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Fact or fiction: quotas and targets erode merit?

Affirmative action measures such as quotas and targets are seen to be problematic for many reasons, and perhaps
the biggest concern is that women will be selected for roles based on their gender alone. This leads to a perception
that merit is eroded causing a performance deficit as women selected under these conditions are not deemed
suitably capable. @Alan Kohler added fuel to the flames, when he entitled an article “Women and merit – mutually
exclusive?”

Is merit eroded: what’s the evidence?

Merit is often discussed as if it were an absolute, and as if there were perfect standards and assessment tools that
allow raters to make unequivocal judgments about individuals.  There is however clear evidence that measures of
merit include subjective elements and are influenced by stereotypes.

Substantial research shows that where their capabilities and experiences are the same, men are nevertheless more
likely to be hired and paid more than women.

The testing community willingly admits to the challenges of making fair assessments of individuals. Test
construction and conditions remain open to bias, and plenty of research supports this. Given that implicit beliefs
that associate men with leadership and women with support roles are held at least slightly by the greater majority
of the population, it is clear that even those of us with good intentions may not be able to suppress these when we
are defining and assessing capability.

And according to Crosby, most people just don’t notice persistent inequities unless they have access to systematic
comparative data. At individual decision level, and even within departments, and even by those attuned to such
discrepancies, discrimination between different demographic groups isn’t discerned. It is only when reviewing large
amounts of aggregated data that compares smaller groupings across a larger collection, eg departments within a
large organisation, that people are able to detect different patterns in hiring women and men.

Crosby and her colleagues put this down to a fundamentally human need to believe that we live in a just world.
When we perceive difference, we would rather put it down to a random quirk than to intention, that is, to
discrimination, and so we remain blind to the pattern.

Because observers are not always able to detect unfairness in processes, valid assessment of the merits of women
are harder to achieve than valid assessment of the merits of men.

In Crosby’s words, “the main reason to endorse affirmative action … is to reward merit. Without the
systematic monitoring of affirmative action, one can maintain the fiction of a meritocracy but will
have difficulty establishing and sustaining a true meritocracy”.

In other research, Castilla and Benard found a ‘paradox of meritocracy’. Over a series of experiments, they found
that when an organisation promoted itself as a meritocracy, managers awarded male employees larger monetary
rewards than they did female employees with identical performance ratings.

In organisations where merit is promoted as a cultural value, managers appear to become more confident that
their decisions are impartial and so they invest less effort in avoiding the application of stereotypes, creating the
paradox. Managers’ unconscious stereotypes are more likely to be triggered, and their pay decisions become less
fair.

However, when managers know that their decisions are open to scrutiny and they will be held accountable for
making fair decisions, they do. Organisations are more likely to live up to their claims of meritocracy where
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organisational accountability and transparency measures are in place, that is where:

 There are process accountabilities that clarify responsibility and criteria for people decisions,

 There are designated forums in which people management processes, decisions and criteria are visible and
reviewed.

Kohler ends his article by suggesting that a positive decision by the Parliamentary Committee to support legislation
for a 40% target of women on Australian government boards is more likely because that committee is 62.5% women.
Decisions made by committees comprising 62.5% (or more) men are not derogated in such a way, confirming the
stereotypes that underlie discussion in this area.

Gender targets require people to notice demographic features, and white men may feel uneasy with such attention,
in Branscombe’s words “perhaps because such attention erodes the comfortable assumption that they have
earned their privilege entirely through dedication and talent”.

 Managers are accountable for the fairness of their decisions and results, and
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"One woman in politics changes the woman; but
many women in politics changes politics."

Tony Abbott’s Chief of Staff Peta Credlin’s call to women in the Australian Liberal Party to fight sexism in politics
comes as I was reviewing the evidence for and against gender quotas. And one thing is clear, the Australian Labor
Party’s introduction of a voluntary quota, Emily’s List, sees it with double the number of women preselected for all
winnable state and federal seats compared to the Liberal Party.

Should the Liberal Party follow the ALP’s success and introduce a gender quota?

Quotas, politics and a critical mass of women in leadership
The introduction of gender quotas has been based on the belief that a critical mass of women is needed to increase 
women’s representation in leadership roles.

Why a critical mass?
Critical mass was first used by Rosabeth Moss Kanter in 1977 to categorize organizational interactions affected by 
status differentials such as between men and women. Kanter is credited with coining the term token, which refers to 
a representation of women at 15% or lower, where women are seen as representatives of their gender and have 
limited effectiveness. She also outlined the benefits of a critical mass of women, around 30%:

 Supportive alliances are created,
 Women are recognised for their individual characteristics, and
 Women influence the culture of the larger, dominant group.

