer whether the risk is 

acceptable for company or decide how to avoid it. Thus, the board 

can be considered the firm’s most important internal monitor. 

Kuzman and Djulic (2011a) point out that, for example, although 

boards of state-owned enterprises should secure objective and 

independent supervision but they fail to do so in practice because of 

their inadequate structure. 
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Empirical studies indicate that it is imperative that boards are made 

up of competent, high caliber individuals who together offer a mix of 

skills, experiences and backgrounds. Djulic et al (2012) point out 

that governance structures and board appointments are critical for 

family-owned companies. Kuzman and Djulic (2011a) explain that 

inadequate board structure is the main culprit for poor governance 

of state-owned enterprises. Given the long record of women 

achieving the highest qualifications and leadership positions, it is 

legitimate to ask why there are not more women on corporate boards 

across the world. A documented poor representation of women on 

boards has raised questions about whether board recruitment is in 

practice based on skills, experience and performance or on some 

other more important criteria. 

 

The issue of gender equality in the boardroom has been discussed at 

the European Union level for some time, but it is only recently that 

there is a clear prospect that specific European measures or 

legislation to raise the proportion of women appointed to board-level 

positions can be introduced. As mentioned before, data show that 

although in Europe, there is significant representation of women in 

top management positions in firms (usually as owners or managers), 

their representation is well below the level which should have existed 

given either women’s presence in the labor market or their 

knowledge and educational attainment (Sarosh Satar, 2012). Our 

research will focus on the region of the Western Balkans and 

concretely on three countries -- Bosnia and Herzegovina, Former 

Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Serbia -- since we want to 

make a distinctive contribution in the European Union debate by 

providing insights on the situation in countries that aspire to become 

a part of it. 

 

This book shows that the status of women in society is similar 

throughout the world and that change in this area is a necessity as 

well as a benefit. The necessity rises from demographic trends, the 

number of women in the world etc. and the benefit stems from the 

fact that this is the way in which companies can increase their talent 

pools and better understand their clients and consumers (due to the 

fact that women make vast majority of buying decisions). 

 

Results of the research in BiH, FYRM and Serbia show that women 

are underrepresented in corporate boards, that women become 

board members at a later stage in their careers although being 
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better educated and having more working experience than their 

male colleagues. Furthermore, the vast majority of board members 

think that board diversity is important (especially board diversity 

regarding expertise and skills), but that the real change in board 

dynamics can only be realized when there is more than one woman 

in the boardroom. The results also imply that women think that the 

most important skill for board membership is smart self-promotion 

and networking (usually women lack the access to the most 

important networks due to the fact that those networks are usually 

male oriented). In addition, the results show that the most prominent 

and persistent obstacles for women aspiring to the top of the 

corporate ladder are double burden and inadequate HR policies. We 

conclude that the change which will contribute to the increase of 

women on corporate boards should include both a bottom-up and 

top-down approach, because that is the only way to create profound 

and grass rooted change. 

 

In the next chapter of the book, the importance of board diversity 

and its connection to corporate performance will be discussed. The 

second chapter will discuss demographic trends globally and within 

respective countries. General trends regarding women on corporate 

boards, with a special emphasis on women on corporate boards 

within EU, will be presented in the third chapter. Furthermore, the 

characteristics of women on boards, regarding their age, education, 

work experience and skills that they possess will be presented in the 

fourth chapter, while obstacles that women encounter on their way 

to the boardroom will be discussed in the fifth chapter. Within the 

sixth chapter the comparative analyses of measures that other 

countries have undertaken in order to increase the number of 

women on boards will be provided. The measures in this chapter are 

grouped according to the level on which they are undertaken – at the 

state level, company level, societal level and individual level. 

Chapters seven, eight and nine will be dedicated to the presentation 

of results of the research regarding women on corporate boards in 

BiH, FYRM and SRB. All three chapters are structured to provide 

background information in order to understand the context of the 

country, measures and legislation that have been undertaken as to 

create equal opportunities for women in the society, legal framework 

on corporate boards in each respective countries, explanation of the 

research sample and presentation of results. To identify patterns of 

behavior that are common and shared among these countries, 

chapter ten aggregates the data and cross analysis them. In the 

eleventh chapter we summarize recommendations that could help 
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increase the number of women on corporate boards in the region, 

divided into four levels: state, company, society and individual. The 

last chapter is conclusion. 
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IS DIVERSITY IN BOARDROOM 

IMPORTANT? 

 
“The biggest emerging market is women.” 

Andrea Jung, CEO of Avon 

 

 

It is fair to ask from the start whether imposing measures to increase 

the number of female directors would be in any manner damaging 

for companies. While we all agree that any legislation introducing 

quotas that would result in the appointment of substantially less well 

qualified women to boards, or even automatic and unconditional 

priority being given to equally qualified women, would be a poor 

solution (European Union Committee, 2012), we can hardly 

convincingly argue that local, white males, over 50 years of age are 

the best human capital resource that a society can offer to 

corporations. The issue of women on boards is intimately connected 

to the issue of board diversity. Is it really important to have a board 

composed of people with diverse qualifications, different skills, who 

are both men and women, young and old, local and foreign? Or are 

companies better off with people who think alike and better 

understand each other? Arguments in favor of board diversity are 

definitely more numerous, but their power is still not strong enough 

to bring about real change in the behavior of boards across the 

world. This has been shown in the McKinsey & Company (2010) 

study which indicated that the majority of company leaders is not 

convinced of the positive impact of board diversity on company 

performance despite the fact that the awareness within boards of 

the benefits of gender diversity is spreading. Djulic et al (2012) 

indicate that inadequate board structure is one of the main reasons 

for sustainability issues of family-owned companies. 

 

Board diversity gained in its importance after the global economic 

crisis which has proven numerous failures of corporate governance 

mechanisms. Djulic (2009) states that for assessment of board 
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performance it is necessary to gauge eight dimensions of board 

functioning including appointment and election of board members 

and board structure. Although most companies realize the 

importance of the board diversity, there still remains a huge gap 

between good corporate governance practice and reality in this 

regard. Board diversity should be understood as a mixture of skilled, 

knowledgeable and experienced individuals, who possess different 

qualifications and differ amongst each other regarding age, sex, 

ethnic and geographic background. Today, we can acknowledge that 

much has been done with regards to the experience and knowledge 

diversity of board members, but gender diversity was completely 

neglected and came into the spotlight with the EU Initiative for 

increase of women on corporate boards.  

 

According to Virtcom (2009), board diversity is the most important 

aspect in any corporation. It shows the organization’s commitment 

and sets an example for the rest of the organization. Namely, diverse 

boards are more likely to be effective boards and better able to 

understand their customers and stakeholders’ needs. Furthermore, 

Virtcom (2009) argues that companies with diversity in boards can 

benefit from fresh perspectives, new ideas and broad experience 

which in turn lead to better decision making. Djulic and Kuzman 

(2013) build on this and state that the diversity of the boards 

regarding gender, background, professional experience and 

competencies, leads to a broader debate which prevents boards 

from narrow, group thinking. 

 

On the other hand, diversity have became part of every segment of 

our lives - workplace, communities etc. (Virtcom, 2009). 

Globalization adds even more layers of diversity as the world 

becomes interconnected across continents. Due to these facts, the 

topic of board diversity has moved well beyond the moral imperative 

to a new global discussion. Not surprisingly, more and more 

companies find that having a diverse board is of critical importance 

for successful business strategy.  

 

In several respects, the old company universe has exploded in size 

and complexity, leading to the necessity for different skills, 

experiences and insights within the boardroom. Radosavljevic and 

Kuzman (2011) point out that competitiveness of a country depends 

on competitiveness of its companies while for competitiveness of 

each company adequate board structure is crucial. If we look back to 
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just a decade ago, company boards had completely different roles 

and responsibilities. In the meantime, the functioning of the board 

and its responsibilities have changed dramatically, while the scope 

of the board’s oversight has increased significantly. Further, the 

processes by which the oversight is being exercised have become 

better defined and more rigorous. All of this requires a broader 

skillset and wider perspective within the board, which leads us to the 

conclusion that there is an implied need for more board diversity 

(Delloite, 2011). 

 

Nowadays, a growing body of research shows that a broad set of 

business benefits is associated with gender diversity on corporate 

boards. These include improved financial performance and 

shareholder value, increased customer and employee satisfaction, a 

rise in investor confidence, and greater market knowledge and 

reputation. 

 

Let us start with empirical evidence. The evidence seems to point out 

that diversity matters and that it is good. There are prominent 

research studies which have linked gender diversity with financial 

outperformance. Admittedly, the causal relationship has not been 

proven yet. Still, studies support the view that investors should heed 

diversity at their investee companies. For example, studies 

conducted by the global consulting company McKinsey & Company 

(2010) found that companies with the most significant level of 

gender diversity in top management positions scored higher on 

measures of organizational excellence, showed more distinct returns 

on equity, more attractive operating results and stronger stock price 

appreciation than the average of their respective sectors. The 

American non-profit organization, Catalyst, has conducted two 

similar studies. In all these studies, companies with three or more 

women on the board outperformed their peer companies in terms of 

return on sales, return on invested capital and return on equity. Their 

report found higher financial performance for companies with a 

higher representation of women board directors in three important 

measures: 

 return on equity – on average, companies with the highest 

percentages of women board directors outperformed those 

with the least by 53%; 

 return on sales – on average, companies with the highest 

percentages of women board directors outperformed those 

with the least by 42 %; 



 Katarina Djulic and Tanja Kuzman 

 

 

18 
 

 

 return on invested capital – on average, companies with the 

highest percentages of women board directors outperformed 

those with the least by 66 % (Catalyst, 2007). 
 

The findings of Virtcom (2009) strongly supports the results of the 

Catalyst research study, since his own research suggests that 

companies with more diverse boards, especially gender based 

diversification, have higher financial parameters such as: return on 

equity, return on sales and return on invested capital. His results 

imply that companies with a high representation of diverse board 

seats exceeded the average returns of the Dow Jones and NASDAQ 

indices over a 5 year period (Virtcom, 2009). 

 

In October 2011, the Australian non-profit research 

organization, Reibey Institute, found that over three and five year 

periods, ASX500 companies (index of Australian Stock Exchange) 

with women on boards delivered significantly higher return on equity 

than those companies without women on their boards - 6.7 % higher 

over a three year period and 8.7 % higher over a five year period 

(Reibey Institute, 2011). Moreover, the business case for inclusion of 

women on boards suggests that representation of women on boards 

will increase company profitability and shareholder returns (Simpson 

et al, 2010). Virtcom (2009) strongly agrees with this finding and 

adds that companies with non-diverse boards can have a clear 

competitive disadvantage and may be underperforming in terms of 

shareowner value. 

 

If we look further, the Credit Suisse Institute published a study that 

found that a sample of companies with women on their boards 

outperformed peers that lacked female directors by 26 percent over 

a period of six years (ICGN, 2012). In 2011, the law firm Eversheds 

published a study which explored the relationship between board 

composition and share price performance. 241 large global 

companies were included in the sample. It is particularly important to 

emphasize that the price performance was examined during the 

financial crisis (Eversheds, 2011). The study found a powerful 

correlation between overall performance and the percentage of 

female directors (Eversheds, 2011). Colaco et al (2010) confirm this 

finding and point out the close link between diversity of the Board 

and corporate performance. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stock_market_index
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Other studies have found additional reasons which imply company 

benefits from female representation on boards. Yilmaz Arguden’s 

(2012) study shows that the presence of at least three women is 

necessary to change boardroom dynamics. In fact, an analysis of 

FTSE-listed boards found that operational performance and share 

prices were both higher in the case of companies where women 

made up over 20% of board members. Similar results are noted by 

Schwartz-Ziv (2013) who finds that boards with a dual critical mass, 

defined as boards that have at least three directors of each gender 

in attendance, are more active than boards that do not have such a 

dual critical mass. Research by Colaco et al (2010) has shown that 

the inclusion of female directors has a direct and positive impact on 

company’s profits and risk management. Moreover, they have found 

that diversity along racial, gender and other dimensions has been 

proposed as a potentially more effective standard for board 

independence for publicly traded US corporations (Colaco et al, 

2010). In addition to improved monitoring, board diversity has been 

associated with firm value and profitability (Colaco et al, 2010). 

Adams and Ferreira (2009) find that women directors increase the 

ability of the board to monitor CEO performance. Yilmaz Arguden 

(2012) confirmed one of their findings through the explanation that 

experts believe that companies with women on boards deal more 

effectively with risk. Women board members also broaden a 

company’s market knowledge as well as raise its profile (Guy et al, 

2011). The evidence also shows that companies that have boards 

with three or more women have better business results in 

comparison to all male boards (Brown et al, 2002). 

 

Yet, these quoted results should not be misleading. As mentioned 

above, they did not prove a causal relationship between the number 

of women on boards and the company’s performance excellence. 

These results indicate a certain correlation that might imply that 

companies that pay attention to diversity most likely have other 

important attributes that lead to good quality governance, 

organizational excellence and an impressive bottom-line. But there 

are some studies that show an insignificant relationship (Shrader et 

al, 1997; Rose, 2007), while others even find a negative relationship 

(Bohren and Storm, 2005).  In a response to the European Union 

pledge to its Member States to come forward with proposals to 

redress the persistent imbalance of men and women on boards 

across Europe, the United Kingdom Parliament (House of Lords) 

stated that ”the causality was probably impossible to prove one way 

or the other”. Thus, they advise that if this express link to financial 

http://hbr.org/search/Yilmaz%20Arguden
http://hbr.org/search/Yilmaz%20Arguden
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performance cannot be proven more robustly, then it should be 

discarded from the argument. To do otherwise, according to House 

of Lords, would put a case that cannot be proven at the centre of an 

argument for policy change (European Union Committee, 2012). We 

tend to agree. 

 

Still, the case for board diversity remains a very powerful one. If any 

company wants to better understand its market, its decision-makers 

should reflect its customers. It is a fact that the vast majority of 

buying decisions are made by women (including decisions on goods 

like cars or gadgets). Further, if you want to attract and retain high-

quality talent, then you have to look at all kinds of diversity, women 

included. A lack of diversity signals that the board is not trying hard 

enough to find the most qualified people. Further, if you want 

creativity and innovation in today’s highly competitive environment 

you need to develop a human capital strategy which is based on 

diversity and inclusiveness. A more diverse board changes the 

culture of a boardroom: it offers greater challenge to proposed 

decisions, a broader spectrum of ideas and improves corporate 

governance (European Union Committee, 2012). 

  

In the Delloite report (2011) the importance of board diversity is 

highlighted and it is stated that companies should incorporate the 

empowerment of women and their involvement in senior positions 

into their business strategies. From the perspective of corporate 

governance, including more individuals with different backgrounds 

on boards could improve these boards’ functioning. Harnessing 

strength from a variety of backgrounds, experiences, and 

perspectives allow boards to bring a more diverse perspective to 

problems. According to Delloite (2011), board diversity is about 

combining alternative and complementary views that in the end, lead 

to better board decisions. Ernst&Young (2012) agree with this and 

state that there is a distinct need for diversity in skill sets, expertise, 

experience and viewpoints on boards, driven by evolving strategic 

goals and market challenges. Indeed, a high-performing board is 

now, by definition, diverse. Some studies have shown that by 

including women in the corporate board, companies reduce the risk 

of corporate failure. Diverse corporate boards tend to have a diverse 

opinion which is positive for company (Burton and Ryall, 1995; 

Carter et al. 2003; Erhardt et al, 2003). 
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In contrast, a lack of diversity easily leads to “group think”. This is 

indicated by studies that clearly show that board composition 

remains highly homogeneous over decades.  Without genuine 

diversity of thought and experience there is no counterpoint in 

discussion, nor is there real independence within boardrooms. Blind 

spots prevent boards from better fulfilling their important oversight 

responsibilities (European Union Committee, 2012). Boards that lack 

diversity in any of the areas mentioned above may risk becoming 

under-performing boards (Ernst&Young, 2012). If that is the case, 

the company frequently lacks the diversity and dynamism required to 

compete in today’s global markets and one part of the solution can 

be found in addressing gender inequalities in the boardroom 

(Ernst&Young, 2012). 

 

A male director from India, interviewed by International Finance 

Corporation, was asked to comment on women on boards. Mr. 

Jaspal Bindra stated: “I am an Asian who wears a headdress; I know 

what it’s like to be in the minority on boards. I believe that being a 

minority in a position of importance is a privilege, and not a burden.” 

(IFC, 2011, p. 16). The words of Mr. Bindra might sound nice, but we 

all know from our own experience that being in the majority is the 

more comfortable position. If you feel that you are somehow different 

from the others, you might not be as confident about gaining support 

for your position (IFC, 2011). This idea comes from the 

organizational literature which claims that a board needs to have at 

least 30% female members to establish a “critical mass” of female 

representation. At that point, the literature suggests that corporate 

culture begins to shift and women board members exert substantial 

influence (European Union Committee, 2011).  

 

Diversity is fundamentally a governance issue. We agree that 

diversity for its own sake is not an improvement in governance. We 

are also aware that while a diversity of qualifications leads to 

obvious benefits, the situation is less clear with gender diversity. 

Still, we base our study on the assumption that a diverse board can 

only be a comparative advantage in today’s very complex and 

constantly changing world. We also think that a lack of diversity 

indicates a lack of effort to find the best quality people. Finally, we go 

back to the previous point that with pending demographic changes in 

this highly competitive world companies simply cannot afford to 

ignore a substantial chunk of the talent pool. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

 

 

The region of Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, to which 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia and Serbia belong, can 

boast a solid track record of striving for gender equality. Gender 

equality was one of the main concerns and an important legacy of 

the socialist era. At that time, most of the governments in the region 

adopted important legislation related to gender equality and 

allocated substantial resources to secure the equal treatment of 

men and women in health, education, the public sphere and the 

labor market. To give an example - the quality of child care services 

in some countries in the region, during much of the last century, 

surpasses the quality of child care services that we have today in 

many developing and developed countries. However, during 

transition this important advantage has gradually eroded (Sattar, 

2012). 

 

In this chapter we will review key demographic trends in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia and Serbia as well as in the broader 

region of Eastern Europe and Central Asia since we believe that this 

region will soon face important demographic changes which will 

create a window of opportunity to deal wisely with the issue of 

women in these societies. In fact, the magnitude of demographic 

challenges is such that governments will have to handle them by 

addressing the issue of female labor participation. 

 

It is not expected that the total population of the region will change 

dramatically. In fact, according to projections, we could see a −0.1 

percentage point decrease in coming years (Sattar, 2012). However, 

what is going to change substantially is the age structure of these 
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societies. In general, it is expected that the share of the population 

above 60 years of age will rise sharply from 15% of the population in 

2009 to 25% in 2025 and to 35% in 2035 (Sattar, 2012). Women 

will constitute 57 percent of this age group since they live longer 

(Sattar, 2012).  

 

Countries that are the subject of our analysis have somewhat 

different demographic prospects. Bosnia and Herzegovina and FYR 

Macedonia could benefit from the so-called “demographic window of 

opportunity” (Sattar, 2012). This simply means that these two 

countries will have a relatively higher proportion of the population at 

working age. It is also expected that Bosnian and Macedonian 

women will work more and will have fewer children in coming years. 

These demographic changes create an opportunity for these 

countries to speed up their economic and societal development due 

to an increased economic potential. However, to benefit from this 

window of opportunity, Bosnia and Herzegovina and FYR Macedonia 

will have to reorient their policy priorities. Specifically, they will have 

to find a way to attract temporarily or permanently inactive women 

and to retain working women in the labor force for a longer period of 

time by delaying retirement so that the retirement age becomes 

equal for men and women. At the same time, they will have to do 

that without adversely impacting fertility. To achieve this they must 

develop effective family-friendly policies and services which are the 

necessary preconditions to allow more women to participate and 

stay in the labor market.  

 

On the other hand, Serbia will have to face a “demographic 

implosion”, i.e. it will age rapidly and will have much fewer 

employable persons (Sattar, 2012). Its old people, who will live 

longer, will be more vulnerable to old age poverty. To manage this 

challenge, Serbia will have to focus on retirement policies, but also 

on the development of a robust and supportive infrastructure to 

attract a higher percentage of economically active women to its labor 

force. In short, what is common for all three countries is that they will 

have to concentrate on finding a way to increase the proportion of 

women that are part of their active labor forces.  
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Table 1
1
: Demographic Profiles and Fertility.

2
 

 

To understand female potential and the background against which it 

has to be mobilized, we need to analyze certain important 

demographic indicators and to explain their impact on policy-making. 

This is necessary since the trends behind these indicators generate 

the need and define the universe of potential solutions.  

 

Most health indicators in the region are converging toward the 

comparable health indicators in high-income OECD countries (Sattar, 

2012). When it comes to life expectancy and mortality rates, the 

gender gaps in life expectancy in Serbia, FYR Macedonia and Bosnia 

and Herzegovina are among the narrower in the region (slightly more 

than four years in Serbia and FYR Macedonia and between five and 

six years in Bosnia and Herzegovina). This is close to the general 

average of 4 years. The greatest change in the gender gap in life 

expectancy in the last twenty years has occurred in Bosnia where the 

gap has closed by 12 years. The change is mostly due to a recovery 

of male life expectancy after the war (Sattar, 2012). Other health 

indicators in the region are superior to those in other middle- and 

low-income countries.  

 

In all three countries, fertility rates are below the average of 1.8 

births per woman in Europe and Central Asia (Sattar, 2012). During 

the last decade of the last century there was a drastic decline in the 

total fertility rate in the entire region and this decline has become a 

stable trend in this century.  

                                                 
1 Source: Sattar (2012) 
2 Window of opportunity refers to an increase in the number of the potentially economically 

active population (between the ages of 20 and 59). 



 Katarina Djulic and Tanja Kuzman 

 

 

26 
 

 

These two trends – an ever longer life expectancy and an ever lower 

fertility rate in the region, are the key drivers that would force 

governments to tackle the issue of the low female labor participation 

rate.  

 

 

 
 

Graph 1: Women’s advantage in Life Expectancy, selected Countries and Regions, 

2005-10, averages, years.
3
 

 

 

 
 

Graph 2: The Variation in Total Fertility Rates across Countries, 2009.
4
 

 

What do these trends mean for policy makers? The first policy area 

of concern relates to the last point, i.e. governments’ attempts to 

increase fertility. This can be achieved via different policies that aim 

                                                 
3 Source: Sattar (2012) 
4 Source: Sattar (2012) 

   Note: EAP – East Asia and the Pacific, LAC – Latin America and the Caribbean. 
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at inducing women to have more children such as generous 

maternity leave coverage or child allowances. Yet, the experience of 

more developed countries which have already dealt with the 

challenge of decreasing fertility shows that such government policies 

have failed to deliver the expected results. The more effective 

approach seems to be exploring options that raise the productivity of 

younger workers in a sustainable way (Sattar, 2012) For example, 

growth decomposition exercises show that, in most of the countries 

in the region, the growth in labor productivity in recent years has 

been the single greatest contributor to increases in per capita 

incomes (Chawl et al, 2007).  

 

The second policy challenge has to do with the aging population 

which will force the countries in the region to make a U-turn in their 

social and pension programs. Currently, pension rules in the region 

usually allow women to retire earlier than men. In fact, the average 

age of retirement in Europe and Central Asia is 55 for women and 57 

for men (Sattar, 2012). Pensioners in the region primarily rely on 

state pension programs and earlier retirement has some 

implications on the level of benefits. This model, however, is 

becoming unsustainable for several reasons. First, an ever greater 

number of old people create an unbearable fiscal burden which 

countries in the region will soon not be able to sustain. Second, the 

grey economy and informality in the labor market has been 

continually decreasing pension and social contributions to the state 

pension and other social programs. Third, in future, according to the 

identified demographic trends, women in the region will have fewer 

children to rely upon and thus the informal social safety net will be 

substantially weaker.  Finally, since women live longer these 

demographic changes will have stronger impact on them and they 

will be more vulnerable to old age poverty than men. 

 

Again, a logical response to these challenges is to raise the 

participation of women in the labor force. One way to do that is to 

equalize the retirement age between men and women. On the one 

hand, this will increase the revenues of the pension system that 

would be generated from working women; on the other hand, when 

women work longer, there is a shorter period over which pension 

benefits need to be spread. This is particularly important since 

women have a longer life expectancy. If women work longer they will 

become entitled to higher pension benefits which reduces the 

danger of old age poverty. Finally, experienced women have greater 
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opportunities to reach senior positions including board membership 

(Sattar, 2012). 

 

When it comes to education in general, it can be said that the 

countries of Europe and Central Asia have achieved gender parity in 

primary education and that they are close to achieving it in 

secondary education as well (Sattar, 2012). This educational gender 

equality is, as a rule, the socialist legacy of vast investments made in 

education and health for both men and women. However, gender 

gaps in tertiary education are identified and they exhibit a tendency 

to become wider. In the last twenty years there was a high increase 

in gross tertiary enrollment rates. Among women in the region, these 

rates grew on average by 25% and among men by 15%. While 

women are more likely to become college graduates, men are more 

likely to continue to postgraduate studies (Sattar, 2012). At the 

same time, the greater number of graduates does not necessarily 

mean better schools or better knowledge. In fact, a study by 

Sondergaard and Murthi (2012) points to the lagging performance of 

the education sector in this region. This poorer performance 

concerns both the quality and flexibility of curricula to facilitate 

lifelong learning (Sattar, 2012). 

