2

Thursday, January 12, 2006

International Herald Tribune

Richard Bernstein

Engendering equality
in the b_oardrooms
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n the first day of this year —

and in the teeth of strenuous

opposition from many Norwe-
gian businessmen — Norway's leftist
government put into effect one of the
more radical attempts to achieve
sexual equality: requiring that within
the next two years, 40 percent of the
board members of the large, publicly
traded private companies of Norway
be women.

“The government's decision is to
see to it that women will have a place
where the power is, where leadership
takes place in this society,” Karita
Bekkemellem, Norway's minister of
children and equality, said in an inter-
view here,

“Of course,” she continued, “this is
very forceful affirmative action, but it
will set an example for other centers
of society.”

Bekkemellem and other supporters

of the law are pleased with some of

the immediate re-
“ sults, Already in
Norway, for ex-
ample, databases
have emerged on
which thousands
of wormnen look-
ing for board po-
sitions have listed
their names and
qualifications,
and where any of
the 519 private
corporations af-
fected can search for prospective
board members.

Headhunting companies are said to
be very busy keeping up with the de-
mand for women with business expe-
riencra Indesd alveasdv in tha mactk

Alice Schwarzer

board of the drug company Schering,

“Compared to other Western Euro-
pean countries, Germany is in the
rear guard of the emancipation,” Alice
Schwarzer, perhaps Germany's most
prominent feminist commentator,
wrote in an e-mail message. Indeed,
she added, even in areas where wom-
en appear to have made progress, as in
politics, the advance is more a matter
of appearances than real power.

“The women'’s representation of
one-third in Parliament and in the
cabinet has led to a situation where
powerful politicians withdrew from
democratic bodies and madé their pol-
itics in their separate back rooms,” she
said, referring specifically to the so-
cialist-led coalition that governed for
seven years before Merkel took office.

“That’s why,” she continued, “the
mere existence of a female chancellor,
no matter what she does, will shake
up all the existing structures.”

But if women are at least numeric-
ally well-represented in other areas of
life, why not in business? The Norwe-
gian answer to that question is clear: It
is that the old boys’ business club
functions in such a way as to exclude
them. The law on sexual equality in
business, adopted at the end of 2003 by
the previous conservative government,
was put into effect this year because
earlier voluntary measures to increase
women's representation in business
didn't work, and some sort of legisla-
tive coercion was déemed necessary.

“Until recently, we didn't see any
change,” Elizabeth Grieg, director of a
family-run shipping company, said in
an interview in her sleekly modern
office, overlooking the Oslo harbor.

“It was all talk about women in busi-
fAace and varyg Vit e mousimasat
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resentation of women on corporate
boards had already increased from
roughly 8 percent to 16 percent.

But the mere fact that Norway’s gov-
ernment felt it necessary to establish a
quota for women in the top ranks of
business and to enforce the quota asa
matter of law — the penalty for non-
compliance could be disbandment of
the offending corporation, though few
seem to think that would actually hap-
pen — reflects a fact of European life
that goes well beyond Norway.

It is that the major countries of
Europe gre doing quite badly both in
promoting women to positions of
power in business and, more gener-
ally; in achieving other sorts of di-
versity, especially racial and ethnic.

“Foreigners, women, and lg;nnrlties
are almost completely excluded from
the top of the business heap,” Marta
Dassti and Daniel Franklin wrote in
an article that appeared in The Finan-
cial Times late last year, summarizing
a study of 450 European companies
carried out by the Aspen Institute
Italia with the help of the Economist
Intelligence Unit.

Not surprisingly, the study found
that women and minorities “are mak-
ing slow inroads” in Britain and Scan-
dinavia, but “all the surveyed nations
have a dismal number of nonwhite
males in top executive roles, if any at
all.” Only two of the 75 British organi-
zations surveyed are headed by wom-
en, the study found. In all of the 450
coynpanies, only one, Britain's Voda-
phone, was headed by a member of an
ethnic minority.

The situation seems paradozxical
given other elements of the European
picture: that, for example, half or
more of university graduates are.
women in many countries, and wom-
en are increasingly visible in politics,
the media and elsewhere in public
life. The paradox seems especially
sharp in Germany, which late last year
elected its first woman chancellor,
Angela Merkel. About half of universi-
ty graduates are women in Germany;
one-third of the Parliament is female;
and one-third of the doctorates
awarded go to women,

But in the top 30 companies of the
German stock exchange, women mem-
bers of their boards of directors are a
orand total of ong Karinn Dorranall
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ceiling or the normal operations of the

‘Ninety percent of the
businessmen are
against it.’

men'’s club. In Germany, for example,
Sonja Miiller, the managing director of
Victress, an organization formed a
year ago to help women get into busi-
ness, argues that the business door is
open but that women, looking for dif-
ferent, more balanced lives, haven't
been interested in going through it.

“There’s nothing that stops them ex-
cgpt themselves,” Milller said in an in-
terview in her office in Berlin, where,
in addition to Victress, she runs a
profit-making consulting company.
She was asked if Germany’s new chan-
cellor should make a special effort to
puf women into important positions.

“What I like about Mrs. Merkel is
that she doesn't make being a female a
topic,” Miiller said. “It would be hor-
rible if she put lots of women into posts
because they are women. That would
be the opposite of gender equality.”

In Norway, Trygve Hegmar, editor
and owner of a business daily and a
business biweekly, Kapital, is a leading
and visible opponent of the new law,
arguing that requiring absolute equal-
ity seems nice as an abstraction but
just doesn’t work in the real world.
Moreover, he argues, it’s simply con-
trary to the principles of a free society
to tell private businessmen who they
have to have on their corporate boards.

“Ninety percent of the businessmen
are against it,” he said, “and most of
the people in favor are politicians.”

Still, he said, Norwegian business-
men will comply with the law, which

- means, specifically, that about 700

board positions will have to be given
to women in the next two years, a
large number for a small country like
Norway, population 4.5 million.

“They say it will be just as good,”
Hegmar said. “And maybe it’s true. We
haven't seen it yet.”
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