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This report clearly shows that the  
pandemic has placed new demands on 
management, giving women an advan-

tage. There is also a growing awareness that 
organizations characterized by diversity are 
better equipped for dealing with rapid change 
and the challenges we face. 

The conclusions are not only positive as 
they show that conditions for diversity have 
improved, they also provide new answers 
to how companies and organizations can 
go about developing their management and 
increase diversity. The report provides statis-
tics and insights that can serve as a basis for 
strategic decision-making and guide organiza-
tions and companies in their efforts to attract 
top talent on which to build their future 
organizations. 

These are some of the issues addressed in 
this report:  

 1What is most important for female  
leaders and top talents when selecting 
employers? What aspects do employers 

need to work on to win the hunt for talent? 

 2How can we make company boards 
more equal? How can boards work 
more proactively and strategically to 

prevent overlooking crucial competence 
when recruiting new board members?

 3During the year, the Corona pandemic 
has forced companies and organizations 
to transition at record pace. How have 

Swedish companies managed this transition, 
and why were the companies that work most 
actively with diversity also apparently the 
best equipped for this crisis, coped best 
with the transition to remote management 
and adapted the fastest to the new  
conditions? 

 4The results show that the opportunity 
for remote management gave female 
leaders a chance to excel. Why does 

remote management benefit female leaders 
while male leaders find it more challenging 
and problematic? Finally, what can we learn 
from this as we build the organizations and 
leaders of the future? 

Welcome to the report 
Wes Insights 2021! 

 5What measures are most effective in 
creating genuine gender equality in our 
organizations? We present the list of the 

measures that are seen as most effective by 
Swedish managers and leaders.

I hope you will not see this as a report that is 
merely interesting without finding real-world 
use for it. The pandemic offers a great oppor-
tunity for development and change. I hope 
that as many as possible want to take up the 
challenge.

Liv Gorosch 
CEO, Wes
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About the study 

This is the second Wes study that maps how 
Swedish leaders want to shape future  
working life. When the latest survey was 

launched in 2014, it received extensive attention,  
and its insights into what it takes to attract women  
to leading positions are still discussed today. 

As we are now in the middle of dealing with a pan-
demic, we are taking the next step with a new survey, 
conducted in collaboration with Rasmussen Analysis. 

The report is based on the results of a survey 
conducted in November 2020. The questionnaire 
was answered by 703 participants. 73 percent of the 
respondents are women and 27 percent are men.  
Of the 703 people who responded to the survey,  
549 hold leadership positions. 43 percent of the 
leaders are in senior management at the company 
or organization, 32 percent in middle or department 
level management, 17 percent are line leaders and 
the rest are self-employed. The questionnaire was 
sent to 13,040 people who are part of Wes’ network 
and candidate database. The candidate database 
consists mainly of female leaders and top talent. 

The report was written by Sofia Rasmussen at  
Rasmussen Analysis.

 As many as 83 percent of the respond-
ents work in the private sector, and of 
these, 21 percent work in a growth or 
startup company. 13 percent work in  
the public sector and 4 percent in an 
interest group or similar.

 71 percent of the respondents are em-
ployees, 12 percent are self-employed 
and 6 percent are somewhere between 
combination of self-employed and em-
ployed. 8 percent are job seekers, and 
the rest are students or pensioners.

 15 percent of respondents have  
foreign background. We use the defi-
nition from Statistics Sweden, i.e. that 
foreign background means being born 
abroad or born in Sweden with two  
foreign-born parents.
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CHAPTER 1

The importance of  
diversity in times of crisis
The many effects of the corona pandemic on the economy  

and working life have forced companies and organizations to ask  

themselves how they can become better equipped to deal with  

future societal crises. The results of our study show that the  

companies that have transitioned most successfully during the  

crisis are those whose diversity efforts are also strong. 
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 It can be concluded that Swedish leaders 
rate their organizations' ability to adjust 
and manage the effects of the corona crisis 

highly. As many as 85 percent of leaders  
believe that their organization has been  
successful in adjusting quickly and adapting 
to the new realities. An almost equal pro-
portion believe that they have managed the 
transition to remote work well and six out 
of ten believe that the transition to remote 
management has worked very well. The larger 
the organization, the better the transition to 
both remote working and management. Many 
also believe that they will not only survive the 
crisis, but that it will also make them stronger 
in the long run.  

A successful transition
Working life post-corona will most likely look different. The breakneck-speed  
transformation to increased remote working has presented an opportunity to in  
earnest test new ways of working and a new type of leadership. At first, the digital  
transformation was in focus, but most now agree that the main challenge is about  
leadership, rather than technology. How well has management dealt with the  
effects of all the changes that have taken place during the corona crisis?

Ability to adjust during the crisis 
The table shows the proportion of respondents agreeing with five different statements within large,  
medium-sized and small companies as well as self-employed people. The percentages show the  
respondents who selected 4 or 5 on a five-point scale there 1 = “Do not agree at all” and 5 = “Fully agree”

All

Large com-
pany/organi-
zation (more 
than 250 
employees)

Mid-sized 
company/orga-
nization (50–249 
employees)

Small compa-
ny/organiza-
tion (up to 49 
employees)

Self- 
em-
ployed

We have been good at adjusting quickly and 
adapting to the new conditions

85% 87% 84% 81% 79%

We have done well compared to many other 
companies/organizations in our industry with 
regards to managing the effects of the crisis

74% 80% 72% 61% 53%

Our organization has managed the transition 
to remote working successfully

82% 87% 74% 76% 71%

Our organization has managed the transition 
to remote management successfully

62% 66% 56% 57% 52%

We will be strengthened in the long run 57% 61% 56% 48% 46%
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We will emerge from the crisis stronger
When asked how the corona pandemic will 
affect the organization or company they work 
for in the long term, only 14 percent answered 
that they will be weakened by the corona pan-
demic. As many as 57 percent believe that they 
emerge from the crisis strengthened in the 
long term. Employees in large organizations 
are most optimistic about the effects of the cri-
sis, and in the public sector, 69 percent believe 
that the crisis will strengthen them. Among 
self-employed, however, only 46 percent be-
lieve they will emerge stronger from the crisis.

Few want to go back to how  
things were before the crisis
When the survey was conducted at the end  
of 2020, 36 percent of respondents worked  
remotely full-time. The corresponding pro-
portion before before the crisis was only  
3 percent. This means that the shift has been 
very extensive. The question is how much of 
this change will be lasting. Will we eventually 
return to what it was like before the crisis? 

The answer to the last question is probably 
no. Leaders believe they will work remotely 
on average 2.1 days a week after the crisis. 
Before the crisis, a majority worked remotely 
fewer than one full day per work week. Re-
mote work will thus increase by a whole day 
a week on average, according to the leaders 
themselves. The fact is that six out of ten  
leaders state that they never worked remotely  
before the crisis, but only 10 percent of 
leaders believe that they will return to that 
proportion after the crisis.  

Approximately how much of your working time do/did 
you work remotely or from home before and during the 
crisis, and what do you believe about the future? 
Days per week refers to full-time work.

