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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Nordic countries are widely regarded 
as world leaders in gender equality. In the 
Global Gender Gap Index, the Nordic 
nations are top performers. Iceland leads 
the list, followed by Norway, Finland, and 

Sweden in second, third, and fifth places, respectively. 
Denmark ranks lowest in 14th place, but still considerably 
higher than the United States, which is in 49th place.

A common view is that Nordic gender equality reflects 
the social welfare policies of these nations. Indeed, 
Nordic governments advertise their welfare systems as a 
recipe for gender equality and even promote these poli-
cies in the United States for that reason. Several other 
European countries have followed in Norway’s tracks by 

legislating gender quotas for board of director positions 
in publicly traded firms. Although the political climate in 
the United States is not ripe for quotas, that policy does 
lie on the horizon.

This analysis argues that gender quotas have been inef-
fective and that several aspects of Nordic social policies 
have negatively affected women’s career progress and 
even contributed to a glass ceiling. The glass ceiling is a 
metaphor for the barriers women face in reaching leader-
ship positions.

While Nordic societies are indeed role models when 
it comes to gender equality, this equality stretches back 
centuries before the modern welfare state and reflects 
traditional Nordic culture.
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INTRODUCTION
The rise of the Nordic welfare state has 

been a double-edged sword: creating some 
benefits for women’s careers, but also creating 
barriers to women’s professional progress. For 
example, benefits include various public sys-
tems that encourage a combination of family 
and work, such as public daycare and parental 
leave benefits. 

But barriers abound. Public monopolies in 
health care, child care, and elderly care reduce 
development of these women-intensive parts 
of the labor market. High taxes and welfare 
policies encourage women to work fewer 
hours, and generous parental leave systems 
influence women to stay home, all of which 
reduce their  ability to climb the career ladder. 

I begin my paper by outlining significant 
cultural and historical elements that under-
pin equality in the region. These historical 
features fall outside of touted modern social 
democratic policies. Next, I describe how 
Nordic public-sector monopolies, tax policy, 
and welfare policies have affected women’s 
careers. Finally, I compare women’s profes-
sional outcomes in the Nordic countries and 
find them lacking. Nordic countries seem-
ingly have the best possibilities for women 
to reach the top, but Nordic women are not 
world leaders when it comes to the rate of 
women advancing to top positions in the 
private sector. In spite of their intentions, 
gender quotas are unable to meaningfully 
improve Nordic women’s professional out-
comes in terms of leadership, pay, or career 
goals. And although Norwegian gender quo-
tas are inspiring similar policies throughout 
the world, few admirers seem aware of the 
Norwegian research literature that shows 
they have had little or no positive meaningful 
effect on women’s careers.

In an age of women’s progress, the Nordic 
societies are worth admiring for a culture that 
supports gender equality. But when it comes 
to supporting women’s professional develop-
ment, the Nordic model has disadvantages.

THE VIKING HERITAGE OF 
GENDER EQUALITY

A common assumption is that Nordic 
gender equality is a product of prevalent 
welfare-state policies.1 But a broader perspec-
tive shows egalitarian gender values predate 
modern welfare states by centuries in Sweden 
and other Nordic countries. The Viking ances-
tors of today’s Nordic societies had a culture 
that emphasized women’s rights. 

Norse societies are often portrayed in books 
and media as having a relatively even distribu-
tion of power between the sexes. Although 
these cultures were patriarchal, women had 
considerably more influence in Norse societies 
than women in other contemporary cultures. 
For example, Scandinavian folklore includes 
shieldmaidens, women who fought as warriors. 
Byzantine historian John Skylitzes records that 
women were participating in Nordic armies 
during the 10th century.2 This suggests that 
gender segmentation in early Norse societies 
was considerably more flexible than in other 
parts of contemporary Europe. 

There is also evidence that women in early 
Nordic societies could inherit land and prop-
erty, control their dowry, and own a third of 
the property they shared with their spouses. 
They could sometimes participate in the 
public sphere with men. Additionally, women 
could opt for divorce.3 Medieval laws show 
that Nordic women had greater rights than 
women in other parts of the contemporary 
world: inheritance laws in Norway followed 
family relations through female lines as well as 
male lines. 

These rights might not seem impressive 
today, but they were historically unusual. In 
many contemporary European and Asian soci-
eties, the legal system was based on women 
belonging to their fathers or husbands and the 
women held minimal property, contractual, 
and public participation rights.