 

The labor force participation rates of women and men in Europe and 

Central Asia average 51% and 69 %, respectively. Female 

participation rates are comparable to the world average. On the 

other hand, male participation rates are substantially below the 

global average of 78 % (Sattar, 2012). Yet, in certain countries in the 

region, specifically in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia which are 

of interest in this study, research identified so-called 

retraditionalization. This is the process of women and men following 

more traditional gender roles in the labor market. According to 

studies, the retraditionalization in these countries started with the 

transition and has been continuing ever since. Its consequences 

relate to lower female labor force participation. The process has 

been clearly documented by Paci (2002), Paci and Reilly (2004), and 

Babović (2008), cited in Blunch (2010). Data for FYR Macedonia in 

this regard are not available as far as the authors know. 

 

Some recent country studies provide further insights and document 

relatively greater difficulties that women face in these labor markets. 

A study which included Serbia shows that women are moderately 

less likely than men to find jobs if they are unemployed, and that 
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they are more likely to exit the labor force. During the global financial 

crisis and its aftermath in Serbia, unemployed women were 4.2 

percent less likely than men to find jobs (Blunch and Sulla, 2011). 

The same study estimates that unemployed women are 2.8 percent 

more likely than unemployed men to be discouraged and exit the 

labor force. In Serbia during the last few years, employed women 

have been only 1 percent less likely than men to become 

unemployed (Sattar, 2012). 

 

It seems that in the countries under study, segregation by type of 

employer exists. The service sector employs the majority of women in 

most countries in the region. In the Western Balkans, the average is 

about two-thirds of all employed women. This structure of female 

employment conforms to the pattern seen in OECD economies 

(Sattar, 2012). Further, women opt for professions that allow them 

to receive more generous benefits and to have greater flexibility. In 

other words, they choose professions which are more compatible 

with raising children. Thus, it does not come as a surprise that 

women prefer to work in the public sector which better facilitates 

their needs to manage the demands of both family and work life. For 

example, in Serbia, 32 % of employed women work in the public 

sector. On the other hand, only 24 % of men work in this sector. In 

contrast to women, men are more likely to work in the private sector 

(58 % of employed men versus 52 % of employed women) (Sattar, 

2012). Similar patterns of concentration are found in other countries 

such as Bulgaria and Russia (Reva and Sulla, 2011; Dimova et all, 

2006; Oglobin, 2005). At the same time, the fact that women are 

less likely to become entrepreneurs or to opt for private sector jobs 

has important implications on their wealth.  

 

The wage gap between men and women is large but there are also 

great differences among the countries in the region. In the Western 

Balkans the gap is close to 20%. Research has not succeeded in 

explaining this gender gap although some explanations have been 

offered (women work fewer hours, their hourly wage is on average 

lower etc.). In addition, the greater number of women with tertiary 

education makes this gap apparently even wider. Such a significant 

unexplained portion of the gender wage gap points to discrimination 

since it indicates that women do not have access to equal pay 

(Sattar, 2012). 
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Graph 3: The Gender Wage Gap.
5
 

 

The pattern of the gender division of work in the region is similar to 

that in the rest of the world. Looking after other persons, raising 

children, and performing housework are the main reasons why 

women stay out of the labor force or why they work part time. Data 

seem to support these claims. According to a World Bank study, 

women spend three-quarters of their time in cooking and taking care 

of children and elderly in the household. On the other hand, men, for 

example, do not spend any time on taking care of the elderly 

members of a household (Sattar, 2012). As a result, women have 

less free time. On average, in the region, women spend three more 

hours each day on household chores. This is time men spend on 

labor market activities (two hours) and resting (one hour) (Sattar, 

2012). 

 

Maternity leave in the region is generous and comparable with most 

developed countries. For example, the maternity leave benefits in all 

three analyzed countries are similar to those in Nordic countries 

(Sattar, 2012). However, the scarcity of childcare services has 

narrowed women’s work opportunities. Public childcare services are 

lacking and some are considered by parents to be of insufficient 

quality. Thus, the enrollment rate in childcare facilities among under-

3-year-olds is lower, on average, relative to selected Western 

European countries. On average in Europe and Central Asia, only 

13% of children under the age of 3 are sent to childcare while in 

Western Europe, the comparable rate is 34 % (Sattar, 2012). A lack 

of adequate childcare services has an additional impact on female 

participation in the labor market. Older women in particular tend to 

                                                 
5 Sattar, 2012 
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retire early so that they can become caregivers for children (usually 

their grandchildren) and the elderly. Most of grandmothers in the 

region would be very surprised to learn that the Australian 

government pays grandparents who take care of their grandchildren 

for up to 50 hours per week (Sattar, 2012). 

 

Yet, it is becoming clear that these informal (female) caregivers 

cannot continue in this pattern indefinitely. In particular, the burden 

of the care of the elderly, now likely to live longer, will only increase 

in the future. Informal caregivers may need the support of 

professionals because some tasks associated with these activities 

may be beyond their capability (Sattar, 2012). Some studies (Chawla 

et al, 2007) point out that there is a real danger of unpaid informal 

caregivers becoming overloaded and feeling compelled to move their 

elderly family members to an institution. To support informal 

caregivers, some more developed countries, such as Austria, 

Germany and certain Nordic countries, provide pension credits to 

them since these are women who had to forfeit the opportunity of 

employment.  

 

All this means that the quality of the described social policies 

(maternal and paternal leave, childcare, services for elderly etc.) 

have a much stronger impact on female labor market participation 

than on male labor market participation (Sattar, 2012). The analysis 

also indicates that there is a need to raise awareness from the 

bottom to the top of society, to demystify care as a female activity 

and to involve men more regularly (Sattar, 2012). Paternal leave that 

must be taken by a man and that cannot be exchanged for maternal 

leave would be a good example of a policy targeted to change 

entrenched and stale societal models. 

 

Senior managers are responsible for the strategic development of 

companies, for the constant monitoring of the company’s 

management and, ultimately, for the company’s bottom line.  This 

analysis aims to gauge women’s participation in economic decision-

making. Some might argue that firm ownership can better illustrate 

the influence of women. We disagree. Women might be minority firm 

owners as wives or daughters but despite their ownership they often 

remain silent in the management of these family-owned firms. On 

the other hand, women entrepreneurs (and controlling owners) are 

naturally decision-makers, but they are not focus of this particular 

study.  
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World Bank data show that a woman is a top manager in about one 

in five firms in the Europe and Central Asia region. Given such a low 

representation of women in top management positions, it appears 

that a large pool of well-educated women is underutilized in Europe 

and Central Asia (Sattar, 2012). Women are more likely to achieve 

top management positions in small firms than in large and medium 

firms as in the rest of the world. There are more women top 

managers in sectors in which women owners are more prevalent. 

These sectors include the garment industry, hotels and restaurants, 

and textiles. In these sectors, the share of women top managers is 

30–40 % across the region. On the other hand, the share of women 

top managers in the basic metals, machinery, and equipment 

industries is only 6 % (Sattar, 2012). Surprisingly, according to World 

Bank data, the country with the most equitable access to 

management positions in terms of gender is Serbia, where the gap 

between men and women in management is only 1 percentage 

point. Yet few men and women in Serbia hold management 

positions: only 4 percent of employed men, for example, which 

stands in sharp contrast with Turkey where 11% of employed men 

and 3% of employed women hold such positions (Sattar, 2012). 

 

 
 

Graph 4: The Gender Gap in Management (%).
6
 

 

To conclude, demographic changes will bring many more elderly 

people, fewer children and a shrinking labor force that will have 

difficulties supporting the numerous pensioners threatened by old 

age poverty. To address this issue each country will have to become 

                                                 
6 Source: Sattar, 2012. Note: The developed countries involved are: Austria, Canada, Denmark, 

Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States, ECA – Europe and Central Asia. 
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more productive, open up to immigrants or increase the participation 

of female labor. To be able to do this, policy makers will have to 

understand why women are in general more educated than men, 

why women and men enter the labor market in almost equal 

proportions, but then women somehow “disappear” when they 

should be taking senior, responsible positions and providing their 

greatest contribution to society. 
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GENERAL TRENDS REGARDING 

WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS 

 

 

The employment rate within EU member states in 2012 was 64.3%, 

while the unemployment rate accounts for 9.7%. Despite the fact 

that women represent 56.5% of European university graduates, the 

level of their employment is 58.5% and is lower than that of men by 

11.6% (European Commission, 2012). Furthermore, according to 

European Commission statistics women are also less likely to have 

full-time jobs – 32.1% of women work part-time, compared to 9% of 

men (European Commission, 2012). 

 

The European Commission report “Gender equality in the member 
states” has provided a solid overview regarding women on corporate 
boards with EU member states. These results show the following: 

 15.8% of board members and 16.8% of non-executive board 

members of the largest companies listed on stock exchanges 

in the 27 Member States are women; 

 more than 96 out of 100 company presidents are men; 

 between October 2011 and October 2012 the number of 

women on corporate boards increased by 2.2% which 

represents the highest year-to-year increase since 2003 

(European Commission, 2012). 
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Graph 5: Women on the boards of the largest listed companies: executive and non-

executive members (October 2012).
7
 

 

The report of the European Commission also shows that countries 

with legislative quotas remain the primary inducers of the growth in 

the number of women on corporate boards. For example in July 

2011 Italy adopted legislation which requires publicly listed and 

state owned companies to have at least one third of the under-

represented gender on both management and supervisory boards by 

2015. This requirement has led towards an increase in the number 

of women on corporate boards by more than 5% in 2011. 

Furthermore, the proportion of women board members in 2011 in 

France has doubled in two years to reach 25.1% compared to 12.3% 

in October 2010. This implies that the greatest results within EU 

Member States were accomplished due to quotas. The only 

exception is Finland where the increase in the number of women on 

corporate boards of 17% points between 2003 and 2012 was 

accomplished due to the introduction of gender sensitive corporate 

governance codes. 

 

According to the report of the European Commission (2012), 

changes in the percentage of women on corporate boards vary 

significantly across countries which implies that different 

mechanisms provide for different results. In particular, Finland, 

Latvia and France have around ten percent larger numbers of non-

executive women board members when compared to the EU 

average. On the other hand the number of executive women on 

boards is the highest in Romania and Estonia, where 31% and 20% 

of board members are women executives. 

                                                 
7 Source: European Commission, 2012.  
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Graph 6: Percentage Point Change in Female Presence on Corporate Boards 

between 2003 and October 2012 (across the EU, Iceland and Norway).
8
 

 

“Women in economic decision-making in the EU: Progress report” 

published by the European Commission in March 2012 showed that, 

across the EU, company boards are currently dominated by one 

gender. There are also great differences between countries, with 

women making up 27% of board members in the largest Finnish 

companies and 26% in Latvia, but only 3% in Malta and 4% in 

Cyprus. On the other hand, the number of women chairing major 

company boards has even declined, falling to 3.2% in January 2012 

from 3.4% in 2010. These data imply that within companies women 

are particularly underrepresented in management and decision-

making roles. Moreover, if we look at the data presented by the 

European Commission that just 1 in 7 board members at Europe’s 

top companies is a woman, we can acknowledge that given the 

increase in the rate of women on boards thus far, the EU will take 

around 40 years to even get close to gender balance in boardrooms 

(European Commission, 2012a). 

                                                 
8 Source: European Commission, 2012. 
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Graph 7: Representation of men and women on the boards of large companies in 

EU’s major trading partners.
9
 

 

When it comes to other countries in the world, the USA and Australia 

have similar rates of women on corporate boards as in the EU, while 

Canada and China lag behind with 10% and 9% of women on 

corporate boards respectively. The Ernst & Young (2012) study 

shows that in six years the number of women on corporate boards in 

S&P 500 companies has increased less than 3%. Furthermore, 10% 

of these companies do not have women on their boards, while 28% 

have only one women. Bearing in mind the fact that S&P 500 

companies have 5,000 corporate board seats, this data shows and 

demonstrates a significant level of gender inequality within corporate 

boards in the USA. Singh et al (2008) agree that female absence on 

corporate boards of directors is a global phenomenon since in some 

Asian countries the level of women on corporate boards is as low as 

0.2%. 

 

An additional trend which should be taken into account with regards 

to board diversity is the fact that women drive 70% of purchase 

decisions by consumers in the European Union and 80% of decisions 

in the United States. In 2002, Heffernan showed that women in the 

USA purchase 81 percent of all products and services, buy 75 

percent of over-the-counter medications, make 81 percent of retail 

purchases and buy 82 percent of all groceries. They sign 80 percent 

of all checks written in the United States and account for 40 percent 

of business travelers. Women influence 85 percent of all automobile 

                                                 
9 Source: European Commission, 2012. 
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purchases and 51 percent of all travel and electronic purchases. 

These results do not significantly differ within the European Union. 

This trend highlights the importance of having women on corporate 

boards since that is the only way for boards to truly understand their 

company’s customer base and their preferences. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF WOMEN 

ON CORPORATE BOARDS 

 

 

In this part of the monograph we look at the characteristics of 

women on corporate boards, their age, level of education, skills and 

competencies, and the way in which they influence the board 

dynamics in order to create a picture of what women should do in 

order to become a board member. It has been reported that CEOs 

turn down three invitations to join corporate boards for every one 

they accept. One way to deal with some of the concerns that have 

been raised about the effectiveness and relevance of corporate 

boards of directors is to appoint more women who are qualified to 

perform as board members. (Burke, 1997) 

 

In the United States 98% of women on boards are over 40 years old, 

while in Australia this percentage stands at around 81%. In Great 

Britain 87% of women on boards were over 40 years old (Holton et 

al., 1993) and in Canada 70% were older than 41 (Burke, 1994). 

The results in Israel demonstrate that the average age for women 

directors was 47 years (Talmud and Izraeh, 1998). Based on this we 

can conclude that the great majority of women on corporate boards 

is over 40 years of age.  
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Graph 8: Characteristicks of Board Members.
10

 

 

 

Heidrick and Struggles (2012) show that women have been 

members of 5.7 boards on average, while men have served on 6.4 

boards. Moreover, women’s tenure on a given board is longer on 

average by 0.8 years. Women on average gained their first 

appointment at the age of 42, while men gained it at the age of 40. 

Further discrepancies in this regard can be seen between US and 

non-US board members, since the age of first appointment for US 

board members is 44.5, while the age of non-US board members is 

5.6 years lower on average (Graph 8). 

 

The reason why is it essential to have women on corporate boards is 

that women differ from their male colleagues in personality, 

behavior, education and work experience (Huse, 2008). Studies 

have shown that women are important for corporate boards because 

they can bring unique and significant information which can result in 

                                                 
10 Source: Heidrick and Struggles (2012) 



WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS IN BIH, FYRM AND SRB  
 

 

43 
 

 

better decision making. Mclnemey-Lacombe et al (2008) found in 

their study that woman directors are a valuable asset to the board 

because they influence communication, interpersonal interaction 

and decision-making among the board members. They also state 

that the presence of women leads toward an increase in the 

performance of the board, and the decisions that are made are more 

creative, innovative and nontraditional (Mclnemey-Lacombe et al, 

2008). Terjesen and Singh (2009) build on that argument and add 

that when there is gender diversity within the board, it was noticed 

that men were more effective, they tended to speak in a more polite 

manner and they are more civilized in the presence of women.  

 

It is also argued that women directors bring an independent view to 

the company (Fondas, 2000) and that women directors can also 

influence and bring change to the company’s strategy (Selby, 2000). 

Women bring a set of skills that are different from those of their 

male colleagues on the board (Green and Cassell, 1996) and also 

create a diverse workforce for the company (Shultz, 1995; Thomas, 

1990). The presence of women directors on the board is useful, 

especially for companies that have mostly female consumers. In this 

situation women’s abilities on the board are crucial for the creation 

of plans regarding product placement, market share and responding 

to customer demand regarding company products or services 

(Terjesen, 2009).   

 

When it comes to the characteristics of women on corporate boards 

some might expect that the members of boards, whether they are 

men or women, would have the same characteristics. A study by 

Eagly (2003) shows that it is common for men to have a more 

aggressive, competitive and self-confident approach, they compete 

for attention, speak assertively and make problem-focused 

suggestions. On the other hand, the study showed that women’s 

typical characteristic is empathy and that women are generally more 

communicative and gentle and they have a more objective opinion 

(Eagly, 2003). Letendre (2004) adds that women’s ability to grasp 

many perspectives and points of view contribute to higher quality of 

decision-making. Bilimoria (2007) points out that women are better 

at strategic control tasks that are more complex and creative and 

which require considerable ability in order to achieve a company’s 

goals. Accordingly, those characteristics of women contribute to the 

better performance of strategic control tasks. Moreover, women 

directors are better prepared for meetings, they take their role 
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professionally and responsibly, they are more active in conversation 

and more detailed than their male colleagues (Izraeli, 2000; Huse 

and Solberg, 2006).    

 

If we look into the reasons women were selected for board 

membership, a study of Canadian women directors has shown that 

the three most important reasons for their appointment to the board 

were: a strong track record in one’s field or occupation, business 

contacts and a good understanding of business (Burke, 1997). 

According to Burke (1997) most women were nominated as a result 

of recommendations from current board members, CEOs, or 

someone who knew the board members or CEOs. Thus personal 

relationships (the old boy’s network) as well as track records and 

appropriate expertise were important factors in board nominations 

(Burke, 1997). On the other hand, the research of Sheridan and 

Milgate (2005) has shown that 38% of women on boards believe it is 

necessary to have a strong track record to be elected for board 

membership, 21% of women said it is important to have a good 

understanding of business principles and 23% of women 

emphasized the importance of business contacts. When asked why 

they think they were elected as board members, the majority of 

women (74% of them) said that they were selected for directorship 

because they had the desired area of expertise and 45% of women 

claimed they were selected due to their appropriate job title or 

leadership position. (Sheridan and Milgate, 2005). In contrast to 

those reasons, women in the research of Bradshaw and Wicks 

(2000) stated that they achieved success on the board because they 

were committed to hard work. The opinion of Sandra Dawson, 

nonexecutive director at Barclays is that women that aspire to be on 

corporate boards have to be assertive, speak in short sentences, 

think carefully about career moves and self-promotion. Zelechowski 

and Bilimoria (2004) on the other hand think that women need to be 

better strategically positioned and coached to learn the role of 

corporate director in order to be able to attain board membership.  
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BARRIERS FOR WOMEN 

ASPIRING TO BE BOARD MEMBERS 

 

 

In general, women have much higher obstacles in the business world 

than men, especially when it comes to top management positions. 

The picture of women being unable to lead a business because they 

are not capable enough is still to some extent present in society. This 

kind of social culture which transposes to corporate culture can be a 

significant barrier to women’s professional advancement (Burke, 

1997). One of the most prominent barriers is certainly related to the 

prejudice that there are not enough qualified women whom 

employers could promote towards board membership (Burke, 2000). 

In 1995, one of the research studies showed that CEOs are usually 

men and thus the boards have a mostly male representation (Daily, 

1995). Several years later another researcher pointed out that board 

members are chosen from the pool of people who previously held a 

CEO position (Gutner, 2001). Since most of the CEO positions are 

held by men it is not surprising to find that most board members are 

men (Gutner, 2001). Several reasons have been offered to explain 

the greater number of men on boards, including a flawed director 

selection process which places too much reliance on the ``old boy 

network'' (Leighton & Thain, 1993). Further reasons were related to 

difficulties in finding qualified women, the few openings for new 

board members and a reluctance to appoint women without previous 

board experience (Leighton & Thain, 1993). 

 

Erkut (2008) argues that women are generally firstly seen as women 

(gender), highlighting the sexual role connotation and that a lot of 

time is needed before they are seen as individuals with particular 

qualifications in the eyes of other board members. This is a huge 
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problem for women directors and one that must be solved in order 

for women directors to be seen, heard and listened to in the same 

way as other members of the board (Erkut, 2008). On the other 

hand, studies have shown that men usually point out that they have 

had a good experience with their women coworkers and that their 

experience was either gender neutral, or they had an even better 

relationship with women board members (Burke, 1997). According to 

Hastings (2012), the obstacles women face in management may be 

more a matter of discrimination in hiring than in promotion, as 

women are discouraged from entering the workforce in the first 

place. But regardless of these explanations, women believe that all 

board members should be appointed in accordance with the level of 

their qualifications and without regard to their gender (Hastings, 

2012).  

 

Research conducted in 1997 amongst Canadian companies has 

shown that one of the reasons for so few women board members is 

primarily related to the attitudes of male CEOs and Board chairmen 

(Burke, 1997). Male CEOs were seen as thinking that women were 

not qualified, they were afraid to take on new women without 

previous board experience or were fearful that women might have a 

women’s agenda (Burke, 1997). Moreover, some male board 

members were seen as uncomfortable with women directors (Burke, 

1997). In addition, women directors believed that organizations were 

not interested in placing women on their boards or did not know 

where to look for women (Burke, 1997). Women themselves were 

also seen as shouldering some of the responsibilities for their 

absence by not making their interests known (Burke 1997).  

 

Further research of the barriers facing women in attaining board 

membership was conducted by Colaco et al in 2010. They sought to 

identify the most significant barriers but also to consider these 

factors amongst two groups of women - women who aspire and 

women who do not aspire to board membership (Colaco et al, 2010). 

The results show that for women who aspire to board membership 

the lack of the required connections to obtain board service and the 

time constraints associated with board service are the two most 

significant barriers (Colaco et al, 2010). The fact that board service 

takes away family time was also important to them but only as the 

third factor in importance (Colaco et al, 2010). When comparing the 

answers of the women who do not aspire to board membership, they 

identified the same three barriers, although the ranking and the 
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relative degree of importance were different. For women who do not 

aspire to board membership, time constraints is the most important, 

while reducing family time is also a decisive factor (Colaco et al, 

2010). 

 

Additionally, research conducted by Heidrick and Struggles in 2012 

compared the views of women and men regarding the 

underrepresentation of women on boards. This research has shown 

that  45% of men believe that the “lack of women in executive ranks” 

is the primary reason for the low percentage of women on boards, 

while 35% of women say that this stems from the fact that 

“traditional networks tend to be male-oriented” (Heidrick and 

Struggles, 2012). Further results you can see on Graph 9. 

 

 
 

Graph 9: Why there are so few women on corporate boards?
11

 

 

In the research conducted by McKinsey & Company in the same 

year, barriers were identified as the main obstacles for achieving 

board diversity in companies. Women executives named the most 

important barrier “the double burden syndrome” which refers to the 

difficulty of simultaneously creating a balance between work and 

private life (McKinsey & Company, 2010). On the other hand, women 

and men agreed that the second most significant barrier is the 

                                                 
11 Source: Heidrick nd Struggles, 2012 
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anytime, anywhere corporate model (McKinsey & Company, 2010). 

Women also add a third important barrier – the absence of the 

ability to promote themselves (McKinsey & Company, 2010). 

 

The latest data regarding barriers for women in attaining board 

membership can be found in the European Commission Special 

Eurobarometer number 376. This report shows that most Europeans 

think that the two main barriers for women board membership are 

related to the lack of male confidence in women’s abilities (76%) and 

the lack of freedom that women have due to their family 

responsibilities (68%) (European Commission, 2012). On the other 

hand, the lowest percentage of Europeans thinks that “women are 

less willing than men to fight to make a career for themselves” 

(29%), that women are less interested than men in positions of 

responsibility (28%)  and that women do not always have the 

necessary qualities and skills to fill positions of responsibility (21%) 

(European Commission, 2012). 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

COMPARATIVE EXPERIENCES 

 

 

In this chapter we will review what some countries have done to 

address the issue of women on boards and, in general, what 

measures they undertook to increase female labor participation. 

Analyzing other experiences will help us identify potential policy 

approaches and learn from the experience of others. Yet, to wisely 

assess other peoples’ experiences it is important to understand the 

context in which these countries tried to implement these measures. 

Thus, the following analysis will refer to both the situation in the 

analyzed counties and to the tested measures.  

 

The chapter that follows will first analyze the European Union (EU) 

since all three countries in the region aspire to join the EU and thus 

will have to follow its acquis communautaire. Then, we will review 

different categories of measures aimed at improving female labor 

participation and increasing the number of women on boards. We 

divided these measures into: (1) measures undertaken by the state 

or regulators or exchanges, (2) measures undertaken by companies 

and (3) measures undertaken at the societal level and/or (4) 

“personal” level (what women should do for themselves). In 

particular, the first set of measures will review the issue of quotas, 

which is the most contested at the moment. The quotas will be 

analyzed in depth. For each analyzed measure/approach we will 

present the experiences of those countries that opted for this 

particular measure/approach and provide some insights. 
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EUROPEAN UNION 

Gender equality is one of the founding principles of the EU. Formally, 

this principle is reflected in a number of EU directives and different 

recommendations issued by the European Commission (the “EU 

Commission”). Yet, in practice, although 45.5 percent of workers 

across the EU were women and 60% of college graduates were 

women, by 2010, women represented only 12 % of the board seats 

of European public companies (European Commission, 2010). Thus, 

as these and the data presented below confirm, even today, we face 

in reality considerable inequalities between men and women in many 

EU member states although they are considered to be among the 

most developed countries in the world. 

 

As of now, the EU has launched two strategic documents aimed at 

gender equality. On March 1, 2006, the EU Commission issued its 

first “Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2006-2010” 

(the “EU First Strategy”) which outlined priority areas for that period 

and set forth priority objectives and actions. The EU First Strategy 

was followed, on September 21, 2010, by another strategy for the 

next five year period - “Strategy for Equality between Women and 

Men 2010-2015” (the “EU Second Strategy”). The EU Second 

Strategy recommends a series of actions for five priority areas. 