Originally, the term critical mass was taken from nuclear physics, where it refers to an irreversible turning point, a
chain reaction that leads to a new situation. More recently, Chilean President Michelle Bachelet put it as follows: “One
woman in politics changes the woman; but many women in politics changes politics.”
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"One woman in politics changes the woman; but
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Research shows that women’s presence in small or ‘token numbers’ doesn’t lead naturally to critical mass. Most
recently, Deszo, Ross and Uribe (2015) looked at the five highest paid executive roles in 1,500 US firms between 1991
and 2011. They expected to find that the introduction of one woman into this top echelon led to a snowball effect.
Instead, they found that once one woman had been appointed, the chance of a second woman joining this group
dropped by about 50%. Companies that appointed a woman into a staff or professional role, such as Head of HR,
rather than a line role, were even less likely to appoint a second woman. And it wasn’t a result of women stamping
on other women trying to rise to the top, which is something Credlin argues against: female CEOs were more likely
than male CEOs to appoint a second female executive.

So despite a focus on women in leadership, and the identification of the significance of critical mass, few
legislatures, corporate boards and executive management teams have achieved it.

Why quotas?
Kogut and his colleagues (2014) define a quota as a percentage target that mandates a proportional
representation of a particular group: gender quotas are sometimes backed up by legislated sanctions, but are
usually voluntary.

While the causal effects of quotas over the long term have not been well researched, their introduction is
associated with increased representation of women, changed attitudes towards women as leaders, increased
confidence of female leaders, and changes in girls’ educational outcomes and career aspirations.

Political quotas began in Norway in 1975 with a 40% minimum target for representation of each gender on electoral
lists. (At the time of their introduction, women already held 25% of seats in parliament.)

In 1990, the UN Economic and Social Council set a five year target of 30% female representation in decision-making
bodies. When that wasn’t achieved in 1995, the UN Conference on Women called on governments to ensure equal
representation of women in decision-making institutions. Quotas became a popular policy option for shifting
women’s representation, and since then more than half the countries in the world have adopted some form of
quota.

According to Pande and Forde (2011), there are three main types of quotas for women in politics:

Voluntary party quotas, in which individual parties voluntarily commit to a percentage of female 
candidates – 61% of countries;
 Candidate quotas set by legislation stipulating a number of candidate positions must be reserved for women
(e.g., every second candidate on the list) – 38% of countries; and

Over the last 20 years, the global average of women in national parliaments has nearly doubled – from 11.7% in 1997
to 21.9% in 2014. Female representation in parliament in those countries with any type of gender quota is almost
double that of countries without a quota: quotas are seen as a critical ingredient in the increased representation
achieved (Krook 2015).

The Chart  in Appendix 1 displays the shift in women’s representation in the lower house of parliament in a number of
countries, comparing the percentage of seats held by women in 2015 with 2000. 

Political quotas in Australia
Australia’s only quota to increase the representation of women in politics is the Australian Labor Party’s voluntary
Emily’s List which commenced in 1996 with the goal of 35% women preselected for all winnable state and federal
seats. The target was later increased to 40% (and there’s a current pushto see that increased to 50%).

Reserved seats for which only women can compete – 20% of countries.
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"One woman in politics changes the woman; but
many women in politics changes politics.”

Women’s representation increased from 14.5% then to 43% in 2015. Women’s representation in the Liberal Party, which
does not have a quota, increased by half as much over the same time from 13.9% to 23.2%.

Overall, Australia is ranked 42nd on the International Parliamentary Union’s scorecard with 27% women in the House
of Representatives. By comparison, New Zealand is 29th, the UK is 58th, and the US is 72nd.

Countries with the highest representation of women (40% or more) in the lower house of parliament include Rwanda
(1st), Cuba (3rd), Sweden (5th), South Africa (7th) and Spain (11th).

The special case of India
In India in 1993 a law was passed requiring randomly selected village councils to reserve one third of positions in
every election cycle for women, which provided a natural experiment for the impact of quotas. A decade after their
introduction, women were more likely to stand for, and win, elected positions in councils that had reserved positions
for women in the previous two elections.

Beaman and her colleagues interviewed almost 9,000 11 to 15 year olds and their parents in 495 villages and found
that there was a range of significant benefits experienced by girls in particular. In villages with female leadership for
two election cycles, girls were much more likely to have similar aspirations to boys, and the gender gap in
educational achievement was closed. This was due entirely to shifts in girls’ achievements and desires, such as to
delay marriage, to graduate from school, and to get a skilled job. Men’s initial resistance to female leaders reduced.
Parents’ aspirations for their daughters also increased. The researchers note while in the first generation women
leaders encountered significant prejudice, their experience led over time to increased acceptance of women
leaders, highlighting generational impacts.

What has been the effect of quotas: do they achieve what is intended?

According to Pande and Ford, quotas can and do increase female leadership in politics. They analyzed data from 126
countries and found that candidate quotas and reserved seat quotas have a highly significant positive effect. To the
extent that equitable representation in policy-making is desirable, they claim that quotas are an effective policy
tool.

