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preface

Promoting gender equality at the workplace is not only 
the right thing to do, but also the smart thing to do. 
A growing body of evidence shows that utilizing the 
skills and talent of both men and women is beneficial 
for enterprises and for society in general. I commend 
the ILO-Bureau for Employers’ Activities (ACT/EMP) 
for embarking on this research project which brings 
together statistics and information on measures that 
can be taken to advance women in business along 
with analysis and ideas for future areas of focus. I am 
confident that it will become a key reference document 
for those seeking updated information and authorita-
tive data on women in business and management. 

The report underlines the fact that women’s pres-
ence in the labour market is increasingly significant for 
economic growth and development at both national 
and enterprise levels. It seeks to demonstrate the bene-
fits that enterprises stand to gain in recognizing and 
supporting women’s talent. As women surpass men 
in educational attainment in most regions, they repre-
sent an incredible talent pool and national resource. 
Women are running more businesses, and consum-
er-spending decisions are increasingly in their hands. 
These realities often seem to be overlooked, even 
though there is an intensive search for global talent 
and skills as economies are more and more based on 
knowledge and technology. 

The report shows that women still have to deal with 
a number of hurdles to reach positions as CEOs and 
company board members. While they have advanced 
in business and management they continue to be shut 
out of higher level economic decision-making despite 
the last decade of activism to smash the “glass ceiling”.

A wide array of initiatives challenging gender stere-
otypes, corporate cultures and lack of measures 
to reconcile work and family responsibilities are 
discussed and the report calls for a closer examina-
tion of the career paths of women and men to ensure 

that subtle gender biases are eliminated from the very 
first assignment. 

The report stresses that a wealth of resources, good 
practices, organizational structures and networks are 
already in place. And, while progress is slow, women 
who are appointed to the highest positions attract 
media attention, creating new role models. 

More concerted efforts and advocacy are needed to 
share information on the benefits of utilizing women’s 
talent and skills at all levels, including in the board-
room. While many multinational companies are 
already on this track, a major challenge is to ensure 
that national firms, especially medium and large sized 
firms, receive advice and tools on how to advance 
women and improve their business outcomes. 

National employers’ organizations have a strategic and 
timely role to play as the business world is on the cusp 
of recognizing how women’s contribution to economic 
decision-making can make a positive difference to the 
“bottom line” and business performance. 

It is heartening to see that, with the support of national 
employer’s organizations, many companies from the 
developing regions responded to the ILO Company 
Survey that provided rich material for the global report. 
The participatory approach of the report with inputs 
from national employers’ organizations and companies 
themselves will undoubtedly ensure that it is relevant 
and useful. Employers’ organizations will be able to 
incorporate elements into their national programmes 
and activities while companies will find it useful in 
designing and implementing their business strategies. 

Expanding women’s businesses and moving more 
women into decision-making positions involve particu-
larly challenging and complex issues which also reflect 
the many inequalities that exist at all levels of sex- 
segregated labour markets. 
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It is my sincere hope that this report will stimulate and 
motivate all actors in the world of work to join forces 
in achieving greater gender equality at all levels. It 
is a fundamental right integral to the ILO’s Decent 
Work Agenda and its Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work. It is also a condition for 
sustainable development.

I also hope that this initiative will inspire our work 
under the ILO Centenary Initiative on ‘Women at Work 
– a major stocktaking of the status and conditions 
of women in the world of work that could serve as a 
springboard for renewed ILO action, with the engage-
ment of our tripartite constituents, to promote full and 
lasting gender equality and non-discrimination. 

Guy Ryder
Director General
International Labour Office
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