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More than thirty years since the Sex Discrimination Act came into force, 
women have made significant strides in the workplace and in public life. But 
despite this, and despite the achievements of inspirational, groundbreaking 
women, they are still not reaching the top of their professions in significant 
numbers. They represent just 10% of directors at FTSE 100 companies, and 

barely 20% of Members of Parliament. Among 
those few women who do make it to 

the top, ethnic minority women 
make up just 0.3% of MPs 

and 0.4% of FTSE 100 
directors, despite the 

fact that they comprise 
5.2% of the population 
and 3.9% of the labour 
market.1

Sex and power: 

	 who runs Britain? 2007
	
	

	 The EOC asks: Where are the women 
	 missing from our boardrooms and public life? 

Missing women
If we hope to shatter the glass ceiling, we would need to 
find the nearly 6,000 women ‘missing’ from more than 33,000 
top positions of power in Britain today.2 These include:

	3,067 	missing from among the 21,103 public appointments

	 448 	
missing from among the 1,130 directorships in 

	 	 FTSE 100 companies

	 233 	missing from among the 751 members of the House of Lords

	 217	missing from among the 914 Civil Service top managers

	 197	 missing from among the 646 Members of Parliament

	 162 	
missing from among the 449 council leaders 

	 	 in local government

	 101 	
missing from among the 269 senior 

	 	 police officers

	 78	missing from among the 194 
	 	 senior judges 
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If Britain is to succeed as a high-skill economy 
competing in a global marketplace, we need to 
maximise the pool of talent from which we draw 
our workforce and this applies from the bottom 
to the top. Additionally, if we are to achieve 
cohesive communities, then representatives 
in political and public life need to reflect the 
communities they serve. Sex and Power 2007 
shows that we are failing to respond to either 
of these challenges. Our economic success and 
social wellbeing are, therefore, at risk of being 
undermined. 

This year’s Sex and Power index will be the last 
the EOC produces before moving into the new 

CEHR. The survey shows unequivocally that 
gender equality is still far from realised in Britain’s 
boardrooms, in Whitehall and Westminster, 
across local government and our entire public 
and private sectors. 

As the new CEHR will be well placed to tackle 
all of these issues in the round, the EOC hopes 
it will continue to push for progress. That may 
require the development of new data sources to 
help monitor progress – in particular looking at 
the extent to which women are not only present 
at the top, but representative of this country’s 
diversity.
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To highlight the scale of the challenge if we hope to shatter the glass ceiling 
across the public and private sectors, the Equal Opportunities Commission 
(EOC) has calculated that we would need to find the nearly 6,000 women 
‘missing’ from more than 33,000 top spots. At a time when the pace of change 
is painfully slow and in some cases is even going into reverse, that is quite a 
challenge. This year, as the EOC publishes the final Sex and Power index before 
moving into the new Commission for Equality and Human Rights (CEHR) 
in October 2007, the EOC asks: Where are the women missing from our 
boardrooms and public life? What’s holding them back? And what price are 
we – as a society and as employers – paying for their absence? 

The challenges ahead
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This year’s survey (see pages 4 – 5) shows that 
progress on women’s representation across a 
wide range of professions and sectors is painfully 
slow, and in some cases has gone into reverse. 
This indicates that there is a lack of 
concerted action to address these issues, 
and suggests that achieving equality at the 
top cannot be left to chance. There is a 
danger that progress so far will be lost.  

Gains made have been small. One extra female 
editor of a national newspaper has increased 
the percentage to 17%, up on last year. But at 
only one in six that is still very low. An extra 
two senior judges has increased women’s 
representation to 10%, and three more female 
university heads has increased representation 
to 13%. Britain’s Civil Service top managers are 
still overwhelmingly male with just over 26% 
women, up slightly on last year’s figure. Local 
authority chief executives are 21% women, up 
from last year’s 18%. 

Where there are few women, the loss of one 
or two is noticeable. The loss of one female 
director of a major museum or art gallery has 
resulted in a drop from 22% to just 17%. And 
the number of women who had achieved senior 
ranking in the armed forces has now reduced 
from four to two. Showing almost no change are 
public appointments, in which the percentage 
of women has stayed between 35% and 36% 
since 2003, and chief executives of voluntary 
organisations, which have remained between 
45% and 46% women. Chairs of national arts 
companies and chief executives of sports bodies 
are also both unchanged since 2005.

