


INTRODUCTION

Since January 2021, Women On Top has been closely watching the long-term efforts and progress 

achieved in Norway and Iceland with regards to the gender gap in the workplace. Our research was 

carried out in the context of the project “Gender Equality in the corporate world: what we can learn 

from Norway and Iceland about empowering women in business”, through which we attempt to 

understand and record practices and methods that have helped Norway and Iceland to consistently 

rank at the top when it comes to gender equality in Europe. Our goal was to create a toolbox that 

Greek companies could use to improve their equality and inclusion results in our local ecosystem. 

The manual you are now reading represents a record of the main tools that emerged from our 

research. The 5 sections it comprises include the key points that have defined the impressive progress 

these two Nordic countries have made in matters of equality, over the last 4 decades, as well as ideas, 

practices and examples that could help adapt those points to the Greek reality.

The guide is aimed at executives in companies and organizations, particularly those holding 

positions of (less or more) responsibility, having the means to significantly influence the policies and 

culture of the companies they work for, and/or implementing equality plans, diversity and inclusion 

policies, and affirmative actions aiming at empowering women or other underrepresented groups. 

It can be read from start to finish or as individual chapters, and it is not designed to substitute a 

comprehensive manual for drawing up equality plans, but to document good practices, provide 

inspiration and serve as a road map for leaders who wish to contribute to the creation of more equal, 

progressive, and responsible organizations. 

Our hope is that you will use it, enjoy it, share it, and discuss it, so that together we can create a 

more inclusive future for all, women and men alike.

The project “Gender equality in the corporate world: what can we learn from Norway and Iceland about empowering 

women in business” is implemented by WoT as part of the initiatives for developing bilateral relationships funded 

by the EEA Grants in the context of the Greek Business Innovation program, where Innovation Norway is the grant 

manager. We want to especially thank the Norwegian Embassy in Athens, Greece, for their invaluable support, and, 

of course, our partners from Norway, Kvinner i Business and Confederation of Norwegian Enterprises, and from 

Iceland, The Association of Women Business Leaders in Iceland.
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THE CHANGES 
OF THE LAST DECADES

While these lines were being written, Norway and Iceland were at the top of most lists and 

indices regarding matters of gender equality in Europe and the world. 

As an example, they are in the top three of the worldwide Women, Peace and Security 

(WPS) Index,1 which was published in 2021 for the 3rd year and rates 170 countries across three 

aspects of gender equality: inclusion, justice and security [Graph 1, page 5]

They are also in the top four of the Glass Ceiling Index 2021,2 which was recently published 

by the Economist and ranks 29 countries in terms of the environment that working women face 

in each one of them, drawing data from the European Institute for Gender Equality, the OECD, 

Eurostat and other official sources. [Graph 2, page 6]

The two countries have demonstrated similar results in the Female Opportunity Index 

2020/21, 3, the Global Gender Gap Report 20214 of the World Economic Forum, and many other 

surveys into one of the most critical issues of our time. However, this has not always been the 

case, even for them. Things in those two countries are vastly different today than they were 30 

or 40 years ago.

In 1972, the rate of female employment in Norway was 45% – approximately the same as it is in 

Greece today. In the decades that followed and, more specifically, up to 2017, this number rose to 

67%, marking an increase of 20 percentage points. The pandemic had a negative impact on this 

particular indicator, slightly decreasing the number of working women in Norway; nonetheless, 

the rate of Norwegian women in employment is still only 4-5 percentage points lower than that 

of men. It should be noted that the increased participation of women in employment (the “most 

notable social change” for the country in recent years), owing to changes that took place over the 

past 4 decades, is correlated to a 20% increase of the Norwegian GDP since 1970 – a percentage 

larger than what can be attributed to the growth of the oil and gas industry in the country.

Things are also different in the field of entrepreneurship, as more women are starting their 

own businesses. However, it seems that women are more hesitant than men to seek funding, 

claim less money and are less willing to take on business risks.

Another significant change noted by the most active players on matters of equality in 

Norway is the fact that discussion about inclusion and diversity has taken center-stage, helping 

women’s voices be heard more clearly and loudly, imposing more transparency on procedures 

and policies, and legitimizing the struggle of women and other underrepresented groups for 

more rights and opportunities.

Moreover, women in Norway and Iceland enter higher education in higher numbers and with 

better grades than men, a fact which, in turn, gradually changes their status in the labor market.

 1 https://giwps.georgetown.edu/the-index/

 2 https://espresso.economist.com/950c4761e0ce26395c319950de90f0d1

 3 https://n26.com/en-eu/female-opportunity-index

 4 https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf
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GRAPH 1: Worldwide country ranking, 2021 WPS Index

