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FEMALE FUTURE – MOBILIZING TALENTS  
-A BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE 

 
 
Introduction 
The overall picture of Norway – seen from outside – is perhaps that we have 
come a long way when it comes to gender equality. This is perhaps correct in 
many ways. We had strong women movements in the 1970s and 1980s. Ms. Gro 
Harlem Brundtland was the first woman as prime minister in Norway in 1981. 
Since the middle of the 80s, Norway has had at least 40% women as ministers in 
the government.  
 
When we look at the labour market, Norway is among the top nations in the 
world when it comes to female participation in the work life. More than 70% of 
all Norwegian women take part in the labour force. But our labour market is 
very much divided by gender. Most women work in the public sector. We have 
some jobs that are typically women jobs, like teachers, nurses, many women in 
hotels and restaurants, and some are typically men’s jobs, like taxi drivers and 
engineers. And we have very few women in leadership positions within the 
business community. If they happen to be leaders, they often are responsible for 
HR-management, information directors, marketing directors and support 
functions. Women very seldom take up executive positions as CEOs or division 
leaders within the companies.  The situation is a little bit better in the public 
sector, but also in this sector with a majority of women, most men have 
leadership positions.   
 
When it comes to education, the situation in Norway today is that women are in 
clear majority (more than 50%) at the universities and higher educational 
institutions. We believe this fact will have a positive effect for women in their 
future careers. We want to develop these competent and university educated 
women into leadership positions in the private sector. 
 
Why NHO is engaged? 
The NHOs engagement in order to attract more women into executive and 
leadership positions is based on rational arguments. We believe that the talents 
are equally distributed between men and women. If the society only use the 50% 
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of the population that are men in top jobs and leadership positions, the society at 
large will not utilize its human potential. It will be a waste of talents and for the 
business community it will hamper the overall competitiveness not to have the 
best people in key positions. In addition we believe it is good for the company to 
have people with different background and personalities with different 
perspectives. The diversity at work with more women in leadership positions 
will also have a positive effect on the internal working environment of the 
company and improve the company’s image as a modern and future oriented 
enterprise. 
 
An important background for NHOs efforts in this field is that the previous 
government (2001-2005) – a centre-right government, took a decision in 2003, 
which surprised many circles, not least within the business circles, that it was its 
intention to obtain at least 40% women in boardrooms for large public limited 
companies as well as state-owned limited companies boardrooms. 
 
Female Future 
This development on a possible quotation of 40% women in the boardrooms, led 
to a decision by the NHO in 2003 to create a new and innovative project, called 
Female Future. 
 
Female Future is NHO’s efforts on how to bring more women into top 
management positions as well as into the companies’ boardrooms. We disliked 
the proposal with women quotas; our answer was to work systematically with 
changes of attitudes within the companies and within the framework of the 
Female Future project.  
 
This lawmaking rule came into force January 1 2006, with a transition period of 
2 years before eventually sanctions takes place, which is - in the end – the 
dissolution of the company by force! 
 
Although NHO started to work more systematically to recruit more women to 
top management positions from the middle of the 90s, this new lawmaking rules 
has put an extra impetus to our work in order to recruit more women into 
boardroom positions. See figure below. 
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Few women in leadership roles
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(40.5)
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(25.5)
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Owner-elected board 
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enterprises

27 (18)27 
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27Middle Managers
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(15.8)

23 
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19Top Executives

2006200520042003Private Sector: 
Percentage of women among

Source: Statistics Norway, August 2005,  NHO’s Wage Statistics  2005, Figures on PLCs are from the Brønnøysund Register Centre

 
 
 
The NHO set up the Female Future project in 2003. In 2006 the project was 
revitalized and enlarged with more emphasize on management development , 
the leadership role and the importance of networking.   
The goals for the NHO’s effort on women and management are the following:  

 
• Firstly, facilitate that the private sector is viewed as an attractive place 

to work by women. 
• Secondly, increase the percentage of women in decision-making 

processes, in management and in boards in general 
• Thirdly, involve managers as prime movers in the process aimed at 

recruiting more women to executive positions and to board posts  
• Fourthly, facilitate that executive responsibilities may be more easily 

combined with family responsibilities  - the balance between work and 
private life . 