Nordic gender egalitarianism continued 
following the Viking age. In much of the world, 
women were excluded from participating in 

“Egalitarian 
gender values 
predate 
modern 
welfare states 
by centuries 
in Sweden and 
other Nordic 
countries.”
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the rise of capitalism during the 18th and 19th 
centuries; free markets and property rights 
were treated as institutions for men. Although 
Nordic countries were far from perfectly egal-
itarian, they challenged contemporary gen-
der norms by inviting female participation in 
early capitalism.4

For example, Swedish women began man-
aging businesses during the second half of 
the 18th century. In 1798 a reform was passed 
that stipulated that married women had legal 
majority and juridical responsibility within the 
affairs of their businesses, and in 1864 Swedish 
business freedom was granted to virtually all 
unmarried adult women and all adult men.5

Although married women were initially 
excluded, it is noteworthy that business free-
dom was granted to both sexes at the same 
time. Swedish women were given the right 
to stipulate in premarital contracts that their 
husbands could not impose on the business 10 
years later.6

Alongside American states, the Nordic 
nations were pushing for women’s economic 

rights. Married women in Maine gained the 
right to a separate economy in 1844, and four 
years later the Married Woman’s Property 
Act was passed in New York, allowing wom-
en to enter contracts on their own.7 In other 
regards, the Nordic countries were ahead of 
the American states. For example, in 1850 
Iceland became the first country to insti-
tute unconditional equal inheritance rights.8 
Nordic and American advances in women’s 
economic rights were, at their time, ground-
breaking, and inspired similar reforms in other 
parts of the world.

Nordic policies continued developing 
during the beginning of the 20th century. 
The question of labor legislation to “protect” 
women from factory work was suggested 
in the beginning of the century, inspired by 
international developments. These propos-
als caused heated debate. Sweden did intro-
duce a night-work prohibition in 1909, after 
considerable criticism from the women’s 
movement. Unlike other European countries, 
Australia, and the United States, a prohibition 

Figure 1
Percentage of general public agreeing with the statement “When jobs are scarce, men should have more rights 
to a job than women.”
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Sources: “World Values Survey, Wave 3 (1995–1999),” World Value Survey Association, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV3.jsp; and 
“World Values Survey, Wave 6 (2010–2014),” World Value Survey Association, http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp.
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on women’s night work was never included in 
Danish and Norwegian factory laws. Women 
were allowed to participate in the industrial 
development of these two countries.9

Nordic countries recognized married wom-
en as individuals in their own right in the early 
20th century, before the rise of the modern 
welfare state.10 Nordic tax law and marriage 
law provide an example of this treatment. 
They are based on a dual-breadwinner model, 
so men and women are taxed independently. In 
societies where spouses are taxed jointly, both 
spouses will face high marginal tax rates if one 
has a high income. In Nordic tax systems, the 
spouse with a lower income (often the wife) 
will not experience a higher marginal tax rate 
if the other spouse has a higher income. This 
model encourages both spouses to invest in 
their careers. 

In addition, marriage legislation in the 
Nordic countries has been built around the 
idea that men and women are jointly responsi-
ble for family provision. In the rest of Europe, 
marriage legislation has traditionally given the 
husband the responsibility to provide for his 
family, declaring the husband’s guardianship 
over his wife and children.

The Nordic tradition of gender equality is 
evident today in the values of these societies. The 
World Values Survey shows that Sweden has the 
smallest proportion of respondents who believe 
men should have more of a right to a job than 
women if jobs are scarce. As shown in Figure 1, 
Sweden stands out as unusually gender egalitar-
ian in this regard. While similar attitudes can 
be found in other modern societies such as the 
United States and Australia, the Nordic coun-
tries stand out as having the most gender-equal 
values. Previous surveys that included other 
Nordic countries show egalitarian gender beliefs 
are held throughout the region.11

Similarly, a 2015 YouGov survey found 
that a minority of Nordic respondents agree 
with the statement “It is likely to cause prob-
lems if a woman earns more money than her 
husband.” Just 26 percent in Finland, 20 per-
cent in Sweden, and 18 percent in Norway 
and Denmark rated this statement as true, 

contrasted with 32 percent of Americans.12 
The long tradition of gender-equal laws 

and values should theoretically create optimal 
conditions for Nordic women to reach the top 
of the career ladder. But Nordic countries are 
not world leaders in the share of women who 
climb to the top. The modern welfare state 
seems to create a glass ceiling. 