POSITION COUNTRY INDEX

1 Norway .922

2 Finland .909

3 Iceland .907

4 Denmark .903

5 Luxembourg .899

6 Switzerland .898

7 Sweden .895

8 Austria .891

9 United Kingdom .888

10 Netherlands .885

11 Germany .880

12 Canada .879

13 New Zealand .873

14 Spain .872

15 France .870

15 Singapore .870

15 Slovenia .870

18 Portugal .868

19 Ireland .867

20 Estonia .863

21 USA .861

22 Belgium .859

23 Latvia .858

24 Australia .856

24 H.A.E. .856

26 Croatia .848

27 Israel .844

28 Italy .842

29 Poland .840

30 Lithuania .833

31 Czech Republic .830

32 Hong Kong .829

33 South Korea .827

34 Serbia .826

35 Japan .823

36 Cyprus .820

37 Malta .815

38 Belarus .814

39 Slovakia .811

40 Georgia .808

41 Bulgaria .804

42 Montenegro .803

43 Jamaica .800

44 North Macedonia .798

45 Greece .792

46 Hungary .790

47 Costa Rica .781

48 Uruguay .776

49 Argentina .774

49 Bolivia .774

49 Ecuador .774

52 Trinidad & Tobago .771

53 Russia .770

54 Mongolia .769

55 Romania .765

56 Bosnia and Herzegovina .764

56 Guyana .764

POSITION COUNTRY INDEX

58 Albania .762

59 Kazakhstan .761

60 Turkmenistan .760

61 Philippines .758

62 Chile .757

63 Nicaragua .756

64 Mauritius .750

64 Moldova .750

66 Rwanda .748

66 South Africa .748

66 Ukraine .748

69 El Salvador .747

69 Ghana .747

71 Dominican Republic .746

71 Venezuela .746

73 Thailand .744

74 Laos .741

74 Uzbekistan .741

76 Tanzania .739

77 Barbados .737

77 Kosovo .737

77 Paraguay .737

80 Brazil .734

80 Fiji .734

80 Suriname .734

83 Panama .733

83 Peru .733

85 Armenia .727

85 Tajikistan .727

85 Zimbabwe .727

88 Mexico .725

89 China .722

90 Colombia .721

90 Kenya .721

92 Belize .720

93 Cambodia .719

93 Tonga .719

95 Namibia .714

95 Nepal .714

97 Bahrain .713

97 Kyrgyzstan .713

97 Qatar .713

100 Indonesia .707

100 Timor-Leste .707

102 Saudi Arabia .703

103 Malaysia .702

104 Honduras .698

105 Sri Lanka .697

106 Turkey .693

107 Vietnam .692

108 Cape Verde .690

109 Uganda .685

110 Oman .675

111 Mozambique .673

112 Maldives .671

113 Ethiopia .668

114 Benin .667

POSITION COUNTRY INDEX

115 Guatemala .664

116 Zambia .661

117 Tunisia .659

118 Botswana .657

119 São Tomé and Principe .656

120 Senegal .655

120 Togo .655

121 Ivory Coast .654

122 Kuwait .653

123 Lesotho .650

124 Iran .649

125 Cameroon .648

126 Jordan .646

127 Malawi .644

128 Bhutan .642

129 Burundi .635

130 Nigeria .635

130 Azerbaijan .630

132 Lebanon .630

132 Myanmar .629

134 Comoros .628

135 Burkina Faso .627

136 Egypt .627

136 Equatorial Guinea .624

138 Morocco .624

138 Gabon .623

140 Algeria .616

141 Haiti .611

142 Mali .610

143 Angola .609

144 Papua New Guinea .604

145 Kingdom of Eswatini .602

146 Guinea .602

148 Gambia .597

148 India .597

150 Libya .596

151 Djibouti .595

152 Bangladesh .594

152 Liberia .594

152 Niger .594

155 Congo .582

156 Madagascar .578

157 Central African Dem. .577

157 Mauritania .577

159 Somalia .572

160 Palestine .571

161 Sierra Leone .563

162 Sudan .556

163 Chad .547

163 Republic of the Congo .547

165 South Sudan .541

166 Iraq .516

167 Pakistan .476

168 Yemen .388

169 Syria .375

170 Afghanistan .375
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GRAPH 2: Glass-ceiling index, environment of working women, 2020 or more recently
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So, all is rosy in those two Nordic countries? No. Many researchers and members of civil society 

report that Norway’s and Iceland’s placing at the top of the global ranks does not particularly 

help the cause of gender equality, since stakeholders often assume that there is no more room 

for improvement in those countries. The reality is, however, that there are areas where important 

steps still have to be made, such as:

1. Women’s representation in leadership positions.

2. Women’s participation in technical and STEM professions,  

offering higher pay and better career prospects.

3. Women’s participation in full-time (and not part-time) employment.

4. Women’s discriminatory treatment in matters of professional appearance 

and the assignment of care roles in the workplace.

However, experts who shared their data and views with us, in the context of this research, noted 

that things are moving forward towards equality in every respect, and that this trend is now all 

but irreversible. According to data, in 2040, if the rate of working women in the Nordic countries 

is similar to that of men, the country’s GDP could increase by up to 30%.
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TRANSPARENCY & EQUAL PAY

Transparency in pay (and taxation) is not a new practice for Norway: already since the 19th 

century, the country’s tax records were public, available for anyone to review. This practice has 

become more common as of 2001, when records became digital, and the public could access 

them online. Since 2014, when a disclosure obligation was enforced concerning the details of a 

person searching income information about others, i.e., when searches became non-anonymous, 

the number of annual searches in Norway stabilized at 2 million.