Lack of flexibility at the top of professions often 
drives women towards setting up their own 
businesses. Just over one million women in the 
UK are now self-employed and the number of 
self-employed women has increased by 18% in 
five years.3 It is estimated that between 34.1% 
and 41.2% of the UK small business stock is 
either owned or co-owned by women.4 

�

Progress is painfully slow and at risk 
of going into reverse
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	 2003		 2004		 2005		 2006				 
Indicator	 % women	 % women	 % women	 % women	
	

Politics: women’s average representation = 29%			 
Members of Parliament 17	 18.1%	 18.1%	 19.7%	 19.5%	 	

The Cabinet 18	 23.8%	 27.3%	 27.3%	 34.8%	 	

Members of the House of Lords 19	 16.5%	 17.7%	 18.4%	 18.9%	 	

Members of the Scottish Parliament 20	 39.5%	 39.5%	 39.5%	 38.8%	 	

Members of the National 	 50.0%	 50.0%	 50.0%	 51.7%	 	
Assembly for Wales 21

Local authority council leaders 22	 n/a	 	 16.6%	 16.2%	 13.8%	 	

UK Members of the European 	 24.1%	 24.4%	 24.4%	 25.6%	 	 	
Parliament 23

	 	 	 	

Business: women’s average representation = 14 %			 
Directors in FTSE 100 companies 	 8.6%		  9.7%		 10.5%	 10.4%	 	
(executive and non-executive 
directors) 24

Small businesses with women the 	 12.3%	 14.4%	  18%		 n/a 		
majority of directors 2

	 	 	

Media & culture: women’s average representation = 17 %	
Chief executives of media 	  7.4%		  4.3%		  9.5%	 10.5%	 	
companies in the FTSE 350, 
and the DG of the BBC 26

Editors of national newspapers, 	  9.1%		  9.1%		 13.0%	 17.4%	
including the Glasgow Herald 
and the Western Mail 27

Directors of major museums	 21.1%	 21.1%	 21.7%	 17.4%	 	
and art galleries 28

Chairs of national arts 	 27.3%	 27.3%	 33.3%	 33.3%	 	
companies 29

Chief executives of national 	 14.3%	  6.3%		   6.7% 	 6.7%		
sports bodies 30						    

Sex and Power 2007 Index
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	 2003		  2004		  2005		  2006				 
Indicator	 % women	 % women	 % women	 % women	

	

Public & voluntary sectors: women’s average representation = 24%	
Public appointments 31	 35.7%		 35.9%		 35.0%		 35.5%		

Local authority chief 	 13.1%		 12.4%		 17.5%		  20.6%	
executives 32

Senior ranks in the armed 	  0.6%		  0.8%		  0.8%		   0.4%		
forces 33

Senior police officers 34	  7.6%		  8.3%		 10.2%		 12.3%		

Senior judiciary, high court 	  6.8%		  8.3%		  8.8%		   9.8%		
judge and above 35

Civil Service top 	 22.9%		 24.4%		 25.5%		 26.3%	 	
management 36

Chief executives of voluntary 	 45.2%		 45.4%		 45.2%		 46.0%		
organisations 37

Head teachers in secondary 	 30.1%		 31.8%		 32.6%		 n/a	 	
schools 38

FE college principals 39	 25.8%		 28.0%		 27.5%		 n/a	 	

University vice chancellors 40	 12.4%		 15.0%		 11.1%		 13.2%		

Health service chief 	 28.6%		 27.7%		 28.1%		 37.9%		
executives 41

Trade Union general 	 18.3%		 16.9%		 22.4%		 23.0%		
secretaries 42

Heads of professional 	 16.7%		 25.0%		 33.3%		 33.3%		
bodies 43

	

NB The statistics in this index have been selected to represent positions considered to have power or influence in Britain. As far as possible 
these relate to Great Britain or the United Kingdom, with the obvious exceptions of the Scottish Parliament and the National Assembly for 
Wales. For each statistic included, the percentage of women has either been taken directly from the source or calculated from the actual 
numbers of women and men. A summary index has also been calculated for each of the four areas: politics, business, media & culture, public 
& voluntary sectors. The summary shows women’s representation in each area, calculated as a simple average of the most recent percentage 
figures for each indicator within the area. Missing women equal half the total number of posts minus the number of posts held by women. 
n/a = not available. 

	 	

Sex and Power 2007 Index



IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII

Britain is missing out on a pool of female talent 
and women and their families are missing out 
on fulfilling their potential. This is no time for 
complacency. If we are to maximise the use of 
our female talent, we have to take concerted 
action to remove the barriers that stand in their 
way or opportunities may be lost for generations 
to come. This would be both a waste of human 
capital and a loss to the economy. Just as the 
sex equality agenda has been central to 
the EOC’s work, so too must it be central 
to the work of the new CEHR. There is 
still a long way to go. 