These areas include: the economy and labor market; equal pay; 

equality in senior positions; tackling gender violence; and promoting 

equality beyond the EU. These recommended actions aim to reach 

specific targets such as reaching the Europe 2020 target 

employment rate of 75 percent overall for both sexes. What is 

important for this report is that the EU Second Strategy specifically 

aims to assist more women to get into top jobs and in economic 

decision-making positions (like board membership) (Paul Hastings, 

2012). 

 

Specifically, on April 5, 2011 the European Commission issued a 

Green Paper on Corporate Governance (the “Green Paper”) which 

solicited views of Member States and other interested parties on a 

number of items concerning corporate governance, including gender 

diversity on corporate boards. The EU Commission asked for ideas 

and comments on the introduction of specific measures to ensure 

gender balance on boards of public companies (Paul Hastings, 

2012). 
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As the Green Paper consultation was underway, on March 1, 2011 

EU Justice Commissioner Viviane Reding, who made gender equality 

one of her top priorities, issued a press release calling on publicly 

listed companies within the EU to sign the “Women on the Board 

Pledge for Europe” and to take concrete steps to increase the 

number of women in top positions in their companies by March 

2012 (European Commission, 2011). By signing this pledge, 

companies committed to raising female representation on their 

boards to 30 percent by 2015 and 40 percent by 2020. During her 

speech, Commissioner Viviane Reding highlighted one crucial 

contested issue i.e. who should decide on the number of women in 

top positions in public companies – should the EU Commission deal 

with the question of women on European boards or should this issue 

be left to companies to deal with themselves? Commissioner 

Redding stated: “For the next 12 months, I want to give self-

regulation a last chance. I would like companies to be creative so 

that regulators do not have to become creative. What counts for me 

is the outcome. My goal is to bring women’s presence on the boards 

of the major European publicly listed companies to 30 percent in 

2015 and to 40 percent by 2020. I call on publicly listed companies 

from all over Europe to sign the “Women on the Board Pledge for 

Europe” and to develop their own credible way to get more women 

into top jobs. A year from now on International Women’s Day (8 

March 2012), the Commission will assess whether there is 

significant progress and whether credible self-regulatory initiatives 

were developed to enhance women’s participation in decision-

making. If this has happened by March 2012, I will congratulate the 

European business world. If it has not happened, you can count on 

my regulatory creativity.”  

 

One year later, on March 5, 2012, Commissioner Reding released 

“Women in Economic Decision-making in the EU,” a progress report 

assessing the status of gender diversity on the corporate boards of 

EU public companies and the results of self-regulatory actions (the 

“Progress Report”). The results were very disappointing. Namely, 

although the Progress Report recognized that there was some 

improvement, it was obvious that the improvement was due mainly 

to the introduction of a mandatory quota law in France in January 

2011. In particular, the proportion of women on the boards of French 

companies in the CAC 40 index in January 2012 had increased to 

22.3 %, up from 12.3 % in October 2010. Such change, prompted by 

the binding quota, made up more than 40 % of the total change EU-

wide (Paul Hastings, 2012). Further, it became clear that, in one 
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year, only 24 public companies in the EU signed the pledge and 

voluntarily adopted measures to increase gender balance in their 

corporations (Paul Hastings, 2012). Finally, the report pointed out 

that the average of 13.7 percent women on the boards of publicly 

listed companies in the EU in January 2012 was still very far behind 

the minimum target of 30 % and noted that, at this rate, it would 

take approximately 40 years to achieve the target of 40 % of each 

gender by 2020 (Paul Hastings, 2012).  

 

In light of the humble progress made in 2011 through voluntary 

measures, on March 5, 2012 the EU Commission launched a new 

public consultation of stakeholders for an assessment of possible 

EU-level measures to enhance female participation in economic 

decision-making, which was to inform the EU Commission’s decision 

on whether to propose action and on the form of eventual action. 

The deadline for this consultation was May 28, 2012. Almost 500 

individuals, companies, organizations, and governments from all 

over Europe responded to the public consultation (Paul Hastings, 

2012). 

 

A legislative proposal was expected to follow on 23 October 2012. 

However, the proposal was delayed due to one unresolved issue. 

Concretely, key stakeholders could not agree whether legislation 

should be introduced seeking to institute an EU-wide quota requiring 

a specified proportion of board positions to be taken up by women. 

Such a step would represent a significant shift since by then, 

Member States were taking the primary responsibility for improving 

gender diversity and they did it in different ways  (European Union 

Committee, 2012). 

 

On 14 November 2012, the EU Commission adopted a directive 

which set a minimum objective of 40% of the under-represented sex 

in non-executive board-member positions in listed companies in 

Europe by 2020, or 2018 for listed public undertakings (see: 

IP/12/1205 and MEMO/12/860). The main elements of the proposed 

directive (“the Directive”) are the following: 

 The Directive sets a minimum objective of 40% by 2020 for 

members of the under-represented sex for non-executive 

members of the boards of publicly listed companies in 

Europe, or 2018 for listed public undertakings. 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-12-1205_en.htm
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-12-860_en.htm


WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS IN BIH, FYRM AND SRB  
 

 

53 
 

 

 The proposal also includes, as a complementary measure, a 

"flexi quota": an obligation for listed companies to set 

themselves individual, self-regulatory targets regarding the 

representation of both sexes among executive directors to be 

met by 2020 (or 2018 in case of public undertakings). 

Companies will have to report annually on the progress 

made. 

 Qualification and merit will remain the key criteria for a job 

on the board. The directive establishes a minimum 

harmonization of corporate governance requirements, as 

appointment decisions will have to be based on objective 

qualifications criteria. Inbuilt safeguards will make sure that 

there is no unconditional, automatic promotion of the under-

represented sex. In line with the European Court of Justice's 

case law on positive action, preference shall be given to the 

equally qualified under-represented sex, unless an objective 

assessment taking into account all criteria specific to the 

individual candidates tilts the balance in favor of the 

candidate of the other sex. Member States that already have 

an effective system in place will be able to keep it provided it 

is equally efficient as the proposed system in attaining the 

objective of a presence of 40% of the under-represented sex 

among non-executive directors by 2020. And Member States 

remain free to introduce measures that go beyond the 

proposed system. 

 Member States will have to lay down appropriate and 

dissuasive sanctions for companies in breach of the 

Directive. 

 Subsidiarity and Proportionality of the proposal: The 40% 

objective applies to publicly listed companies, due to their 

economic importance and high visibility. The proposal does 

not apply to small and medium enterprises. The 40% 

objective is focused on non-executive director posts. In line 

with better regulation principles, the Directive is a temporary 

measure and is set to expire in 2028 (European 

Commission, 2012a). 
 

What is particularly disheartening is that the data which were 

released in January 2013 seemed to confirm that only regulatory 

pressures worked. Specifically, at that time the EU Commission 

released mid-term figures on the share of women on boards in 

publicly listed companies. The new figures showed an increase in the 

number of women on boards to 15.8%, up from 13.7% in January 
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2012. This increase breaks down into an average of 17% of non-

executive board members (up from 15% in January 2012) and 10% 

of executive board members (up from 8.9%). An increase in the 

share of women on boards has been recorded in all but three EU 

countries (Bulgaria, Poland and Ireland). 

 

 
 

Graph 10: Change in the share of women board members, January-October 2012 

(percentage points).
12

 

 

 

The new figure represents a 2.2 % increase as compared to October 

2011 and is the highest year to year change yet recorded. This boost 

obviously followed the new legislation adopted on 14 November 

2012 as well as high-level EU discussions about the need for 

legislation regulating the number of women on boards. Vice-

President Viviane Reding presented the new figures at the World 

Economic Forum in Davos and commented: "The proof is in the 

pudding: regulatory pressure works. Companies are finally starting to 

understand that if they want to remain competitive in an ageing 

society they cannot afford to ignore female talent: 60% of university 

graduates are women. The example set by countries such as 

Belgium, France and Italy, who have recently adopted legislation and 

are starting to show progress, clearly demonstrates that time-limited 

regulatory intervention can make all the difference. The Europe-wide 

law we have put on the table will make sure existing talent is used 

                                                 
12 European Commission, 2012 
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boosting gender balance evenly across all company boards 

throughout our internal market." (European Commission, 2013, p.1) 

The Commissioner’s words are supported by figures which clearly 

show that quota legislation remains the motor of change. The largest 

percentage point increases were recorded in Italy (up by 4.9 

percentage points) and France (a 2.8 percentage point increase in 

the space of just 10 months (January – October 2012). 

 

In order to become law, the EU Commission's proposal now needs to 

be adopted by the European Parliament and by the EU Member 

States in the Council. On 15 January, the draft law successfully 

passed the Subsidiarity Check (with a 43:11 result) – where national 

parliaments (who each have two votes, making it 54 votes in total) 

give opinions about whether it is appropriate to tackle an issue at 

the EU level or whether it is best left to the Member States 

(European Commission, 2013). 

 

 

 

Graph 11: Gender balance on the boards of the largest companies around the EU, 

October 2012.
13

 

                                                 
13 Source: European Commission, 2013 
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Graph 12: Share of women amongst board-level non-executive and top-level 

executives, October 2012.
14

 

 

A note on member states: 

While the experiences of specific member states will be presented 

further below, here we will just make a general note on the 

approaches that different EU countries took. Following the example 

of Norway, which is outside the EU and which introduced a legally 

binding quota of 40 percent in 2003, a number of EU Member 

States have introduced legislative targets or quotas for gender 

representation on company boards. Most notably, France, Italy and 

Belgium have done so for company boards, including sanctions for 

companies which do not comply with the quotas. In addition to this, 

Denmark, Greece, Austria, Slovenia and Finland have introduced 

gender requirements in legislation for the composition of the boards 

of state-owned companies. Many of these countries have 

accompanied quotas with efforts to effect a cultural change in 

business. On the other hand, a number of other countries have 

adopted a self-regulatory approach to achieve the same goal. The 

Netherlands and Spain, for example, have introduced targets which 

are neither binding nor accompanied by sanctions. Some countries 

have used corporate governance codes to drive changes in 

behavior—this has been the preferred course in Sweden, Germany, 

Poland, Luxembourg and the United Kingdom (European 

Commission, 2012a) 

                                                 
14 Source: European Commission, 2013 
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MEASURES AT THE STATE LEVEL 

State policies that address broad demographic changes are not a 

subject of analysis in this report. Instead, this report focuses only on 

measures that specifically target women on boards. The most 

interesting and the most controversial of all measures is definitely 

the quota. What are quotas exactly? Quotas are legal mechanisms 

that require companies to ensure that a specified proportion of 

boards are made up of the gender least represented, and are often 

accompanied by sanctions to punish non-compliance. The issue we 

are analyzing is whether quotas are effective and whether they 

should be imposed and sanctioned EU wide and, ultimately, in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia and Serbia. In the following 

chapter we will comment on the major arguments for and against 

quotas and will present the different experiences of those countries 

that decided to implement quotas or not to implement quotas. 

Based on that analysis, we will present our conclusions. 

 

In this chapter we will also comment on other, less drastic measures 

that could be pursued by the state, the regulator or the exchange in 

any country. These measures include more transparency on gender 

equality in top management positions and corporate governance 

codes. 

 

On Quotas – State or Private Sector? 

 

Heidrick & Struggles, Women Corporate Directors (WCD), Professor 

Boris Groysberg of the Harvard Business School and Researcher 

Deborah Bell surveyed corporate directors from public and private 

companies globally between April 18 and June 8, 2012, receiving 

1067 responses for a response rate of 11%. For comparisons of 

male and female directors, 60% of sample was men and 40% 

women. For geographic comparisons, US boards made up 37% of 

the sample and 62% of boards were outside of the US representing 

58 countries across the globe (Heidrick and Struggles, 2012). One 

question researchers asked male and female directors across the 

globe was whether the EU should introduce mandatory quotas for 

women on boards. The responses are shown on the following graph. 
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Graph 13: Should the European Union introduce mandatory quotas for the number of 

women on company boards?
15

 

 

As the research shows, quotas remain a divisive topic among male 

and female directors. It is obvious that quotas do not have strong 

support from either gender. However, it seems that more than half of 

all female respondents (51%) believe that quotas are an effective 

tool for increasing board diversity. On the other hand only 25% of 

men agree with them. In addition, a relatively high percentage of 

women personally supports quotas (39%), versus only 18% of men 

(Heidrick and Struggles, 2012). The strongest argument for quotas is 

that they seem necessary to effect the change. Let’s look at the 

experiences of some of the countries that introduced quotas.  

 

Reasons and experiences in favor of quotas 

 

The major reason in favor of quotas, as presented above and further 

in this report, is experience. The comparative experiences of all 
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analyzed countries clearly demonstrate that without quotas no real 

change could be effected. There is no single country that managed 

to significantly increase the number of women on boards without 

previously introducing quotas. A softer approach (an introduced 

quota without sanctions, or inviting companies to change their 

nomination policies voluntarily to achieve more gender-balanced 

boards etc.) yielded no satisfactory results. 

 

The second strong reason supporting quotas is that a major shift in 

mental models in society usually has to be introduced through 

coordination of top-down and bottom-up approaches. When it comes 

to women on corporate boards, we are challenging deeply rooted 

ideas about the role of women in society. While the change would 

probably not be implemented without an intensive awareness raising 

campaign in the field and at all levels of the society, the campaign 

alone would just not suffice. Without strong leadership from the 

state and the country’s political elite we can hardly expect any deeply 

rooted societal model to change. 

 

Third, while we all seem to prefer substance over form, we can hardly 

defend the argument that the form is irrelevant. History repeatedly 

teaches us that sometimes we need to start by imposing a paradigm 

to aspire to even if at a particular moment in time that paradigm 

cannot be fully and broadly implemented since society in not mature 

enough. If we impose an institutional model onto a society, we force 

the society to look for ways to respond to the imposed institutional 

model. Thus, if the state imposes a mandatory quota, most likely, at 

the beginning, its implementation in certain companies will be 

carried out poorly. However, over the time, companies will have to 

struggle to remain competitive and mere competition and complex 

market conditions will force them to search for the best candidates 

while observing the quota requirement.  

 

Fourth, it seems just that at certain points in time the state and 

society place a particular societal group at an advantage to remedy 

the disadvantages cast on that group by past societal mental models 

and prejudices. Providing the same terms and conditions in a 

selection process to groups that differ in some important aspects, 

often, in reality, does not mean providing them with an equal 

opportunity since the selection process ignores important 

differences that exist between these groups. U.S. history provides us 

with some good examples. To reaffirm equal employment 
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opportunity, affirmative actions were introduced in the U.S. They 

were aimed to address the adverse effect of selection and 

recruitment procedures for minority group members. Although many 

universities and organizations were sued by the job and university 

applicants (e.g. the famed U.S. Supreme Court cases: University of 

California Regents v Bakke, 438 U.S. 265 (1978); Johnson v. 

Transportation Agency, Santa Clara County, California, et al., 480 

U.S. 616 (1987); Grutter v. Bollinger, 539 U.S. 306 (2003)), the now 

famous Supreme Court’s Decision authored by Justice Sandra Day O’ 

Connor in 2003 put an end to these allegations. Justice O’ Connor 

stated that a “narrowly tailored use of race in admissions decisions 

to further a compelling interest in obtaining the educational benefits 

that flow from a diverse student body” is not illegal. The Court has 

stated that it expects that “25 years from now” the use of racial 

preferences might no longer be necessary to further the diversity 

interest but that today their use is legitimate (and implicitly 

necessary).  

 

Along similar lines, it is in the interest of both companies and the 

society at large to attain a diverse corporate elite that could 

contribute with diverse knowledge, skills, traits and experiences 

generated via the diverse roles held in the society. To cultivate a set 

of corporate leaders that will have legitimacy and respect in the eyes 

of senior employees and managers, it is necessary to convince them 

that the path to that leadership is visibly and genuinely open to all 

talented and qualified individuals irrespective of their gender. All 

candidates in the corporate world must have confidence in the 

openness and integrity of the promotion criteria and board 

nomination policies to be motivated to give their best. Just as having 

a particular professional experience is likely to affect an individual’s 

view, so too is one’s own experience of being a part of a 

disadvantaged societal/corporate group in the world in which, 

according to all collected data, gender still matters. We can only 

hope that in decades to come we will really not need quotas to have 

diverse and balanced boards. Until then, the quota might be the only 

way to provide many women with the hope that companies will really 

give them an opportunity equal to that given to their male 

colleagues. 
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Norway
16 

 

Norway was one of the first countries to give women the right to vote 

in 1913. It is also one of the top 10 countries with the highest level 

of women represented in the national Parliament.  

 

Much of Norway’s progress towards gender equality has been 

mandated by the Norwegian Parliament. The history of Norway 

illustrates that the level of participation of women in politics and in 

the economic sphere has dramatically improved after the 

introduction of gender quotas. According to a 2010 report by the 

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and of the Norwegian Ministry 

of Children, Equality and Social Inclusion, “experience shows that the 

proportion of women in political bodies does not increase without 

special efforts, and quotas have proved the most effective means of 

achieving a more balanced representation.” (Norwegian Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and the Norwegian Ministry of Children, Equality and 

Social Inclusions, 2010). 

 

The Public Limited Companies Act No. 45 of 1997, as amended by 

the Act of December 19, 2003 No 120 (“PLCs Act”) gives women 

and men equal opportunity to be represented on company boards of 

public limited companies in accordance with the principle of equal 

treatment. When the PLCs Act was proposed only 7.3 % of the 

members of the boards of public limited companies were women. 

The PLC Act was pretty radical in two ways. First, it proposed a 

requirement that at least 40% of both genders be represented on 

the boards of public limited companies. Second, for existing 

companies, noncompliance with the quota rule could lead to 

liquidation through a court ruling. Despite that, the PLCs Act was 

then approved by Parliament with a broad majority of the vote. 

 

Notably, these quota rules would not have become mandatory if 

companies had voluntarily achieved the required gender 

representation on their boards by July 1, 2005. However, a survey 

carried out by the Central Bureau of Statistic showed that, by that 

deadline, only 68 out of 519 public limited companies 

(approximately 13 percent) managed to voluntarily comply with the 

gender representation quota. Therefore, on December 2005, the 

government decided that the quota rule for the boards of public 
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limited companies would become mandatory as of January 1, 2006. 

As a result, public limited companies registered before December 

31, 2005 were given two years to comply with the requirements of 

the quota rule while new registered public limited companies had to 

comply with the 40% gender rule as a condition for registration. 

 

During the two-year transitional period, most of the limited liability 

companies managed to achieve the 40% requirement. By April 2008, 

all public limited companies were in compliance with the 40% 

mandatory quota representation and such quota has been met ever 

since. 

 

On the other hand, no quota rules have yet been approved for 

privately owned limited liability companies because most of those 

companies are small- and medium-sized family enterprises and the 

shareholders are often members of the boards. Indicatively, 

according to the Central Bureau of Statistics in 2011, only 17% of 

the board members of these companies were women.  

 

France
17

 
 

In 2010, the proportion of women on corporate boards in France’s 

CAC 40 listed companies was 15%. At the same time, a sample of 

103 listed companies that were surveyed indicated that there was 

only 9.5% female participation on the boards in the sample. Based 

on history and these figures, it did not appear that voluntary 

approaches were producing effective results.  

 

France was serious about quotas. In July 2008, the French 

Constitution was modified to enable the introduction of board gender 

quotas into French law (Hastings, 2012). The law was passed in 

2011 and it covers not only listed companies whose shares are 

admitted to trading on a regulated market but also non-listed 

companies with revenues or total assets over 50 million Euros or 

employing at least 500 persons over the previous three years. 

 

Under the Law, the proportion of female and male directors should 

not be below 40% in either listed and non-listed companies. 

Companies have six years from the enactment of the law to reach 

this 40% level. Companies with shares admitted to trading on a 
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regulated market are required to achieve 20 % before the end of the 

third year after the enactment of the law. It is important to note that 

the law imposes absolute gender quotas, meaning that the quotas 

must be reached without prior consideration as to the skills of the 

candidates, although it is stated that the appointments should be 

conducted in accordance with the social interest of the company. 

 

In imposing sanctions for non-compliance, the French legislature 

chose not to adopt any pecuniary sanctions as they would be too 

easy to bypass for top-listed companies. Thus, the main sanction is 

the nullity of the noncompliant appointment. 

 

After passing gender quota legislation in 2011, the proportion of 

female non-executive directors at France’s top listed companies 

increased to 23.5% in June 2012 – far higher than the 2010 

numbers (Hastings, 2012). 

 

Italy
18

 
 

In Italy, a law on quotas was adopted in June 2011. The law applies 

only to listed companies and to state-owned companies and it 

sanctions non-compliance. In addition, the Italian Corporate 

Governance Code was revised in December of the same year. After 

the revision, the Code expressly states that, in identifying candidates 

for directors, shareholders shall consider the professional 

competence, experience (including managerial) and gender of the 

candidates. 

 

Italy opted for the quota due to a significant gender disparity in its 

boards. According to a Cerved report from March 2009, in that year, 

only 4% of Italian public companies had at least one woman on their 

boards of directors. The number of women on boards of larger Italian 

public companies was higher, but still not impressive - it did not 

exceed 14%. 

 

On June 28, 2011 the Italian Parliament passed a mandatory gender 

quota law (the “Gender Parity Law”). The Gender Parity Law applies 

to three selected types of companies: 1) to public companies with 

shares traded on the Italian Stock Exchange, 2) to Italian companies 

listed in EU stock markets, and 3) to Italian state-owned enterprises 
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(“SOEs”). It requires the indicated companies to attain gender parity 

on their boards of directors and boards of statutory auditors (which 

correspond to audit committees in other countries) from the first 

election of board (audit committee) members occurring one year 

after the enactment of the Gender Parity Law. The law will be 

effective for up to nine years from the first election of the relevant 

board. Under the Gender Parity Law, Italian public companies are 

required to change their bylaws in order to be compliant with the 

Gender Parity Law. Specifically, companies need to ensure that the 

underrepresented gender shall receive at least 20% of the director 

positions and audit committee positions in the first upcoming 

election of the board of directors. For the second and third elections, 

the Gender Parity Law requires that at least 33% of the board and 

audit committee positions must be filled by the underrepresented 

gender. The Gender Parity Law does not apply to private companies. 

 

In the event that public companies fail to comply with the mandatory 

quota rule, a variety of sanctions would apply starting with a warning 

notification and ending with the removal of the all elected board 

(audit committee) members from their positions. So, if a company 

fails to comply with the Gender Disparity Law, the first step would be 

that Commissione Nazionale per la Società e la Borsa (“Consob”) 

(the Italian equivalent of the Securities Exchange Commission) issue 

a notice warning to such a company asking it to comply with the 

Gender Parity Law within four months from the issued notification. If 

the legal quota is not met within the four month period, the 

noncompliant company will be charged a fine ranging from 

€100,000 to €1,000,000, or €20,000 to €200,000 depending on 

whether the violation concerns, respectively, the board of directors 

or the board of statutory auditors (i.e. the audit committee). In 

addition, Consob will issue another formal warning directing the 

company to comply with the mandatory quota within a subsequent 

three-month period. If the company again fails to comply, the 

election of its board of directors and/or its board of statutory 

auditors, as the case may be, will be null and void and all elected 

members will be removed from their positions. 

 

On October 2011, just a few months after the adoption of the 

Gender Parity Law, Consob published a study analyzing the state of 

women’s representation on Italian corporate boards. The Consob 

study indicated that women were present primarily in smaller 

companies and that their board membership was often due to family 
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ties with the controlling shareholder. When it comes to larger 

companies, women were present more often in companies with a 

dispersed ownership structure, with foreign ownership, and in 

companies which operate in IT or telecommunications sectors. These 

companies (which are more ready to appoint women on their boards) 

also tend to have younger and more independent board members. 

When sitting on Italian boards, women were usually not independent 

(due to their ties with the controlling shareholder), and in only one 

third of cases did they have an executive role. (see the study 

“Women on Boards in Italy”)  

 

The real effect of the Gender Parity Law will be seen in years to 

come, since for example, in 2013 only around one-third of public 

companies are expected to reappoint their boards/audit committees. 

QUOTAS WITHOUT SANCTIONS 

The Netherlands
19

 
 

In the Netherlands, a law on quota was adopted by the Dutch 

Parliament in 2011. What is unique about the Netherlands is the 

scope of the law, i.e. targeted companies. In most countries, the 

quota legislation targeted, as a rule, listed companies and/or state-

owned companies. Contrary to this practice, the Dutch quota 

legislation targets all companies i.e. Dutch corporations and private 

companies with limited liability that qualify as “large companies” 

under Dutch law (i.e. that have more than 250 employees and that 

fulfill certain turnover criteria). Similarly, another Dutch curiosity is 

that the law provides for a higher standard in respect to gender 

diversity in boards relative to the country’s corporate governance 

code. 

 

According to the quota legislation, all Dutch large companies should 

make an effort to have at least 30 percent of the seats of the 

company’s board (one-tier) or boards (two-tier) held by men and at 

least 30 percent of the seats held by women. This obligation is not 

effectively sanctioned by the law. In the case of non-compliance, the 

company is required to provide an explanation in its annual reports 

on: (i) the reasons why the composition of its boards is not in 
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compliance with the gender diversity requirement; (ii) the measures 

that the company has taken to achieve compliance; and (iii) the 

measures which the company is planning to take to ensure future 

compliance (Hastings, 2012). Also, the statutory obligation is limited 

in time and is currently expected to cease to be in force on January 

1, 2016 

 

In addition to these mandatory requirements provided for by the 

Dutch corporate law, listed Dutch companies are also subject to the 

Dutch Corporate Governance Code. The Dutch Code, was first 

released in 2003. In addition to the Code, an independent 

monitoring body (the “Monitoring Committee”) was established. The 

Monitoring Committee has the responsibility to publish annual 

reports on the overall compliance of the listed companies in the 

marketplace and to recommend whether or not the Code should be 

updated and amended.  