Researchers report that this practice of transparency may significantly help in building citizens’ 

trust in the state, and eliminating the pay gap, not only between men and women but also to the 

benefit of other underrepresented groups, such as immigrants or persons with disabilities. When 

both men and women know how much employees providing work of equal value with them 

are getting paid, they can negotiate their own pay more effectively. At the same time, thanks 

to this kind of transparency, employers are deterred from engaging in gender discrimination or 

discrimination against people with other protected characteristics when it comes to pay. Finally, 

if the available data reveals a gap in pay within a company or an organization, then the employer 

has at their disposal both the information and the motivation to deal with it. 

In spite of this radical measure, women’s pay in Norway still remains at only 87% of that of 

men (in Greece, the corresponding figure is 84%). The gap is due to the horizontal and vertical 

occupational gender segregation, which impacts Norway along with the rest of the world: 

women, in other words, are overrepresented, on the one hand, in lower paying occupations, 

such as in education, healthcare, social services and the public sector, and, on the other hand, at 

the lower levels of professional hierarchy; as a result, their average pay is lower than the average 

pay of men. To address this inequality, according to the country’s laws, employers with a staff of 

50 or more are required to submit gender equality plans, which can also include the initiatives 

they are undertaking in order to deal with the pay gap.

What do we mean by “pay gap”?

Based on Eurostat data for 2019, in Greece, the pay gap stands at 10.4% while the 

European average is at 14.1%. Greece’s relatively “good” performance in terms of this 

indicator is mostly due to the fact the Greece holds one of the lowest rates in women’s 

employment in the EU, which means that women who find their place in the labor market 

are usually those who already possess the characteristics that will enable them to find a 

well-paid job.

However, if we also look at the indicator for the overall national wage gap, which is 

defined as the difference between the average annual pay for women and men, we will 

find that it also reflects (other than a difference in pay) factors such as women’s reduced 

working hours, interruptions and career gaps, as well as their lower employment rates.

Therefore, based on Eurostat data for 2019, women’s average monthly earnings in 
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Greece correspond to 84% of men’s earnings. It should be noted that this gap directly 

affects the gender gap in pensions, which has become a priority issue to be addressed 

by the European Union.

At the same time, Iceland, too, adopted a law on pay transparency in 2018, and even though the 

country has just begun its journey towards equal pay, experience shows that this measure can 

prove highly effective. This law obligates companies and organizations with 25 staff or more to 

prove they are paying men and women employees equally. The assessment is carried out with 

the help of a tool called Equal Wage Management Standard, and companies that complete it 

successfully receive the corresponding certification. As of 2020, companies that do not have this 

certification are forced to pay a fee of 500 dollars, not per year, in fact, but per day.

Maybe it seems too harsh? Well, it is effective, according to both employees and managers, 

who report that this assessment has also improved the work environment in their respective 

companies and has helped employers gain the trust of their female employees.

So, which are, according to the experts, the factors that make this system successful? Firstly, 

the fact that the burden of proof lies with the employer and not the employees, who, in the past, 

have had to prove they were facing pay discrimination. Secondly, the fact that it establishes an 

evaluation system that makes a distinction between the value of the work of an individual and 

their skills. This way, the system does not focus on the individual performing the work, but on 

the result of the work. Thirdly, the measure is mandatory in nature: related research has shown 

that voluntary programs revolving around pay transparency are much less effective. Lastly, it 

establishes pay monitoring systems. In Iceland, every employee, male or female, has the right to 

request from their employer to explain their wage and the terms which define it.

Beyond its impact on the gender pay gap, transparency has proven to have a significant 

impact on employee loyalty in general. In 2015, the American company PayScale conducted a 

survey among more than 70,000 male and female employees in the US. According to the survey 

results, the more the employees knew in relation to their wage and the manner in which it was 

determined, the lower the probability of them quitting their job. Naturally, government practices 

are not the only way to ensure (partial or full) transparency in pay, within a company, an industry, 

or a society in general.

In the US and the UK, listed companies are obligated to publish the ratio between the average 

pay of their senior executives and their other employees. A similar law concerning the gender pay 

gap is already in force in the UK and France, whereas in Germany a new law was recently passed, 

allowing women to request to learn the median pay of a group of at least six men performing the 

same work as themselves (and vice versa).

At the same time, in March 2021, the European Commission put forward a proposal on pay 

transparency, to ensure that women and men in the EU receive equal pay for equal work. The 

proposal sets out pay transparency measures, such as pay information for job seekers, a right 

to know the pay levels for workers doing the same work, as well as gender pay gap reporting 

obligations for big companies. Based on these measures, employers will not be allowed to ask 

job seekers for their pay history, and they will have to provide anonymized pay-related data upon 

employee request. This proposal has been submitted to the European Parliament and the Council 
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of Europe for approval. As soon as it is approved, member states will have two years to transpose 

the directive into their national law.

TOOLS FOR GREECE

Experts in pay transparency report that the relevant measures are more effective in 

companies that establish them from their start-up; however, proper strategic planning can 

(and should) enable their implementation by companies with many years of experience, 

large numbers of staff and a significant impact on society.