0

0.5 or 
fewer

1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3.5 4 4.5 5
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40
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60

%

days

Working remotely before the crisis

Working remotely currently

Working remotely after the crisis

  THIS DIAGRAM SHOWS HOW RESPONDENTS ANSWERED THE QUESTION: 
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That diversity in a company leads to 
profitability, increased innovation and 
increased attractiveness as an employer 

has been shown by a number of international 
studies. Our survey also shows that as many 
as 64 percent of leaders and top talent believe 
that organizations with great diversity1 are 
able to handle societal crises and sudden 
changes in the world around them better than 
less diverse organizations. Female leaders 
agree with this statement more (67 percent) 
than men, but more than half of male leaders 
also agree (53 percent). There is a convic-
tion that proactive work to increase diversity 

Diversity work makes organizations 
more equipped for crises
How can an organization get equipped for future challenges and rapid changes in the 
business environment and maximize its crisis preparedness? We already know that a  
continuous focus on long-term and strategic issues within senior management is crucial. 
Our study points to another crucial aspect: systematic efforts on diversity issues.

makes the organization better equipped in 
times of crisis – it is seen as a way to secure 
the organization and make it better prepared 
for the future. 

Diversity efforts have had  
crucial effects on adaptability
One thing is what leaders and top talent 
believe works, but how can we be sure the 
leaders are correct in their assumptions? 
The fact is that the survey results show on a 
number of points that there is a connection 
between proactive work to increase diversity 
and a stronger ability to handle crises –  

indicating that the leaders’ assumptions were 
correct. Organizations and companies with 
vibrant diversity efforts have, according to 
their own employees, managed the transi-
tion to remote leadership much better than 
companies that fail to work proactively to 
increase diversity. They have also been better 
at adjusting quickly and adapting to the new 
circumstances, and they have managed the 
transition to remote work better. More com-
panies with active diversity efforts also feel 
that they have succeeded better than many 
other companies in the same industry. 

1 The concept of diversity was defined in the survey as the existence of differences in terms of gender, ethnic and cultural background, age, sexual orientation, etc.,  
as well as different professional skills and experiences.

WES INSIGHTS 2021 
8 (43)

CHAPTER 1 - THE SIGNIFICANCE OF DIVERSITY IN TIMES OF CRISIS



So why do diversity efforts yield such 
positive effects? One interpretation of 
the results is that broad personal and 

professional experiences and perspectives 
reduces the risk of overlooking important 
societal changes that have an impact on 
the success of the company. The breadth of 
experiences leads to a diversity in working 
methods and often also ensure an increased 
ability to innovate. Furthermore, the diversity 
of backgrounds is more reflective of the com-
plexity that characterizes the outside world, 
meaning that the organization will not easily 
miss important signals from the outside. 
In this way, the companies are made better 
prepared for seemingly rapid and unexpected 
changes in the world around them.  

To what extent does your employer work proactively to increase 
diversity in the workplace?
By diversity we mean the existence of differences in terms of eg. gender, ethnic and cultural background, 
age, sexual orientation, etc., as well as different professional skills and experiences.

Employers who do not work proactively to increase diversity

Employers who work proactively to increase diversity

73%

41%

88%

74%

83%

59%

91%

74%

Our organization has managed the transition 
to remote management successfully

Our organization has managed the transition 
to remote working successfully

We have done well compared to many other 
companies/organizations in our industry with 
regards to managing the effects of the crisis

We have been good at adjusting quickly and 
adapting to the new conditions

 ADAPTABILITY OF EMPLOYERS WHO WORK PROACTIVELY TO INCREASE DIVERSITY COMPARED TO THOSE    
 WHO DO NOT. THE TWO GROUPS BEING COMPARED HAVE BEEN SELECTED BASED ON THE QUESTION: 
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CHAPTER 2

Working remotely  
benefits female leaders
In 2020, leaders and leaders were been thrown into a completely 

new reality where management was suddenly made digital and  

remote. How has the transition to distance management worked? 

What have proved to be the biggest challenges, and what has  

become easier? And how why do female leaders seem to have  

more room to thrive in their leadership when it is done remotely? 



The transition to remote management 
has not been altogether easy for Swed-
ish leaders and executives. The survey 

shows that leaders today experience more 
disadvantages than advantages when manag-
ing remotely compared to managing “on site”. 
In some respects, however, the conditions 
for management have improved. The biggest 
advantage of remote leadership is definitely 
the possibility of balancing work and leisure/
family life, according to the responses of  
six out of ten leaders. However, there are 
significant gender differences: 62 percent of 
female leaders and only 45 percent of male 
ones believe that the conditions for balance 
have improved. 

Many leaders have also found it easier to 
set aside time for important tasks since they 
started working and managing remotely. 

Six out of ten leaders  
have gained more balance in life
Spring 2020 marked the start of a new era for many Swedish leaders.  
Remote management meant a transition to new ways of working and new challenges. 
Suddenly, the work day was characterized by digital meetings, and it became more 
difficult to get an overview of what each employee had done during the day.  
Several months have passed, and many have now gotten used to the new situation. 
More people now clearly understand what the challenges and benefits are. 

Other studies show similar results: working 
at home is well suited for tasks that require 
undisturbed time and focus, whereas it is less 
suitable for creative brainstorming, innova-
tion and culture-building activities. 

Opinions differ with regards to meeting  
culture. Just over a quarter of the leaders 
believe it has become easier to maintain a 
balanced meeting culture since management 
because performed remotely, whereas just 
under a third believe that the conditions have 
deteriorated instead. Some report drowning 
in a large number of digital meetings, while 
others believe that the digital format with its 
new requirements for structure and clear divi-
sion of speaking time suits them perfectly.  

Big challenges for remote management
Since remote management was established, 

the balance of life and the opportunity to set 
aside time for important tasks have improved, 
according to the leaders. Simultaneously, 
the majority believes that the conditions for 
managing have become more difficult in a 
number of areas. The most difficult has been 
to introduce new employees, realize when 
employees are unwell and building a corpo-
rate culture. Many leaders also believe it has 
become more difficult to stimulate innovation 
and engage employees. Even before the crisis, 
it was challenging for many companies to find 
workable solutions for systematic idea genera-
tion and innovation work. With all employees 
in different locations and stuck in front of 
their screens, this challenge has become even 
greater. The same applies to the organizational 
culture - how can we build a common culture 
when we are not physically together?  
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In what respects have the conditions 
for your management improved or 
worsened in times of remote work? 
The alternatives were: “Better conditions when I manage  
remotely” “Poorer conditions when I manage remotely”  
and “No difference”. 

Better conditions for remote management – top 3:

1. Create a balance between work & private life / family life, 58%

2. Allocating time for important work tasks, 41%

3. Maintaining a balanced meeting culture, 27%

Poorer conditions for remote management – top 5:

1. Introducing new employees, 78%

2. Realizing when employees feel ill, 75%

3. Building a corporate / organizational culture, 69%

4. Stimulating innovation, 52%

5. Engaging employees, 51%

What has not been affected by the fact that management  
is done remotely – top 3:
1. Measuring results in the business, 81% (of the leaders  
have replied that there is no difference)

2. Reaching out with important information for coworkers, 60%  
(of the leaders have replied that there is no difference)

3. Maintaining pressure in the business, 57% (of the leaders  
have replied that there is no difference)

  TOP LISTS OF RESPONDENTS’ MOST COMMON 
  ANSWERS TO THE QUESTION: 
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60%

54%

53%

47%

47%

34%

28%

25%

22%

18%
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The survey shows that 60 percent of 
leaders believe it is more important to 
be structured and considered as a leader 

when managing employees remotely. Previous 
research on virtual remote management shows 
similar results: successful remote management 
follows wholly different patterns than on-site 
management. Research shows that leaders are 
attributed different amounts of status based 
on aspects such as gender, age and appearance 
when management is done physically on site. 
But when it comes to remote management, 
these patterns are not visible at all, there is less 
focus on the leader as a person and more focus 
on issues, tasks and results. 