NORDIC PUBLIC-SECTOR 
MONOPOLIES

It has long been evident that Nordic coun-
tries have a lower representation of women 
in business than many modern economies. A 
Eurostat study from 1995 found that only 6 
percent of top earners in Sweden were women, 
considerably lower than France’s 15 percent.13 
A study from the University of California–
Los  Angeles (UCLA) concluded that merely 
11 percent of managers and professionals in 
Sweden were women, lower than in other 
developed economies.14

As early as 1998 the International Labor 
Office published a report that noted an unusually 
gender-segregated labor market in Scandinavian 
countries, with many women working in the 
public rather than the private sector.15

Economists Magnus Henrekson and Mikael 
Stenkula note in an academic literature review 
that women are underrepresented in execu-
tive positions in Sweden—behind the United 
States, United Kingdom, West Germany, and 
France. They conclude that “broad-based 
welfare-state policies impede women’s repre-
sentation in elite competitive positions.”16

A key explanation lies in the expansion of 
the welfare state into the service sector. The 
Nordic countries adopted large welfare sec-
tors that expanded into education, health, 
and elderly care.17 In Sweden and other 
Nordic countries, female-dominated sectors 
such as health care and education are almost 
entirely financed by the public sector. The 
Nordic Innovation Centre notes that the 
high percentage of women working in public 
monopolies explains some of the difference in 
entrepreneurship rates between genders.18

“Economists 
find women 
are under-
represented 
in executive 
positions in 
Sweden—
behind the 
United 
States, United 
Kingdom, 
West 
Germany, and 
France.”



5

The emergence of a large public sector has 
been both positive and negative for women. It 
played an important historical role in women’s 
entry into the labor market because many 
women entered through the expanding public 
sector. Public-sector services also facilitated 
the combination of work and the fulfilment 
of family responsibilities. The expansion of 
the public sector partly explains why Nordic 
nations reached a high employment rate 
among women earlier than other Western 
countries and stayed that way. The provision 
of public daycare was particularly important 
in this regard.

But labor-force participation is only one 
measure of female professional success. 
Another measure is female business owner-
ship. Anita Lignell Du Rietz studied women’s 
business ownership in Sweden and found 
that many businesses, including taverns, tai-
lor shops, breweries, and stores were run by 
women entrepreneurs during the 19th century. 
Over time, women dominated businesses such 
as schools and pharmacies. 

However, government monopolies crowd-
ed out private enterprise as the Swedish 
welfare state grew during the 20th century. 
Meanwhile, male-dominated sectors, includ-
ing manufacturing, mining, and forestry, 
remained under private control. The transition 
toward welfare-state monopolies meant that 
women’s business ownership suffered.19

Government monopolies have combined 
with a strong influence of union wage-setting 
to undermine incentives for work: wages in the 
female-dominated public sectors in Nordic 
countries are flat, and rise based on senior-
ity rather than achievement. Although there 
are public-sector managerial positions, the 
opportunities for individualized careers and 
business ownership are comparatively limited. 

Recent labor liberalizations highlight the 
effects of government monopolies. Since the 
early 1990s, Swedish public monopolies have 
gradually opened up to private enterprise. 
New systems have been created in which 
tax-funded welfare services such as educa-
tion, elderly care, and health care are partially 

provided by the public sector and partially 
through private for-profit businesses. These 
systems are mainly based on vouchers, but also 
on public procurements. 

The Swedish Agency for Economic and 
Regional Growth noted that market reforms 
have gradually opened up the public sec-
tor for private businesses, paving the way 
for more women business owners.20 In their 
paper, researchers Elisabeth Sundin and Malin 
Tillmar suggest that restructuring the public 
sector reduced business ownership obstacles 
for women.21

The benefits of industry privatization are 
not limited to female business ownership. 
For example, the Confederation of Swedish 
Enterprise found that privatization drove 
wages up 5 percentage points compared with 
similar employees whose workplaces remained 
public.22 Individuals whose workplaces were 
privatized also benefited from a stronger 
foothold in the labor market and reduced risk 
of  employment.23

A survey of international literature sup-
ports the theory that wages rise following 
privatizations, partially because of productivi-
ty gains.24 Lars Calmfors, one of Sweden’s lead-
ing economists, and Katarina Richardson, an 
expert on women’s career opportunities, argue 
that wage decentralization in the public sector 
led to equality gains because of individualized, 
higher wages for women. They conclude this is 
a more efficient method of reducing the gen-
der pay gap than legislation.25

It is likely unintentional that public-sector 
monopolies limit women’s career opportuni-
ties, but the effect remains. Although some 
steps toward privatization and competi-
tion have been taken in Nordic countries, 
public-sector monopolies still reduce eco-
nomic opportunities for women.