The reality is that unless women can combine 
work and caring roles successfully, they are 
unlikely to reach the top in great numbers. 
What’s more, all women will continue to 
experience a thin veneer of equality, that cracks 
as soon as they have children or take on caring 
responsibilities. Far too many workplaces still 
follow a long hours, inflexible model of work. 
This has never worked well for women and is 
increasingly out of date for the ever-growing 
number of men who say they want to be more 
involved at home. EOC research shows that 70% 
of fathers with babies under 15 months want to 
be more involved with their children, and nine 

out of 10 new dads (87%) are as confident in 
caring for their child as their partner.5 

Greater availability of flexible working without 
the consequent career penalties is, therefore, 
essential. Women still do most of the caring, 
but as they progress up the management chain 
the availability of part-time and flexible working 
diminishes. Or they find that they have to 
‘trade-down’ in order to get flexibility and pay 
too high a price. The part-time pay gap remains  
stubbornly high at 38%6 and EOC research 
shows four out of five part-time workers, many 
of whom are women, are working in jobs below 
their potential, in part due to the lack of flexible 
high-skills, senior roles.7 

The EOC wants to see a transformation in our 
workplaces where flexibility becomes the norm 
rather than the exception – something that is 
open to all women and men to negotiate with 
their employers, many of whom increasingly 
recognise the business benefits. The need for 
high-quality, well-paid flexibility at work is 
increasingly a concern for men too and is often 
wanted by people at different points in their 
lives, for example by people working near or 
beyond retirement age. 

� Sex and power : who runs Britain? 2007

Driving forward change at the top

Dominican 
Republic:

 19.7%, ranking 58th

Peru: 
 29.2%, ranking 22nd 
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We should note that Parliamentary changes 
are largely driven by elections, but the statistics 
show that because male candidates have been 
elected in by-elections, female representation in 
the Scottish Parliament and in Westminster is 
marginally down on last year. The proportion of 
female local authority council leaders has fallen 
to 14% in 2006 from 16% in 2005. In the world 
of politics one welcome exception to this trend 
is the increase in Cabinet level representation, 
where the number of women is up from 27% to 
35%. But there are still 629 women missing 
from political life in Britain today.

The battle for the women’s vote is on. EOC 
polling shows that the parties would be better 
able to connect with the electorate if they 
address the daily private struggle of balancing 
work and family life and if they select more 

women candidates.8 It could mean the difference 
between winning and losing at the next election.  
Electoral Commission research showed that 
in seats where a woman MP was elected to 
Parliament in 2001, a higher percentages of 
both women and men reported having voted 
compared to seats where a man was elected.9 

Political parties are beginning to make progress 
with their candidate selection procedures, 
notably the Conservative Party’s ‘A’ list of 
candidates, which has so far seen over one-third 
(36%) of Conservative ‘winnable’ seats select a 
woman,10 the Liberal Democrats’ recent initiative 
to provide additional support to constituency 
parties that select a woman candidate, and 
Labour’s retention of the all-women shortlist, 
which has driven the progress in Labour’s 
representation so far. 

�

Afghanistan: 
27.3%, ranking 27th

Iraq: 
25.5%, ranking 31st

Singapore: 
21.2%, ranking 49th

Women’s representation: the international perspective
The UK currently ranks 59th and is out-performed by Rwanda, Afghanistan and Iraq in terms of 
women’s representation.11

Choose a winner – select a woman

Dominican 
Republic:

 19.7%, ranking 58th

Peru: 
 29.2%, ranking 22nd 

Rwanda: 48.8 %, ranking 1st

UK: 19.5%, ranking 59th    	
	 Slovakia: 20.0%, ranking 56th	 		  	

		  (FYR of) Macedonia: 28.3%, ranking 26th

      	 	 	 Russian Federation: 
	 	 	 9.8%, ranking 124th 

      	 	 	
Canada: 

20.8%, ranking 50th 
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Action across the parties indicates that at the 
next general election we might expect to see 
more women elected as MPs, but so far it 
is too early to establish a clear picture. It is 
important for all the parties to ensure that 

women, in all their diversity, are selected 
as candidates.

Last year, the EOC calculated that taking 
no action to address the lack of women’s 
representation would mean we would have to 
wait up to 200 years for equality in Parliament, 
and that’s simply too long to wait.12 

Research shows that progress on women’s 
representation cannot be achieved without 
some form of mechanism or intervention.13 
The use of all women shortlists is permitted by 
the Sex Discrimination Amendment Act but this 
is time limited until 2015. It is important for 
all parties to ensure that positive action 

benefits all women. If they don’t, they 
risk becoming increasingly out of 

touch with their electorate and 
missing out on the female talent 
in their own ranks.