To better implement measures on pay transparency, particular attention must be paid 

to the following:

a) Employers must invest in ensuring sufficient levels of financial literacy among their 

employees, to enable them to better understand and handle the pay information they 

receive more effectively. 

b) Before making any moves to establish transparency, employers must first clarify the 

context for defining the value of each role and the appropriate pay for it. This process 

is neither easy nor fast; however, it helps companies reevaluate the characteristics and 

achievements they consider important, and the basis of their reasoning.

c) Large companies planning on taking steps towards transparency are advised to follow 

a gradual approach, perhaps starting in one department only. 

d) In any event, pay transparency is not an absolute, yes or no, matter. Each company 

and each society must decide the form and level of transparency that is right for it, 

at any particular time. Some indicative transparency measures are depicted in the 

following graph, lined up according to the information, minimum to maximum, they 

make available to the public.

1. What

The Pay Transparency Spectrum

5. Whoa2. How

Paycheck

«Here’s what

you get paid»

Data market 
study

«Here’s how

we can use 

market data

to determine

pay»

3. Where 4. Why

Plan strategy 
pay ranges

«Here’s where 

your pay falls

and where you 

can go»

Culture 
manager 
training

«Here’s why

we pay like

we do»

Open salary 
published 
ranges & 
salaries

«Here’s 

everything you 

want to know 

about everyone’s 

pay»
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CARE LEAVES
& RECONCILIATION OF PROFESSIONAL/
PRIVATE LIFE

In Norway, parental leaves are granted in a manner that prompts, to some extent, working fathers 

and mothers to equally assume caring responsibilities. One third of the leave that new parents 

are entitled to must be taken by the mother, another third must be taken by the father, and the 

last third can be taken by anyone of the two parents. According to data, in most cases, mothers 

ultimately get 2/3 of the total leave; yet, even this split represents an important improvement 

compared to how care responsibilities are shared in other European countries, including Greece.

Some of the companies that participated in the SHARE5 project, in 2021, for the SHARE 

Equality Label, which is awarded to companies that invest in gender equality and work-

life balance for their employees, were also supported by the project team to adapt to 

the new legal framework more easily, and to add extra leave days that would bring them 

one step closer to the Equality Label. 

However, further to the legal provisions for introducing parental and care leave for fathers, 

companies and organizations themselves have played an important role in establishing equality, 

by helping to normalize working men actually taking this leave. Research6 shows that measures 

concerning parental leaves are the only gender equality measures that are willingly accepted 

by both men and women in Norway. Their acceptance also remains relatively stable across 

different age and educational level groups.

A GOOD PRACTICE FROM ICELAND

Sweco, a Swedish company with presence in Iceland, guarantees its men and women 

employees will take equal parental leave, making up for the difference between the 

compensation provided by the state to new fathers and their regular salaries, to ensure 

there are no financial reasons discouraging them from taking a few weeks off work. This is 

a very important measure, as due to the gender pay gap we have already discussed, men 

in the family are usually paid more than women, and this can be a significant reason why 

they choose not to take advantage of their right to parental leave, as their absence would 

result in a decrease of the family income. 

Moreover, Sweco’s management places special importance on the effort to ensure that 

individuals in positions of leadership also take advantage of flexible working hours, so that 

this way of working is not considered incompatible with career growth and development.

 5 https://share.isotita.gr/

 6 https://www.fafo.no/arrangementer/item/fafo-8-mars-litt-av-hvert-om-likestilling
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However, parental leave is not the only pillar of focus for the Nordic companies that wish to 

invest in better work-life balance for their male and female employees. 

In Norway, as of the 2000’s, new parents enjoy benefits such as a childcare subsidy 

for children aged one and over, and flexible working hours, with the aim of improving the 

integration of their professional and private life , and assisting new mothers to transition back to 

their everyday work faster and more smoothly, avoiding long interruptions to their professional 

careers. The childcare subsidy amount may also be used by the mothers, to take care of their 

children themselves; nevertheless, most women opt to use it to cover part of the childcare costs 

and return to work. In fact, surveys from 2016, have shown that these measures have yielded 

better results compared to cash benefits for new parents, in terms of encouraging new mothers 

to return and remain in the labour market. 

In relation to flexible working hours, experts note that the country’s collective agreements 

have helped tremendously in this regard. As reported by the OECD, these agreements ensure 

that men and women employees have a greater say in defining their working hours. Therefore, 

working parents, for example, can adapt their schedules according to the operating hours of 

their local preschool centers. What is also telling is the fact that even before the COVID-19 

pandemic, the rate of people having the option of working remotely was higher in Norway than 

other OECD countries.

Yet, the most innovative practice regarding work-life balance comes from Iceland, in the 

form of the 4-day workweek. What is the 4-day workweek? In theory, by instituting a four-day 

workweek, one can allow male and female employees to retain their regular salary and the 

responsibilities that their work role entails, while working (along with all of their colleagues) one 

day less per week, for the remainder of their professional lives. This theory is being put to the 

test, on a corporate or government level, for a few years now in countries like New Zealand, 

Japan, and the US. Among those countries, the Icelandic example, we believe, stands out, as the 

country has recently issued an evaluation report on its four-year experiment, where the results 

are marked as “extremely positive”.