 
A very central element in the Female Future project is that the business leaders 
in the companies should be a driving force for getting more women into 
leadership positions.  The Female Future project do not recruit women, we 
recruit the companies and the CEO’s/ managing directors. And the 
companies must commit themselves to the programme. The company is 
responsible for identifying talents and for motivating them to take on 
management positions and board posts at the end of a two year period. The 
companies sign an intention agreement which is binding for both the company 
and the women talents. To be selected by the CEO as a particular talented 
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woman has a great impact and gives the individual woman a lot of self-
confidence.Other important elements of the Female Future are:  
 
Tailor-made development of competence 

• Topics are concentrated around management development, the role and 
tasks of the board of directors and network building in order to make 
women more visible, creating arenas where women can meet and 
establish a database of competent business women. We also train the 
women in argumentation and how to develop presentation skills. 

 
Young Entrepreneurship in Norway 

• This project is very popular in Norway and was initiated by the NHO. 
Managers of student enterprises in Norway are invited to participate in the 
Female Future programme. Half of the leaders in the student enterprises 
are women, and the most talented are invited into the Female Future 
project.  

 
The balance between work and private life.   
The Female Future participants and their managers are interviewed on the 
balance between work and private life. This is a very important issue which are 
discussed in depth. 
What are the reasons behind that so many women do not wish to become 
business leaders? What are the reasons behind the fact that women in leadership 
positions are holding these top positions in shorter periods than men?  The 
Female Future is also discussing what kind of means will help the women to 
better combine work with family life?  Mobile phones, washing help, home 
office, psychological support etc. The thinking behind the project is systemic – 
the labour market was created by men, governed by men and not suitable 
enough for the women’s needs and interests. The project is looking both at 
“means” at the individual level and at the society’s level/collective level asking 
questions like how work is organised and what the means of communications 
are. NHO has initiated a survey which will be published in June this year on the 
women’s situation in work, in family life and leisure time. How do women 
manage the balance between work and life, what are the constraints? 
 
Here are some preliminary results:  

• Women have demanding jobs in addition to full work at home 
• Those who mange the balance between work and private life gets a 

“energy kick” 
• If the work becomes more boring, less challenging and the feeling of not 

to manage or master the situation, the women choose less demanding 
positions, reduce the working time and focus more on the private sphere  
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• Most of the women have full flexibility concerning working time and 
home office 

• It is important for the women to share their time with the families in the 
afternoon having dinner together. 

• When asked to take on a managerial position or a job on a board, women 
tend to evaluate their entire lifesituation – both work and private life – 
before they say yes or no. 

 
Results of Female Future: 

The first phase of the Female Future Programme was carried out in four 
rounds from the autumn of 2003 until the spring of 2005, one national and 
three regional programmes.  

 
• As of spring 2006, approximately  370 talents have gone through the 

Phase 1 programme. More than 200 women finished the extended 
programme in June of 2007.  In the autumn this year, 250 more 
women will participate in the extended programme, ending at the end 
of 2008. 

• 26 % of the participants in the national programme have been 
offered board positions during or after the Female Future 
Programmes. (larger PLCs companies, total 490 in Norway) . 

• 50% have been offered board positions in several regional projects 
following their participation in the FF Project. This is an extremely 
good score and promising for all the smaller limited companies which 
are in majority in Norway 

 
In August this year we will see if  NHO’s efforts on this issue – to bring more 
women into boardrooms in the largest companies in Norway will meet the law-
based quota target of 40% women. For all the smallest limited companies, there 
are no mandatory obligations, but NHO has so far made very good results in 
bringing more women into leadership positions and into the boardrooms in 
private companies regionally. An other important factor is that the recruitment 
base to leadership positions as well as boardroom positions are enlarged. An 
additional consequence is the professionalization of boards regionally. 
 
Oslo, June 20th, 2007 
Kari Maeland 
Adviser  
Female Future 
The Norwegian Enterprise organization 
Oslo, Norway 
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