 

The Monitoring Committee proposed including a principle and best 

practice relating to diversity in the 2008 updated version of the 

Code. Principle III.3 of the 2008 Code stipulates that a supervisory 

board must aim at achieving gender and age diversity, and disclose 

its approach and efforts in this regard. However, no quotas were 

introduced. The Monitoring Committee opted for more flexibility in 

the implementation of best practices. 

 

Spain
20

 
 

From being a ‘latecomer’ in gender equality policies, Spain has 

moved, in three decades, to becoming a “pioneer” country with the 

gender equality at the top of its political agenda (European 

Parliament, 2012). In Spain, the Constitution in Article 14 mandates 

that “Spaniards are equal before the law and may not in any way be 

discriminated against on account of birth, race, sex, religion, opinion 

or any other personal or social condition or circumstance“. This 

provision, however, did not by itself effect change in the society since 

gender parity in some areas of life and, in particular, in the areas 

related to business and the labor market was not achieved for years.  

 

To unify and strengthen various legal and non-legal attempts, the 

Spanish Congress in March 2007 passed a law 3/2007 on effective 
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equality between women and men (the “Law on Equality”). The Law 

on Equality imposed a 40% quota for the underrepresented gender 

(known as ‘balanced presence’ (40-60)). Soon after the adoption of 

the Law on Equality, in June 2007 the Popular Party took the 

provision on parity to the Spanish Constitutional Court with the 

accusation of unconstitutionality. However, the Constitutional Court, 

delivering its sentence on January 29, 2008, rejected this claim. 

 

According to the Law on Equality, the Central Government and its 

associated or subordinate public bodies will observe the principle of 

balanced presence in their appointments to boards of directors of 

companies in which the State has a holding. Similarly, companies 

that are obliged to present unabridged financial statements of 

income (i.e. companies with more than 250 employees) will 

endeavor to include a sufficient number of women on their boards of 

directors to reach a balanced presence of women and men within 

eight years of the entry into force of the Law on Equality (i.e. by 

2015).    

 

However, despite good intentions, the Law on Equality falls short of 

providing effective sanctions for non-compliance with the legal 

requirements and/or for violating the deadline. The companies 

targeted by the Law on Equality only need to disclose in their annual 

reports the gender composition of their boards. There is, however, an 

incentive for compliant companies – they can get a potential priority 

status in the process of awarding government contracts. 

 

In 2012, a study of women on boards of directors and decision-

making bodies of Spanish companies was conducted by the Cesce 

Group. According to the published findings (the “Cesce Report”), 

there have been tangible improvements following the enactment of 

the Law on Equality. Specifically, the Cesce Report found that women 

represented 29 percent of boards of directors and decision-making 

bodies in 2012. Further, additional information in the Cesce Report 

confirms that companies lacking a female presence on their boards 

of directors are in sectors typically considered more male-dominated, 

such as construction,  energy production, and extraction industries. 

Additionally, according to the Cesce Report, in companies with state 

ownership, the presence of women on boards of directors has 

increased from 25.3 percent in 2008 to 30.75 percent in 2012. 
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The Spanish Good Governance Code in its Recommendation 15 

elaborates on the gender composition of boards of directors. The 

Code sees an increased female presence on boards as an ethical, 

political, and corporate responsibility challenge, as well as a means 

for increasing efficiency in companies by not disregarding 51 percent 

of the Spanish population. The Code specifically recommends that 

female candidates should be sought after to fulfill vacancies of 

independent directors. It advises listed companies with a small 

number of women directors to explain the reasons behind this 

situation and to describe to the public the initiatives undertaken to 

correct the situation. The Code places particular emphasis on the 

nomination committee and the selection processes (Comision 

Nacional del Mercado de Valores, 2006). Following these endeavors, 

the Law on Securities Exchange, as of March 2011, turned this 

recommendation into a legal obligation for listed companies by 

requiring them to provide information in their annual corporate 

governance reports on the composition of their boards of directors, 

as well as the degree of compliance with the recommendations of 

the Code. 

 

Due to these actions the participation of women on Spanish boards 

has increased significantly but is still below the 40 percent minimum 

required by the Law on Equality. With the current rate of progress it 

is unlikely that the recommended balance presence will be achieved 

by 2015 (Hastings, 2012). 

REASONS AND EXPERIENCES AGAINST QUOTAS. 

There are many reasons against quotas that are often cited in life 

and in the literature. Here, the most prominent ones will be listed 

and briefly commented on. 

 

The first strong argument is that “positive discrimination” is a 

contradiction in terms and that discriminating actions should not be 

used as a way to pursue equality. A rigid quota requirement, 

according to opponents, may result in women being chosen over 

men even if men have higher qualifications and better experience. 

This reasoning was, for example, put forward by the Italian 

Constitutional Court when it considered the issue of mandatory 

gender quotas in 1995. At that time, a national law regulating the 

election of mayors, members of city halls and the provincial councils 
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was adopted. The Italian Constitutional Court was asked to 

determine if creating advantages for the under-represented gender 

would be in collision with Article 3(1) of the Italian Constitutional Law 

that proclaimed the principle of equality. In its Ruling 422/1995, the 

Court stated that quotas for an under-represented gender were 

inadequate instruments since they had the effect of discriminating 

against the other gender (Hastings, 2012).  

 

The second reason used against quotas is that quotas deal with 

consequences but leave causes untouched. If a country introduces a 

quota, the factual situation in companies will have to change and the 

number of women in boards will increase. But insisting merely on 

quotas without addressing underlying causes that in reality generate 

gender inequality might backfire. Quotas alone will not broaden and 

deepen the pool of eligible women, and neither will they address 

cultural barriers.     

 

The third reason was voiced by some EU members, most notably the 

UK and Germany. According to them, quotas should be a measure of 

last resort, implemented only when all alternative measures have 

been unsuccessfully pursued. The argument goes further, stating 

that other possibilities have not yet been exhausted. This reasoning 

is now substantially weakened after less than impressive progress 

made in the EU in 2011 through voluntary measures. There is no 

doubt that a voluntary, business-led approach would be a better 

vehicle since it would induce deeper and long-lasting changes. Yet, 

goodwill towards self-regulation should not be unlimited. Even the 

opponents from the UK agree that if the business community is not 

able to “put its own house in order and deliver sustainable change, 

quotas become a legitimate final option to redress the present 

gender imbalance on boards” (European Union Committee, 2012). 

 

The fourth argument relies on the fact that many women do not 

support the quota. The reasons behind this relate to the substantial 

risk that quotas might foster the perception that women who 

become board members are not there by merit. In other words, 

women want to ensure that they are selected on the basis of their 

qualifications and competencies, rather than on the basis that their 

selection helps the company check off a box that they have met the 

quota requirement. According to this argument, incorrectly 

implemented quotas can easily compromise the entire case for 

women on boards. 
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The fifth argument, which was included in our study but which does 

appear in the literature, claims that due to cultural and other 

challenges there are simply not enough qualified women to allow for 

the introduction of quotas. This fear is best addressed by 

establishing data bases that contain the resumes of professional 

women in different fields which could facilitate the identification of 

qualified female candidates. These databases could be organized by 

professional associations and could be national, regional and/or 

sector specific. 

 

The last argument emphasizes that owners of companies should be 

allowed to choose whomever they please and that we should not 

limit their choices with arbitrary requirements. Since it cannot yet be 

proven that there is a causal relationship between an increased 

number of women on board and the company bottom line, gender 

criterion interferes with owners’ legitimate right to choose the 

candidates that they deem best.   

 

Germany
21

 
 

The increasing pressure at the EU level has initiated a debate on 

mandatory quotas in Germany. The number of women on boards in 

Germany is increasing albeit at a very slow pace – from October 

2010 to January 2012 the percentage of women on corporate 

boards increased by less than 3 percent (Hastings, 2012). Since the 

quota issue ignited disagreements in the ruling party, Prime Minister 

Merkel issued a decree stating that no mandatory quota requirement 

would be introduced before 2013. In 2013, the quota requirement 

might be codified into the legislature if the percentage of women on 

corporate boards of publicly listed companies does not show 

demonstrable improvement. 

 

The “Flexi-Quota” concept emerged out of public debates and was 

endorsed by the German Federal Secretary of Family Affairs, Kristina 

Schröder and Prime Minister Merkel. The Flexi-Quota would allow 

publicly-listed companies to set their own voluntary goals instead of 

establishing a legally-mandated quota. A company’s goal must be 

made public and may not be changed retroactively. If a company 

fails to establish its own objective, this might trigger a fine. The Flexi-

Quotas are one important element of the proposed EU Directive on 
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mandatory quotas. The proposal includes, as a complementary 

measure, a “flexi-quota” which is an obligation for listed companies 

to set self-regulatory targets regarding the representation of both 

sexes among executives to be met by 2020 (or by 2018 for public 

undertakings). Companies have to annually disclose progress that 

they have made in this respect. 

 

German CG Code recommends that the Supervisory Board respect 

diversity and, in particular, aim for an appropriate consideration of 

women when appointing the Management Board. The Code also 

recommends that the Supervisory Board specify concrete objectives 

regarding its composition which, whilst considering the specifics of 

the enterprise, shall take into account the international activities of 

the enterprise, potential conflicts of interest, the number of 

independent members of the Supervisory Board, an age limit to be 

specified for the members of the Supervisory Board and diversity 

(Hastings, 2012). 

 

UK
22

 
 

According to a report issued by the Cranfield School of Management 

(the Female FSTE Report 2012) in 2010, only 12.5 percent of 

directors and 5.5 percent of executive directors of FTSE 100 

companies were women. Twenty-one percent of FTSE 100 

companies had exclusively male boards (Hastings, 2012).  

 

In September 2010, Lord Davies of Abersoch was asked by the 

Business Minister, Edward Davey, and the Minister for Women, Lynn 

Featherstone to review reasons behind the too low number of 

women on corporate boards. The report was issued in 2011 and it 

confirmed the existence of a large gender gap on corporate boards. 

The Davies 2011 report aimed at providing concrete 

recommendations for increasing the number of women on boards 

but it fell short of providing for mandatory quotas. Lord Davies 

specifically recommended: 

 

1. by September 2011, chairmen of FTSE 350 companies 

should set out, on their own, the percentage of women they 

aim to have on their boards in 2013 and 2015. It is 
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recommended that FTSE 100 boards should aim for a 

minimum of 25 percent female representation by 2015. 

2. quoted companies should be required to disclose each year 

the proportion of women on their boards, in senior executive 

positions, as well as the proportion of female employees in 

the entire organization. 

3. the Financial Reporting Council should amend the UK 

Corporate Governance Code to impose an obligation on 

listed companies to develop a policy concerning boardroom 

diversity. 

4. companies should report on the gender balance of boards, in 

senior executive positions and among their employees in 

their respective 2012 Corporate Governance Statement. 

5. chairmen should disclose meaningful information about the 

company’s nomination process and disclose how the 

company addresses diversity in its annual report. 

6. investors should recognize their role in relation to company 

boards. 

7. companies are advised to periodically advertise non-

executive board positions to encourage greater diversity in 

applications. 

8. executive search firms should draw up a voluntary code of 

conduct addressing gender diversity. 

9. executives from within the corporate sector and women from 

outside the corporate mainstream (entrepreneurs, 

academics, civil servants, and senior women with 

professional service backgrounds) should launch training 

programs that would help women develop skills relevant for 

board members, 

10. the steering board which issued the report should meet 

semi-annually to consider progress and report on it annually. 

 

Although Lord Davies did not recommend mandatory quotas as 

mentioned above, in his report he states that, if the business-led 

approach does not work, then “more prescriptive alternatives” may 

be required. 

 

In response to the Davies Report, the headhunting industry in the UK 

responded by agreeing to a voluntary code on Diversity. After this 
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Code was adopted, more women are being included on the long lists 

of candidates for board seats. However, women candidates are 

rarely short-listed. The main reason for this persistent gender gap is 

that women are perceived as not “fitting in” with the culture and 

values of existing board members, who are mostly men.  

 

Finally, it is important to mention the 30 Percent Club which was 

founded by Helena Morrissey (CEO, Newton Investment 

Management) and her Labour peer Mary Goudie. This Club aims at 

mobilizing the British business community into action. It supports its 

member companies in improving board diversity by connecting 

companies with potential female candidates, by influencing the 

political agenda, by securing media coverage of this issue and by 

tracking progress toward the implementation of 30 percent female 

representation in corporate boards (Hastings, 2012) 

 

We will also look at the experiences of countries outside the 

European Union in this regard. 

 

USA
23

 
 

The New York Stock Exchange (“NYSE”) and NASDAQ have 

established governance standards for their listed companies. 

However, neither the NYSE nor the NASDAQ has enacted any 

requirements or “best practice” recommendations regarding board 

diversity. On the other hand, in 2009 the Securities and Exchange 

Commission (the “SEC”) approved rules that require companies to 

disclose whether or not they have a board diversity policy. It is 

important to emphasize that the SEC does not require public 

companies to introduce diversity policies. It only requires a public 

company to disclose: 1) whether diversity is a factor in considering 

candidates for nomination to the board of directors; 2) how diversity 

is considered in that process; and 3) how the company assesses the 

effectiveness of its policy for considering diversity (Securities and 

Exchange Commission, 2010).  

 

While the regulator and the exchanges in the U.S. do not recognize 

board diversity as an important issue for corporate America some 

institutional investors are spending a lot of resources to push for this 

noble cause. Calvert for example is an investment management 

                                                 
23 Hastings, 2012 
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company that manages over $11.5 billion in assets (Calvert 

Investments, 2013). Since 2002, Calvert has engaged with hundreds 

of companies on the issue of board diversity, managing to add 28 

female and/or minority candidates to corporate boards of its 

investee companies. In the 2011 proxy season, Calvert filed five 

resolutions related to board diversity, and three companies altered 

their selection criteria for board of directors to now include race and 

gender diversity (Hastings, 2012). 

 

Still, there has been no noteworthy improvement in the number of 

woman on the boards of listed companies in the U.S. Thus, we have 

one more discouraging example that without mandatory 

requirements (such as quotas) the private sector is not inclined to 

undertake any tangible steps to address the lack of diversity. 

 

Canada
24

 
 

Canada also did not introduce mandatory quotas for companies 

across Canada, but remarkable progress has been made in certain 

areas. In 2006, for example, the Government of the Province of 

Quebec implemented a law that required Quebec state-owned (and 

controlled) enterprises to have equal representation of men and 

women on boards of directors by December 2011. Recently issued 

reports indicate that Quebec’s state-owned enterprises were close to 

meeting the 50 percent female representation requirement before 

the end of 2011 (United Kingdom Department for Business, 

Innovation and Skills, 2011; Mary Teresa Bitti, 2010). However, it is 

unclear whether full compliance was reached. 

 

WomenOnBoard is a not-for-profit organization which focuses on 

promoting the appointment of women to Canadian corporate boards. 

This organization launched two interesting initiatives that yielded 

good results in facilitating board diversity. The first initiative was the 

Mentoring Program in Canada, launched in 2007, which connects 

senior executive women with CEOs or Board Chairs from 

participating, non-competing companies. The second important 

initiative occurred in April 2012, when WomenOnBoard launched 

WomenOnBoard Source. This is a searchable, online listing featuring 

qualified women corporate director candidates. WomenOnBoard 

Source contains background information for women executives who 

                                                 
24 Hastings, 2012 
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have participated in the WomenOnBoard Mentoring Program. 

Through these two initiatives, WomenOnBoard is trying to develop 

the talent pool of Canada’s potential female directors. 

 

Finally, in March 2012, Canada’s federal government announced a 

policy initiative to establish an advisory council to promote women’s 

representation on boards of directors. This effort is at its very 

beginning so it remains to be seen whether it will be as successful as 

its gender-aware predecessors. 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS 

Additional pressures for gender diversity can be created through 

reporting requirements which have shown certain results upon their 

implementation. There are three primary ways in which these 

reporting requirements can be introduced: 

 through legal norms where regulators will require that one 

part of the annual report is related to statics regarding 

women on boards and in top management positions. This 

requirement would imply that boards need to have defined 

benchmarks regarding the number of women on boards. 

Therefore, boards would then have to object to those 

benchmarks or explain why the benchmark was not 

achieved. Disclosure and explanation are considered good 

ways to apply pressure to take on the diversity agenda (ICGN, 

2012). 

 through European Commission initiatives and directives, 

which can require all listed companies in EU Member States 

to report on the number of women working for those 

companies. In that way companies would be required to have 

statistics regarding the general number of women employed, 

the number of women in executive positions and number of 

women on boards. These statistics would provide companies 

with an overview of the current situation within a company. 

Furthermore, these statistics would be monitored on an 

annual basis which would allow companies to undertake 

corrective measures (European Union Committee, 2012). 

 through CG codes where companies would be required to 

report on the measures that they have undertaken regarding 

the gender diversity issue. The companies should also be 

encouraged to set their own non-binding targets on female 
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representation on boards and top management positions 

and annually report on the progress (European Union 

Committee, 2012). A huge increase was observed in 

women’s representation on the board of directors in 

Australia, from 14.2 percent in 2010 to 24 percent in 2012 

as a result of amendments to the corporate governance 

codes about strict disclosure requirements (Hastings, 2012). 

AT THE COMPANY LEVEL 

Some reports show that the absence of women on boards could be 

caused by the lack of interest of companies to select and promote 

women (Burke, 1997). As a main argument companies usually state 

that the low number of women on boards is not the consequence of 

their unwillingness, but that it is mostly due to the fact that they do 

not know where to find and recruit them (Burke, 1997). Additionally, 

data show that the greatest increases in gender diversity occurred 

among boards that already had at least one female director (Ernst & 

Young, 2012). This may indicate that those boards with an 

experienced female presence now recognize the value and impact 

that diversity can have on board thinking and functioning (Ernst & 

Young, 2012). Appointing a woman as board member results in 

breaking the glass ceiling and contributing to an increase in the 

number of women directors and an increase in company reputation 

(Singh et al, 2009). Companies can undertake efforts to increase the 

number of women on corporate boards at several levels, which will 

be presented in next parts of this chapter.  

 

What Investors Should Do? 

 

Shareholders can influence the gender diversity of corporate boards 

in two ways. The first way is through their active inclusion of gender 

diversity considerations regarding boards and the management of 

the companies in which they have invested. These diversity 

considerations could result in the creation of further pressures on 

companies through shareholder requests to the board and 

management of the companies to develop and implement gender 

diversity policies, whose progress will be evaluated on the basis of 

information presented within annual reports (ICGN, 2012). The 

second way is through the nomination and election of board 

members since that is one of their primary roles and responsibilities. 
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When choosing board members, shareholders can add pressure 

through the establishment of favorable voting for nomination policies 

that are gender sensitive. Moreover, shareholders can agree to give 

an advantage to female candidates who possess the same level of 

expertise, skills and knowledge as male candidates (ICGN, 2012). 

 

What Boards Should Do? 

 

Most studies have shown that boards play a crucial role in changing 

the corporate culture regarding corporate gender diversity. The 

support of board members and the CEO is of  crucial importance for 

building a truly gender-diverse company (McKinsey & Company, 

2010). Positive gender diversity practices stand little chance of 

developing and becoming integral parts of corporate culture without 

the commitment of board members and the CEO of the company.  

Board members and the CEO of the company are the first pillars of 

the company “ecosystem”. The CEO of one major global company in 

the medical & healthcare industry said: “The commitment of the CEO 

is absolutely critical. It reflects the commitment of the company; it 

reflects the strategy of the company. If you have the strategy of the 

company, if you want the commitment of the company, the CEO must 

be personally committed. He must be present in the situations where 

people talk about gender diversity. He must be committed in forcing 

gender diversity in promotion slates. He must be present in the 

coaching of talent. So I think it’s absolutely critical that the CEO plays 

a fundamental and central role in promoting and driving gender 

diversity in the company” (McKinsey & Company, 2010).  Heindrick 

and Strugles (2012) have shown that all board members throughout 

the world agree that the most effective way to build diverse 

corporate boards is through board leadership (see Graph 14). 
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Graph 14: What are the most effective ways to build diverse corporate boards?
25

 

 

As seen on Graph 15 gender diversity is a top strategic priority for 

only 28% of the companies.  

 

 
 

Graph 15: Is gender diversity a strategic priority?
26

 

                                                 
25 Heidrick and Struggles, 2012 

Note: Ranked in order of importance, where 1 is the most important and 6 is the least 

important. 
26 Heidrick and Struggles, 2012 
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Furthermore, the same research study has shown that companies 

with gender diversity at the top of their strategic agenda have more 

women in their top management positions, as can be seen on Graph 

16. 

 

 
 

Graph 16: Companies with gender diversity at the top of their strategic agenda have 

more women in their top management.
27

 

 

Additionally, Heidrick and Struggles (2012) found that boards need 

to take a more active role in establishing a strategic plan for board 

succession, which includes robust discussions about diversity, not 

just industry experience and specific functional acumen. Virtcom 

(2009) states that the first step towards achieving gender diversity is 

the organization of board meetings where the issue of gender 

diversity is a special item on the agenda.  

 

Boards can undertake some of the following actions to increase the 

number of women on corporate boards: 

 promotion of gender diversity – the board should be the 

primary agent that will influence change in the corporate 

culture through its own example. Therefore, the board should 

strive to have female members and that gender diversity 

should be incorporated in its nomination policies and 

processes; 

                                                 
27 Heidrick and Struggles, 2012 
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 recruitment policies – the board should influence the 

creation of recruitment policies at all levels that are gender 

balanced and gender sensitive; 

 development of indicators – the board should develop 

indicators that measure the company’s performance in 

hiring, retaining, promoting and developing women. These 

gender diversity indicators would be used in order to identify 

inequalities and gaps regarding gender diversity, but also to 

measure progress, based on which further actions can be 

undertaken. These indicators should be further introduced 

into executives’ performance reviews since that is the only 

way in which other management levels of the company would 

be responsible for gender diversity promotion; 

 looking outside the common network – the board should 

create procedures through which the nomination committee 

will be responsible to look beyond the common channels and 

existing networks to source female candidates (ICGN, 2012); 

 gender diversity board assessment – the board should 

include an annual assessment of its own results in achieving 

greater gender balance in its own ranks and senior 

management levels (ICGN, 2012). 
 

What Company Management Should Do? – Company HR 

policies 

 

Since human capital is the most important asset and competitive 

advantage of companies, it is of crucial importance to have well 

established recruitment and development HR policies. Even though 

company boards are the primary agents of the gender diversity 

change within the company, if this change is not incorporated within 

the whole system it will appear only cosmetic. Therefore, approaches 

to gender diversity should be implemented at all levels and all times. 

That is the only way in which the investors will have confidence that 

management takes gender diversity with genuine and appropriate 

seriousness. Additionally, this will be a signal to investors that 

gender diversity is effectively implemented.  Companies that know 

how to attract, sustain and promote women will be in a better 

position to use its employees, lower the costs of workforce attrition 

and increase the basis of future organizational leaders. (Delloite, 

2011).  
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Programs/actions/activities which can be undertaken at the 

company management level to enable and encourage gender 

diversity are the following:  

 

 gender sensitive recruitment policies –policies should 

provide for equal treatment of female and male candidates 

through development of neutral recruitment and evaluation 

policies. Some companies have even created HR policies 

which have ensured that at least one female candidate is 

present in each of the recruitment pools for all management 

posts, while other companies implement recruitment 

programs specifically targeted towards women (McKinsey & 

Company, 2010); 

 neutral evaluation and promotion systems – HR policies 

should be tailored in such a way to provide equal 

opportunities for all employees regardless of their gender. 

These policies should not allow for women to be penalized in 

their careers just because they are women. These policies 

should be created to provide equal opportunities for women 

and men in the development of their careers. 

 flexibility in working conditions and hours – women do not 

have equal opportunities if companies provide them with 

same working conditions as men since women and men 

have different roles within society and different personal and 

family circumstances. Therefore, HR policies should allow for 

flexible working hours (flexi-time, part-time work and tailored 

working hours) and remote working (working from home). In 

that way companies would lower the impact of breaks (due to 

pregnancy leave etc.) on women’s career development and 

performance (McKinsey & Company, 2010). 

 training, coaching and mentoring programs for women – 

companies who truly believe in and want to accomplish 

gender diversity should develop programs that would allow 

women to acknowledge their own potential and manage their 

careers in the same way as men do. Programs and activities 

that companies can undertake in this regard are: female 

board members being role models to other women within the 

organization (this provides companies with the opportunity to 

demonstrate its commitment to gender fairness, helping the 

company to attract and retain a broader proportion of staff), 

shadowing programs which will allow promising female 

candidates to spend time with executives and gain core 
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business experience, programs aimed at developing 

leadership skills that are tailored for women; clearly 

communicating to women to which positions in the company 

they can aspire; developing succession planning policies that 

provide preferential treatment to internally geared 

candidates;  etc. One example can certainly be the creation 

of an apprenticeship program, where young women work and 

shadow experienced directors for a couple of years and at 

the end receive certification by the experienced director 

which would also serve as a future recomendation for these 

women (IFC, 2011) 
 

On Graph 17 are thirteen measures that companies can undertake in 
order to accomplish gender diversity throughout the company system.  

