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Limited and divergent progress has been made 
elevating females in the workplace. 

 » Limited and divergent progress has been made in elevating females in 
the workplace over the past decade.

 » Improving gender parity in management positions can unlock higher 
economic prosperity globally, particularly in developing nations 
where untapped potential is higher.

 » Shifting social norms is a lengthy and complex process, but policies 
such as enforcing flexible working conditions, providing affordable 
childcare, and providing paid maternity and paternity leave help to 
drive change in the right direction.
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Close the Gender Gap to 
Unlock productivity Gains
limited and divergent progress has been made 
elevating females in the workplace.

BY DAWN HOLLAND AND KATRINA ELL

Achieving gender equality lies at the heart of the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals that all U.N. 
member states agreed to achieve by 2030. That target remains a long way off. According to the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index, which measures gender parity across economic, 

educational, health and political dimensions, at the current rate, it will take 132 years to reach full parity.

In this note, we focus on one narrow dimension of the gender gap: the proportion of women in senior and 
middle management positions. This proportion lags men by a significant margin across the globe.

Limited and divergent progress has been made in elevating females in the workplace over the past decade. In 
some countries, progress towards gender equality in the workforce seems to be headed in reverse—in the U.K., 
France and Turkey, the share of women in senior and middle management positions declined from 2010 to 2019.
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Chart 1: Share of Females in Middle and Senior Leadership Positions

Sources: ILO, Moody’s Analytics

* Singapore and UAE comparison dates differ from the other countries as they are the earliest available data.
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Gender gaps vary significantly across sectors. historically male-dominated sectors, including mining and 
construction, have a much lower representation of female managers compared with the health and social 
work and education sectors.

Sectors expected to drive future productivity, including information and technology via the increasing digi-
tisation of the economy, have a much lower share of female leaders than other service sectors. This alone 
suggests that women are primed to miss out on the potential wage and income gains from this rapidly 
expanding sector.

In all sectors, gender gaps widen as you move up the seniority ladder. Globally, only 23% of executive roles 
are held by women.

Can labour force participation explain the gender gap in management?
Labour force participation also displays a wide gender discrepancy in most countries. But, except for a 
handful of countries—costa rica, Mexico, chile and Turkey—the gender gap in labour force participation 
can explain less than half of the gender gap in management positions.
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Difference between the share of positions held by women and men globally, ppts, 2020

Chart 2: The More Senior the Position, the Wider the Gender Gap
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Sources: Edwards, R., Guzzo, R., Jackson, C., Knoepflmacher, A., & Nalbantian, H. (2020). Let’s get real about equality: When women thrive 2020 global report. 
Mercer, Moody’s Analytics

Table 1: Share of Female Leaders by Sector, G-20 Average

%
Health and social work 67.1
Education 61.0
Financial services 45.1
Public admin and defence 42.9
Professional, scientific and technical 41.2
Information and communications 32.9
Manufacturing 26.6
Mining 19.6
Construction 13.7
Avg 38

Sources: ILO, Moody’s Analytics
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In most countries, the labour force participation gap explains less than one-quarter of the gender gap in 
management roles. Japan and South Korea stand out with exceptionally high gender gaps in management.

Does the skills gap explain the gender gap in management?
If the gender imbalance of the aggregate labour pool can explain only a fraction of the gender imbalance 
in management, perhaps the gender management gap reflects a skills mismatch. Do female youths devote 
less time to educational attainment than their male counterparts, leading to women that lack the founda-
tion skills needed to excel in management?

On the contrary, the opposite tends to be true. In most OEcD countries and major emerging markets, the 
number of women age 25 to 64 with a master’s degree or equivalent exceeds that of men.
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Chart 3: Can Labour Force Participation Explain the Gender Gap in Management?

Sources: OECD, ILO, Moody’s Analytics
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Female education gaps in Japan and South Korea do go some way to explain their very high gender gaps in 
management positions, but there are also other factors at play, including insufficient childcare and low util-
isation of paternity leave.

Japan attempted to address its low proportion of female leaders in 2016 with the Act on Promotion of 
Women’s Participation and Advancement in the Workplace. The act compelled firms with more than 300 
employees to develop action plans to foster female leadership development. But this was insufficient to 
achieve its goal of having females occupy 30% of managerial positions by 2020.