In this experiment, approximately 2500 male and female employees from different fields 

of work had their weekly work hours reduced to 35. Throughout this four-year trial period, 

male and female employees reported improved well-being and job satisfaction and less stress, 

without any loss in productivity. Now, after the end of the trial period, 86% of Icelanders are 

entitled to work less hours per week.

Naturally, the reports from Iceland also reflect that the transition to this type of working 

requires time, ingenuity, and commitment on the part of the companies and organizations, 

to ensure that employees and managers make the necessary changes (better focus, more 

efficient communications, strategically planned breaks, etc.), to adapt to the new model. These 

companies consider benefits of this type as an investment that will help them gain access to a 

significantly larger talent pool.
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TOOLS FOR GREECE

The recent law reform in Greece, increasing paternity leave from 2 to 14 days and securing 

a significant percentage of their salary to the working fathers who choose to benefit from 

the 4-month childcare leave, has caught many companies off guard, as they were called to 

reassess the benefits they offer, along with their budget and their organizational structure, 

in order to cope with increased numbers of leave requests from men in the near future. 

In the context of this important change, Women On Top is planning to investigate the 

policies and practices that need to be implemented both by the state and by employers, in 

order to maximize the percentage of new fathers who make use of parental leaves.

a) According to information from international literature and the experience of companies 

which have offered longer parental leaves even before they were legally required to, 

we already know that it is important for male executives in positions of responsibility to 

embrace and promote parental leave. Such executives act as role-models for employees 

in lower hierarchical positions and can allay their fears of losing money, promotion 

prospects or even respect in the workplace by taking advantage of this entitlement.

b) Another good practice is to appoint “ambassadors” for each person (man or woman) 

who is absent from work because of parental leave. Ambassadors become links between 

the individual who is absent and their everyday work, informing him/her regularly about 

any important developments and making sure their voice is heard when it comes to any 

critical decisions taken during their absence, etc.

c) With regard to the four-day workweek model, the 4 Day Week Global7community 

provides training and consulting for companies and organizations interested in 

implementing a pilot of this work model, anywhere in the world.

 7 https://www.4dayweek.com/
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GENDER QUOTAS

In 2003, Norway legislated a 40% gender quota for the non executive boards of listed companies. 

This measure increased women’s participation in the Boards of Directors of listed companies 

from 7% in 2003 to 42% in 2017. Nonetheless, in non-listed companies women are still largely 

underrepresented in positions of responsibility, as only 15% of the 200 largest companies in 

Norway are run by women. In fact, representation at the next lowest hierarchy level is still at 

only 25%.

Experts report that the quotas system, “has forced men to leave the country club and go 

look for suitable women” for the companies’ Boards of Directors, i.e., to step outside of their 

comfort zones, to open themselves up to new sources of knowledge and know-how, and to start 

becoming familiar with a different way of thinking and making decisions. It has already created 

a new group of positive female role-models for young female professionals at the start of their 

careers in business or even politics.

However, experts also report that the low numbers of women in companies not affected by 

quotas reveal that the principle of women’s equal representation has still not taken hold in the 

mentality and culture of the corporate ecosystem, which only serves to highlight the fact that, 

aside from quotas, other structural measures are required to help institute fundamental and 

sustainable change.

The introduction of the quotas system caused resistance at the start of the 2000s, with 

many business leaders, men and women, arguing that it was a meaningless measure (“it will only 

help on paper”) and that it would downgrade the overall level of executive management, since, 

as they claimed, the main selection criterion would be gender instead of merit. 

Those fears were not confirmed, but they do echo a more general approach on matters 

of equal representation, called gender neutrality. Based on this theory, if an individual or an 

organization evaluates candidates based solely on their suitability for a role and not on their 

gender or other personality traits, this is sufficient to ensure equal treatment in the workplace. 

The problem with this approach is three-fold:

1. It underestimates the effect of the unconscious bias that affects us all, by taking the view that 

today it is, in any event, possible to objectively evaluate any candidate.

2. It ignores the fact that male and female candidates come from a pool that is already limited, 

where equal access to both men and women is not ensured.

3. It also dismisses the importance of the habits and the background of any separate group, and, 

by assuming that different measures and policies have the same effect on anyone of us, man 

or woman, it inadvertently encourages indirect discrimination.

Other approaches of the quotas system transfer the responsibility for low representation to 

women themselves, who seem less ready to apply for demanding, high-profile positions, have 

low self-esteem or lack the necessary “business acumen”.
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What kind of data by gender
does my company need to collect?

• Participation in the organization by level of hierarchy

• Annual raises and promotions

• Rate of raises and promotions

• Payroll and other remunerations

• Participation in training and benefits

• Response to job postings and CVs received per position

• Types of work contracts (open-ended, fixed-term, full-time or part-time

 employment)

• Representation in the suppliers’ pool

• Composition of hiring and promotion committees

• Any other detail important for the industry where

 your company is active in and for which you currently have

 a mostly vague, “instinctive” or “empirical” understanding

Lastly, in terms of the hierarchy levels immediately below the top, companies often avoid 

collecting data that reflects actual current conditions, and, instead, attribute the reasons of low 

representation rates for women to random, coincidental factors. Some of the data categories 

that should be collected by gender are included in the list inside the box.

