
Francesca Lagerberg, global leader at Grant Thornton 
International Ltd says: “Passing the 30% of women in 
senior roles globally is an important milestone for 
businesses, but not the end goal. Those businesses that 
want to reap the benefits of a better gender balance, 
must continue to take action to enable women to 
realise their ambitions.”

Seeing the proportion of women leaders rise to 31% is 
encouraging, given the global figure remained 
stubbornly stuck at 29% for the previous two years 
(2019 and 2020). It also passes the important 30% 
threshold, which research1 shows is the minimum 
representation needed to change decision-making 
processes. All regions surveyed except for APAC (28%) 
have now surpassed the crucial 30% milestone.

Another encouraging finding is the types of leadership 
roles women are occupying. Grant Thornton’s research 
reveals higher numbers of women across operational 
C-suite roles compared to last year, with the proportion 
of female CEOs up 6pp to 26%, female CFOs also up 
6pp to 36%, and female COOs up 4pp to 22%. The 
proportion of women in the more traditional senior HR 
roles was down slightly at 38% (-2pp on 2020),and has 
trended downwards since 2019.

The number of women holding senior leadership positions in mid-market businesses globally has hit 
31% despite the COVID-19 pandemic affecting economies around the world, according to Grant 
Thornton’s annual Women in Business report.

Additionally, over two-thirds (69%) of respondents 
agree that in their organisations, new working 
practices as a result of COVID-19 will benefit women’s 
career trajectories long-term, despite potentially 
hindering factors which may be down to the flexibility 
that remote working offers.

While the number of women in leadership roles has 
grown, questions remain over the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on women, particularly working 
mothers. UN data shows that, before the pandemic, 
women did three times as much unpaid housework as 
men, and mounting evidence indicates that COVID-19 
is only increasing this disparity – as well as adding the 
extra responsibilities of childcare and home schooling 
while schools are closed2.

Francesca Lagerberg says: “Breaking the 30% barrier 
certainly does represent progress – having grown from 
19% 17 years ago when we first started tracking this – 
but these gains can easily be lost. Reassuringly, 92% 
of businesses globally say they are taking action to 
ensure the engagement and inclusion of their 
employees against the negative backdrop of the 
pandemic and with the normalisation of remote 
working, employers are becoming ever more flexible 
about how, where and when employees do their jobs.

Women in senior 
leadership positions pass 
critical 30% mark despite 
global pandemic.
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To further support the global findings, the progression 
which Saudi Arabia has recently made and continues 
to make, while implementing historic reforms have put 
the Kingdom on top of the list of 190 countries that are 
most advanced and reformed in the areas of 
empowering women and strengthening their role in 
building society3.

Under the Vision2030 strategy, for which gender 
equality is at the forefront of these reforms, the 
country continues to take steps to remove the barriers 
which exist in economic participation and 
entrepreneurship and to support inclusive 
advancement in leadership positions. Saudi Arabia is 
committed to continue promoting gender equality, as 
well as combatting stereotypes, reducing pay gaps, 
and to support inclusive advancement in leadership 
positions.

The Empowerment and Progression of Women’s Economic 
Representation (Empower) Alliance was launched at the 
G20 Osaka Summit in 2019 to promote the advancement 
of women in the private sector, which Saudi Arabia have 

continued to embed actively across the economy, with its 
efforts being recognised during its G20 presidency in 
2020.  

Imad Adileh, Advisory Leader and International Director 
said: “Saudi Arabia has recently been recognised as 
having made the biggest improvements globally in terms 
of the advancement of women’s participation, enacting 
reforms in six out of eight areas measured, specifically in 
the areas of their mobility, workplace, entrepreneurship, 
and pensions, closely followed by the United Arab 
Emirates which made five”.

To further support this, Saudi Arabia have introduced 
legal amendments to encourage inclusive entrepreneurial 
sectors by introducing legal amendments aimed at 
protecting women from discrimination in the work sectors, 
including a ban on gender discrimination from accessing 
financial services.

As the country continues to progress in its ambition to 
achieve Vision2030, we will witness the importance of 
education, inclusion and social policy development being 
embraced and adopted across the Kingdom.

Notes:
International Business Report. The Grant Thornton International Business Report (IBR) is a survey of mid-market businesses. Launched in 1992, the IBR now provides insight into the views and 
expectations of more than 10,000 businesses across 29 economies. Questionnaires are translated into local languages and fieldwork is undertaken on a biannual basis, through both online 
and telephone interviews. The data for this release is from interviews conducted in October to December 2020 with chief executive officers, managing directors, chairperson or other senior 
executives from all industry sectors. More information: https://www.grantthornton.global/en/insights/articles/About-IBR/Grant Thornton’s Women in Business report

1 Dahlerup, D. (2006). The Story of the Theory of Critical Mass. Politics & Gender, 2(4), 511-522. doi:10.1017/S1743923X0624114X
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