Women are consistently overqualified for their jobs
If women achieve higher educational attainment than men but are significantly underrepresented in 
middle and senior management roles, we can draw two conclusions: The returns on education are lower 
for women, and this reflects a consistent ‘underskilling’ of women in the workforce. On average, women 
make a higher upfront investment in education but tend to land in lower-level and lower-paid positions, 
employed below their skill level, as measured by their educational accomplishments.

More broadly, measures of labour underutilisation, which include people who want to work more hours 
than their current employment allow, systematically show that the underutilisation rates of women exceed 
those of men across a broad spectrum of advanced, emerging and developing economies, with rare excep-
tions including Armenia, Ghana and Mongolia. This is true at all levels of education.

Be what you can see
A more difficult concept to quantify is around leader identity. It is easier for a female to identify as a leader 
when there are other female leaders in similar industries and, more broadly, across society. Women can 
struggle to identify as leaders when they have limited exposure to female leadership networks. As a result, 
it may be difficult for females to develop their identity as a leader and motivate themselves to pursue lead-
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ership opportunities. There is more evidence of this in societies where prominent female leaders are not 
present, including in Japan.

Economic potential suffers worldwide from the “underskilling” of women
The underutilisation of women in the workforce, in terms of underutilising their skills and time, causes an 
economic loss at the individual and macroeconomic levels. Bridging the gender gap in management posi-
tions and raising women in the workforce to their potential would raise productivity and economic output 
across the globe.

Based on a simple back-of-the-envelope calculation, closing the gender gap in labour force participation 
and the gender gap in management in OEcD countries can raise global economic activity by approximately 
7%, or about $7 trillion in today’s dollars. closing the gaps in large emerging economies, including India, 
would raise that potential further.

This boost to economic activity stems from a rise in the number of people in work, with more women join-
ing the labour force and an increase in productivity, as a greater share of women become employed in more 
productive managerial and professional roles.

Quantifying the benefit
We can quantify the benefit by disaggregating potential output into potential employment and labour pro-
ductivity. The rise in potential employment is calibrated as the percentage increase in the number of people 
in the workforce across the OEcD if the labour force participation of women age 25 to 64 were equivalent 
to the labour force participation of men age 25 to 64 in 2021. This alone would raise potential output in the 
OEcD by nearly 10% and global output by 6.2%.

To calibrate the rise in potential productivity, we make use of the simplifying assumption that wages should 
closely track productivity. This follows from a standard set of profit-maximizing conditions, holding various 
behavioural patterns and preferences constant. While many caveats are attached to this assumption, it pro-
vides a useful benchmark.

We draw on average wage differentials between female managers, female professionals, and other female 
employees in the U.S., Germany, France, Italy, Spain and the U.K. in 2021 to calibrate an estimate of poten-
tial productivity growth. On average, female managers were paid 89.6% above the average wage, and 
female professionals earned 37.3% more than the average, which gives us the productivity factors of 1.896 
for managers and 1.373 for professionals.

Exploiting historical data on employment in the OEcD by occupation, which splits out managers, pro-
fessionals and other occupations, we calibrate a baseline productivity level from the shares of managers, 
professionals and others employed in the OEcD in 2021, applying these productivity factors. We then ask, 
how many more managers and professionals would there be if the share of female managers increased from 
37% to 50% and the share of female professionals increased from 42% to 50%? A fraction of this rise will 
be met by the rise in female labour force participation, with no net impact expected on labour productiv-
ity if there is a proportional rise in other occupations. But the excess rise in managers and professionals to 
meet the 50% targets draws women out of lower-productivity occupations, leading to a net rise in poten-
tial productivity of 1.1% in the OEcD, raising potential global output by about 0.7%.
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Conclusion
Improving gender parity in management positions has the potential to unlock higher economic prosperity 
across the globe. Surveys on the root causes of the gender gap in management point to the heavier bur-
den of family responsibilities carried by women, a lack of access to the same kind of connections as men, 
women being less likely to ask for promotions, as well as women being held to higher standards than men. 
Shifting social norms is a lengthy and complex process, but policies such as enforcing flexible working con-
ditions and providing affordable childcare as well as paid maternity and paternity leave help to drive change 
in the right direction. This would be particularly beneficial for developing economies, where the economic 
potential that would be unlocked from improved gender equality is higher than in developed nations.



MOODY’S ANALYTICS 8Close the Gender Gap to UnloCk prodUCtivity Gains

About the Authors

Dawn Holland is a director of economic research at Moody’s Analytics, where she focuses on European economies 
and climate modelling. her background is in macroeconomic modelling and forecasting, with a focus on fiscal policy 
and modelling interactions between the macroeconomy, poverty, inequality and the environment. She previously 
served as chief of global economic monitoring for the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs in 
New York and headed the macromodelling work of the National Institute of Economic and Social research in London. 
Dawn holds an MSc in economics from the London School of Economics and a BA in Soviet and East European studies 
from Tufts University. 