TOOLS FOR GREECE

In Greece, the 25% gender quota for Boards of Directors of listed companies was legislated 

in July 2021. In our country, too, objections were raised in relation to the usefulness, 

ethics, and effectiveness of the measure, which, however, is here to stay. Objectives about 

representation, in any case, are expected to expand and intensify in the coming years, 

via the ESG criteria and their focus on every dimension of the supply chain. In any event, 

in order to successfully implement any quotas system at a top company management 

level, making a last-minute compliance sprint is not enough; 4 main steps are required for 

success:

1. Genuine commitment on the management’s part to adopt the policy in a meaningful 

way

2. Formulation and implementation of a concrete equality plan

3. Investment in the expansion of the overall talent pipeline, even if this investment goes 

beyond the company’s current and immediate needs

4. Time
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In practice, these steps can be taken through actions and tools, such as:

• Setting a target of 50-50 in gender proportion for the CVs that are evaluated for any 

position that opens up in the company. For roles related to male-dominated fields 

(technology, construction, etc.), such a target may, at first, be overly ambitious. However, 

it is still important, even for those positions, to set targets that promote action-taking. The 

specific target should be communicated to all parties involved in the selection process 

(recruitment agencies, communication media and platforms, universities, etc.)

• Reassessing any outdated selection criteria which may no longer be relevant or necessary 

but continue to exclude women or other population groups. For example, a university 

degree in a specific field, at a time when the necessary skills can be easily developed 

through targeted training.

• Revising the communications plan for hiring new recruits. For example, post any new job 

listings on platforms that attract a different audience than the one that usually sends CVs 

to the company.

• Improving the company’s employer profile on matters of equality, diversity, and inclusion.

• Developing initiatives to promote the employment of more women in the industry.

• Providing continuous training and reintegration programs for women who have been out 

of the labor market for some time. 

• Emphasizing the preparation of robust succession plans, so that achievements related to 

equal representation are not undone due to changes at the company top hierarchy levels.

• Providing constant and targeted training and empowerment of the company’s female 

talent, through training, mentoring and community building programs.

• Involving people from many different company departments in the formulation and 

implementation of these policies. Matters of equality, diversity and inclusion should 

concern and involve every part of an organization. Of course, central coordination is vital, 

for reasons of efficiency and accountability.

• Including women in a meaningful way, wherever they are in the hierarchy. Quite often, 

this requires a shift in the collective company mentality, so that women’s voices and 

views are heard and respected and have the corresponding impact on the organization’s 

decision-making process.

• Such actions may also be undertaken by non-listed companies, which, for the time 

being, are not bound by law in relation to the gender composition of their management 
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teams. This way, these companies can set realistic targets and support them, with the 

aim of improving diversity and inclusion on every hierarchical level of their organizational 

structure.
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CONTINUOUS TRAINING INITIATIVES
& GENDER ALLIANCES

Continuous training and empowerment programs at the workplace are core elements of any 

initiative for equality and inclusion, everywhere in the world. In Norway, the Confederation of 

Norwegian Enterprise (NHO), the largest organization for employers, has been implementing 

since 2003 a training, preparation and empowerment program for women who wish to take 

on positions of leadership in the companies they work for. Participants in the Female Future8 

program are nominated by their employers and trained in skills that are relevant to their 

professional development and performance in leadership roles within the company. The main 

training themes focus on management, communication, board competence, networking and 

visibility skills. To date, more than 1700 women from 800 companies have completed this 

program, and the International Labor Organization has named it an example of international 

good practice. NHO now implements a similar pilot program in developing East Africa countries.

Aside from training, the contribution of mentoring and community building programs 

between women of the same company or similar professional fields is also very valuable. Such 

programs must bring together women from different hierarchical levels and offer a healthy 

and safe context for sharing and support, which will help future female leaders to demystify 

the challenges that they fear lie ahead, and senior executives to get close to the reality and 

concerns of younger women (reverse mentoring), thus creating an atmosphere of cooperation 

and solidarity between individual women and their teams.

Experts, however, note that women’s needs for continuous training and empowerment are 

often less than what we have been led to believe. They report that, in practice, companies’ efforts 

for more equality, diversity and inclusion would benefit more from relevant training programs 

for the entire staff, focusing on executives holding decision-making positions, than they would 

from perfunctory attempts to address the supposed deficiencies in women’s knowledge, skills 

or confidence. 

Employees and executives training programs on equality, diversity and inclusion are also a 

key element of any plan for effecting change towards a more sustainable work culture. Based 

on international research, the most successful programs of the kind have 3 main elements in 

common:

1. They are offered on a voluntary and non-mandatory basis

2. They have at least on major offline dimension and are not exclusively held online

3. They are not limited in describing and analyzing problem behaviors but also provide tools 

to each participant, man or woman, for changing these behaviors for the better, either 

in themselves or their colleagues.