Another aspect pointed out by leaders  
as extra important is the ability to be straight-
forward in communication, as well as the 
ability to be responsive in leadership. When 
communication is increasingly text-based 
and non-physical, non-verbal communica-
tion is largely lost. What is said between the 
lines, what is expressed with a nuanced body 
language or mind games can disappear when 
video calling. 

Structured remote management  
provides success 
How do you become a good remote leader? It is clear that the demands on 
management have changed as a result of the pandemic. But what exactly is 
required of leaders in these times of remote work?

CHAPTER 2 - WORKING REMOTELY BENEFITS FEMALE LEADERS

Ranking of management qualities that leaders consider to be 
more important to possess when managing employees remotely:
Which, if any, of the following leader qualities do you think are more important to possess  
when managing employees remotely?  Please select up to five qualities.

   THE LEADERS’ TEN MOST COMMON REPLIES TO THE QUESTION:  

1. Structured / well thought out 

2. Direct in communication 

3. Responsive 

4. Coaching

5. Inspiring

6. Supportive / empathetic

7. Results-oriented 

8. Confidence-inspiring

9. Encouraging

10. Task-oriented



Leaders describe themselves  
as result-oriented
When leaders are asked to describe them-
selves and their management qualities, 
completely different qualities are ranked at 
the top compared to what is considered to be 
more important in times of remote manage-
ment. Most commonly, leaders describe 
themselves as results-oriented (54 percent  
of leaders), coaching (48 percent) and  
strategic (47 percent). The least common 
self-description is task-oriented (9 percent)  
or charismatic (8 percent). 

When we compare leaders’ self-descrip-
tions with what they consider to be important 
qualities to possess as a remote leader, the 
differences are clear. The biggest gap is when 
it comes to being structured and considered 
in their leadership: a majority believe that this 
is a quality required for remote management, 
but a much smaller proportion believe that 
this is a prominent quality in themselves to-
day. The ability to be sensitive is also ranked 
as important in remote management, but 
significantly fewer of the leaders describe  
sensitivity as a prominent characteristic in 
their own leadership.  

“Which, if any, of the following leader qualities do you think are 
more important to possess when managing employees remotely?”  
and “Which, if any, of the following leader qualities describe 
you as a leader?”
Please select up to five qualities.

Percentage who claim to have the quality themselvesImportant quality to have when managing remotely

60%

27%

53%

28%

54%

39%

47%

35%

18%

9%

Structured / well thought out

Responsive

Direct in communication

Inspiring

Task-oriented

  THIS TABLE SHOWS THE LARGEST PERCENTAGE DIFFERENCES IN THE RESPONDENTS’ REPLIES TO THE QUESTIONS: 
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 When leaders get to take a stand on 
which aspects of their management 
have become more difficult and 

easier in times of remote work, we see clear 
gender differences. Women believe to a small-
er extent than men that the conditions have 
deteriorated, instead they see more aspects 
where the conditions for managing have  
improved. Compared with the male leaders, 
female leaders put more emphasis on the fact 
that it has become easier to create balance in 
life, to set aside time for important tasks and 
to be effective leaders.  

Female leaders excel  
at remote management
A clear conclusion from our study is that remote work creates better conditions for  
female leaders to excel at managing. Female leaders generally see more advantages  
while male leaders see more disadvantages of remote management. Virtual meetings  
and conversations also appear to be seen as beneficial for many female leaders as  
they become a zone free of power moves, backstabbing and excessive competition. 

CHAPTER 2 - WORKING REMOTELY BENEFITS FEMALE LEADERS

WomanMan

To create a balance between work and private life / family life

To set aside time for important tasks

To maintain a balanced meeting culture

To reach out with important information for employees

To manage effectively

To build trust in employees

To give feedback

To measure results in the business

To stimulate innovation

To maintain pressure in the business

To engage employees

To build the corporate / organizational culture

To get an overview of what the employees do during the day

To realize when employees feel ill

To introduce new employees

In what respects have  
management become easier 
now that it is done remotely?
The diagram shows the proportion of male and female 
leaders who believe that the conditions for leadership 
has become better in times of remote management.

45%
62%

32%

22%
29%

19%
25%

11%
20%

10%
12%

6%
12%

7%
9%

4%
8%

4%
8%

2%
7%

3%
3%

1%
3%

1%
2%
1%
1%

44%
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 So in what way do women benefit from 
remote management? The question was 
asked of the men and women men who 

agreed with the statement that female leaders 
benefit from remote management, and were 
asked to reply in their own words. Many of 
the respondents generously shared their own 
experiences and wrote very detailed replies. 
Therefore, we have chosen to make a text 
analysis of the respondents’ replies and pres-
ent them as a number of clear themes that 
crystallized. Below, each theme is discussed 
separately:

 1Increased flexibility makes it  
easier for women to manage  
the work life balance

By far the largest category of open-ended 
replies concerns the fact that remote manage-
ment is considered to increase flexibility and 
thus facilitate the puzzle of life for women. 
Many believe that women in general are more 
concerned about getting the family logistics 
together and that this is still women’s main 
responsibility. Remote working provides a 
greater opportunity to manage their time. 

In addition, commuting to and from work is 
avoided, which creates greater freedom. 

 2The physical space benefits men
Another major theme in the replies  
was that many believe that the physical 

space – e.g. the office, the meeting room, the 
boardroom, etc. – benefits men. Many feel 
that closed groups can be formed in physical 
offices, which can exclude female executives. 
When working remotely, work is seen as  
taking place on more equal terms. 

 3A focus on tasks and  
results benefit women
Managing becomes more task- and  

result-oriented when it is done remotely  
and is considered to benefit female leaders. 
When the social elements in the workplace 
are scaled away, knowledge, performance  
and delivery become more visible. 

 4Female leaders are better  
at structured leadership
Many believe that female leaders are 

more structured and have a plan for how to 

This is how female leaders benefit from remote management

handle their leadership when working remote-
ly. In addition, female leaders are considered 
to work more structured and systematically at 
maintaining the social aspects in relation to 
their employees. 

 5Female leaders show more  
empathetic and communicative 
leadership

Many of the respondents said that women are 
considered to be more trained in compassionate 
leadership and to a greater extent make it a rou-
tine of asking the right questions to check how 
employees are doing. In addition, many said 
that women have straighter and clearer com-
munication, which is also considered to be more 
important when the work is done remotely. 

 6Less competition in digital  
spaces benefits women
This is a category that was particularly fre-

quent among men’s open-ended replies. Digital 
meetings are often conducted more democrati-
cally, where everybody gets to speak in turn.  
As a result, it becomes less necessary to struggle 
to get the to speak or use sharp elbows. 
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CHAPTER 3

Attractive employers  
for female leaders and  
top talent
The fact that more women in management teams and boards  

lead to better results is beginning to become general knowledge  

in business. The will to change also exists in many organizations.  