Katrina Ell is an associate director and economist in the Sydney office of Moody’s Analytics. Katrina manages the 
Asia-Pacific edition of Economic View and is responsible for the research and analysis of economies throughout the 
Asia-Pacific region. Katrina is regularly quoted by international media such as cNBc, Bloomberg, The Wall Street 
Journal, Financial Times and Sky News. She previously worked as an analyst at the Australian Prudential regulation 
Authority. Katrina received her bachelor’s degree in economics (honors) from Macquarie University.



 About Moody’s Analytics

Moody’s Analytics provides fi nancial intelligence and analytical tools supporting our clients’ growth, effi ciency 

and risk management objectives. The combination of our unparalleled expertise in risk, expansive information 

resources, and innovative application of technology helps today’s business leaders confi dently navigate an 

evolving marketplace. We are recognized for our industry-leading solutions, comprising research, data, software 

and professional services, assembled to deliver a seamless customer experience. Thousands of organizations 

worldwide have made us their trusted partner because of our uncompromising commitment to quality, client 

service, and integrity. 

Concise and timely economic research by Moody’s Analytics supports fi rms and policymakers in strategic planning, product 
and sales forecasting, credit risk and sensitivity management, and investment research. Our economic research publications 
provide in-depth analysis of the global economy, including the U.S. and all of its state and metropolitan areas, all European 
countries and their subnational areas, Asia, and the Americas. We track and forecast economic growth and cover specialized 
topics such as labor markets, housing, consumer spending and credit, output and income, mortgage activity, demographics, 
central bank behavior, and prices. We also provide real-time monitoring of macroeconomic indicators and analysis on timely 
topics such as monetary policy and sovereign risk. Our clients include multinational corporations, governments at all levels, 
central banks, fi nancial regulators, retailers, mutual funds, fi nancial institutions, utilities, residential and commercial real 
estate fi rms, insurance companies, and professional investors.

Moody’s Analytics added the economic forecasting fi rm Economy.com to its portfolio in 2005. This unit is based in West Chester 
PA, a suburb of Philadelphia, with offi ces in London, Prague and Sydney. More information is available at www.economy.com.

Moody’s Analytics is a subsidiary of Moody’s Corporation (NYSE: MCO). Further information is available at 
www.moodysanalytics.com.

DISCLAIMER: Moody’s Analytics, a unit of Moody’s Corporation, provides economic analysis, credit risk data and insight, 
as well as risk management solutions. Research authored by Moody’s Analytics does not refl ect the opinions of Moody’s 
Investors Service, the credit rating agency. To avoid confusion, please use the full company name “Moody’s Analytics”, when 
citing views from Moody’s Analytics.

About Moody’s Corporation

Moody’s Analytics is a subsidiary of Moody’s Corporation (NYSE: MCO). MCO reported revenue of $5.5 billion in 2022, 
employs approximately 14,000 people worldwide and maintains a presence in more than 40 countries. Further information 
about Moody’s Analytics is available at www.moodysanalytics.com.