Women’s representation as elected 
councillors ranges considerably from 
32% in Yorkshire & the Humber to 22% 
in Scotland and Wales.12 Just 3.5% of 
councillors in English local authorities 

are from ethnic minority groups and 
only 2.2% of women councillors in England 

are from ethnic minority groups.14

 
These statistics show that even though 

representation in the Scottish Parliament and 
Welsh Assembly is relatively strong, women have 
not progressed beyond one-fifth of councillors, 
and ethnic minority women are yet to break 
through into party politics at a local or national 
level. Proactive steps to address the need for 
diversity at a local level are as vital as those for 
the Westminster Parliament.

At the 
current rate of 
progess it will take…
Another 20 years to achieve 

equality in Civil Service top management.

Another 40 years to achieve an 

equal number of senior women in the judiciary.

Another 60 years to achieve an 

equal number of female directors of 

FTSE 100 companies.

Up to 200 years – another 

40 elections – to achieve an equal 

number of women in 

Parliament.
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Ethnic minority women are significantly less 
likely to be in senior roles, yet at age 16 Black 
Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi girls have the 
same aspirations as their white British counterparts 
and EOC research shows they are increasingly 
well qualified.15 The glass ceiling that most women 
experience is lower for ethnic minority women, 
with only 6% of employed Pakistani women 
and 9% of Black Caribbean women working 
as managers or senior officials, compared to 
11% of white British women.16 

For employers, their overriding concern 
is whether they are recruiting from the 
widest pool of talent available. By missing 
out on ethnic minority women’s skills and 
abilities they risk handing the advantage to 
their competitors. Best practice companies 
are aware of the business benefits a diverse 
workforce brings them and ensure that their 
recruitment practices reflect that.

An EOC survey found that 93% of employers in 
local labour markets with an above average Black 
and Asian population recognise that there is a 
business case for employing more ethnic minority 
women.16 However, in practice fewer than half  
employ an equal or greater proportion of Black and 
Asian women than are economically active in their 
area. Two-thirds of those who employ Black or 
Asian women had none in senior roles. Addressing 
this is fundamental to creating the opportunities for 
ethnic minority women in middle-ranking and top- 
level jobs, which in turn will help to drive better 
community cohesion and engagement.

Unless ethnic minority women can look at 
major organisations and see women in positions 
of power, they will continue to feel excluded. 
Evidence from the EOC’s ongoing investigation into 
the employment experiences of ethnic minority 
women showed that where they cannot see 
themselves represented in the workforce, they 
won’t apply to work there because they feel the 
organisation won’t be the right place for them. 

This, in turn, 
has significant 
implications for community 
cohesion, because the workplace is 
one of the key opportunities for increasing 
contact and building greater understanding 
between people from different ethnic and 
religious groups.  

Ensuring that ethnic minority women have 
a voice in their communities and a voice 
at all levels of public life is fundamental to 
building stronger communities across the 
country. Ethnic minority women are still 
largely invisible in public life and this has 
to change if we want our communities 
to thrive.

�
	

	 	 	

	

Ethnic 
minority women 

at the top
	 0  in the Scottish Parliament and the 

National Assembly for Wales

 0  as chief executives of media companies 
in the FTSE 350 companies

1 in the Cabinet 

1 UK representative in the European Parliament

1 in the senior judiciary

2  Members of Parliament

4  directors in FTSE 100 companies

7  in the House of Lords

9  Civil Service top managers 

489  public appointments

Glass ceiling – low for most 
and lower for some
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The absence of women at the top of 
public and business life in Britain today is 
not of their making. Significant barriers 
remain that prevent women from 
progressing up their career ladders into 
positions of power. Unless we drive 
forward change at the top, remove 	 	

	 	 	

barriers and take concerted steps to 
consolidate and build on the progress 
we’ve made, there is a risk that we 
will not only see progress stall but go 
into reverse. The significant number 
of women ‘missing’ from positions of 
power is indicative of our failure to meet 
the economic and social challenges that 
confront us. 

It is vital that policy makers ensure 
that we make the right 

choice if we are to see a 
future where women’s 

and men’s choices 
are supported, not 
penalised; where 

potential is fulfilled, not 
squandered and where 

greater control over our 
working time is widespread, 

rather than the exception. 
The challenge ahead for the 

CEHR is to keep the pressure on 
for further progress in the years ahead.

The EOC is calling for:
■  The extension of the right to 
	 request flexible working to all
	 and the availability of more high-quality, 
	 well-paid flexible and part-time work at 
	 higher levels.

■  Political parties to continue to 
	 take positive action before the 
	 next election to improve women’s 
	 representation.

Missing, presumed… excluded
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