But what is required - in practice - to succeed in creating an  

employer brand and an organizational culture that is attractive  

to female leaders and top talent? 
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 When asked which aspects, apart from 
the purely work-related parts of a 
position, would be most decisive 

when choosing a new employer, as many as 
86 per cent of female leaders said “good  
leadership”. Since 2014, this aspect has 
climbed from third to first place in the rank-
ings. Conversely, poor management is by far 
the most common reason, according to female 
leaders, to reject a potential employer. Man-
agement is also more important as a factor 
for women than for men, of whom 74 percent 
believe it to be one of the most important 
aspects for choosing an employer. Qualita-

tive management is valued higher by women 
working in the private sector compared to 
women in the public sector, where only 66 
percent believe that this is one of the most 
important aspects.

Values remain crucial when  
choosing an employer
Sharing the employer’s values is an aspect 
that ranks highly on the women’s list of crite-
ria when choosing an employer. When female 
leaders in 2014 were asked what was most 
important when choosing an employer, the 
list was topped by: “That my values are in line 

Management crucial
for attractiveness
A qualitative leadership, good values and an innovative culture – these three  
aspects top the female leaders’ list of criteria when choosing employers. An employer 
who wants to recruit more women to top positions should therefore see these aspects  
as strategic core issues when building their future organizations. 

with the organization’s values.” In this year’s 
survey, this aspect was ranked as the second 
most important. 

As an employer, being clear about the 
values that guide the organization and how 
these are manifested is thus crucial for attrac-
tiveness. Values are also often described as 
being at the core of decision-making. By being 
clear about their values, it becomes clear on 
what grounds different decisions are made. 
It facilitates consensus in the organization, 
transparency and the opportunity for a more 
open dialog. This is considered attractive in 
the eyes of many female leaders.



A creative and innovative culture
Half of the female leaders and top talents 
believe that an innovative and creative culture 
is one of the most crucial aspects when  
choosing an employer. In today’s knowledge- 
intensive labor market, many companies 
realize that employees’ thinking power is the 
most important competitive advantage – and 
thus the ability to create a favorable organiza-
tional culture to attract and stimulate talent 
becomes an important strategic challenge.  
Both male and female leaders see this aspect 
as one of the top three when choosing an 
employer. 

A lot of research in the field points to some 
crucial factors: companies that promote cre-
ativity and innovation devote time to system-
atic idea generation that involves all employ-
ees, does not lampoon mistakes (which is 
a prerequisite for learning and growing), is 
not too control-oriented and builds a man-
agement that has great faith in employees’ 
abilities. 

Both from the 2014 and 2020 surveys. 
Two aspects have been added to the list since 2014:  
“Generous attitude to working remotely” 
“An innovative and creative culture”

Top three, women’s replies 2014
1. That my values were in line with the organization’s/    
    company’s values

2. Flexible working hours

3. Good leadership

Top three, women’s replies 2020

1. Good leadership

2. That my values are consistent in line with 
     the organization’s values

3. An innovative and creative culture (NEW)

In addition to the purely 
work-related aspects of a  
position, which of the following 
aspects would be most crucial 
to you when choosing a new 
employer?

  THIS TABLE SHOWS WOMEN’S   
  MOST COMMON REPLY TO THE QUESTION: 
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Flexibility is far more important for  
female leaders than for male ones 
Men and women agree on what is absolutely 
most important when choosing an employer. 
At the top are the same three aspects, both on 
the women’s and men’s lists: Good leadership, 
values that are in line with one’s own and an 
innovative / creative culture. Further down 
the ranking, we find some differences between 
the priorities of men and women. Women 
place far more emphasis on the importance 
of flexible working hours and the opportunity 
for working remotely when choosing an em-
ployer. Management and values are also more 
important for women in percentage terms 
than men, although these aspects also top 
men’s rankings. Male leaders, for their part, 
place greater emphasis on good remuneration 
and a good reward system when choosing 
employers.  

In addition to the purely work-related aspects of a position, 
which of the following aspects would be most crucial to you 
when choosing a new employer? 
Please select up to five aspects.

WomanMan

Good leadership

That my values were in line with  
the organization’s/company’s values

A creative and innovative culture

Flexible working hours

Good compensation and reward system

Generous attitude to working remotely

Individual development and career plans

High salary

A clear profile in terms of CSR and sustainability

Equal gender distribution in management

Good reputation

A flat organization

Well-known brand

Other, namely ...

Equal gender distribution among employees

Good conditions for parental benefits 
and parental leave

  MEN’S AND WOMEN’S REPLIES TO THE QUESTION: 

74%

71%
80%

54%
49%

24%

47%
32%

16%
29%

31%
28%

28%
23%

18%
22%

14%

20%
18%

15%
13%

6%
5%

9%
4%

8%
4%

4%
3%

21%

41%

86%
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 Good leadership attracts – bad  
management causes top talent to  
look elsewhere. Good values attract  

– values that do not correspond with their 
own make the top talents turn elsewhere. 

The lack of what is most attractive is thus 
also what makes talents fail an employer. But 
there are also interesting differences when 
we compare what attracts and what deters. 
Only 13 percent of women believe that a flat 
organization is a crucial aspect when choosing 
an employer. On the other hand, as many as 
42 percent of women (and men) believe that a 
strictly hierarchical culture would make them 
reject an employer. 

In addition, we see that just over a third of 
female leaders choose the aspect “a stereo-
typical masculine organizational culture” as 

one of the most common aspects when 
selecting a potential new employer. A quarter 
of male leaders also believe that this aspect  
is one of the main reasons for rejecting an  
employer. Stereotypically masculine cultures 
thus discourage not only women but also a 
significant proportion of male leaders. It is 
interesting to note that leaders do not equate 
stereotypical masculine cultures with an 
unequal gender distribution among employ-
ees. Only 2 percent of women and 4 percent  
of men believe that an unequal gender 
distribution is a crucial aspect of finding an 
employer. In other words, a male-dominated 
organization that is not characterized by a 
stereo typical masculine culture can be highly 
attractive to female leaders, if the leadership 
is good and the values healthy.  

Hierarchies and lack of flexibility  
can make women reject an employer
What attracts is one thing, but what makes the top talents reject an employer?  
The results show that what deters is largely the other side of the coin of what attracts.
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Which of the following factors would make you reject an employer? 
Please select up to five alternatives.

WomanMan

Poor leadership

That my values are not in line with the organization’s/company’s values

Strict hierarchical culture

A stereotypically masculine organizational culture

Lack of flexible working hours

Demand for a lot of overtime

Too far to travel to work

That it is not possible to work from home / remotely

Too low salary

Requirements to travel a lot for work

Low remuneration and reward system

Skewed gender distribution in management

Lack of individual development and career plans

No clear CSR or sustainability profile

That the employer does not offer benefits that facilitate the work life balance

A stereotypically feminine organizational culture

A too casual culture

A career-oriented culture

Unequal gender distribution among employees

Less beneficial parental benefits and parental leave

Unknown brand

Other, namely:

87%
85%

59%

42%
42%

25%
35%

22%
34%

25%
33%

21%
31%

18%
31%

27%
19%
20%

19%

24%
14%

6%
14%

17%
10%

9%
9%

6%
7%

15%
7%
6%
5%
6%

4%
4%

2%
2%
2%

2%
1%

4%
1%

64%
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Attractive boards  
for female leaders 
We will now focus on the part of the business community that  

has sadly lagged behind in the development towards increased  

diversity and gender equality: boards of directors. In general,  

little is known about what makes board diversity so low. We will 

now look closer at what makes a board attractive to female  

leaders and top talent.