© 2023 Moody’s Corporation, Moody’s Investors Service, Inc., Moody’s Analytics, Inc. and/or their licensors and affi liates (collectively, “MOODY’S”). 
All rights reserved.
CREDIT RATINGS ISSUED BY MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS AFFILIATES ARE THEIR CURRENT OPINIONS OF THE RELATIVE FUTURE CREDIT RISK 
OF ENTITIES, CREDIT COMMITMENTS, OR DEBT OR DEBT-LIKE SECURITIES, AND MATERIALS, PRODUCTS, SERVICES AND INFORMATION 
PUBLISHED BY MOODY’S (COLLECTIVELY, “PUBLICATIONS”) MAY INCLUDE SUCH CURRENT OPINIONS. MOODY’S DEFINES CREDIT RISK AS 
THE RISK THAT AN ENTITY MAY NOT MEET ITS CONTRACTUAL FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS AS THEY COME DUE AND ANY ESTIMATED FINAN-
CIAL LOSS IN THE EVENT OF DEFAULT OR IMPAIRMENT. SEE APPLICABLE MOODY’S RATING SYMBOLS AND DEFINITIONS PUBLICATION FOR 
INFORMATION ON THE TYPES OF CONTRACTUAL FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS ADDRESSED BY MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS. CREDIT RATINGS 
DO NOT ADDRESS ANY OTHER RISK, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO: LIQUIDITY RISK, MARKET VALUE RISK, OR PRICE VOLATILITY. CREDIT 
RATINGS, NON-CREDIT ASSESSMENTS (“ASSESSMENTS”), AND OTHER OPINIONS INCLUDED IN MOODY’S PUBLICATIONS ARE NOT STATE-
MENTS OF CURRENT OR HISTORICAL FACT. MOODY’S PUBLICATIONS MAY ALSO INCLUDE QUANTITATIVE MODEL-BASED ESTIMATES OF 
CREDIT RISK AND RELATED OPINIONS OR COMMENTARY PUBLISHED BY MOODY’S ANALYTICS, INC. AND/OR ITS AFFILIATES. MOODY’S 
CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS AND PUBLICATIONS DO NOT CONSTITUTE OR PROVIDE INVESTMENT OR FINANCIAL 
ADVICE, AND MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS AND PUBLICATIONS ARE NOT AND DO NOT PROVIDE REC-
OMMENDATIONS TO PURCHASE, SELL, OR HOLD PARTICULAR SECURITIES. MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS 
AND PUBLICATIONS DO NOT COMMENT ON THE SUITABILITY OF AN INVESTMENT FOR ANY PARTICULAR INVESTOR. MOODY’S ISSUES ITS 
CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS AND OTHER OPINIONS AND PUBLISHES ITS PUBLICATIONS WITH THE EXPECTATION AND UNDERSTAND-
ING THAT EACH INVESTOR WILL, WITH DUE CARE, MAKE ITS OWN STUDY AND EVALUATION OF EACH SECURITY THAT IS UNDER CONSID-
ERATION FOR PURCHASE, HOLDING, OR SALE. 
MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS, AND PUBLICATIONS ARE NOT INTENDED FOR USE BY RETAIL INVESTORS AND 
IT WOULD BE RECKLESS AND INAPPROPRIATE FOR RETAIL INVESTORS TO USE MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS 
OR PUBLICATIONS WHEN MAKING AN INVESTMENT DECISION. IF IN DOUBT YOU SHOULD CONTACT YOUR FINANCIAL OR OTHER PROFES-
SIONAL ADVISER.
ALL INFORMATION CONTAINED HEREIN IS PROTECTED BY LAW, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO, COPYRIGHT LAW, AND NONE OF SUCH IN-
FORMATION MAY BE COPIED OR OTHERWISE REPRODUCED, REPACKAGED, FURTHER TRANSMITTED, TRANSFERRED, DISSEMINATED, REDISTRIB-
UTED OR RESOLD, OR STORED FOR SUBSEQUENT USE FOR ANY SUCH PURPOSE, IN WHOLE OR IN PART, IN ANY FORM OR MANNER OR BY ANY 
MEANS WHATSOEVER, BY ANY PERSON WITHOUT MOODY’S PRIOR WRITTEN CONSENT.
MOODY’S CREDIT RATINGS, ASSESSMENTS, OTHER OPINIONS AND PUBLICATIONS ARE NOT INTENDED FOR USE BY ANY PERSON AS A BENCH-
MARK AS THAT TERM IS DEFINED FOR REGULATORY PURPOSES AND MUST NOT BE USED IN ANY WAY THAT COULD RESULT IN THEM BEING 
CONSIDERED A BENCHMARK.
All information contained herein is obtained by MOODY’S from sources believed by it to be accurate and reliable. Because of the possibility of human 
or mechanical error as well as other factors, however, all information contained herein is provided “AS IS” without warranty of any kind. MOODY’S 
adopts all necessary measures so that the information it uses in assigning a credit rating is of suffi cient quality and from sources MOODY’S considers to 
be reliable including, when appropriate, independent third-party sources. However, MOODY’S is not an auditor and cannot in every instance indepen-
dently verify or validate information received in the credit rating process or in preparing its Publications.
To the extent permitted by law, MOODY’S and its directors, offi cers, employees, agents, representatives, licensors and suppliers disclaim liability to any 
person or entity for any indirect, special, consequential, or incidental losses or damages whatsoever arising from or in connection with the information 
contained herein or the use of or inability to use any such information, even if MOODY’S or any of its directors, offi cers, employees, agents, representatives, 
licensors or suppliers is advised in advance of the possibility of such losses or damages, including but not limited to: (a) any loss of present or prospective 
