
Creating Stronger 
Businesses and a Stronger 
Canada Through Better 
Gender Balance

Abstract
Research studies show a positive relationship between stronger business 
performance, economic growth and the representation of women on boards 
and in C-suites. For the past 25 years, women have made up the majority of 
university graduates across each province in Canada, however the proportion 
of women in corporate leadership roles does not reflect this. While the proportion 
of women directors in Canada has increased over time, it is essential that 
Canadian business leaders strategically plan to grow this momentum to ensure 
sustainability of gender balance.  Human capital is a critical driver of growth 
in the  economy and women are a significant source of untapped talent. 
Research shows that women aspire to be business leaders just as much as men, 
and despite these aspirations, educated, qualified women decide to opt out 
of certain organizations and industries.  To create stronger businesses and a 
stronger Canada, it’s imperative for business leaders to create and sustain a work 
culture that encourages women to opt-in and stay-in. This white paper covers the 
following topics: gender balanced leadership creates stronger businesses and 
a stronger Canada, opportunities for gender balance in the Canadian market 
and globally, why women opt out of certain companies and industries and what 
companies can do to create better gender balance. Public policy and societal 
norms are not a focus of this paper.
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and executive committees.
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Gender Balanced Leadership Creates Stronger Businesses 
and a Stronger Canada

Business leaders may wonder if having more women on boards and in senior leadership roles really has a material 

impact on business performance. Is it worth investing time and money into creating strategic plans to advance 

women? How will this strengthen the business and the Canadian economy at large? Global studies indicate four 

key outcomes related to a higher representation of women at board level and in top management. 
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GENDER PARITY FOSTERS A CULTURE OF MUCH NEEDED INNOVATION

In the World Economic Forum’s 2015-2016 Global Competitiveness Report, Canada was ranked 26th in research 

and development spend and 23rd in capacity to innovate, both which are drastically below levels of the United 

States.
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Why Women Opt Out

MYTHS BUSTING

Several myths exist on why there are less women in leadership roles, yet data and research suggest otherwise. 

Women are Less Educated
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LACK OF WORKPLACE FLEXIBILITY AND POOR RE-INTEGRATION INTO THE WORKFORCE

While women in Canada spend more hours per day on average engaging in housework than men, and men 

spend more hours per day on average engaging in paid work than women across all generations, gender roles 

are beginning to converge.45 With an aging baby boomer population and an increasingly longer life expectancy, 

women are finding themselves responsible for childcare and eldercare.46 A study by Desjardins of over 25,000 

working Canadians shows that women are more likely than men to be caregivers – 35% of women are responsible 

for childcare and eldercare or just eldercare, compared to 26% of men. A flexible work environment benefits 

all parties as it enables women and men the opportunity to contribute more equally to paid and unpaid work 

demands. This includes flexible arrival and departure times, flex time during the work week, telecommuting, 

compressed work weeks, part time hours and job sharing.47 Business leaders that struggle to adapt a flexible 

environment, face losing talented women as a result. In addition, women returning from childcare leave report 

being viewed as “moms” and treated differently by coworkers.48 Furthermore, women who have taken childcare 

leave report feeling out of touch when they return to their roles as a result of organizational changes.49 Failure 

to establish effective return to work programs that support proper re-integration can also negatively impact the 

pipeline of women talent.

BELIEF THAT THERE IS LESS OPPORTUNITY TO ADVANCE FOR WOMEN

A 2010 Bain study notes that 82% of women aspired to be a senior business leader but only 30% believe that men 

and women have an equal opportunity to be promoted to senior management/executive positions.50 The Bain 

study also notes that: 72% of men and 42% of women believe that qualified men and women have an equal 

opportunity to get recruited to a management/executive role; 66% of men 30% of women believe that qualified 

men and women have equal opportunity to be promoted to senior management/executive roles; and 69% of men 

and 31% of women believe qualified men and women have equal opportunity to be appointed to key leadership 

roles.51 When women perceive that they have less opportunity to advance, it can result in retention challenges for 

high performing women.

What Companies Can Do

Sponsorship from senior leaders is crucial to enable the long term success of any gender diversity strategy. 

Gender diversity cannot be achieved at all levels of an organization simply by the efforts of one or two people or 

through the implementation of gender diversity policies and initiatives – it requires a mindset and cultural shift. This 

means Presidents, CEOs, Executives, Board Chairs and Directors teaching, modeling and advocating for what it 

means to be a gender diverse company. Given the value that gender diverse leadership can bring to Canadian 

organizations and the opportunities to improve gender diversity that exist in Canada, there are key areas that 

organizations can focus in to attract and retain highly qualified women. 
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Conclusion

There are many highly qualified women who aspire to be business leaders yet certain organizational cultures, 

practices and policies produce barriers to women achieving this goal. Business leaders can take five key actions 

to strategically work towards enabling women to opt-in and stay in, creating a more gender diverse pipeline and 

leadership team.

By taking these steps towards increasing gender diversity on boards and in senior leadership roles, business leaders 

can create stronger businesses and a stronger Canada.

•	Foster cross-gender sponsorship

•	Create women’s networks in organizations 
or partner with existing women’s networks

Introduce Sponsorship 
to Women
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