 

 

 

 
 

Graph 17: Thirteen gender-diversity measures.
28

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 McKinsey & Company, 2010 
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Furthermore, Graph 18 and Graph 19 support these findings and 

confirm that flexible working conditions are the most implemented 

measure that provides the highest positive results in this regard 

(McKinsey & Company, 2010). 

 

 

Graph 18: Measures undertaken by companies to recruit, retain and develop women 

over the past 5 years.
29

 

 

 

Graph 19: The most effective measures promoting gender diversity focus on 

women’s development and appraisal.
30

 

                                                 
29 McKinsey & Company, 2010 
30 McKinsey & Company, 2010 
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All the measures that companies take are also recognized as 

important by women director Sandra Dawson, non-executive director 

at Barclays, who said that companies should mentor, have good 

career planning, flexible employment practices and innovative 

schemes for taking time out. These women’s issues cannot be 

solved either by one corporation or by one woman. It is much more a 

global problem that relates to the question of the value of women in 

the work force.  

AT THE SOCIETAL LEVEL 

Even today, women are underrepresented in economic life and the 

political sphere. Women who have made it to the top of the ladder in 

political or public life have much less media attention in comparison 

to men. Many successful and high profile women are completely 

unknown by the wider public. This situation is supported by the fact 

that gender stereotypes and prejudices are still present at all levels 

of our society. There is a need to offset the revival of patriarchal 

traditions by undertaking efforts to support women’s role in society. 

The lack of self-confidence and the fear of failure among women can 

be linked to the perception in society that women should only 

perform the role of housewives and that a business career is a male 

domain (Minniti et al, 2006; Allen et al, 2008). The increased 

visibility of women at the senior level plays a catalytic function with 

these women viewed as role models and cultural change agents that 

help empower women at all levels. 

 

The problem also persists within limiting mental models such as: the 

conviction that women bear sole responsibility for taking care of 

elderly parents; assigning a disproportional share of child-bearing 

responsibility to a woman; traditional networking models that are 

male-oriented (old boys’ club); the common belief that women are 

less ambitious than men; the widely-spread perception that a 

corporate career requires masculine attributes and as such is not 

appropriate for women; the idea that “there are simply not enough 

suitable female candidates to increase the number of women on 

boards”; the common belief that women need to adopt male models 

of behavior to succeed in the corporate world, etc. These and similar 

prejudices are serious obstacles which cannot be ignored since each 

woman needs the support of her partner, family, formal and informal 

social networks to succeed in creating a successful business career. 
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Counterbalancing these negative social attitudes can be achieved 

through the following actions: 

 creation of a comprehensive PR campaign – awareness 

raising events in which the power of women in today’s world 

is highlighted along with the changes in women’s role within 

society. Media should also contribute to this process through 

taking gender diversity into account in all its programs.  

 promotion of female role models – a female presence at top 

positions in all areas has a positive impact, since their 

powerful positions encourage and support other female 

colleagues (Bilimoria and Diana, 2006). In this way young 

women can identify with role models and strive for similar 

careers. The existence of role models is also important 

because it allows young women to hear of the experiences of 

top executives and gain advice on how to cope with work and 

family challenges and combat male domination (Singh et al, 

2008). 

 network and database of women ready to be board members 

– women usually lack the access to networks which can help 

them in obtaining board membership. The creation of a 

network or a database of women ready for board 

membership would allow companies to more easily find 

adequate female candidates for their boards. Furthermore, 

the existence of this kind of network could also provide 

additional pressure for societal change and the 

diminishment of existing prejudices. 

AT THE PERSONAL LEVEL 

It is very important for women to develop the necessary experience, 

track records and abilities to qualify for board membership (Burke, 

1997). In order to overcome lack of experience, women need to 

attend trainings and develop themselves. Women usually lack 

leadership experience, which they need to develop through trainings 

and apprenticeship. Women need to be more aware of their 

strengths, because they are typically more focused on their 

shortcomings, so they limit themselves (IFC, 2011). 

 

It is also argued that women who want to be appointed as board 

members must become recognized and create a high profile public 
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image. In order to create a public image and to promote herself, 

women need to attract media, speak in public and have public 

debates, be a skilled communicator, develop contacts with 

journalists, participate in business and professional forums and 

develop lobbying and negotiation skills (McGregor, 1997).  

 

Therefore we conclude that women need to attend trainings and 

commit to life-long learning and attainment of relevant skills. 

Furthermore, they need to be able to create a publicly known name 

and image through strategies such as participation in relevant 

conferences and creating a presence in media. 
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WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS 

IN BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA 

 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) is a country situated in the south-west 

of the Balkan Peninsula with a population of approximately 3.5 

million. BiH is a former Yugoslav republic, gaining independence 

after separation from Yugoslavia in 1992. Today, BiH has a specific 

political structure due to the Constitutional Law based on the Dayton 

Peace Agreement of 1995 that followed the war in 1992-1995. The 

country is divided into two entities (Federation of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (FBiH) and Republika Srpska (RS)) and one autonomous 

Brcko District. FBiH is further divided into 10 cantons and 79 

municipalities, while RS is divided into 62 municipalities. According 

to the last census data from 2000, the largest ethnic groups within 

the population are Bosniaks (48%), followed by Serbs  (37%) and 

Croats (14%).  

 

The political situation in BiH is stable but it is still vulnerable due to 

the tensions between FBiH and RS and the internal politics in both 

entities. The Office of the High Representative for BiH, an institution 

set up at the time of the Dayton Peace Agreement, is still present in 

the country with important political powers, although it’s involvement 

in daily politics has significantly dropped in the last several years. 

Further tensions are present due to the fact that the political 

authorities of RS have stated, several times in the last couple of 

years, that they want independence from the FBiH. Moreover, the 

political authorities of the two entities within BiH, even today, after 
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eighteen years, still hugely disagree about some of the key issues 

and development paths of BiH. This political situation transposes to 

the population, where intolerance can still be encountered in every 

segment of life. 

 

The country is a potential candidate for the membership in the 

European Union and that is one of the main political objectives of 

BiH. Also it has been a candidate for NATO membership since April 

2010, when it received a Membership Action Plan which is the last 

step before full membership in the alliance. Full membership is 

expected in 2014 or 2015, depending on the progress of reforms. 

Additionally, the country has been a member of the Council of 

Europe since April 2002 and a founding member of the 

Mediterranean Union upon its establishment in July 2008. The 

country has focused its efforts on regional stabilization and good 

relations with neighboring countries since this is one of the main 

preconditions for EU membership. Relations with Croatia, Serbia and 

Montenegro have been fairly stable since the signing of the Dayton 

Agreement in 1995. 

 

Following the October 2010 elections there was a long delay in the 

formation of government on the state level. Furthermore, this has led 

towards breakdown in national policy coordination, interruption in 

the servicing of public debt to certain IFIs in early 2012 and budget 

agreement difficulties. On the other hand, this has stalled economic 

reforms and progress toward EU accession.31 BiH's GDP showed 

stable growth until the global economic crisis in late 2008 when the 

rate fell dramatically. The real GDP growth rate in 2011 was 1.7% 

which is still far below the optimal growth rate for BiH. In terms of 

GDP structure the largest part is generated by the service and public 

sector including more than two-thirds of GDP, while industry and 

agriculture account for 23%. According to an IMF staff report for 

2012, BiH will need to start fiscal consolidation as well as reforms 

regarding public expenditure composition.32 Public debt is currently 

around 40% of GDP, although it is believed that a country like BiH – 

an emerging country with a fixed exchange rate and vulnerable to 

external shocks – should lower it to 30%. The currency board 

predicts that the inflation rate over the next five years will be around 

2%, which could significantly contribute to the better economic 

results of business entities. Additionally, in September 2012, IMF 

                                                 
31 International Monetary Fund, 2012 
32 International Monetary Fund, 2012 
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approved a two year standby arrangement worth $500 million which 

should regain the trust of foreign investors in the stability of BiH. 

 

Real GDP growth rate (%) 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012*33 2013* 

6.3 3.9 6 6.2 5.7 -2.9 0.7 1.7 0 1 

 

Table 2: Real GDP (%).34 

 

The business environment in BiH is underdeveloped, but the state is 

making efforts to create more favorable business conditions that 

would lead to improved economic performance. The authorities are 

focused on attracting foreign direct investments (FDI) although the 

business environment remains underdeveloped and the investment 

climate is still at a very low level. This conclusion can be supported 

by the fact that BiH is ranked 126th in the World Bank Doing 

Business 2013 Report. The weakest areas for BiH, and where BiH is 

ranked the lowest are: dealing with construction permits (163rd), 

starting a business (162nd), paying taxes (128th) and enforcing 

contracts (120th).
35

  

 

 
 

Graph 20: FDI per capita (net, US$)36 

                                                 
33 Prediction 
34 International Monetary Fund, 2012a 
35 World Bank, 2013 
36

 World Bank, 2012 
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The global economic crisis has created a significant impact on the 

employment rate and living standard in BiH. Within the working age 

population the unemployment rate reached 28% in 2012, while the 

employment rate is 31.7%. Women represent 51.1% of the total 

population and 51.8% of the working age population. The 

employment rate of women is 22.6%, while the employment rate of 

men is 41.5%. Furthermore, the unemployment rate amongst 

women is 30.7% while this percentage for men is 4% lower. Within 

the working age population, 8% of women and 9.7% of men have a 

college, university, masters or doctoral degree. However, if one 

considers the educational structure of the labor force, 19.1% of 

women and 11.7% of men have college, university, masters or 

doctoral degrees.  This data is in contradiction with the fact that the 

unemployment rate amongst women is higher than amongst men. If 

we look further we will see that 31.3% of the total employed 

population in BiH are self-employed people or entrepreneurs, of 

whom women constitute 24.9% which is comparable with regional 

averages. At the same time, women represent 71% of unpaid family 

workers.37 

 

 
 

Graph 21: Employment rate and level of employment amongst women and men (%)38 

                                                 
37

 Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2012 
38 Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2012 



WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS IN BIH, FYRM AND SRB  
 

 

91 
 

 

 
 

Graph 22: Unemployment rate and rate of unemployment amongst women and men 

(%)39 

 

 
 

Graph 23: Level of education of labor force by sex (%)40 

 

 

In BiH, gender equality is a prominent area of concern since women 

have an unfavorable economic and social status in society. 

Moreover, women in political and public life are almost non-present.  

                                                 
39 Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2012 
40 Agency for Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2012 
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Not only are women often denied participation in political decision-

making, they also face discrimination in the labor market and receive 

lower wages even though they frequently have key responsibility for 

the survival of their families. Ongoing gender stereotypes and 

prejudice also have widespread consequences in ensuring gender 

equality.  

 

Since 2003, BiH has undertaken some key legal reforms in order to 

ensure gender equality in public and private life. The Law on Gender 

Equality was adopted in 2003, and then amended in 2009. The 

unified text of the law was adopted by the Constitutional Committees 

of both houses of the Parliamentary Assembly of Bosnia and 

Herzegovina in 2010. This law represents the legal framework for 

gender equality, introducing gender perspectives into public policies 

and legislation. Furthermore, this law is an important instrument for 

increasing public awareness with regards to gender equality. The law 

follows the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), promoting gender equality 

in the private and public spheres and prohibits discrimination based 

on gender or sexual orientation. The law has 18 chapters, including 

on discrimination, education, employment, social and health care, 

sports, culture, public life, media, prohibition of gender-based 

violence, harassment and sexual harassment, statistical evidence, 

court protection, obligations and measures of the state, and 

sanctions. The Gender Equality Agency of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

was established within the Ministry for Human Rights and Refugees 

to follow the implementation of the law.  The National Action Plan on 

Gender Equality was adopted in 2007 to enable implementation of 

the law, while Financing for the Implementation of the Gender 

Equality Action Programme (the FIGAP Programme) was also adopted 

to provide for its sustainable implementation.  

 

The program intends to contribute to an increased level of gender 

equality and suggests that the concept of gender equality should be 

accepted as an approach in formulating and implementing programs 

and policies in all sectors of society, as described in the action plan. 

Success of the action plan and the program will be measured 

against a set of overall indicators at the societal level, such as an 

increase in the number of women politicians and women in 

‘powerful’ positions (political positions at all levels of BiH state and 

entities), the improved economic position and situation of women 

and other marginalized groups (focusing on the public and private 
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labor markets and access to economic rights) and the improved 

social position of women and other marginalized groups (focusing on 

reduced violence, cultural perceptions of men and women’s roles 

and status, education and health). Another law tackling gender 

issues in Bosnia and Herzegovina is the Law on Prohibition of 

Discrimination, enacted in 2007, while a Law on Equal Opportunities 

exists in draft form.  

FRAMEWORK 

Joint stock companies in BiH are regulated at the entity level through 

the adoption of company laws. The Company Law in FBiH was 

adopted in 1999 and recently amended to align it with EU 

legislation, while the currently implemented Company Law in RS was 

enacted in 2008 also with the aim of aligning it with the EU acquis 

communataire. According to the Company Law in FBiH, joint stock 

companies are organized under a two-tier system, where the 

Shareholders Assembly appoints the Supervisory board and the 

latter appoints the Managing board. Within the Company Law in RS, 

it is envisaged that the Shareholders Assembly appoints the 

members of the Managing board which further appoints the 

Executive board. In 2006 Securities Commissions in FBiH and RS 

adopted additional regulation regarding corporate governance 

standards which joint stock companies have to incorporate into 

company by-laws. 

 

The Supervisory board in FBiH is appointed for a period of four years, 

while the Executive board in RS is appointed for a period of five 

years. In RS it is envisaged that the Managing board has a minimum 

of three and a maximum of 15 members, while in FBiH the 

Supervisory board includes a president and a minimum of two 

members, while the total number of members should be odd. In FBiH 

the same person can be re-elected for the position of president or 

member of the Supervisory Board, with no limitation. Additionaly, the 

CEO and the members of the Managing board cannot be president or 

member of the Supervisory board in FBiH. The president of the 

Managing board in RS is the CEO of the company if the internal acts 

of the company do not define this in some other way. 

 

Capital markets in BiH are also mostly regulated at the entity level. 

Each of the entities has its own legal system, a separate Securities 
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Commission and Stock Exchange. Therefore, we have two stock 

exchanges – Sarajevo Stock Exchange (SASE) and Banja Luka Stock 

Exchange (BLSE). Both stock exchanges are regulated by the laws 

which are enacted at the entity level – FBiH and RS. The FBiH Law on 

Securities Markets, which is in line with the EU acquis 

communautaire, was enacted in 2008 and regulates trading and 

securities issuance. This Law was amended in 2012 (with no 

additional substantial changes except articles tackling the shares 

and obligations of the professional intermediaries, capital stock and 

some terminology changes). At the same time in RS, the Securities 

Market Law was redrafted in 2006 and amended in 2009 and it 

regulates market transparency, investor protection, issuance and 

trading of securities, the conduct of participants in the securities 

market, the functions of the stock exchange and the central registry 

of securities. 

 

Banja Luka Stock Exchange has a market capitalization of around 2 

billion EUR (as of 29th December 2012) and 494 listed companies, 

while Sarajevo Stock Exchange has a market capitalization of around 

2.3 billion EUR (as of 28th December 2012) and 179 listed 

companies in 2012.
41

 

SASE has three segments for company securities trading and they 

are:  

1. the official market of companies (where “blue-chip“ 

companies who have to satisfy the highest standards are 

traded);  

2. the free market which is a segment of the organized 

securities market where securities that have been 

successfully offered to the public and whose further public 

sale has been approved by the Securities Commission of the 

Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and which have not 

been listed on the official market of companies are traded. 

This market segment has three sub-segments: primary free 

market (consists of the 30 most traded shares), secondary 

free market (consists of the issuers that are not listed on the 

official market of companies, do not meet the conditions for 

the primary free market and are not in bankruptcy 

proceedings), the tertiary free market (consists of companies 

which do not publish their periodical financial reports); 

                                                 
41 Banja Luka Stock Exchange and Sarajevo Stock Excghange, 2013 
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3. the market for the issuers in bankruptcy proceedings. 

 

BLSE also has two market segments – an official market and a free 

market. Each of these market segments have sub-segments and 

listing rules which companies need to fulfill.  

RESEARCH SAMPLE 

This sample of 30 companies includes 13 privately owned 

companies, 16 public joint stock companies and one company with a 

controlling foreign owner. Public joint stock companies were selected 

from companies listed on SASE and BLSE. The main criteria for 

selection were the liquidity of the company’s shares and availability 

of data on board members. All results, findings and conclusions of 

the researchers have been made on the basis of results gathered 

through the project. 

 

The companies included in the sample are from a diverse range of 

industries – tobacco, textile, telecommunications, electricity, cement 

and food processing, as well as the banking sector. When it comes to 

the size of the companies in the sample, 50% of them have less than 

200 employees and 50% have more than 200 employees. Most of 

the data during the sampling process was collected from the 

websites of SASE and BLSE, the websites of the companies, and 

from their annual reports, LinkedIn profiles and other available 

public sources of information. 

 

The average size of boards in the sample is 3.9 members. The total 

number of executive members is 8; the total number of independent 

members is 11. In total, in boards within the sample, there are 38 

women directors, which is approximately 32% of the sampled 

boards. 

 

The sample included 24 women and 6 men. All 6 men are members 

of boards in which there were no women members. Among 

interviewees, 9 are executive board members, 4 are non-executives 

and 17 directors are independent directors according to provisions 

prescribed by law.  
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RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

Most of the interviewed women are college graduates, while 7 out of 

30 interviewees have completed postgraduate studies (i.e. they hold 

a Master’s or a PhD degree) with an exception that one of the 

respondents has finished secondary school. This indicates that a 

high level of education can be an important precondition for a 

person to become a board member. 17% of the interviewed women 

were aged between 30 and 40 years, 25% between 40 and 50, while 

the majority (58%) were over 50 years of age. The average age of 

men in the sample is near 40 years, while the average age of women 

is near 51 years, which points out that women in supervisory boards 

are on average significantly older than men. Through interviews with 

the women it became evident that most women invested a lot of 

their time into their non-formal education i.e. trainings, specialist 

courses etc., which also points to the fact that women are more open 

and willing to work on self-improvement, or take time for continuous 

work on self-improvement or the acquisition of new knowledge and 

skills. Based on these results we can infer that women in the sample 

have a higher level of education than men, yet still obtain placement 

on boards later than men, which leads us to conclude that 

qualifications are not the key prerequisite for placement on these 

boards. Further results confirm this conclusion because there was 

no women in the sample who had less than 10 years of experience, 

while 38% of them had more than 20 years. On the other hand, none 

of the interviewed men had more than 20 years of experience. 

Therefore, we conclude that men with less working experience than 

women have an opportunity to be part of the boards and that 

knowledge and working experience are not the two priority criteria for 

placement on the boards.  

 

Most women in the sample (88%) are married and almost all (96%) 

have at least one child. Their children are on average 20 years of age 

and this data combined with the data regarding the age of the 

interviewees implies that most of them had children in their thirties. 

This can also be viewed as one of the reasons why women attain a 

placement on boards at a later stage in their lives. The Bosnian 

female interviewees felt that companies consider women with small 

children as family-oriented and not sufficiently dedicated to their 

jobs. 
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A review of the experience of the interviewees found that they have 

been members of 2.5 boards on average42. The average tenure of 

our interviewees is 5 years for women and 3.5 for men. This may 

indicate that women were repeatedly re-elected for a position on 

boards (the mandate for membership on the Supervisory board is 

restricted to four years and on the Managing board to five years), 

and based on that we can assume that with their work and 

dedication they deserved to be reelected. It might also be that men 

are more prone to change than women who prefer safety (this 

conclusion is based on the conversations with these women and 

men). Furthermore, the average number of women on boards is 1.5, 

while for men this number is 2.6. 

 

All of the interviewed board members, both male and female, believe 

that board diversity is important and that it improves company 

efficiency and results. Gender diversity was not marked as the most 

important component of diversity, but many respondents noted that 

women enhanced the work of the board. For all interviewees, 

diversity was important in the context of different qualifications, 

skills and technical knowledge that board members possess. The 

interviewees also noted that boards work more systematically when 

a woman is present, because women tend to be efficient with a “let’s 

go straight to the point” approach. Furthermore, they stressed that 

women are more prone to pay attention to important details, that 

they are less dependent on the opinions of others, that behind their 

views stands strong and solid argumentation, and that they are more 

meticulous, organized and sometimes even more responsible.  

 

When asked “What do you think were the key prerequisites for your 

board membership?”, all interviewees ranked experience and 

expertise and a high-level of responsibility and dedication as most 

important. Moreover, both women and men considered that 

“willingness to compromise between private and working life” was 

irrelevant for their placement on the board. Women also considered 

that the development of relevant technical skills and obtaining 

relevant recommendations was crucial for increasing the likelihood 

of their placement on boards, while men (66%) considered self-

promotion as the key skill that women need to develop in order to 

increase their chances for board placement. None of the 

interviewees considered connections with a headhunting agency as 

                                                 
42 During the calculation, one participant is excluded from the sample since that participation 

provided an extreme result. The participant was a member of 15 boards. 
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important (which can be due to the fact that these agencies are at a 

nascent stage in BiH). 

 

The results of the research showed that women believe that their 

voice is heard on the board due to their professional attitude, 

experience and expertise. They all feel that the fact that they are on 

a board does not change the way in which they work, and they think 

that their opinions and attitudes are valued in accordance with the 

strength of the arguments supporting them and not the fact that they 

are women. Men completely agree with this position and add that 

there is no difference between men and women, since the most 

important quality for a board member is to have knowledge and 

skills. All interviewed women think that the dynamics in the board 

changes when one woman is a board member and 80% of men 

share this view. Women think that their greatest added value to the 

dynamics of the board is related to their systematic approach, 

commitment, and good communication and analytical skills. They 

also think that women have better organizational and time 

management skills, that they have the ability to perceive problems 

from different angles and that they are ready to search for solutions 

and compromises. Men, on the other hand, think that women often 

have a different perspective, that they pay attention to details, that 

they are well-prepared, more rational and less dependent on group 

influence, and that they have strong intuition and a different 

decision-making process. All interviewees think that they contribute 

to the board with their knowledge of risk management, strategy and 

communication skills. 

 

Through this research we also wanted to find out what the greatest 

barriers are for the increase in the number of women on boards. 

While women think that the lack of women in executive positions is 

the most prominent barrier, followed by the argument that women 

have lower ambitions than men and the “double burden” syndrome, 

men feel that the “double burden” syndrome is the biggest barrier, 

followed by the “anytime, anywhere” performance model. This 

implies that women and men have almost the same opinion in this 

regard, while all think that there is no lack of qualified women who 

could attain board membership. 

 

In the last part of our research we try to identify what can be done in 

order to increase the number of women on boards, who would be the 

most appropriate social group in this regard, what kind of actions 
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would have the greatest impact, whether quotas and disclosure 

requirements contribute significantly in this regard, and whether 

company HR policies should be adjusted to support women in their 

board aspirations. Within the ideal society, all these together can 

change the unfavorable situation preventing women from breaking 

the glass ceiling and attaining board positions. 

 

Half of the women interviewed are in favor of introducing quotas, 

since they consider quotas the only solution since voluntary 

mechanisms obviously do not work. The other half of women and 

83% of men are against quotas. Men think that the introduction of 

quotas can lead to a reverse ''positive'' discrimination. They also 

think that the best people should be at the highest positions and are 

confident that establishing quotas would not solve the problem of 

the low level of women on boards. 79% of women and 50% of men 

also think that common HR policies are not supporting women in 

their career aspirations, while 21% of women think they are 

favorable for them. Generally speaking, in most cases the 

organizational support for ambitious women is very poor and career 

development plans are not modified in accordance with the 

particulars of women's role in society. 77% of interviewees think that 

transparency and disclosure could contribute significantly in the 

overcoming of diversity problems, but they also think that this would 

not be the most effective mechanism for overcoming the gender 

diversity issue.   

 

Based on the feedback received, one can see that women possess 

critical thinking skills and are aware that it is incumbent on them to 

change the environment and make it more receptive for women 

aspiring to board membership. Men think that companies need to 

raise awareness about the importance of Supervisory boards in 

general, since they consider that when this happens, companies will 

understand the importance of diversity. On the other hand, they also 

think that women should be more aggressive and promote 

themselves better.  
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WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS 

IN FYR MACEDONIA 

 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYRM) is a young 

country of more than 2 million people. It became independent after a 

separation from Yugoslavia in 1991. According to the last census 

data from 2002, the largest ethnic group in the country are the 

Macedonians. The second largest group are the Albanians who 

dominate the northwest of the country. Albanians represent 25% of 

the population according to the same census from 2002, however 

their number has risen in the meantime, and today they probably 

represent close to 30% of the population. Although the country 

managed to avoid the Balkan wars in 1990s, it was destabilized in 

2001 during the Kosovo conflict. It recovered, but ethnic issues 

remained high in the political agenda. Even today, there is a political 

divergence between the largely ethnically based political parties 

representing the Macedonians and the Albanians. The power-

balance between the two nations was struck in a power-sharing 

agreement that was reached in 2004. Today, the political situation is 

more stabilized, but some ethnic tensions remain. 