NORDIC TAX POLICY
High tax rates are another obstacle for 

Nordic women’s professional advancement 
because women are more responsive to taxes 
than men. Women take more responsibility for 

“Labor-force 
participation 
is only one 
measure 
of female 
professional 
success. 
Another 
measure 
is female 
business 
ownership.”
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housework and childcare, on average. When 
high taxes reduce incentives for paid work 
by reducing take-home pay, women’s “oppor-
tunity cost” is higher because they would 
otherwise use the time on other productive 
domestic activities. Women are inclined to 
reduce their paid work and spend more time 
on unpaid work as taxes increase.

Alexander Gelber and Joshua Mitchell 
conducted a detailed analysis of time usage 
for single men and women in the United 
States between 1975 and 2004. The authors 
look at how tax changes have affected the 
decision to spend time on housework. They 
find that for single women, when income 
taxes are reduced, productive domestic activ-
ities decline substantially as women presum-
ably increase their paid work. Expenditure 
on goods and services that can substi-
tute for housework increases with greater 
labor-market incentives. However, for sin-
gle men the authors find limited change in 

response to tax policy.26 Single men continue 
to invest time in the labor market when taxes 
are high, while single women shift to house-
hold work. Single women increase their par-
ticipation in the labor market and purchase 
goods and services such as housecleaning and 
prepared dinners that substitute for house-
hold work when taxes are low. 

A number of studies have shown the ability 
to purchase services that alleviate household 
work is crucial for women’s career prospects.27 
Henrekson and Stenkula find that the devel-
opment of substitutable services is especially 
important for producing female executives.28 
Rachel Ngai and Barbara Petrongolo find that 
increasing substitutable services raises wom-
en’s wages and market hours. In their abstract 
they write: “The rise of services, driven by 
structural transformation and marketization 
of home production, raises women’s rela-
tive wages and market hours. Quantitatively, 
the  model accounts for an important share 

Table 1
Amount of money going to tax authority in Nordic high-tax countries when individual A buys a service from 
individual B

Tax wedge rate
Standard VAT 

rate

Percent of wage 
cost left for 
individual A 

after average 
tax wedge

Percentage 
of wage left 
after income 

tax for person 
A and VAT on 

purchase

Percentage of 
wage left for 
individual B 

after average 
tax wedge

Percentage of 
wage cost to tax 

authority

Finland 43.8 24.0 56.2 42.7 24.0 76.0

Sweden 42.8 25.0 57.2 42.9 24.5 75.5

Denmark 35.5 25.0 63.5 47.7 30.3 69.7

Norway 36.2 25.0 63.8 47.8 30.5 69.5

Iceland 34.0 24.0 66.0 50.1 33.1 66.9

United States 37.7 7.0 62.3 57.9 36.1 63.9

Sources: Tax wedge data are taken from the OECD Tax Database, as the average direct and indirect taxes on work. The OECD data are based on a single indi-
vidual without children at the income level of the average worker. VAT data for Nordic countries are national; for the United States they represent a typical rate 
based on Tax Foundation (2015) data.
Note: The United States does not have a value-added tax (VAT), but rather state and local sales taxes. A study by Tax Foundation (2015) found that the highest 
combined rate was 9.45 percent in Tennessee, while the lowest combined rate was 1.76 in Alaska. A typical rate for a larger state is around 6 to 8 percent, and thus 
7 percent is used for the country average.
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of the observed trends in women’s hours and 
relative wages.”29

Although Nordic countries have high 
female employment rates, many women are 
part-time workers and part-time housewives. 
This is partly because high taxes reduce incen-
tives to work and purchase “substitutable ser-
vices.” For example, highly skilled individuals 
such as professors often paint their own hous-
es during the summer holidays. But a profes-
sor who sets aside an hour a day to paint her 
or his own house could spend the same time 
teaching a class. Teaching provides greater 
economic value because the professor is spe-
cialized in the task. It is therefore economi-
cally rational to spend the time teaching and 
pay for a professional painter, but high taxes 
change this decision.30 So Nordic professors 
and other workers are more inclined than their 
lower-taxed American counterparts to devote 
unpaid time to domestic work rather than 
work longer hours in their paid work.