profi ts or (b) any loss or damage arising where the relevant fi nancial instrument is not the subject of a particular credit rating assigned by MOODY’S.
To the extent permitted by law, MOODY’S and its directors, offi cers, employees, agents, representatives, licensors and suppliers disclaim liability for 
any direct or compensatory losses or damages caused to any person or entity, including but not limited to by any negligence (but excluding fraud, will-
ful misconduct or any other type of liability that, for the avoidance of doubt, by law cannot be excluded) on the part of, or any contingency within or 
beyond the control of, MOODY’S or any of its directors, offi cers, employees, agents, representatives, licensors or suppliers, arising from or in connection 
with the information contained herein or the use of or inability to use any such information.
NO WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, AS TO THE ACCURACY, TIMELINESS, COMPLETENESS, MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR ANY PARTICULAR 
PURPOSE OF ANY CREDIT RATING, ASSESSMENT, OTHER OPINION OR INFORMATION IS GIVEN OR MADE BY MOODY’S IN ANY FORM OR MAN-
NER WHATSOEVER.
Moody’s Investors Service, Inc., a wholly-owned credit rating agency subsidiary of Moody’s Corporation (“MCO”), hereby discloses that most issuers of 
debt securities (including corporate and municipal bonds, debentures, notes and commercial paper) and preferred stock rated by Moody’s Investors Ser-
vice, Inc. have, prior to assignment of any credit rating, agreed to pay to Moody’s Investors Service, Inc. for credit ratings opinions and services rendered 
by it fees ranging from $1,000 to approximately $5,000,000. MCO and Moody’s I nvestors Service also maintain policies and procedures to address the 
independence of Moody’s Investors Service credit ratings and credit rating processes. Information regarding certain affi liations that may exist between 
directors of MCO and rated entities, and between entities who hold credit ratings from Moody’s Investors Service, Inc. and have also publicly reported 
to the SEC an ownership interest in MCO of more than 5%, is posted annually at www.moodys.com under the heading “Investor Relations — Corporate 
Governance — Charter Documents Director and Shareholder Affi liation Policy.”  
Additional terms for Australia only: Any publication into Australia of this document is pursuant to the Australian Financial Services License of MOODY’S 
affi liate, Moody’s Investors Service Pty Limited ABN 61 003 399 657AFSL 336969 and/or Moody’s Analytics Australia Pty Ltd ABN 94 105 136 972 
AFSL 383569 (as applicable). This document is intended to be provided only to “wholesale clients” within the meaning of section 761G of the Corpora-
tions Act 2001. By continuing to access this document from within Australia, you represent to MOODY’S that you are, or are accessing the document 
as a representative of, a “wholesale client” and that neither you nor the entity you represent will directly or indirectly disseminate this document or its 
contents to “retail clients” within the meaning of section 761G of the Corporations Act 2001. MOODY’S credit rating is an opinion as to the creditwor-
thiness of a debt obligation of the issuer, not on the equity securities of the issuer or any form of security that is available to retail investors.
Additional terms for Japan only: Moody’s Japan K.K. (“MJKK”) is a wholly-owned credit rating agency subsidiary of Moody’s Group Japan G.K., which is 
wholly-owned by Moody’s Overseas Holdings Inc., a wholly-owned subsidiary of MCO. Moody’s SF Japan K.K. (“MSFJ”) is a wholly-owned credit rating 
agency subsidiary of MJKK. MSFJ is not a Nationally Recognized Statistical Rating Organization (“NRSRO”). Therefore, credit ratings assigned by MSFJ 
are Non-NRSRO Credit Ratings. Non-NRSRO Credit Ratings are assigned by an entity that is not a NRSRO and, consequently, the rated obligation will 
not qualify for certain types of treatment under U.S. laws. MJKK and MSFJ are credit rating agencies registered with the Japan Financial Services Agency 
and their registration numbers are FSA Commissioner (Ratings) No. 2 and 3 respectively.
MJKK or MSFJ (as applicable) hereby disclose that most issuers of debt securities (including corporate and municipal bonds, debentures, notes and com-
mercial paper) and preferred stock rated by MJKK or MSFJ (as applicable) have, prior to assignment of any credit rating, agreed to pay to MJKK or MSFJ 
(as applicable) for credit ratings opinions and services rendered by it fees ranging from JPY100,000 to approximately JPY550,000,000.
MJKK and MSFJ also maintain policies and procedures to address Japanese regulatory requirements.


	_Hlk128394684