 Equality in the listed companies’ manage-
ment teams has admittedly improved 
slowly over time, but on the boards the 

development has been completely stagnant 
for the past three years, according to the  
Allbright Report 2020.

The 2020 Almi board survey shows that the 
proportion of women on boards (in compa-
nies with a turnover of at least 5 million or 
at least five employees) is 19 percent and the 
proportion of companies that have at least 
one woman on the board has remained at 39 
percent. When it comes to the boards of listed 
companies, the owners are to a large extent 
responsible. Based on these statistics, it does 
not currently seem to be a high priority to 
take advantage of the entire existing compe-
tence base when recruiting. Nor is it a priority 
to follow the many research results that show 
diversity to lead to increased innovation,  

Time to take care  
of untapped potential
At its best, the board functions as a powerful strategic resource for a company.  
Many agree that broader perspectives, experiences and innovative ideas on  
the board will strengthen its strategic competence. Nonetheless, the boards  
seem not to not at all prioritize the issue of gender equality. 

creativity and profitability. For many compa-
nies, this journey is still ahead. So what con-
crete measures can be taken in boardrooms 
to increase their ability to attract untapped 
potential? 

The recipe for making boards attractive
What determines whether you decide to 
accept a board position? The most common 
replies from female leaders were: “That  
I can contribute to the company’s develop-
ment, that my skills are needed on the board”. 
This is probably not a surprising finding, as 
nobody wants to invest time and energy into  
a board where they don’t feel needed. 

Other determinants of a board’s attrac-
tiveness are the company’s vision, goals and 
ambitions and that members can sympathize 
with its culture, ethics and morals. Nearly 
half of the women named these aspects as one 

of the five most important when selecting a 
board. These three aspects are important for 
both men and women. 

Remuneration or the time required for the 
work were ranked at the bottom. It is also 
not important, relatively speaking, to avoid a 
feeling of being selected to fulfill a quota, only 
4 percent of women included this as a decisive 
factor when selecting a board.  

BOARD COMMITMENT: 
Among the respondents, a total of 31 per-
cent are currently on one or more boards, 
27% of women and 43% of men. More than 
twice as many men as women are currently 
on more than one board. 83 percent are on 
the boards of unlisted companies, 15 per-
cent in listed compa -nies and 42 percent in 
non-profits / civil society.
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What is most important when choosing whether to accept a board assignment? 
Please select up to five alternatives.

WomanMan

That I believe I can contribute to the company’s development (that my profile is needed)

That I sympathize with the company’s vision, goals and ambition

That I can sympathize with the company’s culture, ethics and morals

That the company and/or industry are exciting

That sitting on the board can be educational and rewarding

That the board seems to be open to new ideas and perspectives

That I believe in the company’s management and want to work with them (or that the board has a mandate to make it so)

That I share the owners’ values

That the board seat can be combined with other work

That there is “order” in the company (that the relevant documents are in place, etc.)

That the board clearly has the power to influence and discuss strategic issues

That the owners are people I want to work with

That the company’s commitment to sustainability is credible

That other board members are people I want to work with

That the work is remunerated reasonably

That the company is financially stable

That the company has a good reputation

That I sympathize with the company’s personnel policy

That the time required for the work is reasonable

That I do not get a feeling of being hired to fulfill a “quota”

That the work can be carried out remotely

Other, namely

64%
67%

51%
49%
51%

45%
44%

35%
32%

36%
26%

36%
38%

27%
28%
28%

19%
25%

19%
25%

18%
22%

22%
13%

11%
18%

14%
14%

10%
11%

3%

10%
5%
5%
4%
3%
5%

3%
4%

2%
1%
2%
1%

10%

  THIS DIAGRAM SHOWS HOW WOMEN AND MEN REPLIED TO THE QUESTION:  
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An attractive board has  
room for diverse opinions
As shown, the same aspects are the top prior-
ities for both men and women, but there are 
some differences in how each view an attrac-
tive board. Women put a significantly larger 
emphasis than men on the importance of the 
board having room for diverse opinions and 
an openness to new ideas ideas and perspec-
tives. This difference is probably due to the 
fact that the price of being on a board without 
such room is generally higher for women than 
for men. Women are often in the minority 
and therefore risk being perceived as dis-
senting elements of the group. For dissenting 
elements to be heard in a group, there must 
be an openness to new ideas and new ways 
of thinking. If the culture is characterized by 
curiosity, even for opinions that don’t confirm 
to the prevailing view, it will be easier for all 
participants to contribute with their perspec-
tives. On the other hand, a lack of openness 
requires significant personal courage and 
great perseverance to  reach a new or critical 
perspective. Another aspect of this is that 
openness goes hand in hand with innovation 
and creativity. As we recall, female talent 
ranked innovative and creative culture as the 
third most important aspect when choosing 
an employer.  

What is most important when deciding whether  
to accept a seat on a board?
Please choose up to five alternatives.

More women click: 

1. That the board seems to be open to new ideas and perspectives

2. That the company is financially stable

3. That the company’s commitment to sustainability is credible

More men click:
1. That I believe in the company’s management and want to work with them  
    (or that the board has a mandate to make it so)

2. That the company and/or industry are exciting

3. That the owners are people I want to work with

 

  TOP LISTS OF THE GREATEST DIFFERENCES BETWEEN HOW WOMEN AND MEN ANSWERED THE QUESTION:

Significantly more women than men  
selected the importance of room for  
diverse opinions and openness to new  

ideas and perspectives.” 
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Eight reasons why women are 
underrepresented in board rooms 
The results show that there is a great deal of interest among female leaders to take 
up board assignments. At the same time, we see that the gender distribution is still  
very skewed on Swedish boards. There are many and multifaceted reasons for this, 
but the most common explanation, according to Swedish leaders, is the reluctance 
to search for competence outside established networks.

 Of the respondents who do not have 
or have had a board seat, 12% of the 
women and 19% of the men have ever 

been asked to sit on a board.
However, as many as 85% said they would 

be open to sit on a board if requested to do so. 
Here we see no gender differences, the inter-
est is the same among male and female lead-
ers. What then is the reason for the skewed 
gender distribution on Swedish company 
boards? We posed this question to both male 
and female leaders and let them reply freely 
and in their own words. Their open-ended 
replies reveal several recurring themes. Below 
are eight commonly given reasons why wom-
en are underrepresented in boardrooms. 
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 1 Reluctance to recruit outside  
established networks and to profes-
sionalize the recruitment process

The main theme among the mangers’ replies 
was that boards and managements often 
recruit from their established networks rather 
than actively search for new contacts. Many 
believe this reluctance is due to convenience. 
Some emphasize that some boards do not 
know how to “find” female candidates. In-
stead, board members are often asked to sug-
gest candidates. Since the majority are men, 
with predominantly male networks, the result 
is that even more men are recruited. Many 
described a fear of recruiting from outside the 
networks and a reluctance to professionalize 
and open up the processes. “Male networks, 
unprofessional nomination committees,” one 
man wrote.