 8 https://www-nho-no.translate.goog/samarbeid/female-future/
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TOOLS FOR GREECE

Nowadays, the Greek market can offer quality services and training products for 

a company’s female staff and for its executive and management teams, which can 

drastically impact the overall company culture. Some of the themes and training tools 

that we, as Women On Top, propose are the following:

For the continuous training of female talent

• Work/life integration 

• Time management 

• Stress management & mindfulness

• Self-confidence & managing the inner critic 

• Growth mindset 

• Leadership skills

• Boundary setting & negotiation

• Public speaking 

• Leadership skills for remote teams

• Resilience & adaptability in periods of crisis

Employees’ and executives’ training

• Managing unconscious bias 

• Preventing discrimination & gender violence and harassment at work

• Effective communication within diverse teams 

• Inclusive communication 

• Respecting boundaries and preventing violence and harassment 

• Preparing for, managing, and maintaining change

• Supporting underrepresented groups (allyship)

• Mentoring & sponsoring skills

• Inclusive feedback

• Inclusive leadership skills 

• Managing unconscious bias 

• Opening up the dialogue on EDI matters

• Preparing and implementing equality plans 

• Supporting employees with families 

• Hiring & promoting without discrimination 

Focusing on programs for building a more equal and inclusive culture is based on the idea 

that effecting meaningful and sustainable change in the workplace requires the support and 

cooperation of all stakeholders, and, of course, of people of any gender who must be invested 

in the effort.
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It is not by chance that in the Nordic countries this strategy has helped to eventually normalize 

the discussion and need for taking measures on matters of equality, and, as a result, their 

implementation is now considered, to a great extent, self-evident. In a related survey9 in Norway, 

only 2% of the people stated that if unemployment rates increase, male employment should be 

prioritized over female employment.

So, how can we involve men, in a meaningful way, in the efforts for greater female 

empowerment and greater equality, generally, in the world of work? Some key elements helping 

in this regard are presented in the following table. 

TOOLS FOR GREECE

How can we make equality and inclusion a concern and an objective for all of us?

a) By opening a serious dialogue about how sexism and gender bias in the labor market 

negatively affect both women and men. We can turn this argument into action by 

designing initiatives and policies that support, from a different standpoint, both men and 

women in their efforts to co-create a more equal culture.

b) By linking the equality, diversity and inclusion strategies to their concrete results in 

productivity and employee commitment, and, ultimately, to the company profitability 

and sustainability. We highlight the dimension that ties these issues with the future of 

effective and efficient working.

c) By approaching the effort to attract more men allies in a gradual, targeted manner. It is 

more realistic to start off by informing, raising awareness, and activating men who have 

already shown some interest in matters of inclusion, and who are willing, with the right 

support systems, to jeopardize part of their privilege in order to contribute to the cause 

for more equality, rather than attempting to approach more conservative individuals, 

who seem inaccessible and have difficulty listening to any of those arguments.

 9 https://www.fafo.no/arrangementer/item/fafo-8-mars-litt-av-hvert-om-likestilling
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WOMEN & GIRLS
IN TECHNOLOGY 

Even though progress has been made in recent years in relation to women’s representation in 

traditionally male-dominated professions, and, even though according to OECD data women 

now make up 58% of Norway’s university graduates, nonetheless, high levels of horizontal 

occupational segregation by gender are still very much present in the country. 

As with all industrialized countries, in Norway, too, women are underrepresented in STEM 

fields, where they obtain one 1 out of 3 degrees per year. Especially in information sciences, 

there is only 1 woman for every 5 graduates. And this is despite the fact that, according to 2017 

data, in high school girls have better grades in the corresponding STEM subjects.

To address this phenomenon, the Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) has been 

implementing, since 2003, a program to encourage girls aged 15-16 years to get into STEM fields 

in their studies and future work. The goal of the NHO is, through this initiative, to actively invest 

in expanding the talent pipeline that Norwegian companies will need in the coming years. In the 

context of the program, members of the organization travel to different regions and undertake 

information and empowerment activities for the benefit of female students, especially in relation 

to their professional prospects in –traditionally– male-dominated technical, cutting-edge 

occupations. At the same time, they inform their parents about the role they can play with their 

advice and attitude, not only in the occupational choices of their children, but in the effort that 

is taking place in their region to bridge the gender gap in the workplace. Due to the pandemic,in 

the past two years the program, which is supported by the Norwegian Ministry of Education, 

was carried out online; as a result, even more girls from remote areas of the country were able to 

take part. In 2017 alone, more than 5.300 girls participated in the program.
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OTHER INITIATIVES

There are several more initiatives worth referencing in this guide, as they are based on important 

principles of gender equality and on policies formulated around the gender aspect, and have 

aided significantly in promoting equality in Nordic countries, such as Norway and Iceland. 

All the examples presented below are tied to initiatives that we could and, in fact, should see 

implemented in Greece as well.

Role models & empowerment

The company Sweco works with the student association “Collegium Alfa”, to offer training 

seminars to its young female members, to prepare them for their future professional life. Sweco 

also welcomes female students at its facilities, bringing them in touch with successful women 

engineers, who act as role-models, answering their questions and helping them with any 

challenges they are facing in their first steps.

Confidence in investments

The “Learn to Invest” initiative, created by the Norwegian organization SHE, is designed 

specifically for women who want to learn the basics about investing, explore potential investment 

opportunities, and enhance their confidence on investment issues. This initiative comes to address 

the imbalance in the number of men and women investors in Norway (a worldwide phenomenon), 

and reach the increasing number of women who wish to manage their money and assets.