High taxes significantly affect women’s 
careers by reducing their ability to purchase 
service substitutes for household work. 
Instead, husbands trade services with wives. 
Husbands spend time at work, while their 
wives spend time on domestic activities. 
High-earning women’s opportunities are lim-
ited because of gender roles and the fact that 
husbands are, on average, somewhat older 
than their wives and have higher wages.

The Economist suggests Nordic career wom-
en “find it harder to afford domestic help than 
their American equivalents” because public 
welfare services are paid for by high taxes. 
When time-sensitive domestic work can’t 
be outsourced, women do it.31 Even in the 
lesser-taxed United States, the combined tax 
effect significantly reduces incentives for indi-
viduals to buy substitutable services (Table 1). 

Provision of public services encourages 
women to work, but high taxes discourage 
them from working more. International evi-
dence supports this theory. Evridiki Tsounta 
concludes that women’s work was stimulated 
in Canada through policies that have cre-
ated greater access to childcare and lower 

tax wedges for secondary earners.32 Michelle 
Rendell finds evidence that high taxes are 
associated with smaller service sectors and 
reduced female labor-force participation.33

Governments in Sweden, Finland, and 
Denmark realize high taxes create problems 
and have introduced tax deductions for per-
sonal services to counteract the problems. 
In 2012, 150 female executives advised the 
Swedish government to expand tax deduc-
tions related to the purchase of personal ser-
vices and increase opportunities for flexible 
working time.34 These reforms have helped 
to improve women’s business ownership and 
have made it easier to combine careers with 
family responsibilities. 

But although tax deductions for personal 
services have made it easier to buy some ser-
vices, these targeted deductions are limited in 
size. Thus, high taxes still reduce the incen-
tive for market work compared with untaxed 
housework, and this affects women’s profes-
sional progress.

NORDIC WELFARE 
STATE POLICIES

Nordic welfare institutions influence work 
incentives for women in a number of ways. 
The Nordic welfare system has been designed 
to encourage parents to engage in market 
work while benefiting from various forms 
of public funding.35 But research suggests 
that national paid and unpaid leave policies, 
work entitlements, and other family benefits 
encourage women to work part-time rather 
than full-time. This hinders their ability to 
develop top careers.36

The European Commission’s research 
suggests that part-time work often accompa-
nies public parental benefits in Sweden.37 Eva 
Meyersson Milgrom and Trond Petersen simi-
larly conclude in a study that the glass ceiling 
“appears to be more severe in the Scandinavian 
countries with their generous family policies, 
than in the U.K., U.S., and other comparable 
countries.” Childcare and maternity leave 
policies make reducing work hours attractive, 

“Research 
suggests 
national 
paid and 
unpaid leave 
policies, work 
entitle ments, 
and other 
family 
benefits 
encour age 
women 
to work 
part-time 
rather than 
full-time.”
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but can later disqualify women for top jobs. 
As a result, the policies “may not overcome 
the effects of domestic division of labor (and 
indeed may possibly exacerbate them).”38

Publicly funded programs, including child-
care and parental-leave payments, reward 
families where both parents work at least 
part-time. The outcome is often that the wife 
works some hours, but too few to realize her 
marketplace potential. Her spouse often com-
mits fully to his career. The Economist, citing 
Danish researcher Nina Smith, suggests gen-
erous Nordic social policies are backfiring for 
this very reason.39

The generous family policies also affect 
women who decide not to take lengthy leave(s). 
Nordic employers have minimal or no input 
in this negotiation. In fact, it might be seen 
as discrimination if an employer asks during 
a job interview whether a potential employee 
is planning to have children in the near future. 
Consequently, employers may assume it is 
risky to hire a women of child-bearing age to a 
key position if the position is difficult to find a 
substitute for.

In some cases, parental leaves are not a 
major concern for employers, at least when 
employees are easily substitutable. But for 
smaller firms and key roles, lengthy parental 
leaves ignore employers’ needs. For example, 
imagine a small or medium firm recruiting 
a person to be in charge of sales. The firm 
depends on the competence of this person in 
day-to-day operations. In practice, it may not 
be easy to find a substitute for this position if 
the employee takes leave. If a young woman 
applies for the job, she might be discriminated 
against on the grounds that she is likely to take 
long parental leave. This affects young women 
who are not planning to do so because the 
employer doesn’t know in advance who will or 
won’t take leave. If parental leave were based 
on agreements made between employers and 
employees, this would happen less often.