 2Women fail to recommend women
A recurring theme among the replies is 
that women are not considered as active 

in networking as men. Also, board work is not 
discussed as extensively in women’s networks 
as in men’s. This is considered as one of the 

reasons why women fail to recommend other 
women to the same extent as men recom-
mend other men. Another reason mentioned 
is that a woman who recommends another 
woman takes a greater risk. If the new female 
member fails, this is seen as proof that wom-
en are less suitable for such assignments, and 
the woman who recommended her is dragged 
down along with her recommendee. Men who 
recommend other men are not considered to 
take the same personal risk. 

 3 Too small selection on leadership 
levels, and that women have  
the “wrong” type of leadership 

positions
Boards recruit among employees in leading 
positions, which are still predominantly held 
by men. Men have been in the top positions 
for much longer than women and have had 
more opportunity to broaden their networks 
at this level. Many point out that more CEO 
positions or more business-oriented roles are 
held by men and that women often hold the 
“wrong” type of leadership position to make 
them attractive to the board, for example as 

HR managers, communications managers  
or marketing managers. 

 4Women see many boards  
as unattractive
Many women wrote that a lot of boards 

feel unattractive to get involved in. “Getting 
involved in them does not seem inspiring or 
developing,” one woman wrote. Many be-
lieved that what makes them unattractive is 
the fact that boards often have well-cemented 
norms and attitudes. The board culture may 
be very masculine and can make a woman 
risk feeling lonely or exposed. Something that 
would feel interesting, many wrote, was if 
there were more women on the board.

 5Boards’ reluctance to take in  
new and critical perspectives 
Many leaders wrote about a fear of new 

thoughts and perspectives. Several, especially 
male leaders, pointed out that there are  
many men who actively protect the culture  
of camaraderie. “Men protect each other and 
do not let women in,” a male leader wrote. 
Many believe that women generally have 

Eight reasons why women are underrepresented in boardrooms

▲
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higher demands on efficiency, performance 
and communication. This can gel badly with 
the prevailing boardroom culture character-
ized by a reluctance to bring in people who 
ask uncomfortable questions or expose short-
comings, several leaders said. 

“Men feel safer hanging out with like- 
minded people,” one leader wrote, pointing 
out that this is not just a matter of gender, 
but about all kinds of differences that create 
diversity, especially people of non-Nordic 
origin. 

 6Fear of failing / women  
are more risk-averse
A common opinion is that women are 

more risk-averse than men and have less 
self-confidence in coping with the task. This 
is often linked to the fact that there are so few 
female role models for women. Many also 
believe that men dare to take on assignments 
for which they are not fully qualified. Women 
want to be sure, to a greater extent than men, 
that they will be able to do the job and con-
tribute before they say yes. 

Many also point out that too few women 
have a history of taking risks as entrepre-
neurs. 

 7 The dilemma of potential: less belief  
in the potential of female leaders
Women wrote that there is less confi-

dence in women’s abilities. Men are selected 
according to their potential, whereas women 
are chosen based on proven accomplish-
ments. Both men and women view women 

and their skills differently: several leaders 
wrote that more is required of women to be 
considered at the same level as men.

 8 History and tradition
The two most common words used in the 
replies of male leaders in relation to the 

question of why women are under represented 
in the boardroom were: history and tradition. 

Many believe that current reasons are mainly 
"historical" and that the skewed relationship will 
change by itself change over time. Many male 
leaders also pointed out that these are solid  
structures that it will take a long time to change. 
“My hope and belief is that the proportion of 
women with in higher education and a more 
equal society will change the gender distribution 
of boards,” one male leader wrote.  
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CHAPTER 5

The art of creating equal 
organizations
We now know more about what attracts more female  

leaders and what creates employer brands that more female  

leaders feel comfortable identifying with. But what measures  

are most the effective in transforming unequal organizations  

into more equal ones? 
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 Among the respondents who work in 
organizations that consist primarily of 
male employees, 42 % of females and 

13 % of males replied that they have needed 
to change and adapt themselves in order to 
better fit into the organizational culture. In 
what way have they needed to adapt in order 
to fit in? The respondents replied in their own 
words, and five clear themes emerged.

 1Tone down their competence
Many women wrote that they felt a need 
to tone down their own skills in order to 

better fit into the organizational culture. You 
must not show yourself as “too skilled” or too 
driven, since this can be perceived as threat-

ening. Some female leaders have been told 
that they are perceived as sharp or strict and 
need soften their appearance. “I have been 
told that I need to soften my leadership style 
to avoid stepping on the toes of my older, 
male colleagues so as not to step on the toes 
of my male, older employees,” a female leader 
wrote.

 2Restricting communication
Comments about softening, restricting 
and quieting one’s own communication 

were very frequent among the female leaders’ 
replies. Many women wrote that there is no 
room to be as straightforward and clear in 
communication as they would like to be, as 

this makes male colleagues perceive them as 
difficult. Many women state that they prefer 
to restrict their communication so as not to be 
dismissed as too forward. “To be more street 
smart in my communication. Be less direct,”  
a female leader wrote.

 3Take on a tougher  
and more forward attitude
While many feel that they need to be less 

straightforward and direct in their commu-
nication, many wrote they need to take on a 
tough attitude and behavior to be heard. “It is 
important approach in a way that is not really 
natural for me. For example, I have learned to 
interrupt if I need to say something.”

Four of ten women  
must adapt to fit in
The results of our survey show that many organizations have a long journey ahead  
of them when it comes to cultivating the conditions necessary for gender equality 
within the organization. For example, we see that a large proportion of the female 
leaders in male-dominated organizations feel like they are not free to be themselves. 
Additionally, far from everyone feel that their employers are committed to the  
issue of gender equality.

▲
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 4Following the jargon
Adapting one’s language and keeping up 
with a certain jargon to fit in was also 

a common theme. Many women described a 
jargon that often consists of “boyish” jokes 
and comments. Accepting “stupid jokes” or 
pursuing gender equality in different ways 
was also a common reply. This theme is also 
about the content of the conversations itself: 
“The conversations are characterized by ‘male 
interests’, and it is important to keep up,” one 
female leader wrote.

 5Keep calm and lie low
Many women described how they often 
become angry and frustrated with the 

prevailing culture, and how it is then import-
ant to control emotions and not show anything 
on the outside. Lying low, not showing too 
many emotions and staying calm were com-
mon responses among females. As a woman, 
criticizing or showing anger over the prevail-
ing culture in a male-dominated organization 
seems to be something that is often actively 
avoided in order to continue to do the job. 

Other recurring themes:
› Adapt clothing.
›  Avoid social situations involving alcohol  

or leave before the others in order to  
feel safe.

›  Work harder, read up more than their  
colleagues to prove themselves.

›  Cover up and smooth over to prevent men 
from losing face when they make a mistake.

Six out of ten employers do not work 
proactively to increase diversity
40 percent of the leaders believe their em-
ployers work proactively to increase diversity 

in the workplace.3 Just over a quarter of 
leaders replied that management’s com-
mitment to gender equality and inclusion 
issues is mostly “empty words” rather than a 
genuine commitment. Male leaders believe 
to a somewhat greater extent both that the 
employer works proactively for diversity and 
that the management’s commitment is genu-
ine, compared to female leaders. 