 

FYRM is committed to becoming a modern, democratic country, 

focused on economic development. Its major strategic goals are to 

become a member state of the European Union (EU) and to obtain 

membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). FYRM 

has had the status of an EU candidate country since 2005. However, 

the country is still waiting the start of accession negotiations. In 
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truth, in March 2009, the European Parliament supported FYRM’s 

EU candidacy and asked the European Commission to grant the 

country the date for the start of the accession negotiations by the 

end of 2009. Yet, FYRM has failed to receive this date because of a 

dispute with Greece concerning the country’ name. 

 

The Macedonian government is trying its best to create a favorable 

business environment and to increase the competitiveness of the 

country’s economy. To that end, the county has undergone 

considerable economic reforms since its independence. The results 

are indisputable and they were formally recognized by the World 

Bank in its Doing Business report. Moreover, FYRM’s top ranking in 

this publication was sustained over a number of years. In the 2008 

Doing Business report, FYRM was ranked as the 4th world top 

reformer out of 175 countries while in respect to the overall ease of 

doing business it was the 75th43. In the 2010 report, FYRM was the 

3rd world top reformer. In the same year, with regard to the overall 

ease of doing business it was ranked 32nd out of 183 countries44. 

Finally, in the latest World Bank Doing Business Report, FYRM was 

23rd among 185 countries in the world45. Similar praise came from 

the annual progress reports issued by the European commission that 

track the process of EU integration of FYRM. 

 

Most domestic companies (97% of them) are private. State-owned 

companies still exist primarily in the energy and transportation 

sectors. The macroeconomic environment is stable since the country 

was able to maintain a low inflation rate of around 2% in 2012. 

Fiscal policy was prudent and it secured a low budget deficit as well 

as an acceptable level of indebtedness. The Macedonian GDP has 

had stable growth over the last decade except for two dips which 

were primarily due to externals shocks – the Kosovo crisis in 2001 

and the global economic crisis in late 2008.  

 

Real GDP growth rate (%) 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013* 

4.6 4.4 5.0 6.1 5.0 -0.9 1.8 3.0 2.0 3.2* 

 

Table 3: Real GDP (%)46. 

                                                 
43 World Bank, 2008 
44 World Bank, 2010 
45 World Bank, 2013 
46 International Monetary Fund, 2012a 
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In terms of the GDP structure, the largest part is generated by 

services like trade and construction (more than 50%), approximately 

one third of the GDP comes from industrial sectors and a 

substantially smaller part is generated by agriculture. According to 

Eurostat data, the Macedonian GDP per capita in purchasing power 

standards was 36% of the EU average in 2011. 

 

The Government has remained focused on attracting foreign direct 

investments (FDI). To that end, for example, it introduced a flat tax 

rate of 10% which is the lowest corporate and personal income tax 

rate in Europe. This and other efforts brought significant foreign 

investments primarily from Greece but also from Germany, Italy, the 

United States, Slovenia, Austria and Turkey. The most attractive 

sectors were manufacturing of car parts and finance47.  

 
 

Graph 24: FDI per capita (net, US$)48 

 

However, despite these efforts, the unemployment rate has been 

and remained high at 30.6% in 201249. The same stands for the 

poverty rate which was 19% according to the World Bank 

development data from 2011. 

 

Similar to other post-socialist countries, FYRM has an important 

legacy with regards to gender equality. The country ratified the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

                                                 
47 World Bank, 2012 
48 World Bank, 2012 
49 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
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Women in 1994 as well as the optional protocol on violence against 

women in 2000.  The Macedonian Constitution supports non-

discrimination in Article 9. Further, to support equal opportunities in 

the political sphere, the Law on Election of Members of Parliament 

and the Law on Local Elections were adopted in 2002 and 2004 

respectively. These laws aimed at ensuring that both sexes were 

represented with a quota of at least 30% in the list of nominated 

candidates for elections to the Parliament, municipal councils and 

the Council of the City of Skopje. 

 

In 2006, the Law on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men was 

adopted. The Law promoted equal opportunities in the political, 

economic, social, educational and other fields of public life. It 

forbade any form of gender discrimination in both the public and 

private sectors. To facilitate the enforcement of this Law, in 2007 a 

Department for Equal Opportunities was established within the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Policy. Its main tasks were to promote 

the improvement of the status of women and to create equal 

opportunities for women and men at the national and local levels. In 

addition, a Committee on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men 

was founded in the Macedonian Parliament. Despite these evident 

institutional efforts, Amnesty International noted in 2009 that the 

2006 Law could have been better enforced50.  

 

A National Action Plan on Gender Equality for the period 2007 – 

2012 was adopted in 2007. According to the Plan, the labor market 

in FYRM is characterized by a very low rate of employment. The 

overall employment rate in FYRM in 2005 was 37.9% (as compared 

to 63.8% in the EU), while the female employment rate at the same 

time was 30.1%.  In the area “Women and Employment”, the Plan 

identified four strategic objectives. The first was to increase the 

female employment rate. According to the Plan, this goal should be 

achieved through the following four sets of activities: (1) supporting 

female entrepreneurship by making access to financing easier and 

by developing solidarity schemes; (2) implementing programs for 

training managers and managerial counseling; (3) implementing 

activities for additional education and vocational training for 

unemployed women; and (4) developing campaigns for raising 

awareness about female entrepreneurship. The second strategic 

objective of the Plan was to improve, promote and empower the 

economic status of women. The third objective was related to 

                                                 
50 Amnesty International Report, 2009 
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providing support to the process of transition of certain services 

provided primarily by women (care for children, elderly etc.) from the 

informal to the formal economy. Finally, the fourth strategic objective 

of the Plan was focused on ways to increase the level of female 

employment in rural areas.   

 

However, despite a strong legal framework that protects women, in 

reality, many women hold lower positions than men in various fields 

of life, particularly in rural areas51. The turbulent transition period 

after independence had a disproportional impact on women, leading 

to high rates of female unemployment. A study conducted by USAID 

in 2011 confirmed that female unemployment is one of the main 

problems in FYRM. The study explored eight countries in the region 

of Europe and Central Asia to determine challenges and 

opportunities that women face with regard to employment and 

entrepreneurship52. The countries covered were Armenia, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Georgia, Kosovo, FYRM, Russia, Serbia and 

Ukraine. The study could not provide conclusive results. Nonetheless 

it indicated that women in Russia and Ukraine appeared to have a 

slight advantage over women in the other focus countries. On the 

other hand, women in FYRM (and Georgia) seemed to be 

experiencing the greatest challenges in terms of sustainable 

livelihoods53. Furthermore, the report noted that FYRM had the 

lowest female labor force participation rate of all focus countries, 

and a significant female unemployment rate – particularly when it 

comes to young women.  

 

Below are the most recent data from the Macedonian State 

Statistical Office that relate to employment rates and other relevant 

statistics for men and women in FYRM.  

 

At the end of 2012, women represented 50% of the total population. 

The unemployment rate has been and remained high - at 30.6% in 

201254. The employment rate was 39.3%. Thus, there is a large 

portion of inactive population. Employment rates for men and 

women differed dramatically. As the graphs below show, in the last 

quarter of 2012, the employment rate for women was 39% while the 

employment rate for men was 61%. The unemployment rates for 

                                                 
51 CEDAW, 2004 
52 USAID Knowledge Services Center, 2011 
53 USAID Knowledge Services Center, 2011 
54 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
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both sexes were similar but the difference between employment and 

unemployment rates is explained by the inactivity rates. The inactive 

female population amounted to 63.7% at the end of 2012 while the 

inactive male population in the same period was “only” 36.3%55. 

 
 

Graph 25: Employment rate and level of employment amongst women and men (%)56 

 

 
 

Graph 26: Unemployment rate and level of employment amongst women and men 

(%)57 

The difference becomes even more dramatic when one considers 

data on the educational attainment of men and women for the last 

                                                 
55 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
56 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
57 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
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quarter of 2012. It is clear that substantially more women than men 

hold a college degree (26% vs. 14.7%). Further, only 8.9% of men 

with university level education is unemployed vs. 25.7% of women58. 

 

 
 

Graph 27: Level of education of labor force by sex (%)59 

 

The most recent development related to gender equality in FYRM is 

the adoption of the Strategy for Gender Equality for the period 2013 

– 2020. The strategy was adopted by the Macedonian Parliament on 

February 20, 2013. This Strategy makes gender equality a social and 

political priority for the country. It remains to be seen if it will yield 

more impressive results relative to previous initiatives. 

 

Women on boards, as a special segment of the female labor force, 

have been of interest to researchers and the public in FYRM for 

some time. The Corporate Governance Program of International 

Finance Corporation, supported by the Swiss State Secretariat for 

Economic Affairs (SECO) and the Macedonian Institute of Directors of 

Macedonia (MIOD), organized an event in Skopje in June 2010 

entitled "The new role of women executives". Along the same lines, a 

study "Women in corporate boards in the Republic of Macedonia" 

was conducted by Ms. Verica Hadzi Vasileva Markovska, a board 

member of MIOD60. The main findings of this study are presented in 

Table 4 below. 

 

                                                 
58 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
59 Republic of Macedonia State Statistical Office, 2013 
60 Verica Hadzi Vasilevska Markovska, 2010 
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Table 4: Women in corporate boards in the Republic of Macedonia.
61

 

 

The Table indicates that in 2011, in a sample of 36 companies, 

women represented 22.7% of all board members, a decrease 

relative to 2009 when they constituted 23.7% of board members in 

the same observed sample.  

FRAMEWORK 

According to the Macedonian Law on Companies, Macedonian 

companies can opt between one – tier or two – tier system. When a 

company has the one – tier system the governance body is the board 

of directors which includes both executive and non-executive 

members. The non-executive members should comprise a majority of 

the board. One fourth of the non-executive members have to be 

independent. The board of directors is elected by the general 

meeting of shareholders and it can have between 3 and 15 

members.  

 

In the two-tier system, companies have a management board and a 

supervisory board. Both boards can have between 3 and 11 

members. At least one fourth of the members of the supervisory 

board must be independent. When the company has a principal 

capital less than 150.000 EUR, instead of management board, the 

company can have only a director, with the same rights and 

responsibilities as the management board. A peculiarity of the 

                                                 
61 Verica Hadzi Vasilevska Markovska, 2010 

 
2011 2009 

 

Number 

of  

Boards 

Number 

of  

members 

Number 

of  

women 

% in 

total 

Number of  

Boards 

Number 

of  

members 

Number 

of  

women 

% in 

total 

Board of 

Directors 
17 116 20 17,2% 17 117 22 18,8% 

Managing 

Boards 
19 98 27 27,6% 19 97 29 29,9% 

Supervisory 

Boards 
19 94 23 24,5% 19 94 22 23,4% 

Total number of 

members in 

Boards 

36 308 70 22,7% 36 308 73 23,7% 
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Macedonian Law on Companies is that it allows employees of the 

company to act as independent directors as long as they do not hold 

a managerial position. The supervisory board is elected by the 

general meeting of shareholders while the management board is 

elected by the supervisory board. 

 

The Law on Banks stipulates special, more stringent duties and 

responsibilities for the members of the management and supervisory 

boards in banks. FYRM also has a Code of Corporate Governance 

which was adopted in 2006 by the Macedonian Stock Exchange and 

is currently being reviewed and revised. 

 

The securities market in FYRM has two market segments: (1) Official 

Market and (2) Regular Market.  Official Market is a market of listed 

securities and it consists of: (1a) the Super Listing and (1b) the 

Exchange Listing. Simply stated, the best quality securities are listed 

on the Super Listing while securities of somewhat lower quality are 

on the Exchange Listing.  The Regular Market, on the other hand, is a 

market of unlisted securities and it consists of the Market of joint 

stock companies with special reporting obligations and the Free 

market.  

 

Today, there are 433 companies whose securities are traded on the 

Macedonian Stock Exchange. Out of these 433 companies, 2 

companies are listed on the Super Listing, 31 companies is on the 

Exchange Listing, approximately 120 companies are quoted on the 

Regular market and around 280 companies are quoted on the Free 

market. Our research covered only companies that are listed on the 

Super Listing and the Exchange Listing. 

RESEARCH SAMPLE 

A sample of 29 companies was generated primarily by selecting 

companies listed on the MSE Super Listing and the Exchange Listing. 

The main criteria for selection were liquidity of the company’s shares 

and availability of data on board members. In addition, companies 

represented in the sample are among the largest companies in 

FYRM according to generated revenues. Most of the companies in 

the sample (72.4%) are publicly traded on the MSE. Seven (24%) 

have a controlling foreign owner. 
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The companies included in the sample are from diverse industries, 

including pharmaceuticals, agriculture, trade, international and local 

freight forwarding, building and construction, tourism and catering, 

import and export, supply and production of oil and oil products, food 

processing, production and sale of construction chemicals, 

chemicals, textiles, and the insurance and banking sector. The 

sample includes five banks with controlling foreign ownership. With 

regard to company size, the sample has an almost equal distribution 

of smaller, medium and large companies.  

 

Most of the data during the sampling process was collected from the 

website of the MSE, the website of the Securities and Exchange 

Commission, annual reports issued by the companies, LinkedIn and 

other available public sources of information. Researchers in FYRM, 

similarly to researchers in other analyzed countries, encountered 

difficulties in identifying female board members because of a 

systematic lack of information on board membership. According to 

Djulic and Kuzman (2013) this non-disclosure of relevant board data 

is an important violation of best practices of corporate governance. 

 

The average number of board members in the sample is 

approximately 5. The total number of directors in the sample is 142; 

there are 31 women directors (approximately 22%)62. This 

percentage supports the findings from the above-mentioned survey 

conducted by Ms. Verica Hadzi Vasileva Markovska of the MIOD. On 

average, there is one woman in each board in the sample.  

 

The sample includes 23 women and 6 men. All 6 men are members 

of boards in which there were no women members. Among the 

interviewed directors, 3 persons are executive board members, 10 

are non-executives and 16 directors are legally established 

independent directors.  

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

Most of the interviewed women board members are college 

graduates, economists or lawyers. 12 out of 29 interviewees (41%) 

have completed postgraduate studies (i.e. they hold a Master’s or a 

PhD degree). This indicates that a high level of education might be 

                                                 
62 This number includes 6 companies in which women are not members in their Supervisory 

board or Board of Directors. This was required during the sampling process. 
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an important precondition for a person to become a board member. 

Nearly 38% of the participants in the study are between 50 and 60 

years old. This led us to conclude that experience is highly valued. 

This conclusion was further confirmed with another study result 

indicating that 12 out of 29 interviewees (41%) had more than 30 

years of experience.  

 

Out of 23 women who participated in the study, 19 are married 

(83%) and 14 (61%) have two children. Almost all interviewees are 

employed except one who is retired. Based on the study results, on 

average, the interviewees have been members of 2 boards63. The 

average tenure of our interviewees is 6 years.   

  

Nearly 72% of the interviewed board members (21 out of 29) believe 

that board diversity is important and that it improves the company’s 

bottom line. However, gender diversity was not marked as the most 

important by our interviewees. Instead, most interviewed directors 

stated that it was crucial that each board had a good combination of 

different qualifications, skills and technical knowledge. Interviewees 

stated that, in addition, a diversity of cultures and values could 

enrich the board work. When asked to elaborate, a majority of 

interviewees stated that the personal traits of board members were 

very important and that they ultimately determined whether the 

group dynamics would be constructive. In particular, professional 

behavior was noted as an important quality for each board member.  

 

Interviewees were also asked to respond to whether they believed 

women were different from men and if their contribution to the board 

was distinctive in any way. Most of the interviewees said that 

women, on average, were more rational than men and that they were 

better prepared for the board meetings. They were also regarded as 

more precise, more efficient, professional and practical. Many 

directors stated that women worked better under stress, that they 

did not hasten to make decisions since they were more responsible 

than men. Women were also categorized as better team players, 

since according to the interviewees, they strive to find mutually 

acceptable solutions and have a more agreeable way of 

communication. Female intuition and their ability to identify and 

consider more options relative to men were recognized by male 

                                                 
63 During the calculation, one participant was excluded from the sample since that interviewee 

provided an extreme result. The participant was member of 15 boards in more than 20 years. 



 Katarina Djulic and Tanja Kuzman 

 

 

112 
 

 

colleagues as important contributions that women could provide to 

their boards.  

 

In the study we tried to determine what skills, traits and actions 

would increase the likelihood for a woman to become a board 

member. According to our interviewees “a high level of responsibility 

and dedication” (chosen by 72% of the interviewees) and “a strong 

track record in a certain area of expertise” (marked by 59% of all 

interviewees) would be the best skills to develop for women who 

aspire to board positions. In addition, interviewed women stressed 

that “willingness to compromise between work and private life” was 

important (56.5% of women marked that answer). “Previous board 

memberships” and “high positions previously held” were among the 

least important factors. According to our respondents, if a woman 

wants to become a board member, she should firstly strive to 

develop relevant technical skills (marked by 59% of the interviewees) 

and then build a strong network (45% of the interviewees). Only one 

interviewee indicated that contacts with headhunters are relevant. 

This is not surprising since these services are almost non-existent in 

FYRM. 

 

All interviewed women (22) except one stated that their voice was 

heard on the board mainly because of their experience, skills and 

the knowledge of the business.  18 out of 29 (62%) respondents 

stated that the board dynamics would change when there was one or 

several women among the board members. Professional women can 

change the dynamics in the Board because they are more 

responsible and because they seem better aware of different risks. 

One interviewee stated that a woman could change the board 

dynamics only if she was a Chairwoman of the Supervisory Board. 

Some interviewees emphasized that women should avoid adopting 

male models of behavior if they really wanted to change the board 

dynamics. Others believe that individual traits determine if the 

presence of a woman would be sensed and if it would change the 

group dynamics. Still, the majority believes that women can learn 

how to affect the board work. 

 

The most common area of expertise that our respondents had was 

finance and risk management. In terms of skills, the respondents 

singled out ability to think strategically about business issues. Our 

interviewees advised women in FYRM to be professional, ambitious 

and ready to meet different challenges. Women, according to the 
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surveyed board members, should be capable of demonstrating their 

knowledge and skills and be efficient and pleasant in 

communication. Not surprisingly, they will most likely have to be 

ready to compromise between their work and private lives. In 

addition, women must have strong business contacts and a 

developed network. Since knowledge and technical expertise are 

crucial, women should invest constantly in their education in 

different areas. Finally, they should grab opportunity when it 

appears. 

 

We asked our respondents what, in their opinion, were the greatest 

barriers to increasing the number of female board members. The 

“double burden“ syndrome, traditional kinds of networks that are 

male-oriented and the tendency of many women to be less 

ambitious than men are, according to our interviewees, the largest 

barriers to increasing the gender diversity in boards in FYRM. Many 

respondents blamed a poor infrastructure and a lack of good quality 

family support services. Almost no one among our interviewees 

believed that there was a lack of qualified women who could take a 

board position in FYRM. Similarly, our respondents believe that there 

are plenty of impressive women who are good role models for young 

and aspiring female board candidates.  

 

Finally, the last part of our research tried to identify what should be 

done, according to the interviewed board members, to increase the 

number of women on boards. In particular we were interested to 

hear who is in the best position to support women in this endeavor. 

What did our respondents think of quotas? Were they in favor of 

disclosure requirements? Did policies in their companies that relate 

to human resources (HR) support women on their way to the top? 

What were the societal attitudes towards the role of women in 

society and the economy and did these attitudes support or 

disadvantage women if they had ambitions to reach the top of the 

corporate ladder? 

According to our interviewees, women are in the best position to help 

themselves and to boost opportunities for women who aspire to top 

positions in the corporate world. This is the opinion of 48% of our 

respondents. In particular, women should have more self-confidence 

and they should improve their self-promotion. The second most 

powerful agent of change are companies which should facilitate 

career development possibilities for women (33% respondents 

marked this answer). Specifically, the companies should support 
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women in their attempt to meet ever increasing work and family 

responsibilities. Companies should have policies that genuinely 

support gender equality and that provide men and women with a 

level playing field and equal opportunities by taking into account 

their differences. 

 

As expected, 25 out of 29 interviewees (86%) in the study stated 

that they were against introducing quotas. The key argument 

supporting this position is a somewhat common-place and politically 

correct statement that companies need professionals and that the 

best candidates should always be elected. According to the 

interviewed directors, the quotas introduced without strict eligibility 

criteria for board membership could easily lead to a reduced quality 

among Macedonian boards. The candidates chosen only to meet the 

quota requirements, most likely would have no authority and respect 

in their respective boards. Some of the respondents labeled quotas 

as discriminatory since they could easily cause less qualified persons 

to get board positions. The final argument offered was that the 

establishment of quotas could override more important selection 

criteria and thus lead to a suboptimal board composition. A minority 

of respondents who were in favor of the quotas stated that they 

would provide an opportunity for women to show what they know. 

 

When responding to questions regarding HR policies and disclosure 

requirements regarding board diversity the respondents provided 

polarized answers. Half of the respondents answered that greater 

disclosure would raise awareness on the issue of gender equality in 

the boardroom. Conversely, the other half of the respondents 

indicated that already too much has been done at the normative, i.e. 

the legal plane and that it was high time for women to start proving 

that they should be elected over men primarily due to their 

knowledge and skills. 20 out of 23 female respondents (87%) think 

that their company is not different from an average Macedonian 

company in terms of the working conditions that it provides for 

women. Participants who believed that HR policies in their 

companies supported women in their attempt to balance their work 

and private life were from the financial sector (from a bank, a leasing 

company and from an insurance company). 
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WOMEN ON CORPORATE BOARDS 

IN SERBIA 

 

 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Serbia (SRB) is a country with approximately 7.2 million people and it 

is positioned at the crossroad of Central and Southeast Europe. SRB 

unlike other countries in this monograph had a prolonged history in 

gaining its independence. SRB was a part of a Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia until 1992 when the breakup of that country 

started. After the breakup, SRB and Montenegro stayed together, 

creating the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Between 1992 and 

2000, the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia underwent sanctions, 

hyperinflation and NATO bombing due to the situation and war with 

Kosovo. Democratic changes occurred in 2000 and at that point in 

time, the primary goal of Serbia was to become an EU member state. 

In 2006 Montenegro declared its independence, leaving the 

Republic of Serbia to exist as a country of its own, while in 2008 

Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence. According to the last 

data on population from 2011, the largest ethnic groups are Serbs 

(83%), followed by Hungarians (4%) and Bosniaks (2%). 

 

The political situation in SRB is stable but still vulnerable due to the 

tensions with Kosovo and despite the fact that under the pressure of 

EU several steps towards a mutually acceptable solution were 

created. SRB is a candidate country for EU membership and is 

currently awaiting a date for the start of negotiations. But the road of 

Serbia towards the EU has been full of political setbacks by the EU 

member countries and it is even stated that SRB has waited too long 
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to gain candidate status. Serbia participates in the Partnership for 

Peace program, but does not want to become a member of NATO 

largely due to popular rejection based on the consequences of the 

NATO bombing in 1999. SRB has free-trade agreements with the 

EFTA and CEFTA countries, a preferential trade regime with the 

European Union and free-trade agreements with Russia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, and Turkey and  a Generalized System of Preferences 

with the United States. These trade agreements have made Serbia 

even more appealing to foreign investors. 

 

SRB GDP has had stable growth until the global economic crisis. Its 

real GDP growth rate before the crisis was around 4.45%64. The 

largest drop in the real GDP growth rate was in 2009 when it 

dropped 3.5%65. Since that point in time Serbia has not recovered its 

real GDP growth rate which indicates a slow recovery of the 

economy. In further detail, the gross value added in 2011 was 

primarily generated by services, information and communication and 

construction.66 After the elections in 2012 the Government of the 

Republic of Serbia began fiscal consolidation as well as reforms 

regarding public expenditure. In 2012 the public deficit of SRB rose 

above 60%67 of GDP. According to the Statement by the IMF Mission 

to Serbia the fiscal deficit of SRB has been sharply widened, while 

the public debt increase was significant and external debt burden 

high.68 Furthermore, year-on-year inflation is 12.2% which is fairly 

high for a country with the economic structure that Serbia 

possesses.69  

 

Real GDP growth rate (%) 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012*70 2013* 

9.3 5.4 3.6 5.4 3.8 -3.5 1.0 1.8 0.5 3.0 

 

Table 5: Real GDP (%).71 

 

                                                 
64 International Monetary Fund, 2012a 
65 International Monetary Fund, 2012a 
66 Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012 
67 International Monetary Fund, 2013 
68 International Monetary Fund, 2012b 
69 National Bank of Serbia, 2013  
70 Prediction 
71 International Monetary Fund, 2012a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Partnership_for_Peace
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Partnership_for_Peace
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free-trade_agreement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Free_Trade_Association
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_European_Free_Trade_Agreement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Generalized_System_of_Preferences
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The business environment in SRB is underdeveloped and quite 

unstable despite the efforts that the state is making in rearranging 

and improving the business climate. Most of the procedures in SRB 

are still too complicated and they are not available online. As a 

result, businesses devote much time coping with heavy and 

burdensome procedures.  The Government is focused on attracting 

foreign direct investments (FDI) since this is considered the only 

solution for the high level of unemployment despite the fact that the 

investment climate is still at a very low level. This is supported by the 

fact that SRB is ranked 86th in the World Bank Doing Business 2013 

Report. The areas in which SRB has had the most prominent 

problems over the years are dealing with construction permits 

(179th), paying taxes (149th), enforcing contracts (103rd) and 

resolving insolvency (103rd). 