The parental leave system particularly 
affects those in managerial or expert positions. 

An employee who is easily replaced on short 
notice will not be affected as strongly as some-
one in a specialized position. It is no coinci-
dence that women who have successful careers 
tend to either take short parental leaves or 
time their childbearing to minimize career 
disruption. 

Because welfare programs hinder women’s 
professional trajectories and women take 
greater responsibility for family caretaking 
on average, Nordic countries (similar to other 
nations) have looked for policies that would 
resolve this problem. 

Table 2
Women employed as managers (percent)

Latvia 46 Switzerland 33

United 
States 43 Slovakia 33

New 
Zealand 40 Estonia 33

Iceland 40 Ireland 33

France 39 Belgium 32

Russia 39 Norway 32

Slovenia 39 Romania 31

Lithuania 39 Germany 31

Hungary 39 Austria 30

Poland 38 Spain 30

Bulgaria 36 Finland 30

Australia 36 Netherlands 29

Canada 36 Denmark 28

Sweden 36 Croatia 28

Portugal 35 Czech 
Republic 26

United 
Kingdom 34 Italy 26

“The outcome 
of publicly 
funded 
child care and 
parental leave 
is often the 
wife works 
some hours, 
but too few 
to realize her 
marketplace 
potential.”
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NORWEGIAN GENDER QUOTAS
For centuries, women in Nordic societ-

ies have progressed without relying on state- 
mandated policies. It was a break with tradition 
when Norway passed a gender-quota law at 
the end of 2003, requiring 40 percent of board 
members of public companies to be women. 

The law became mandatory at the begin-
ning of 2006, and the letter of the law was fol-
lowed in Norway’s law-abiding society. Most 
companies used affirmative action to change 
the gender composition of their boards. Some 
chose another difficult but legal strategy: 
around 100 of approximately 500 companies 
targeted by the legislation changed their cor-
porate ownership structure to free them from 
the legislation.40

It is telling that so many firms invested 
time and energy to circumvent the legisla-
tion. Once firms were forced to follow the 
law, another challenge became apparent: a 
shortage of experienced individuals to fill the 
positions. New female directors were eight 

years younger than their existing male coun-
terparts on average, which suggests they also 
had less professional experience.41

The literature on corporate governance 
suggests that board diversity is positively 
related to firm performance. The explanation 
given is that more diversity can increase the 
talent pool, and diversity of origin can some-
times be linked to diversity in knowledge. 
Kenneth Ahern and Amy Dittmar examined 
the Norwegian evidence by looking at firm 
stock prices and Tobin’s Q, a measure of the 
market value of firms.42 They find that firm 
value fell by more than 12 percent with every 
10 percent increase of female board mem-
bers. The gender quota led to less experienced 
board members, greater company leverage, 
higher company acquisition rates, and declin-
ing operating performance.

Before the quotas were introduced in 
Norway, the rise of women among board 
members was achieved without declines in 
experience.43 Ahern and Dittmar note that 

Table 3
The Economist’s glass-ceiling index

Gender gap labour 
force participation 

(percentage points)

Gender gap tertiary 
education attain-
ment (percentage 

points)

Childcare costs 
(percentage of aver-

age wage)
Paid leave for 

mothers (weeks)

Share of managers 
who are women 

(percent)

Sweden -3.6 13.7 5.8 38.1 39.8

Finland -3.0 13.1 22.5 42.6 33.3

Norway -4.3 8.8 14.9 45.5 36.0

Denmark -6.3 10.8 11.9 27.0 26.5

Iceland -4.8 14.9 6.5 16.6 41.2

United States -11.5 5.7 35.1 0 43.4

OECD average -16.7 5.3 18.2 32.2 37.1

Source: “Glass Ceiling Index,” The Economist, 2016, http://infographics.economist.com/2017/glass-ceiling/. Selected parameters are shown. The percentage point 
differences are the rate of women relative to that of men. In all the countries, women have a lower labor-force participation rate than men (leading to negative 
numbers), while women have a higher tertiary education attainment rate than men (leading to positive numbers).
Note: OECD = Organisation for Economic  Co-operation and Development.
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once board-member characteristics—such 
as age and CEO experience—are accounted 
for, the proportion of female board mem-
bers is no longer significantly related to firm 
market value. This suggests that it was the 
change in board member experience and not 
the gender of board members that reduced 
firm performance.44

Additional studies have shown that firm 
performance improves as gender equality 
grows. For example, Nina Smith, Valdemar 
Smith, and Mette Verner study 2,500 Danish 
firms from 1993 to 2001. The authors find 
that having a greater proportion of women 
in top management roles is associated with 
improved firm performance, even when con-
trolling for firm characteristics.45 This effect 
is not because individuals are better or worse 
at their jobs because of their gender. Instead, 
some of the women who reach the top among 
the studied companies are particularly good 
at their jobs. The paper concludes that the 
effect of women in top management roles is 
related to women’s individual qualifications.46 
When firm performance suffers as a result of 
gender quotas, gender quotas give diversity a 
bad name.