This means that six out of ten employers 
are not seen to work proactively to increase 
diversity in the organization. It also means 
that there is a lot of room for improvement.  

Examples of quotes from female  
leaders and top talent 
“Hide competence, lie low”

“Keep up with jargon, culture, toughen up when discussions are 
hard, put on an extra thick skin and stretch out one’s neck a little 
bit extra to avoid being perceived as weak, I feel I must present/
deliver better to be ‘approved’”

“Become more street smart in my communication. Be less direct.”

3 The concept of diversity was defined in the question on the existence of differences in gender, ethnicity and 
cultural background, age, sexual orientation, etc., as well as various professional skills and experiences.
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To what extent does your employer  
work proactively to increase diversity 
in your workplace?
The respondents answered by choosing from a five-point scale where  
1 = “To a small extent” and 5 = “To a large extent”. 

Do you feel that the top management  
(i.e. President, CEO, CEO or Chairman of  
the Board) in your workplace have a genuine 
commitment to gender equality and inclusion 
issues, or is it mostly empty words?
The respondents have answered by selecting from a five-point scale there 
1  = “Mostly empty words” and 5  = “Genuine commitment”

Neither (3)Neither (3) Genuine commitment (4-5)To a large extent (4-5) Empty words (1-2)To a small extent (1-2)

40%

48%

26%

26%

27%

33%
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 One question that was posed in both the 
2014 and 2020 surveys was about the 
leaders’ opinions on which measures 

and initiatives have the greatest effect when it 
comes to changing an unequal organization. 
There have been a lot of changes in the six 
years since the last survey. In 2014, leaders 
placed the following three actions on the top-
three list: “A credible commitment from the 
CEO and management on the issue of gender 
equality”, “that they actively work to develop 
equal pay” and “that female role models are 
highlighted in the organization”.

This year, again, a credible commitment 
from the CEO and management was placed at 
the top, but the second and third places were 
completely different. In this year’s survey, 
leaders placed more emphasis on the impor-
tance of actively working with values and cul-
ture, as well as the importance of recruitment 
processes that focus on producing suitable 
candidates of both genders.

Credible commitment from CEO and  
top management are the most important
The results show that the most important mea-
sure according to the leaders is that there is a 
credible commitment on the part of the CEO 
and management in gender equality and inclu-
sion issues. This shows that many believe that 
a genuine commitment from management is 
simply a prerequisite for other changes. It also 
shows the belief that once management has 
decided to do something about this problem, 
there is every opportunity to succeed. 

To actively work with  
the organizational values
We have already established that values are 
important. Sharing the employer’s values is 
an aspect that ranks highly on the women’s 
list of criteria when choosing an employer. 

We also see here that this aspect is consid-
ered to have a great effect on gender equality 
in an organization. This could be due to the 

fact that actively working with organizational 
values is often closely associated with a com-
municative culture. The basic work on values 
is kept alive through an open discussion about 
which values apply and how these are man-
ifested in decision-making and actions day 
to day. A communicative culture is the very 
opposite of a culture of silence. To work with 
values means to actively strive to live in ac-
cordance with the ideals the organization has 
set up and to make apparent when something 
happens that contravenes the values. In this 
way, behaviors and patterns that are a disad-
vantage to equality, such as excluding jargon 
or various types of discrimination are discov-
ered and brought to light more quickly. 

Recruitment processes that focus  
on finding competent candidates  
of both genders
If you want to make a serious effort to in-
creasing gender equality, the quality of the 

The most effective measures  
for creating equal organizations
What are the most effective measures and initiatives for creating gender equality  
in an organization? We let the leaders themselves take a stand on the issue. 

▲
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recruitment process is absolutely crucial. Re-
cruitment is often based on a gut feeling and 
made through established networks, which 
does not benefit the opportunity to build  
diversified management teams. A modern, 
competence-based recruitment process  
creates better conditions for recruiting leaders 
from varied backgrounds. In the recruitment 
industry it is usually said that about 80 per-
cent of all candidates presented for leadership 
and board positions in Swedish companies 
today are men. Only 20 percent are women. 
Breaking this pattern requires a strategic 
determination that permeates the entire 
business.

Women see greater value  
in female role models
The biggest difference between how male 
and female leaders view which measures are 
effective concerns role models. 40 percent of 
women and only 26 percent of men believe 
that female role models that are promoted in 
the organization are an effective measure for 
stimulating gender equality. 

Women in leadership positions lead to a 
self-reinforcing process where more women 
see striving for leadership positions as a  
realistic opportunity. They need physical 
proof that women can actually reach the top, 
and stay there. The aspect that male leaders 
believe has the greater effect than females do 
is above all to offer benefits that facilitates 
work life balance.  
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Which of the following measures/initiatives do you think are most  
effective when it comes to changing an unequal organization? 
Select up to five alternatives.

Credible commitment from the CEO and management on the gender equality issue

Actively working with the values and culture

Recruitment processes that focus on producing competent candidates of both genders

Credible involvement from the board and owners on the gender equality issue

Female role models who are promoted in the organization

Working actively to develop equal pay

Measurable gender equality goals that are followed up continuously

A clear talent and career development process

Opportunity for flexible working hours

Mentoring and coaching programs

Offer benefits that facilitate the puzzle of life

Gender equality thinking in the organization communication (eg. on social media, in job ads)

Targeted management development programs

The opportunity of the employee to choose how much of the work is done remotely

Selecting women to the board to fulfill quotas

Measures to encourage longer paternity leave

Incentives and bonus initiatives linked to the recruitment and development of female leaders

Internal networking initiatives with networking activities for women

Support and development and/or addition of salary during parental leave

Other, namely … WomanMan

   THIS DIAGRAM SHOWS HOW WOMEN AND MEN REPLIED TO THE QUESTION: 
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considered a hygiene factor today, i.e. often 
taken for granted at this level of high-per-
forming top talent of both genders. 

The survey participants testify to a burning 
commitment to these issues. All organizations 
– regardless of the challenges they face – have 
the opportunity to succeed. This is important 
to remember. 

In the next and final part, we have therefore 
formulated ten key conclusions for the em-
ployers who have decided to succeed.  Differ-

Good prospects and unique opportunities

 It is no secret that we at Wes are driven by 
the belief that diversity and equality lead to 
better results. The results from the survey 

therefore give us hope. The awareness of 
the importance of diversity is growing, and 
the issue is increasingly high on the agenda. 
Perhaps most interesting are the changes 
we see in the wake of the pandemic and how 
they place new demands on leadership and 
a changed attitude to what the talent of the 
future values. In summary: the survey gives 
us important insight that helps us understand 
how we can create organizations and manage-
ment teams characterized by wider diversity.

Our ambition with this study was to provide 
knowledge that can be used as concrete tools 
in the efforts to increase diversity and gender 
equality in our organizations. Many compa-
nies and organizations already possess the 
will to bring about change, but many feel that 
they are lacking concrete knowledge of what 
actually works in practice. 