Communities & networks

The Kvinner i Business (Women in Business) organization, which was Women On Top’s partner 

in conducting this research, implements mentoring programs for women entrepreneurs, and 

creates safe spaces, where members can talk about the challenges they face, pose questions, 

receive answers, and build on their self-confidence and skills. 

Media visibility

A quick browse through the websites of the largest Norwegian and Icelandic media and papers, 

reveals that women experts are given much more visibility by the communication ecosystem 

there. Women’s presence is much stronger in those media, in the names (experts, interviewees, 

politicians and journalists), and the images, on the homepage of any organization. This visibility, 

aside from promoting the work of important women, also fosters a culture of acceptance for 

female ambition, offering, at the same time, the role models young women need to thrive.
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Equality indicators & certifications

Certifications on matters of equality are a “quality mark” that many companies pursue in the 

Nordic countries, through collaboration with national or international institutions that carry out 

relevant assessments. One of the most recognized Norwegian organizations is the SHE Index,10, 

an index that rates companies on matters of gender equality, funded by a large consultancy 

company and offered for free to the participating companies. The SHE Index rates companies in 

respect to 4 aspects of gender equality, and more specifically: 

1. Balanced representation at 4 different hierarchy levels, with a different

 weight coefficient for each level.

 6%  Board of Directors

 28.8% CEO and Senior Management

 22.8% Executives reporting directly to Senior Management

 2.4%  Total number of employees

2. Policies & Targets

3. Initiatives

4. Gender pay gap

5. Skills development & Hires

6. Diversity & Inclusion

Another similar index is the Norwegian Gender Balance Scorecard, implemented since 2016 by 

the CORE organization.

 10 https://sheindex.com/no
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WHAT DOES THE STATE DO?

Is every aspect of equality and inclusion the responsibility of companies and organizations? Can 

employers and companies eliminate the inequalities of centuries and ensure change? 

In the Nordic countries, the state has set out and continues to set out a very thorough and 

concrete frame for supporting gender equality at work and in public life. In Norway, for example, 

the action plan “Freedom, power and opportunities”, has set, throughout 2016-2020, the tone 

for the initiatives that other institutions need to take to promote gender equality on a worldwide 

level. This action plan was based on the corresponding plan devised by the UN Women’s 

Conference on 1995 in Beijing, as well as the objectives of the UN Women’s Convention for 

human rights and sustainability. The plan also includes a provision regarding the percentage 

of development aid, on the part of Norway, which should be channeled towards targets and 

programs tied to gender equality (50%). Moreover, it is based on 5 main priority axes:

1. Quality and equal education for all children

2. Equal participation of women in politics

3. Protection of women’s economic and labor rights

4. Elimination of gender violence and abuse

5. Promotion of the sexual and reproductive health of girls and women

Securing parental and care leaves, establishing gender quota systems, and promoting pay 

transparency are just some of the policies that turn the above theoretical priorities into actions, 

and these actions could not have been implemented at a large scale without the coordination 

and support of the State. 

This serves as a reminder to us all that in every step we take forward as societies, it becomes 

all the more clear that progress in matters of equality may only be achieved when all stakeholders 

(individuals, organizations, State) are willing to bear their share of responsibility.
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USEFUL RESOURCES

Kvinners rettigheter og likestilling
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/utenrikssaker/fn/innsikt/likestilling/id439433/

CORE – Centre for Research on Gender Equality
https://www.samfunnsforskning.no/core/english/

Likestilling mellom kjønnene
https://www.fn.no/om-fn/fns-baerekraftsmaal/likestilling-mellom-kjoennene

Verden og oss | Næringslivets perspektivmelding 2018 
https://www.nho.no/siteassets/publikasjoner/naringslivets-perspektivmelding/pdf-er-sept18/nho_

perspektivmeldingen_4_likestilling.pdf

Women and men
https://statice.is/statistics/society/social-affairs/women-and-men/

She Conference 
https://www.sheconference.no/

ILO 21.06.11 uten vietnamhilsen.mp4
https://vimeo.com/564160651/b11923eae4

Likestilt arbeidsliv
https://www-fafo-no.translate.goog/zoo-publikasjoner/fafo-notater/item/likestilt-arbeidsliv-3?_x_tr_

sl=no&_x_tr_tl=en&_x_tr_hl=en-US&_x_tr_pto=ajax,elem

Freedom, empowerment and opportunities – Action Plan for Women’s Rights and Gender 
Equality in Foreign and Development Polic
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/ud/vedlegg/fn/womens_rights.pdf

CORE Norwegian Gender Balance Scorecard
https://www.samfunnsforskning.no/core/english/publications/Infographics/core-norwegian-gender-

balance-scorecard/core-norwegian-gender-balance-scorecard-200---2020.pdf

Global Gender Gap Report 2021
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2021.pdf 

Fafo 8. mars: Litt av hvert om likestilling
https://www.fafo.no/arrangementer/item/fafo-8-mars-litt-av-hvert-om-likestilling

4 Day Week Global
https://www.4dayweek.com/
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PARTNERS

NORWAY

Confederation of Norwegian Enterprises 

Kvinner i Business 

ICELAND

The Association of Women Business Leaders in Iceland