In spite of this, gender quotas have gained 
considerable international attention, and poli-
ticians around the world are pointing to the 
quotas as a success story.47 The rationale is 
that quotas were intended to increase the pro-
portion of women on corporate boards, and 
have achieved that goal. But this criterion has 
limited usefulness. 

A more holistic view suggests gender 
quotas have had negative effects and didn’t 
accomplish their goal. The purpose of quo-
tas was to catalyze a wider change in society. 
Legislators hoped to break the glass ceiling 
so women would generally gain a profession-
al boost. Instead, the benefit is confined to a 
few individuals who already had top careers. 
Cathrine Seierstad and Tore Opsahl write that 
the law has had the effect of creating “a small 
elite of women directors who rank among the 
top on a number of proxies of influence.”48 
In a more recent paper, Marianne Bertrand 

and coauthors find that the policy has had no 
trickle-down effect to the broader group of 
female employees, no obvious effect on highly 
qualified women who were not appointed to 
boards, no significant effect on the gender pay 
gap, and no impact on women’s career plans.49

Norwegian researchers Sigtona Halrynjo, 
Mari Teigen, and Marjan Nadim analyze how 
women’s careers were affected by the quo-
tas and note they had no apparent effect on 
the gender division of managers.50 Kjersti 
Misje Østbakken, Harald Dale-Olsen, and Pål 
Schøne investigate whether quotas have led 
to higher earnings for women, in accordance 
with the theory that quotas would break patri-
archal wage-setting. The researchers do not 
find a visible effect.51 In mid-2015 the Nordic 
Labour Journal published an article explain-
ing that Norway had no female CEOs in its 
60 largest firms, even though eight years had 
passed since the quotas were introduced.52

These studies give us insight into the 
quota’s effects. Women’s progress is often dis-
cussed in simplistic terms, where the share of 
women on company boards is seen as a goal 
in itself. But this is a narrow view of women’s 
professional success, and a more holistic view 
paints a different picture.

Reforms that enable women to climb the 
professional ladder organically or create suc-
cessful firms provide a superior approach. 
Eliminating public-sector monopolies in ser-
vice industries and reducing the tax wedge to 
improve incentives for work and purchasing 
household service substitutes would be a good 
start. These reforms produce new profes-
sional choices for women, and would gradu-
ally increase their representation on company 
boards. This is a different mechanism from 
legislation, which leads to a more rapid, but 
largely symbolic, change.

THE NORDIC GLASS CEILING
Nordic public-sector monopolies, tax poli-

cies, and welfare and family policies, along 
with ineffective gender quotas, combine to 
create the Nordic glass ceiling. The glass 

“The benefits 
of gender 
quotas are 
confined 
to a few 
individuals 
who already 
had top 
careers.”
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ceiling is a metaphor for the barriers women 
face in reaching leadership positions. 

Nordic women might be expected to fare 
well in the private labor market. After all, 
Nordic countries have an unusually high rate 
of women’s labor-force participation, and gen-
erous public parental leave and daycare are 
intended to encourage women’s economic 
participation. However, when it comes to the 
actual share of women managers, the Nordic 
countries are not on top. 

Some 28 percent of managers are female in 
Denmark, 32 percent in Finland, 32 percent in 
Norway, and 36 percent in Sweden (Table 2). 
The only Nordic country with a high share of 
female managers is Iceland, at 40 percent.53 
In contrast, the United States is at 43 percent. 
This pattern undercuts the idea that Nordic 
social democratic policies help women to 
break the glass ceiling. Instead, Nordic coun-
tries with a larger government have a lower 
rate of women managers than other Nordic 
countries with smaller government.54

Iceland in particular stands out among 
the Nordic states, since it has a smaller wel-
fare state than its larger Nordic cousins and 
also ranks among the highest share of female 
managers in the world. On the other hand, 
Denmark has the highest tax rate among all 
the nations in the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development and ranks 
at the bottom in terms of its proportion of 
female managers.