 

 

 
 

Graph 28: FDI per capita (net, US$)72 

 

The unemployment rate in Serbia rose significantly over the last 

three years, reaching 25.4% in April 2012. Within the active 

population, the level of unemployment in 2012 stood at 23.9%, 

while the employment rate was at 35.5%.73 The employment rate of 

women was 28.7%, while the employment rate of men was 42.8%. 

The unemployment rate amongst women was 24.9% while this 

                                                 
72

 World Bank South, 2012a 
73 Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012 
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percentage for men stood at 23.2%. Within the working age 

population, 11.2% of women and 9.5% of men have university, 

masters or doctoral degrees. The combined data regarding the 

unemployment rates and the level of education of women and men 

suggest that even though women have a higher level of education on 

average, their employment rate is lower. 19.2% of employed women 

have university, master’s or doctoral degrees, while this is the case 

with only 13.2% of men. Moreover, within Serbian society as a whole, 

the activity rate for men accounts for 55.7% of the population. This 

implies that women are an inactive part of society to a much greater 

extent mostly due to the traditional model in which women stay at 

home and take care of elderly or young generations. We also 

suppose that this is more pronounced in smaller and 

underdeveloped parts of Serbia where women take care of the 

house but also perform agricultural work in the fields.  

 

 

 
 

Graph 29: Employment rate and level of employment amongst women and men (%)74 

 

                                                 
74 Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012 
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Graph 30: Unemployment rate and rate of unemployment amongst women and men 

(%)75 

 
 

Graph 31: Level of education of labor force by sex (%)76 

                                                 
75 Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012 
76 Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2012 
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In Serbia, gender equality has become an important topic within the 

last decade and during the process of alignment of Serbia’s 

legislation with the EU acquis communataire. Women who have risen 

to the top of the ladder in political or public life have much less 

media attention in comparison to men. Many successful and high 

profile women are unknown to the wider public. Generally speaking, 

women face some level of discrimination within the labor market 

despite the positions they obtain. This situation is supported by the 

fact that gender stereotypes and prejudices are still present at all 

levels of society and especially in smaller and less developed areas 

of the country.  

 

The legal framework for gender diversity, in line with the EU acquis 

communataire, was adopted by the Parliament in 2009 based on 

two laws – the Gender Equality Law and the Anti-Discrimination Law. 

The Gender Equality Law regulates the creation of equal 

opportunities and provides the basis for creation of special 

measures to prevent and/or remove obstacles based on gender. The 

law confirms gender rights rooted in international legal frameworks 

and international agreements and which form part of the 

Constitution. The law also enables equality of genders in all areas of 

the public and private sectors. The Anti-Discrimination Law prohibits 

general discrimination as well as individual cases and prescribes 

procedures for protection against discrimination. Special attention is 

devoted to the issue of gender discrimination, ways in which it can 

be diminished and measures which can be undertaken in order to 

prevent it, as well as corrective measures if discrimination occurs. 

Additionally, family law protects women’s rights at the broader 

societal level. Serbia also follows the recommendations of the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women, the European Charter for Equality between Women and Men 

at the Local Level and other relevant international practices. 

 

SRB also established a Gender Equality Directorate in 2007 as the 

Sector for Gender Equality within the Ministry of Labor and Social 

Policy, developing into the Gender Equality Directorate in 2008. The 

Directorate is responsible for the preparation of relevant laws as well 

as for the adoption of the National Strategy for Improved Status of 

Women and Gender Equality Promotion. The National Strategy for 

Improved Status of Women and Gender Equality Promotion has the 

following strategic priorities: increasing women’s participation in 

decision-making processes so as to achieve equal representation of 

http://www.gendernet.rs/files/dokumenta/Domaci/Nacionalna_strategija_cir.pdf
http://www.gendernet.rs/files/dokumenta/Domaci/Nacionalna_strategija_cir.pdf
http://www.gendernet.rs/files/dokumenta/Domaci/Nacionalna_strategija_cir.pdf
http://www.gendernet.rs/files/dokumenta/Domaci/Nacionalna_strategija_cir.pdf
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women at all levels and in all areas; improving women’s economic 

situation within society; improving women’s health and their 

representation in health policy; achieving gender equality in 

education; preventing and combating violence against women; and 

eliminating gender prejudice in the media and promoting gender 

equality. 

 

The government of the Republic of Serbia established the Council for 

Gender Equality in 2004 as the Council for Equality Between the 

Sexes, later reorganized into the Council for Gender Equality in 

2009. This Council is a Governmental body comprised of 

representatives of relevant ministries and independent experts who 

are prominent in the area of gender equality. The Council considers 

the overall situation regarding gender equality, improvements in this 

area, and the degree of harmonization between domestic laws and 

the acquis communataire. Additionally, Serbia has a Commissioner 

for Gender Equality who acts as an independent body in the area of 

gender equality. Furthermore, several civil society organizations are 

active in the area of gender equality. 

 

Public companies in Serbia are regulated by the Company Law and 

the Law on Capital Markets. The Company Law was adopted in May 

2011 and amended in December 2011.  The Law on Capital 

Markets was adopted in May 2011. Adoption of these two laws put 

Serbian legislation into alignment with the EU acquis communataire 

in these two areas. According to the Company Law, joint stock 

companies can choose between one-tier and two-tier systems. With 

regard to the capital market, Belgrade Stock Exchange (BELEX) 

manages the regulated market and Multilateral trading platform - 

MTP BELEX. BELEX has a capitalization of around 7.3 billion EUR - 

capitalization of the regulated market is 4.44 billion EUR, while MTP 

capitalization is 2.9 billion EUR (as of April 22, 2013).  

FRAMEWORK 

The Company Law and the Law on Capital Markets regulates joint 

stock companies in Serbia. The Company Law was adopted in May 

2011 and then amended in December 2011, while the Law on 

Capital Markets was adopted in May 2011. Adoption of those two 

laws implied the alignment with the EU acquis communataire in the 

two respective areas. 
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According to the Company Law in SRB, joint stock companies can 

choose between one-tier and two-tier systems. In the one-tier system 

company bodies are represented by a Shareholders Assembly and 

CEO and/or Board of Directors, while the two-tier system company 

has a Shareholders Assembly, Supervisory board and Executive 

board. The Shareholders Assembly in the one-tier system has the 

responsibility of appointing the Board of Directors, while in the two-

tier system it appoints the Supervisory board. In the two-tier system 

the Executive board is appointed by the Supervisory board. 

 

The joint stock company with a one-tier system has a Board of 

Directors which consists of at least three members. Members of the 

Board of Directors are appointed for a period of four years, and they 

can be reappointed without any restrictions. The directors that 

constitute the Board of Directors are executive directors, non-

executive directors and independent directors. If a company has less 

than three members of the board, all directors are executive 

directors. The number of non-executive directors within the board 

must be greater than the number of executive directors. At least one 

member of the board must be a legally established independent 

director. The president of the board must be one of the non-

executive directors.  

 

In companies with a two-tier system, the company has one or more 

executive directors and Supervisory board. If the company has more 

than three executive directors they constitute the Executive board. 

The Supervisory board must be constituted from independent or non-

executive directors.  

 

When it comes to the capital market in SRB, the Belgrade Stock 

Exchange manages the regulated market and Multilateral trading 

platform - MTP BELEX. The regulated market consists of two listing 

segments - Prime Listing and Standard Listing, and an additional 

segment - Open Market. Securities may be admitted to the Prime 

and Standard Listing segments if they fulfill more stringent 

requirements prescribed within the Rules of Listing and Quotation of 

the Belgrade Stock Exchange which are related to their business 

results, the opinion of the authorized auditor, the minimum amount 

of capital, their free float, the dividend policy, the liquidity etc. In 

particular, listed companies face much higher standards in respect 

to transparency and disclosure compared to companies that are 

quoted but not listed. In Serbia, 1092 companies are quoted on the 
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Belgrade Stock Exchange (BELEX) and only eight companies are 

present on the Prime and Standard Listing. The eight companies on 

the Prime and Standard Listing also have to comply with the 

principles of good corporate governance (Corporate Governance 

Code of the Belgrade Stock Exchange). 

 

BELEX has a capitalization of around 7.3 billion EUR, where the 

capitalization of the regulated market is 4.44 billion EUR while MTP 

capitalization is 2.9 billion EUR (as of 22nd April 2013). Prime and 

Standard Listing comprise 42.1% of the total BELEX capitalization, 

which implies that only eight companies create the largest part of 

BELEX capitalization, while the rest of the 1084 comprise 57.9% of 

BELEX capitalization. 

RESEARCH SAMPLE 

Our sample of 30 companies included 6 privately owned companies 

and 24 public joint stock companies. Public joint stock companies 

were selected from companies listed on BELEX. The main criteria for 

selection were liquidity of the company’s shares and availability of 

data on board members. However, data on board members in 

majority of cases were difficult to find. This was one of key reasons 

why Djulic and Kuzman (2013) assessed listed companies in Serbia 

as non-transparent. All results, findings and conclusions of the 

researchers were made on the basis of results gathered through 

interviews with the board members of selected companies. 

 

The companies included in the sample are from diverse industries – 

agriculture, food processing, banking, insurance, construction, 

pharmaceuticals, metals and rubber.  Most of the interviewees are 

members of the boards of companies with more than 500 

employees (70%). 13% of the companies had between 200 and 500 

employees, while 17% of the companies had fewer than 200 

employees. Data were collected from the BELEX website, the 

websites of the companies, their annual reports and other available 

public sources of information. 

 

The sample included 25 women and 5 men. The interviewed men 

are members of boards with no female representation. Within the 

sample, 5 respondents were executive directors, 13 were non-
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executive directors, and 12 were independent directors according to 

provisions prescribed by law.  

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 

Data for Serbia show that 72% of women within the sample were 

over 40 years old, and most of them (36%) were between 50 and 60 

years of age. Similarly, 80% of men were older than 40, but most of 

them (40%) were between 40 and 50. These data may indicate that 

men become members of the board at earlier stage of their careers 

than women. Furthermore, 60% of women within the sample are 

married and 76% of them have children. According to the 

interviewees, it is rather challenging in SRB to handle the double 

burden (the burden of professional and private life) while getting to 

the top. Most of the interviewees also pointed out that maternity 

leave and so called “women career breaks” in this regard can be an 

additional reason explaining the later appointment of women to 

boards.  

 

The results also show that 56% of women hold either master’s or 

doctoral degrees, while this percentage for men was only 20% which 

implies that women have continued their specialization through time. 

Many interviewees stated that they considered lifelong learning as 

crucial and highly important. When it comes to their work experience 

44% of women and 40% of men have more than 30 years of 

experience. Additionally, 16% of women and 60% of men have 

between 20 and 30 years of experience, which implies that work 

experience is one important attribute for board membership.  

 

Women were members of 2.6 boards and had tenure of 2.5 years.77 

Men on the other hand were members of 4.4 boards with an average 

tenure of 4.6 years.78 These data imply that men are appointed to 

the greater number of boards and that their tenure is almost two 

times the tenure of women. Our data also show that 40% of women 

and 80% of men have compensation for their work in the board that 

is higher than 500 EUR, but when we look further into the data we 

observe that 40% of men have compensation between 1.000 and 

                                                 
77 Within calculation the outlier with participation in 10 boards was excluded, as well as the 

outlier that has spent 10 years in one board. 
78 Within calculation the outlier with participation in 9 boards was excluded, as well as the 

outlier that has spent 10 years in one board. 
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2.000 EUR while this percentage for women is 8%. Additionally, 60% 

of women and only 20% of men receive compensation that is lower 

than 500EUR. It seems that men are compensated more than 

women despite the fact that their responsibilities and level of work 

performed on boards is completely the same.  

 

When asked whether they think that the diversity of the boards is 

important, 100% of men and 92% of women stated that diversity had 

a huge impact on board performance. This standing is, however, 

incompatible with findings of Djulic and Seskar (2010) which showed 

that none of the Serbian companies they analyzed at the time 

established any criteria for board membership. Yet, the interviewees 

explained that boards needed people with different backgrounds, 

expertise, professional experiences, skills and knowledge to be able 

to look at problems and/or current situations from various angles. 

They all highlighted that reality and the business environment is 

highly complex today and that companies need leaders with different 

experiences and knowledge at the top in order to avoid uncritical 

mindedness. A few also stated that women are needed on boards 

because they have different skills which are complementary to those 

of men. 

 

60% of women and 60% of men think that the most important 

reason for their appointment to the board is related to experience 

and expertise in certain areas. At the same time, 40% of men places 

business contacts as the second most important factor while for 

women a high level of dedication and responsibility was the second 

most important reason for their board membership. Younger 

generations have a different opinion. Within a study conducted by 

Djulic and Kuzman (2013a) students at Serbian faculties identified 

the ability to implement gained knowledge into practice as most 

important for a successful career while dedication to work is ranked 

6th. Women and men (60% of each) agree that the most important 

step for women in attaining board placement is development of 

different skills. Women also consider that communication skills 

(64%) are rather important as well as self-promotion. As in other 

countries, contacts with headhunting agencies were deemed 

completely irrelevant.  

 

All women think that their voice is heard on boards due to the fact 

that they come to board meetings well prepared with clear attitudes 

based on solid argumentation. 
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When asked whether there is a change in dynamics when one 

women is present on board, 72% of women and 80% of men think 

that the dynamics of the board changes, while only 56% and 40%, of 

women and men respectively, think that the dynamics change when 

there is more than one woman on board. Interviewees pointed out 

that the communication changes, that meetings are more efficient, 

that discussions are more dynamic, that exchange of views is 

present to a greater extent, and board members are more prepared 

for meetings because women impose that ethic. 

 

Through conversation with interviewees (women and men) it was 

clearly highlighted that women contribute mostly to the boards by 

paying greater attention to details, through their persistence, time 

spent on preparation for the board meeting, clear attitudes 

supported by strong arguments, and higher level of patience and 

precision. Furthermore, interviewees stated that women are more 

reluctant to point out problems, but seek for greater results; they 

show a greater level of commitment and they are better listeners. 

When asked with what expertise they contribute the most to the 

boards, women and men think that they contribute to the boards 

with expertise that is related to the company strategy, with their risk 

management and industry knowledge, and communication skills.   

 

Through our research we also wanted to see what kind of barriers 

women encounter on their road towards board membership. 32% of 

women and 40% of men think that the most prominent barrier is 

related to the double burden (difficulty to create a balance between 

career and private life). Additionally, 40% of men stated that male-

oriented networks are of the same importance as the double burden, 

while women do not see this as a barrier. Furthermore, 40% of men 

see the “anytime, anywhere” corporate model as the second biggest 

barrier. On the contrary, women consider this as a barrier only in 

16% of cases similarly to a lack of ambition among women and a 

lack of women in executive positions. These last two barriers men 

see as completely irrelevant.    

 

We also used interviews to find out in which way the number of 

women on boards can be increased and who can contribute the 

most to that increase. 68% of women and 60% of men think that 

women are the ones who can contribute the most to the increase in 

the number of women on boards. When asked whether they agree 
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with the introduction of quotas, 44% of women and 60% of men 

gave a positive answer which implies that men have more positive 

attitudes towards this kind of measure for the increase in the 

number of women on boards. The reasons in favor of quotas that the 

interviewees mentioned are: quotas are necessary since experiences 

of other countries showed their indispensability; quotas will not have 

negative consequences if the level of expertise is taken into account 

in parallel with quotas; balance will not be achieved voluntarily, 

although the board can benefit from gender diversity. 80% of women 

and men think that current HR policies are not supportive of women 

with regards to their career ambitions. Most interviewees have 

highlighted that HR policies do not acknowledge the double burden 

of women and do not allow for flexible working hours as well as for 

work from home. 92% of women and 60% of men think that 

transparency disclosure requirements can help to increase the 

number of women on boards since they would create positive public 

pressures on companies.  
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GENERAL TRENDS 

 

 

In this section, we aggregate all data across the three countries to 

observe general regional trends. The purpose of the regional analysis 

is to identify patterns of behavior that are common and shared 

among the countries. This comparative analysis helps to identify 

deeply rooted mental models and emerging trends, and devise 

better tailored recommendations. 

 

The regional sample included 89 board members – 73 women and 

16 men. All interviewed men sit on boards without female members. 

In all three countries, researchers followed identical selection criteria 

and focused on companies that (i) are listed on the top market 

segments of the respective local stock exchange, (ii) have liquid 

shares, and (iii) have relevant data on board membership on their 

websites. Banks were included in the sample as well as several 

companies with foreign ownership. Researchers wanted to see if 

these companies were unique in any respect. Thus, approximately 

60% of companies in the regional sample are listed as joint stock 

companies (i.e. public companies), while 16% of companies have a 

large foreign owner. Most of our interviewees (42% of women and 

47% of men) sit on boards of companies that employ more than 500 

employees. 35% of women and 29% of men are board members in 

smaller companies (less than 200 employees). Finally, the smallest 

number of both men and women in our regional sample were board 

members in medium size enterprises (24% for both sexes). 

 

In terms of age, the female sample was more diverse. Among 

interviewed women, 1 is younger than 30, 22% are between 30 and 

40, 21% are between 40 and 50, while the largest percentage (56%) 
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are over 50. On the other hand, a majority of the interviewed men 

are younger - 64% of male interviewees are under 50 and 35% of 

men are between 30 and 40. Thus, we can conclude that, on 

average, men become board members at a younger age relative to 

women. 

 

When it comes to marital status, 78% of our female interviewees are 

married and 87.5% have children. Almost all of our interviewees are 

employed. Only two interviewed women are retired. 

ANSWERS FROM WOMEN 

 

Serbia BiH FYRM Region 

% % % % 

Company size 

a. less than 200 employees 12 58 35 35 

b. more than 200 and less 

than 500 employees 
16 25 30 23 

c. more than 500 employees 72 17 35 42 

Age 

a. less than 30 4 0 0 1 

b. between 30 and 40 24 17 26 22 

c. between 40 and 50 21 25 22 21 

d. between 50 and 60 42 54 35 42 

e. more than 60 14 4 17 14 

Marital status 

a. married 60 88 87 78 

b. not married 20 4 13 11 

c. other (widowed, etc.) 20 8 0 11 

Children 
a. yes 76 96 91 87,5 

b. no 24 4 9 12,5 

Education 

a. bachelor 40 71 65 60 

b. master 32 17 26 25 

c. PhD 24 8 9 14 

d. other 4 4 0 1 

Professional 

experience 

a. less than 10 years 12 0 0 3 

b. between 10 and 20 years 28 29 30 27 

c. between 20 and 30 years 16 38 13 21 

d. more than 30 years 44 33 57 43 

 

Table 6: Results of research for women in each of the countries and as a regional 

trend. 
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With respect to educational attainment, our sample reflects 

statistical data of the observed countries. Women in our sample are, 

on average, more educated - 39% of them have a postgraduate 

degree, while 30% of men do. The majority of both men and women 

graduated from college (65% of men and 60% of women) and only a 

small number (1-5% of both sexes) did not go to college.  Our 

interviewees have impressive work experience and this stands 

particularly for women. A majority of women (45%) in the region have 

more than 30 years of experience while 48% have more than 10 

years of experience. Male interviewees were also experienced 

although less so than women – most of the interviewed men (47%) 

have between 10 and 20 years of experience while 47% of them 

have more than 20 years of experience. Based on the regional 

sample we can conclude that, on average, women need a higher 

level of education and more work experience to become board 

members relative to their male colleagues. 

 

The three countries in this study have somewhat different corporate 

governance systems. Nonetheless, in all three countries, companies 

can choose between one- and two-tier systems. To standardize 

results (and to secure comparability), researchers focused on boards 

of directors where there are one-tier systems and on supervisory 

boards in two-tier system companies since these two bodies have 

similar corporate competencies. Both bodies are responsible for 

strategy and monitoring/oversight.  

 

A great majority of our interviewees – 78% of women and 94% of 

men - are non-executive directors (49% of women and 59% of men 

are independent directors of their boards). More interviewed women 

than men (22% vs. 6%) are executive directors.  
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ANSWERS FROM WOMEN 

 

SRB BIH FYRM Region 

% % % % 

Serving in a board as: 

a. executive director 20 38 9 22 

b. non-executive 

director 
36 8 43 29 

c. independent director 44 54 48 49 

Level of earnings for 

the Board 

membership(EUR) 

a. less than 500 EUR 60 83 35 54 

b. between 500 and 

1000 EUR 
28 9 17 20 

c. between 1000 and 

2000 EUR 
8 8 9 12 

d. more than 2000 EUR 4 0 39 14 

Do you think that 

board diversity is 

important and does it 

improve the 

company’s bottom 

line? 

a. yes 92 100 74 89 

b. no 8 0 26 11 

 

Table 7: Is diversity of the board important in observed countries. 

 

Board work in the region is still inadequately valued since a majority 

of interviewees receive a modest compensation of less than 500 

EUR per month for board service (54% of women and 41% of men). 

Only 14% of women and 6% of men receive compensation of more 

than 2000 EUR per month. The highest board compensation is in 

banks. This is consistent with the lack of a corporate governance 

culture in the region and a perception that the board serves primarily 

to indirectly voice the will of the controlling owner, and that it is often 

a rubber-stamp body with no real decision-making power.   

 

When it comes to board diversity, a large majority of our interviewees 

(89% of women and 82% of men) believe that board diversity is 

important and that it adds value to board work. 97% of interviewed 

women claim that their voice is heard on the board. Three quarters 

of interviewed women and men believe that board dynamics begin to 

change if one board member is a woman. However, approximately 

70% of both sexes also believe that to change board dynamics 

effectively, there should be more than one female board member. A 

critical mass of women on the board would, according to our 
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interviewees, help them voice their views more openly and avoid 

‘groupthink’. 

 

Researchers asked the interviewees to reflect on factors that 

contributed the most to their board membership. The interviewees 

were presented with an open list of factors that according to 

corporate governance literature are prerequisites for board 

membership. A majority of men and women (47% of both sexes) 

ranked technical expertise and related experience as the most 

relevant precondition. The second most relevant factor was a good 

network and numerous and relevant business contacts. Good 

knowledge of company business and a high level of commitment and 

responsibility were ranked third. It is notable that the ranking 

provided by men and women were similar.  

 

Interviewees were also asked to advise aspiring women on 

knowledge and skills that they should develop if they wished to 

become board members. Although this question was similar to 

previous one, the interviewed women and men had different views 

on the knowledge and skills that would help women reach the 

corporate top. According to men, the most important investment for 

women would be development of relevant expertise and 

communication skills. Once these are present, a woman should 

obtain relevant recommendations. On the other hand, women 

believe that poor self-promotion is the main reason for the small 

number of female board members despite a large pool of capable 

candidates. According to one interviewed woman, while excellent 

technical knowledge and expertise are very relevant, these skills 

alone can help women reach only the ranks of middle management. 

For senior positions, other factors, such as wise self-promotion and a 

well-developed network, become far more relevant, while technical 

expertise becomes something that is assumed. According to one 

interviewee, poor self-promotion skills are a logical consequence of 

cultural stereotypes in the region where a woman who is trying to 

promote herself can be perceived as arrogant and aggressive. It 

does not come as a surprise that women believe that the most 

important skill that aspiring female corporate leaders should develop 

is smart self-promotion (47%). Women also highly value 

development of important and diverse skills (30%) and good 

networking (16%). 
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The respondents were asked to give their views as to whether 

women differed in any specific way from men in their contribution to 

board work. Generally speaking, 85% of women and 76% of men 

think that women and men are different, and that they can 

complement each other in diverse teams. Women believe that their 

key contribution is technical expertise in risk management (51% of 

women chose this answer) and an ability to think strategically (50% 

of female respondents marked this answer). 44% of women also 

marked accounting and/or auditing expertise and good 

communication skills. On the other hand, men believe that the key 

contributions of their female colleagues are communication skills 

and technical expertise (29% of men marked each of these 

answers). Generally speaking, both men and women believe that 

women are more precise, better prepared for board meetings, more 

focused on the agenda, better balanced in a risk management 

analysis, more ready to search for compromises and better attuned 

to the interests of different stakeholders. Similarly, many 

respondents pointed out that the most common expertise of female 

board members was in finance and risk management.  

 

Female respondents were asked to list the greatest obstacles for 

women who are interested in board membership. Most women 

believe that the double-burden syndrome is the single biggest 

obstacle and the main reason why women still cannot ‘have it all’. 

This reason was pointed out not only by married women with children 

but also by single women and/or women without children.  Some of 

the women whom we interviewed provide care to their parents and 

also complain about the double burden that they have to carry. Many 

indicated that poor social care services in their respective countries 

essentially forced women to make difficult choices. Others explained 

the fact that women board members were on average older than 

their male colleagues by indicating that women could not fully focus 

on their careers while they had small or adolescent children and/or 

sick or old parents. The second most important obstacle pointed out 

by 12.5% of female interviewees is poor self-promotion (discussed 

above). Some women (11%) ranked the prevalent corporate model 

which puts women (as the primary caregivers in society) at a 

disadvantage. Today, companies usually require their employees to 

travel constantly to succeed; inflexible office hours by default lead to 

conflicts between school and work schedules; there is also the 

insistence that work be done in the office. All these could explain to 

a great extent the lack of women at the top. Some women discussed 

a situation when, in the prime of their careers, they decided to step 
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down since they wanted to spend more time with their children or 

aging parents. Many of them at that time worried about how long 

they could stay out before they would lose their competitive edge. 

The research indicates that economic transition brought new 

corporate models that generate a relentless competition to work 

harder, stay later, travel more and put in more hours. The message 

that all employees seem to be receiving is that more time in the 

office means more value to the company which is an unsustainable 

career model for a vast majority of women. 75% of women and 59% 

of men in the region agree that current HR policies do not support 

women in their career aspirations. 

