Women on corporate ladder
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THE communication revolution (telephonic connectivity and media access), democratisation of information (information through internet) and the rising aspiration of people (drive to move up the social ladder) have accelerated the pace of women participation in diverse economic activities.
In recent years. women’s visibility in work places has improved dramatically.

Today, every fourth working person in Pakistan is a woman. They are still concentrated in comparatively less paid jobs but seem to be entering all segments of economy in increasing numbers. Many CEOs of successful local and multinational companies told this writer that women in the corporate sector are climbing the ladder of success faster because they are capable and more focused workers.

“Women employees proved themselves to be more reliable and dependable beside being keen learners and productive workers.
It is not compassion but business interest that is driving employers to diversify composition of their staff,” Haji Muhammad Javed, President Employers Federation of Pakistan, commented on telephone from Peshawar, stating reasons of greater acceptability of ladies in corporate set-ups.

The pro-women legislations and increasing number of female legislators in provincial and federal assemblies have helped but a careful study of the gender mix in corporates clearly depicts a silent revolution in work places, though the society is often seen in the image of fundamentalists.

What makes integration of women in the economic mainstream more interesting is the quality of engagement. Twenty years back women workers were concentrated in low skilled and least paid industrial jobs in match factories, textiles, leather and pharmaceuticals and were mainly household help in services.

At mid level they were nurses, home-based contract workers, school teachers or doing secretarial work. At the higher income end, they were doctors and college/university professors. There used to be few public officers, lawyers, designers, senior managers, bankers and entrepreneurs.

Today, however, their presence in services (banks, retail business, hotels, media houses, corporates, financial sector etc) is sizeable. They are occupying senior management positions and entering board rooms of companies.

“In certain cases, companies prefer women because those already in the field have proved to be an asset by their hard work and perseverance despite the social balance loaded against them. It is not surprising at all if within last five years their participation has touched an average of five per cent in the board rooms,” said a CEO of a leading company.

The women participation rate at about 25 per cent coincides with their participation rate in the national assembly. They hold 78 of 342 seats. This is huge 10 per cent improvement in as many years. In rural Pakistan, the participation in sharing workload in farms is actually two times higher than in urban areas. About 75 per cent of all adult women in countryside participate in farming.

“Their increased presence and performance has brought about attitudinal change in managements towards them. Now they are no longer ‘poor little things’ but a potential competitor (an equal),” said another CEO.

“The change is massive and I believe women earned it with their maturity and hard work. At the BASF, we have equal opportunity policy and many women took full advantage and on merit made it big for themselves in the company. A lady employee from Pakistan is serving in a senior position in the head office in Germany,” Qazi Sajid Ali of the BASF, an active proponent of gender parity in employment, told Dawn.

The Employers Federation of Pakistan crafted a gender policy sometimes ago to make work environment in member companies, women-friendly. The policy paper was circulated amongst members with a request for voluntary compliance.

“Of over 600 Federation members, 93 have signed the pledge to achieve a better gender balance based on gender sensitive policies. Please give the credit where it is due. The federation has worked consistently on the issue and deserves some credit for enhancing the level of awareness in the corporate sector over the issue,” Shahana Kaukab who worked with the federation on the project informed this writer.

In cities women are recruited by the civil and military establishments, social sector (education, health), media, banking, insurance, advertising, retail, transport, forex companies, regulatory bodies, multinational corporations and private companies irrespective of size of their operations.

However, there are still very few successful women entrepreneurs in the formal sector but the data of several NGOs and banks offering micro credits confirmed that women running small enterprises have multiplied manifold over the past decade.

The induction of women at senior levels and better paid professions has materialised also because they stay longer in higher education level. Many believe the trend rooted in the traditional stereotyping of men who have greater pressure to share the financial burden of the family. “In education careers that take longer to complete you will see more women than men. Go to medical schools, post-Master’s programmes, etc, the male-female composition changes in favour of women the longer the period required to complete a degree,” observed an analyst.

“The religiosity has increased in the society but it has not stopped women from entering job market. They put on veil and go to work. There is hardly a bank branch in Karachi where you are not welcomed by a pleasant smile of a lady banker. If you do not find them on the front desk, look around they might be working with their heads down in ‘Abaya’ behind a desk or counter,” commented another businessman.—Afshan Subohi