In the dataset for developed economies, 
there are three countries with equal or higher 
rates of female managers than Iceland: New 
Zealand, the United States, and Latvia.55 
These countries have relatively low tax rates: 
26.4 percent in the United States, 29.0 percent 
in Latvia, and 32.8 percent in New Zealand.56

Of course, government size is just one fac-
tor influencing women’s careers. Nevertheless, 
the relationship between government size and 
the proportion of female managers is interest-
ing to note.

Another metric that can be used to mea-
sure female professional attainment is The 
Economist’s glass-ceiling index. The index 

compares opportunities for women in vari-
ous countries. Table 3 compares the Nordic 
countries with the United States along 
several metrics. 

The Nordic countries do well on some of 
the index’s metrics. They consistently outper-
form the United States on issues such as the 
gender gap in higher education and women’s 
labor-force participation. Direct childcare 
expenditure is relatively low in the Nordics 
because much of it is tax-funded. The Nordics 
also have generous public paid-leave programs. 

The United States has a larger gender gap in 
labor-force participation, a smaller advantage 
for women in tertiary education attainment, 
higher private childcare costs, and no pub-
lic paid leave. As a result, it might seem the 
United States has woman-unfriendly policies 
and the Nordics have woman-friendly policies. 
However, the United States has the highest 
rate of female managers among all countries in 
the Index. The Nordic countries have a lower 
share.57 The Economist has written about this 
pattern and suggests professional gender seg-
regation by role is high in the Nordics.58

One place that Nordic women break the 
glass ceiling is in the political arena. The femi-
nist movement was successful in pushing for 
women’s political representation. Women 
have played a key role in Nordic politics his-
torically, both on the political left and the 
right.59 The proportion of women in parlia-
ment ranges from 37 percent in Denmark to 
44 percent in Sweden. This is higher than the 
United States, where 19 percent of those elect-
ed to the U.S. House of Representatives and 
20 percent of those elected to the U.S. Senate 
are women.60 This success may be admired 
in isolation.

However, when compared with trends in 
the broader private economy, it only calls fur-
ther attention to the Nordic Gender Equality 
Paradox: if Nordic policies are the best at sup-
porting women’s climb to the top, then women 
should be successful in roles throughout the 
economy. Unfortunately, Nordic societies with 
large welfare states have surprisingly few wom-
en in managerial positions in the private sector.

“Nordic 
public-sector 
monopolies, 
tax poli cies, 
and welfare 
and family 
policies, 
along with 
ineffective 
gender quotas, 
combine to 
create the 
Nordic glass 
ceiling.”
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CONCLUSION
The Nordic countries are in many ways the 

most gender-equal in the world, owing to their 
history, culture, and some beneficial policies. 
Therefore, foreign observers assume replicat-
ing Nordic policies is the key to women’s prog-
ress, even when facts and research tell us the 
opposite. 

Welfare policies, high taxes that make 
it costly to purchase substitutable servic-
es, generous benefit systems that reduce 
economic incentives for full-time work, 
public-sector monopolies/oligopolies in 
female-dominated sectors, and paid-leave 
policies that incentivize long breaks from 
working life prevent women from reaching 
the top. Taken together, these policies cre-
ate a Nordic glass ceiling. Gender quotas 
are unable to make up the difference, even 
though politicians routinely point to gender 
quotas as a policy success story. In reality 
they fall short of their objectives. 

It is true that Nordic countries have high 
female employment rates and an unusually 
gender-equal history and gender-equal values, 
and these achievements merit admiration. 
Still, the proportion of women managers, 
executives, and business owners is disap-
pointingly low. Several other countries that 
lack the advantages of the Nordics, but have 
more small-government and market-oriented 
policies, have a larger proportion of wom-
en who reach the top. This is true of the 
United States. The Nordic Gender Equality 
Paradox is important to keep in mind in 
countries such as the United States, where 
Nordic-style welfare policies are routinely 
touted as a way of promoting gender equality 
without tradeoffs.61

The pattern within the Nordics is also 
worth keeping in mind. More women reach 
executive positions in Iceland, the Nordic 
country with a smaller welfare state, than in 
Denmark, the Nordic country with an unusu-
ally large welfare state. This pattern, together 
with various studies cited in this report, sug-
gest that key aspects of social welfare policy 
hold professional women back.62
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