The survey also shows that a lot has hap-
pened since 2014, especially with regards to 
opinions on of what creates genuine change in 
an organization. For example, we notice that 
it has become increasingly important to work 
with culture and values and to invest in pro-
fessional recruitment processes that produce 
competent candidates of both genders. On the 
other hand, equal pay development is almost 

ent organizations are at different levels when 
it comes to gender equality and diversity 
efforts. Perhaps your organization is already 
actively working on several of the measures 
proposed, or maybe you are just setting out on 
this exciting and important journey. Let your 
organization, including employees, leaders 
and not least the CEO and top management, 
take part in the following tips, and let them 
become the basis for a lively and continuous 
dialog.  
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Key success factors

What can companies do to create 
more inclusive organizations with 
a focus on gender equality and 

diversity? More than 700 experienced leaders 
have made their opinions heard in this unique 
study. Below are some concrete suggestions 
for what measures you can take as an employ-
er. Different organizations are at different 
stages with regards to gender equality work. 
Perhaps your organization is already actively 
working on several of the measures below, or 
maybe you are just setting out on this exciting 
and important journey. Let your organiza-
tion, both employees, leaders and not least 
the CEO and top management, take part in 
the following tips and let the conversation be 
lively and continuous!

▲
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 A genuine commitment 
from top management
The CEO’s and senior management’s genuine 
commitment to issues relating to diversi-
ty, inclusion and gender equality is of great 
importance. To bring about a real change, it 
needs to start at the top. This creates credi-
bility and impact and makes the management 
an example to follow. Working proactively to 
increase diversity in the organization is also 
proven to make companies better prepared 
for future crises. 

 Wider candidacy selection
If, for example, there is only one woman in your 
candidate selection for a particular recruitment, 
statistically she will barely stand a chance of 
being hired4. If, on the other hand, there are 
two women among the candidates in the final 
presentation, the probability of a women get-
ting the job increases dramatically. The breadth 
of the candidacy selection has a huge impact on 
who has a chance to get the job.

 Counteract the dilemma of potential
Men are to a greater extent judged on the ba-
sis of future potential, while women are more 
likely to be required to have proven experi-
ence and competence. This is one reason why 
women are at a disadvantage in the recruit-

ment process. An example of a systematic 
method for avoiding the dilemma of potential 
is to start using a checklist for recruitment, 
whereby you evaluate future potential vs. 
experience for all applicants, to ensure that 
women are not evaluated more harshly on 
future potential than men.

 Create the best leadership
Female leaders are very clear about what 
they find most attractive in an employer: 
good management. They are just as clear 
about what makes them avoid an employer: 
poor management. Management within the 
organization is one of the biggest assets of 
the employer brand. The study shows that 
value-driven, innovation-promoting, commu-
nicative/clear and responsive management is 
considered the best.  

 Promote and develop  
hybrid leadership
In the labor market of the future, hybrid 
leadership will become more common, i.e. 
leaders who at concurrently lead employees 
working remotely and on site. Hybrid leader-
ship entails a number of challenges: how do 
we ensure that everyone feels involved and 
engaged? How do we build our corporate 
culture when everyone is spread out? The 

study shows that leadership needs to be more 
structured and considered and that communi-
cation needs to be clearer when leadership  
is done remotely. At the same time, it is im-
portant to be extra sensitive and empathetic. 
Female leaders excel in remote leadership. 
Learning from the past year’s experiences 
provides more knowledge when recruiting 
new leaders.

 Make the organization’s values visible
Female leaders prefer employers whose  
values sync with their own. To attract female 
leaders, the first step is to make the values  
visible in a clear way during the recruitment 
process. It is not sufficient to communicate 
what they are, it should also be clear how they 
are manifested in the organization’s manage-
ment and employeeship on a day to day basis. 
Active organizational values can stimulate a 
more open dialogue and transparent culture 
where it is also clear to everyone on what 
grounds important decisions should be made. 

 Ask the right questions
The study shows that many female leaders 
who work in male-dominated organizations 
often feel unable to use their competence fully 
but rather need to hold back parts of them-
selves and “tone down their communication” 

▲4Research from the University of Colorado’s Leeds School of Business that can be read in HBR: “If There’s Only One Woman in Your Candidate Pool, There’s Statistically No Chance She’ll Be Hired” 
Harvard Business Review (HBR), 2016 by Stephanie K. Johnson, David R. Hekman and Elsa T. Chan.
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in order to fit in. In an organization with pre-
dominantly male employees, it is important 
to dare to ask the right questions and include 
this percpective in the organizational  
values work.

 To counter stereotypically masculine 
organizational cultures
A relatively large share of female leaders and 
top talent have made it clear that a stereo-
typical masculine organizational culture and 
a hierarchical culture are crucial reasons for 
not choosing an employer. Many women also 
believe they have benefited from remote  
leadership precisely because stereotypically 
male structures that can arise in physical 
meeting rooms and between leaders are less 
visible at remote meetings. It is clear that 
the tolerance for elements in the corporate 
culture that exclude or put down individuals 
is low, and companies that fail to counteract 
this are seen as outdated.

 Create the best conditions  
for innovation
Sweden is one of the top three countries in 
Europe for knowledge-intensive jobs per 
capita. Therefore it is no wonder that Swedish 
leaders believe that a creative and innovative 
work environment is one of the most import-
ant aspects of an employer’s attractiveness. 
Achieving such a culture requires a long-term 
and strategic focus from senior management 
on issues related to innovation and that time 
is set aside for idea generation where all em-

ployees are invited to participate.  An innova-
tion-promoting culture tolerates diverse ideas, 
does not lampoon mistakes and makes room 
for everyone’s voice to be heard. For it to be-
come a reality, the values and a management 
that shows the way are of great importance. 

 Professionalize the board  
recruitment processes
According to male and female leaders, the 

unequal gender distribution on the boards 
is mainly a result of not actively looking for 
candidates outside established networks. This 
is partly due to convenience, partly for fear 
that it may lead to admitting new, sometimes 
critical, perspectives, but also due to a lack 
of knowledge of how to do so. To succeed 
in building boards with better diversity and 
gender equality, this attitude to recruitment 
is the first thing that must change.   
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ABOUT WOMEN  
EXECUTIVE SEARCH 
Wes recruits the very best candidates 
for positions at management level and 
for company boards. We work innova-
tively with inclusive recruitment pro-
cesses and are specialists in identifying 
and including the best female leaders on 
the market for each assignment. Wes 
goes against the flow in the leader  
recruitment industry and looks at the 
entire range of skills in the market, by 
always identifying and including the 
strongest leaders in every recruitment 
process. We always go beyond given  
networks, and since the start in 2011 we 
have recruited 1000 leaders, of whom 
75% are women and 35% have an  
international background.

 www.wesgroup.se

ABOUT RASMUSSEN ANALYSIS 
Rasmussen Analysis is a consulting and 
analysis company that helps employers 
secure the long-term supply of skills, 
strengthen the employer brand, devel-
op management and secure the business 
for the future. Rasmussen Analysis offers 
tailor-made quantitative and qualitative 
surveys, knowledge-based projects for 
change, external and target group  
analyzes and knowledge-based future 
lectures and workshops.

 www.rasmussenanalys.se

WHO IS BEHIND THE STUDY
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Feel free to contact us: kontakt@wesgroup.se, sofia@rasmussenanalys.se