 

Finally, we wanted to hear what should be done to increase the 

number of women on corporate boards in the region. Both women 

and men believe that women should rely primarily on themselves 

(Table 8 and 9). 60% of female respondents and 47% of male 

respondents believe that women are in the best position to realize 

the change. Almost one third of interviewed women and one fourth 

of interviewed men believe that companies are able to assist women 

in this process. 25% of the interviewed women and 24% of the 

interviewed men believe that the state, through adopting adequate 

and targeted measures, could help increase the number of female 

board members.  

 

ANSWERS FROM WOMEN 
SRB BIH FYRM Region 

% % % % 

Who is in the best position 

to increase opportunities for 

women aspiring to board 

membership?79 

a. government 32 29 13 25 

b. companies 32 17 39 29 

c. women themselves 68 54 70 60 

d. male colleagues 24 0 17 11 

Are you in favor of quotas? 
a. yes 44 50 17 37,5 

b. no 56 50 83 62,5 

Do you think that common 

HR policies support women 

in their career aspirations? 

a. yes 20 21 43 25 

b. no 80 79 57 75 

Would disclosure 

requirements regarding 

board diversity help? 

a. yes 92 79 57 76 

b. no 8 21 43 24 

 

Table 8: How number of women on boards can be increased – women’s perspective. 

                                                 
79More than one answer was possible. 
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ANSWERS FROM MEN 
SRB BIH FYRM Region 

% % % % 

Who is in the best 

position to increase 

opportunities for women 

aspiring to board 

membership?80 

a. government 40 17 17 24 

b. companies 40 66 33 41 

c. women themselves 60 17 67 47 

Are you in favor of 

quotas? 

a. yes 60 17 0 24 

b. no 40 83 100 76 

Do you think that 

common HR policies 

support women in their 

career aspirations? 

a. yes 20 50 50 41 

b. no 80 50 50 59 

Would disclosure 

requirements regarding 

board diversity help? 

a. yes 60 67 33 53 

b. no 40 33 67 47 

 

Table 9: How number of women on boards can be increased – men’s perspective. 

 

A large majority of men (76%) are against quotas primarily because 

they believe that quotas would be implemented poorly and ultimately 

would backfire. They think that a quota would allow less competent 

women who have family or political connections with decision-

makers to be elected to company boards simply for the sake of 

meeting a legal requirement.  This would have negative 

consequences not only for companies but ultimately for women 

since a poor introduction of the quota could create an impression 

that women are less competent than men. On the other hand, 37.5% 

of women believe that without the quota introduction nothing would 

change. One woman stated that she would like to be able to say that 

we lived today in a more progressive society that could bring about 

change without external or a legal pressure. However, her experience 

has taught her that even with a supporting legal framework, old 

habits and prejudices die hard. Thus, without a quota, one could not 

expect the situation in the region to change. 

 

When it comes to disclosure requirements, female respondents 

(76%) believe that imposing an obligation on companies to disclose 

their board composition, their nomination policies, and their 

selection criteria and policies relating to diversity would compel 

companies to explore a much broader pool of candidates, thus 

                                                 
80More than one answer was possible. 
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increasing chances for women. Male respondents were polarized 

and less convinced. Nearly half of male respondents believe that 

diversity disclosure requirements would help while almost the same 

percentage believes that they would not be of much use. 

 

To conclude, on average, men become board members at younger 

age relative to women. They are more numerous in boards (all 

researchers had difficulties in identifying sufficient female board 

members for interviews). On average, women need a higher level of 

education and more work experience to become board members 

relative to their male colleagues. A vast majority of interviewees 

believe that board diversity is important (although not necessarily 

gender diversity). Women believe that the most important skill that 

aspiring female corporate leaders should develop is smart self-

promotion (in addition to relevant knowledge or technical expertise). 

The most common expertise of female board members in the region 

seems to be in finance and risk management. Most interviewed 

women believe that the double-burden syndrome is the single 

biggest obstacle to having more women at the corporate top. Finally, 

a large majority of men are against quotas, while 37.5% of women 

believe that without the quota introduction, nothing would change. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

Below are certain recommendations that could help increase the 

number of women on corporate boards in the region, focusing on the 

three countries covered by this research. The proposed measures 

are grouped into three categories: (1) measures for introduction at 

the state level, (2) measures for development at the company level, 

and (3) grass-root measures at the societal level. The proposed 

measures are common for the region. The reasoning behind this 

approach is based on the following: all three countries share the 

same geographical space and have had a similar history; similar 

societal attitudes towards women exist in all three countries; the 

countries are at a similar level of economic development; legal 

frameworks in the countries are similar due to a shared legal 

tradition and identical struggles to align with the EU acquis 

communataire; finally, all three countries share the strategic and 

political goal of joining the EU. The recommended measures are 

specific but broad enough to allow for tailor-made implementation in 

each country. 

 

This approach is further supported by the results of the research. A 

majority of the results across the three countries are very similar. 

Observed trends and behavioral patterns are almost identical: in BiH, 

FYRM and Serbia, gender-balanced boards are rare; although in all 

three countries women have generally achieved a higher level of 

education than men, the labor force participation rates of women are 

lower than those of men; in each country the gender pay gap exists; 

the interviewed women across all three countries spoke of the 

double burden syndrome and a lack of adequate child- and elderly-

care services and facilities; all interviewed women in the region 
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emphasized that society at large has always seen women as sole 

caregivers; inadequate self-promotion and poor networking were 

listed as the main obstacles to a greater number of women in 

corporate boards in all three countries. Since the identified 

challenges are common, similar recommendations are advised. 

MEASURES AT THE STATE LEVEL 

 

INTRODUCTION OF QUOTAS  

Since all three countries aim to join the EU, the researchers looked 

at quota experiences of the EU countries and countries that are 

economically close to the EU and/or share similar political, legal and 

historical backgrounds with EU members (e.g. the U.S. and Canada). 

The comparative research on quotas indicates that the quota was 

the only instrument that managed to yield noteworthy results. 

However, a large majority of interviewed men (76%) and a majority of 

interviewed women (62.5%) were against quotas. Recent events in 

the EU might create an important window of opportunity to introduce 

top-down measures which are necessary to shift such an entrenched 

societal paradigm. As noted above, on 14 November 2012, the EU 

Commission proposed a directive which sets a minimum objective of 

40% of the under-represented sex in non-executive board-member 

positions in listed companies in Europe by 2020, and by 2018 for 

listed public undertakings. A similar legislative action will have to be 

undertaken by aspiring (candidate) countries albeit within a different 

time-frame. The EU-wide quota (if introduced), in addition, will create 

room for political leadership that is necessary to transform ingrained, 

traditional, societal models. 

 

 

SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES  

Each country in the region should heed its demographic trends and 

strategically and systematically develop its social care infrastructure 

and social policies that would contribute meaningfully to an increase 

in the female labor participation rate. Different demographic studies 

have repeatedly shown that social policies related to maternity leave, 

paternity leave, provision of child-care services, care for elderly etc. 

have a much greater impact on female labor market participation 

than on male labor market participation. According to the World 

Bank study on demographic trends in the region of Europe and 
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Central Asia, women spend three-quarters of their time cooking and 

taking care of children and elderly in the household, while men, for 

example, do not spend any time taking care of the elderly in the 

household. A similar situation, according to the interviewees, exists 

in each of the countries in this study. Thus, by building kindergartens 

and homes for the elderly, by matching school and work schedules, 

by investing necessary resources in the development of good-quality 

programs for kindergartens and schools, the state will genuinely 

contribute to creating truly equal employment opportunities for both 

men and women.  

 

Special consideration should be given to legal regulation of paid 

paternity leave. This institution would not only support female labor 

participation but would also question the embedded conviction that 

child-rearing is primarily a female duty. In particular, the experience 

of Nordic countries shows that mandatory paternal leave (which 

cannot be transformed into a maternal leave) has proved to be 

beneficial not only for women but for emotional bonds within families 

and in particular for the relationship between fathers and children. In 

Sweden, for example, working parents are entitled to 16 months 

paid leave per child at 80 per cent pay (the cost being shared 

between employer and the state). However, to encourage greater 

paternal involvement, 2 months out of 16 are reserved for the 

“minority” parent, usually the father. In Norway, 12 weeks of the 

56/46 weeks paid leave is reserved for the father.
81

 If he does not 

take these 12 weeks, they will be lost as they cannot be transferred 

to the mother. These kinds of policies would also encourage men to 

broaden their stereotyped societal roles and would make these 

choices less unusual. 

 

 

DISCLOSURE REQUIREMENTS 

Laws that regulate companies and the capital markets should 

require listed and state-owned companies to create diverse and 

gender-balanced boards. Further, listed and state-owned companies 

should be obliged to disclose, in their annual reports, their board 

structure and reasons behind an eventual lack of gender balance in 

their boards and among senior executives. Empirical studies on 

transparency and disclosure in some countries in the region have 

                                                 
81 Women in Norway can take 56 weeks (13 months) 80% paid or 46 weeks 100% paid. In 

either case 12 weeks is reserved for father and they can not be transfered to the mother. 
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shown that companies disclose only legally required information.
82

 In 

Serbia for example, the laws on companies and capital markets 

adopted recommended disclosure requirements from relevant EU 

directives. Thus, certain best practices have been introduced into 

legislation. Companies listed at the top segments of the local stock 

exchange (A and B listing of Belgrade Stock Exchange) are required 

to regularly disclose certain financial and non-financial information. 

Still, the empirical studies have repeatedly confirmed that listed 

companies in the region do not recognize the value of transparency 

and that in their disclosure practices they do not go beyond what is 

legally required. For example, most of the laws in the region do not 

require companies to disclose information on their board structure, 

nor do they oblige companies to make their board nomination 

policies public. This explains why the researchers experienced 

difficulties during the desk research phase in their attempts to 

identify female board members even in companies that were listed 

in the upper tiers of the local stock exchanges. The introduction of 

legal requirements regarding corporate gender policies can compel 

companies to put this issue on the corporate agenda.  Regulators or 

exchange providers (as the case may be), should require boards to 

report annually to shareholders (and external investors) about 

whether the company manages to achieve gender balance in boards 

and among senior executives and, if not, to explain why the company 

has not achieved the legally or self-imposed benchmark or is not 

seeking to meet that benchmark. 

MEASURES AT THE COMPANY AND MARKET LEVEL 

 

BOARD POLICIES 

The board in each company should oversee talent management and 

succession policies and ensure that these processes support the 

promotion of women at the highest level.  According to the McKinsey 

study (2010), the introduction of a gender-diversity policy is a 

revolutionary shift in corporate culture and thus it requires visible 

commitment at the top of the company. The board should ensure 

that succession planning for most senior positions in the company is 

gender-sensitive and that it genuinely mobilizes full internal human 

capital potential. To that end, the board should develop and include 

indicators that measure the company’s performance in hiring, 
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retaining, promoting and developing women. To secure the 

commitment of executives, the board should introduce gender-

diversity indicators in the executives’ performance reviews. Finally, to 

have legitimacy in this effort, the board should ensure that it has 

female members and that it heeds gender diversity in its nomination 

policies and processes.  

 

 

HR POLICIES 

Companies should revise their HR policies to ensure that they 

provide talented people with an equal opportunity to reach top 

company ranks. A gender diverse board established at the top of a 

non-gender diverse company is likely to send a wrong message. 

Investors and other stakeholders will certainly be skeptical about 

gender diversity imposed only at the highest level since this may 

appear cosmetic and insincere. Instead, companies need to have in 

place approaches to gender diversity throughout the entire 

organization. 

 

Providing the same terms and conditions to men and women who, as 

a rule, have different personal and family circumstances, does not 

mean providing them with equal opportunities for advancement. The 

corporate model that requires ever more billable hours, inflexible 

office hours, constant travelling and presence in the office at all 

times automatically puts at a disadvantage women who have to take 

care of small or adolescent children or aging parents. The message 

that the only way to show your commitment to company and career 

is to be available around the clock promotes an unsustainable 

business model. Similarly, if management conveys the message that 

the sheer volume of work is the only value that counts, it risks 

gradually losing its most talented people who will not feel motivated 

in such a corporate setting. The following recommendations are 

strong HR policies that support female employees and in the long-

run secure that the entire talent pool is provided with an opportunity 

to advance: options for flexible working conditions and work 

locations; programs and facilities that help employees reconcile work 

and family life; gender-specific hiring goals and programs; a 

systematic requirement that at least one female candidate be in 

each promotion pool; gender quotas in hiring, retaining, promoting 

and developing women; performance evaluation systems that 

neutralize the impact of maternity leave and /or flexible work 
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arrangements etc.
83

 However, it is important to emphasize that these 

HR policies also mean promotion of certain values that differ from 

the standard and expected behavior and morals and thus need 

strong support and commitment from the CEO. 

 

 

POLICIES FOR HIGH-PERFORMING WOMEN AND WOMEN 

EXECUTIVES 

Companies should in particular focus on policies that target high 

performing women and gear them towards executive positions. 

These policies broaden the pipeline and deepen the talent pool from 

which female board members can be recruited.  

Companies should pay special attention to women that deliver 

extraordinary results. These women should receive a clear message 

from the top, communicating that the company recognizes their 

contribution and that it is ready to invest systematically all necessary 

resources to coach them and help them develop skills and 

knowledge necessary for leadership positions in the company. 

Examples of programs and activities that support high-performing 

women include: programs that encourage female networking and 

role models; encouragement and mandates for senior executives to 

mentor junior women; shadowing programs i.e. allowing promising 

female candidates to spend time with top executives on the job, 

observing actual tasks to explore and test their career interests and 

capabilities; programs aimed at developing leadership skills that are 

tailored for women; clearly communicating to women to which 

positions in the company they can aspire; developing succession 

planning policies that provide preferential treatment to internally 

geared candidates. 

 

 

BUILDING A DATABASE OF FEMALE CANDIDATES FOR BOARD 

POSITIONS 

To facilitate female board membership, a database of potential 

female board candidates should be created.  

Such a database would allow easy access to good board candidates 

to all companies interested in creating more balanced boards. Many 

interviewees stated that they believed that the companies in which 

they served on the board were not deliberately discriminating against 
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women. Rather it was difficult for decision-makers to identify eligible 

female candidates since they were rarely part of their established 

networks and women do not work enough on their self-promotion. 

The database would to a large extent remedy this problem. 

MEASURES AT THE SOCIETAL LEVEL 

 

CHANGING SOCIETAL MENTAL MODELS 

In all three countries numerous, coordinated grassroots activities 

aimed at changing some ingrained traditional ideas about the role 

and place of a woman in the society should be launched. 

In the words of a famous American scientist and director of the 

Center for Organizational Learning at MIT Sloan School of 

Management Peter Senge: “Mental models are deeply held internal 

images of how the world works, images that limit us to familiar ways 

of thinking and acting. Very often, we are not consciously aware of 

our mental models or the effects they have on our behavior.” 84 

Societal models are models that a vast majority of individuals in one 

society shares and believes in. As mentioned above, many of the 

practices that put women at a disadvantage are consequences of 

specific societal mental models. Examples of these limiting mental 

models include – the conviction that women bear sole responsibility 

for taking care of elderly parents; assigning a disproportionate share 

of child-bearing responsibility to a woman; traditional networking 

models that are male-oriented (old boys’ club); the commonly-held 

belief that women are less ambitious than men; widely-spread 

perceptions that a corporate career requires masculine attributes 

and as such is not appropriate for women; the idea that “there are 

simply not enough suitable female candidates to increase the 

number of women on boards”; the common belief that women need 

to adopt male models of behavior to succeed in the corporate world.  

These and similar prejudices are serious obstacles which cannot be 

ignored since each woman needs the support of her partner, family, 

and formal and informal social networks to succeed. It takes a long, 

persistent and systematic effort at many different levels of society to 

probe these models. These efforts can take the form of conferences, 

comprehensive PR campaigns and similar awareness-raising events 

which would actively involve media and attract the attention of 
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numerous and relevant social groups. However, the change of the 

paradigm requires the coordination of these efforts as well as 

political leadership.  

 

 

PROMOTING GOOD FEMALE ROLE-MODELS 

Good female role-models should be promoted systematically at all 

levels of the society. Increased visibility of women at senior levels in 

corporations, in the world of politics, among professors, medical 

doctors, etc. plays a catalytic function since these women might be 

viewed as good role-models for girls and young women in general. 

These examples, if presented systematically and adequately 

(through education programs, media, in social life), can greatly 

contribute to a change of the typical mental models of young 

generations and their ideas of what is deemed to be success for 

women. 

MEASURES AT THE PERSONAL LEVEL 

Each woman should ultimately take responsibility for her own career. 

According to the findings of this study, the best way for a woman to 

advance in her professional life is to invest in education and the 

development of different skills, to network effectively and to promote 

herself cleverly. A majority of men and women (47% of both sexes 

regionally) ranked technical expertise and related experience as the 

most relevant precondition for their respective board membership. 

Along the same lines, men believe that the factors that most 

increase chances for women to be elected onto corporate boards are 

relevant expertise and communication skills. Thus each ambitious 

woman who wishes to reach the top of the corporate ladder should 

commit to life-long learning and development of relevant skills (in 

particular communication skills). However, our female interviewees 

across the region believe that strong knowledge is insufficient. 

Among senior managers, well-established business networks add 

value to any corporate leader, women included. Connections with top 

business leaders in the country, membership in professional 

associations, and attending national and regional professional 

conferences seem to be as important as technical expertise. Women 

tend to undervalue networking since it often takes a great toll on 

their free time which they would rather spend with their children and 

families.  
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Nonetheless, the research confirms that effective networking makes 

women more visible and provides good room for smart self-

promotion. Self-promotion, according to the women interviewed, is 

the main reason for the small number of women in regional 

corporate boards. Good ways to create one’s public image include: 

attracting media attention, speaking in public at relevant events, 

participating in professional public debates, becoming a skilled 

communicator, developing contacts with journalists, participating in 

business and professional events and developing lobbying and 

negotiation skills. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

This book makes an important contribution to the debate about 

women on boards and closes one relevant research gap. First, it 

analyzes a set of issues that are relevant for both board diversity and 

women at the corporate top albeit from a new perspective. While the 

issue of gender diversity in boardrooms has already been analyzed in 

Western Europe and the USA, it has not been the subject of serious 

attention either in transition countries or in Southern Europe. This 

book focuses on the region of the Western Balkans and in particular 

on three countries that aspire to EU membership: BiH, FYRM and 

SRB. By analyzing the most relevant issues for women on boards 

from the perspective of these countries, the book makes an 

important scientific and public policy contribution. The latter is 

especially relevant in the context of the current EU quota debate. The 

issues treated in the book include: the correlation between board 

diversity and corporate performance; current demographic trends 

and their impact on the economy and society; the role of women in 

society and the trends and patterns of female labor participation; 

obstacles for women aspiring to board membership; and quotas. 

Although the book presents comparative experiences in treating the 

issue of gender diversity in boardrooms of different developed 

countries (across Europe and globally), its unique contribution 

relates to the presentation of the unique circumstances of the 

Western Balkan region. The book also contextualizes this topic within 

the three EU aspiring countries, thus preparing them for the pending 

potential legislative treatment of this issue. 

 

Our research has shown that women in BiH, FYRM and SRB face 

similar issues and conditions as women in more developed countries 
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across the world, in particular, in Europe. Demographic trends are 

similar – there will be more old people and fewer employable people 

(despite the fact that the situation in BiH and FYRM is more 

favorable), women will have fewer children, the current pension 

systems will become unsustainable, the number of women with 

tertiary education is growing and there are more highly educated 

women than men. These trends will force policy makers in the three 

countries to search for ways to increase the female labor 

participation rates much as policy makers in the EU will. Currently, 

the percentage of women corporate directors in BiH, FYRM and SRB 

is comparable to that in the more developed European countries. 

These women face the double burden in developing their corporate 

careers since they are much more engaged in raising children and 

they handle household chores and take care of elders pretty much 

on their own. The emerging corporate model in transition countries 

was practically “imported” from the West since it is an integral part 

of the know-how of foreign investors (who primarily come from 

Western Europe due to their proximity to the region) and it is 

fundamentally linked to the neo-liberal philosophy that permeated 

the three countries after the socialist era. As was indicated in this 

comparative analysis, the double burden and the “old” corporate 

model are also major obstacles for women in more developed 

countries. The conclusion seems to be that the status of a woman in 

society is not primarily determined by economic wealth but is rather 

a reflection of certain psychological and societal patterns that are 

shared world-wide. 

 

The assumption of the book has been that the board is a synonym 

for the top of the corporate ladder. This assumption holds in most 

developed countries according to numerous corporate governance 

research studies. The situation in the three countries included in this 

study is in this aspect specific and somewhat different. The boards in 

BiH, FYRM and SRB bear relatively less weight while the utmost 

decision-making power is usually either in the hands of the 

controlling owner or in the hands of the CEO who is often nominated 

de facto by the controlling owner. This conclusion is supported by the 

fact that the average monthly compensation for the majority of board 

members in the region is less than 500 EUR with only one quarter of 

all interviewed members having a monthly compensation above 

1000 EUR. The three countries are in this respect similar to other 

transition countries. When it comes to the issue of board diversity, its 

importance seems to be widely recognized in the region – more than 

80% of all interviewed board members believe that board diversity is 
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important (although not always gender diversity), while 70% of all 

interviewees believe that only a critical mass of female board 

members has enough strength to change board dynamics. In the 

three analyzed countries, on average, men become board members 

at younger age relative to women. On average, women need a higher 

education and more work experience to become board members 

compared to their male colleagues. The most common expertise of 

female board members in the three countries seems to be in finance 

and risk management. In addition to expertise, the directors in the 

Western Balkans marked networking as highly relevant for aspiring 

board members. Since classic networking models are more tuned to 

men, they often prevent women from being more “visible” to 

corporate decision-makers.  

 

The researchers during the interviews talked extensively with female 

directors about the obstacles these women faced on their way to the 

top. The interviewed women pointed out that, in the end, the double 

burden is the single greatest obstacle. Challenges related to it come 

from three sides. First, there exists a deep conviction embedded at 

all levels of society that, somehow, taking care of children and 

elderly is not only a primary but an exclusive female responsibility. 

Second, the three states (similar to many other countries) do not 

provide a robust enough social support infrastructure – there are not 

enough public kindergartens; the quality of child care services is 

suboptimal; adequate care services and facilities for elderly are 

almost non-existent. Since women are usually the sole caregivers, 

these obstacles have a much stronger impact on them than on their 

male colleagues. Finally, the third challenge comes from the 

corporate model that highly values 24/7 availability, puts too much 

weight on the quantity of work while not valuing enough the quality 

of the work provided, is rigid and inflexible, requires presence in the 

office and insists on identical terms for employees who face very 

different private and family obligations thus de facto not providing 

equal opportunity to all. This corporate model becomes obsolete not 

only for women but for most highly talented workers who will find 

putting quantity of work above the quality of the work from the start 

disheartening and ultimately unacceptable. It is, however, important 

to mention that certain degree of responsibility rests with women. 

Their greatest mistake preventing them from breaking the glass 

corporate ceiling seems to be inadequate self-promotion. This skill is 

not easy to develop especially in a society where an ambitious 

woman can easily be perceived as aggressive, arrogant and not-

feminine enough, but it still seems to be worthwhile to invest time 
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and effort to learn how to do it smartly. A great majority of the 

interviewed female directors, based on their personal experience, 

claim that poor self-promotion is one of the greatest reasons for the 

low number of women on boards. 

 

Further, this comparative analysis leads to two important 

conclusions. First, without quotas no country has managed to 

introduce a noteworthy change. Second, to change a societal 

paradigm there is a necessity for a combination and coordination of 

top-down and bottom-up approaches. Thus, although a large majority 

of the interviewed men and women were against quotas, the 

researchers tend to agree with 37.5% of the interviewed women who 

believe that without introduction of the quota nothing will change. 

The resolution of the quota debate at the EU level will ultimately put 

this issue on the political agenda in the three observed countries, 

creating an opportunity for all stakeholders to reconsider their 

position on quotas. Along the same lines, the governments should 

sooner rather than later focus on rebuilding their respective social 

service infrastructure to avoid anticipated desperate and ad hoc 

measures under ever stronger demographic pressures. Still, 

measures at the state level will alone not be enough. Bottom-up 

activities are as important and need to be coordinated and wisely 

and systematically planned. They need to be undertaken at all levels 

of society and promoted by strong political leaders to secure the 

change of limiting collective mental models. These activities include 

conferences, comprehensive PR campaigns and similar awareness 

raising events which would actively involve media and attract the 

attention of numerous and relevant social groups.  

 

Finally, corporations in the region should reconsider their HR policies 

to accommodate not only women but high performing individuals 

and to mobilize the entire human capital at the level of the firm. The 

examples of such policies mentioned in this book include: options for 

flexible working conditions and work locations; programs and 

facilities that help employees reconcile work and family life; 

performance evaluation systems that neutralize the impact of 

maternal leave and /or flexible work arrangements; programs that 

encourage female networking and role models; encouragement and 

mandates for senior executives to mentor junior women; shadowing 

programs; programs aimed at developing leadership skills that are 

tailored for women; and developing succession planning policies that 

provide preferential treatment to internally geared candidates. By 
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nurturing female potential, corporations will significantly broaden the 

talent pool and seize the opportunity to awaken a power that waits to 

be discovered.  
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