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Women in Leadership: 

Comparing European and U.S. Women Executives



Catalyst is the leading research and advisory organization working to advance

women in business, with offices in New York, San Jose, and Toronto. As an 

independent, not-for-profit membership organization, Catalyst uses a solutions-

oriented approach that has earned the confidence of business leaders around the

world. Catalyst conducts research on all aspects of women’s career advancement

and provides strategic and web-based consulting services on a global basis to help

companies and firms advance women and build inclusive work environments. In

addition, we honor exemplary business initiatives that promote women’s leader-

ship with our annual Catalyst Award. Catalyst’s groundbreaking reports on women

in leadership in the United States, Canada, and Europe outline the barriers to

women’s advancement in business and offer strategies for making change within

companies and firms.

www.catalystwomen.org



Background

Catalyst has studied the advancement of women business executives in both Europe and the United

States. We have found striking similarities between European and U.S. women, suggesting that there

are commonalities to the experiences of women leaders at major, and increasingly, global companies.

However, there are also interesting differences between the two groups. Taken together, these studies

reinforce the need for global companies to develop trans-national women’s advancement strategies,

while allowing for customized implementation in different cultures.

Profile of Respondents

The European and U.S. women respondents have similar personal and professional characteristics.

Similar percentages of European and U.S. women respondents are top-level executives (26 percent

vs. 29 percent) and are in profit-and-loss positions (22 percent vs. 19 percent). While the average

age is in the forties, U.S. women respondents are, on average, slightly older (47 vs. 43 years old). The

majority of women respondents are married or living with a partner, have full-time working partners,

and have children living at home. Some differences are evident: Compared to U.S. women, European

women are less likely to be married/living with a partner and are somewhat more likely to have a

full-time working partner.

Women’s Advancement Aspirations

With respect to women’s advancement in general, more than one-half of European women (53 per-

cent) cite the lack of desire to reach senior levels as a barrier to women’s advancement, compared

to less than one-third of U.S. women (30 percent). When asked specifically about their own careers,

equivalent percentages of U.S. and European women report that they aspire to senior-most leader-

ship. Of those women who do not already consider themselves to be in the top leadership posts in

their organizations, 55 percent of U.S. women and 52 percent of European women aspire to be there.

Study based on surveys from 500
women at the Director level or above in
large corporations and professional
firms across 20 European countries.

Women in Leadership: A European
Business Imperative (2002)

Study based on surveys from 705
women at the Vice President level or
above in Fortune 1000 corporations.

Women in U.S. Corporate
Leadership: 2003

Personal Demographics

Median age

Have children living with you

Spouse/partner employed full time

Married/living with partner

Do You Aspire to Advance to Senior-Most Leadership?

European women

U.S. women

European Women U.S. Women

Not sure NoYes

43
47

61%
81%

72%
64%

56%
51%

52%

25%
23%

55%
19%

26%



Mentoring for Women

European women are less likely than U.S. women to have mentors now or in the past. Forty percent

of U.S. women respondents currently have at least one mentor, compared to 21 percent of European

women, and 77 percent of U.S. women have had a mentor in the past, compared to 40 percent of

European women.

Barriers to Women’s Advancement

European and U.S. women identify similar barriers to career advancement. Stereotypes about

women’s roles and abilities and lack of profit-and-loss management experience ranked in the top

three for both groups. It is of interest that U.S. women rank each of these barriers higher than

European women do.

Career Advancement Strategies

Three of the top five advancement strategies reported by women in the United States and Europe

are the same—exceeding performance expectations, having a recognized expertise, and having

high-visibility assignments.

Do You Have or Have You Had a Mentor? European Women U.S. Women

Current 1 or more mentors

Past 1 or more mentors

21%

40%

40%
77%

European Women U.S. Women

Stereotyping and preconceptions of women’s
roles and abilities

Lack of women role models

Lack of significant general management or line experience

Commitment to family or personal responsibilities

Lack of mentoring

Failure of senior leadership to assume
accountability for women’s advancement

Exclusion from informal networks

Barriers to Women’s Advancement

66%
72%

64%
68%

63%
79%

62%
67%

61%
63%

56%
68%

29%
77%

1. Taking initiative (94%)
2. Having recognized expertise in a

specific content area (78%)
3. Having job assignments that are highly

visible to key decision-makers (76%)
4. Consistently exceeding performance

expectations (75%)
5. Developing and adhering to own

career goals (75%)

European Women

1. Consistently exceeding perform-
ance expectations (97%)

2. Successfully managing others (87%)
3. Seeking out difficult or highly visi-

ble assignments (82%)
4. Developing a style with which male

managers are comfortable (81%)
5. Having recognized expertise in a

specific content area (81%)

U.S. Women

Top 5 Advancement Strategies for Women (Very Important/Important)



Differences in Success Strategies
While European and U.S. women are in general agreement about what it takes to get ahead,
there are interesting differences regarding the importance of certain strategies to each group’s
success.

Organizational Responsibility for Change

More than one-half of European and U.S. women believe it is the organization’s responsibility to

meet the needs of women. Catalyst recommends that companies: 1) support individual women in

advancing their careers; 2) champion a more inclusive work environment with education and systems

refinements; and  3) develop a more diverse leadership corps to undertake actions that drive change.

Change in Opportunities for Women

European women are less positive than U.S. women about the opportunities for women today com-

pared to five years ago. Thirty percent of U.S. women see opportunities for women today as greatly

improved, but only 11 percent of European women concur. Twenty-seven percent of European

women report no change or a decline in opportunities, compared to 18 percent of U.S. women.

1. International experience (44 percent
vs. 16 percent) 

2. Cross-functional experience (73 
percent vs. 49 percent) 

3. Developing and adhering to career
goals (73 percent vs. 58 percent)

4. Having school, family, and social con-
nections (20 percent vs. 10 percent)

European women register higher
percentages on the importance of:

1. Personal style (81 percent vs. 44
percent)

2. Exceeding performance expectations
(97 percent vs. 75 percent)

3. Networking (64 percent vs. 45 
percent)

U.S. women were more likely to
cite the importance of:

European Women U.S. Women

Greatly improved

Somewhat improved

Slightly improved

No change

Declined

Assessments of Opportunities for Women Today Compared to Five Years Ago

11%

30%

32%

35%

31%

18%

23%

13%

4%

5%

European women

U.S. women

It Is the Organization’s Responsibility to Help Meet the Needs of
Management and Professional Women (strongly agree/agree)

58%

60%
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Advancing women in business

Catalyst Resources
Advancing Women in Business: The Catalyst Guide to Best Practices from the Corporate Leaders, Jossey-Bass (1998)
Be Your Own Mentor, Random House (2001)
Creating Successful Mentoring Programs: A Catalyst Guide (2002)
Creating Women’s Networks, Jossey-Bass (1999)
Making Change Series (including topics such as work/life, mentoring and leadership, among others)
Making Work Flexible: Policy to Practice (1996)
Women in Leadership: A European Business Imperative (2002)
Women in U.S. Corporate Leadership: 2003 (2003)

For more information about Catalyst resources, visit www.catalystwomen.org.
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