In politics, there is no evidence that representation through quotas has come at the cost of efficiency. Gender
quotas do not seem to create a sustained backlash among citizens – rather, evidence suggests that voters use new
information about how female leaders perform to update their beliefs about women. There is some evidence of
backlash amongst male incumbents and party leaders, some of whom actively work to reduce the impact of
gender quotas on leadership outcomes.

Childs and Evans (2012) identify the key factors for quota success: “gender quotas have to be well-designed,
appropriate to an electoral system, ensuring that women are selected for winnable seats/positions, and well-
implemented with strong sanctions for parties that do not comply, meted out by specified bodies.”

While Credlin might call on her female counterparts to strengthen the Liberal Party’s pipeline of strong women
candidates so that if they win the next election they have a pool of talent for Ministerial positions, one of the best
tactics for ensuring future long-term success is the introduction of a voluntary party quota system.

I submitted this paper to the Australian Parliamentary inquiry into the Australian Government Boards (Gender
Balanced Representation) Bill 2015.

This paper supports the introduction of the Australian Government Boards (Gender Balanced Representation) Bill
2015 – there is significant value in legislating specific targets for gender representation as a positive obligation,
rather than aspirational objective, as currently applies.
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Why might legislation be necessary for gender
balanced leadership?

Gender-balanced leadership has proven significantly difficult to achieve.  It has been expected that women’s
representation would increase gradually and steadily over time. Instead, research shows that women’s presence in
‘token numbers’ (10 to 15%) mitigates against rather than creates critical mass. The most effective methods for
achieving gender balance have been those that identify representation targets from 30 to 40%.

Why critical mass? Once a critical mass of 30 to 40% of women is achieved within an organization, benefits accrue,
including improved economic performance, better board dynamics and increased attention to risk. Critical mass
was first used by Rosabeth Moss Kanter in 1977 to categorize organizational interactions affected by status
differentials between men and women. Token representation of women at 10 to 15% sees them as representatives of
their gender, rather than as full contributors, and limits their and the group’s effectiveness. At 30-40%, women are
recognized for their individual characteristics and positively influence the culture of the larger group.

Despite a 40+ year focus on women in leadership, and the identification of the significance of critical mass, few
legislatures, corporate boards and executive management teams have achieved it through ‘natural’ means. Token
numbers, homophily and unconscious gender bias create significant barriers to the achievement of gender
balanced leadership.

Gender balanced representation doesn’t happen ‘naturally’
There are three key barriers that impede gender balanced leadership.

1. Token numbers lead to complacency and stall progress
The existence of women in token numbers creates a belief that the glass ceiling has been breached. Research by
Danaher and Branscombe has found that ‘token practices’ lead to a form of complacency – women perceive that
as long as one woman has made it, their own mobility is possible. Once at least 10% of board members are women,
men also view hiring practices as equally fair to men and women.

Even where the number of women in senior roles doesn’t change over time, women still tend to believe that hiring is
fair and view their organizations as providing them equal opportunity. Men are aware that they have a greater
chance of promotion under token conditions. And under token hiring practices, men feel that their status as the
majority is legitimate.

Men not only recognize the benefits of tokenism and feel good about it, but also view such practices as legitimate,
while women, although not feeling good about it, experience token practices as maintaining permeability to
leadership roles and legitimizing female leadership.

Recent research into the gender balance of the five highest paid executive roles in 1,500 US firms between 1991 and
2011 found that once one woman had been appointed, the chance of a second woman joining this group dropped
by about 50%. The researchers had expected to find that the introduction of one woman into this top echelon led to
a snowball effect. That did not occur over this 20 year period.

2. Homophily restricts network reach creating gender stall
Networks are the traditional basis for and continue to influence board appointments. Homophily is the tendency to
associate with those like ourselves.  At token representation levels, the density of the female director network
remains subcritical.  Token conditions mean that women already in the system can’t develop a strong network that
enables them to invite a sufficient number of other women onto boards, and men’s tendency to network with other
men means that prevailing conditions don’t change. Without intervention, critical mass cannot be generated:  too
many boards with no women, and too many boards with token numbers equals gender stall.

Why might legislation be necessary for gender balanced leadership?



Why might legislation be necessary for gender
balanced leadership?

3. Gender bias limits women’s perceived legitimacy for leadership roles

Leadership continues to be associated with agentic characteristics such as dominance, competitiveness and
ambition, traditionally seen as male characteristics.

The pervasiveness of this set of beliefs means that decisions about legitimate leadership are routinely biased
against women and in favour of men. Women face the dilemma of being damned for being competent as leaders,
or doomed to support roles when they demonstrate gender-associated warm and communal behaviours.

Unconscious beliefs that women are warm and men are agentic are very commonly held and often in contradiction
to consciously held and openly expressed beliefs. Most people are unaware that they have a duality of beliefs and
that conscious and unconscious beliefs are quite likely to contradict each other. That’s particularly the case for
contentious issues, like gender and race. 

Gender balanced representation is more likely with legislative support.

 Designated targets were first introduced to overcome such barriers and drive an increase in the representation of
women in politics, and more recently, corporate boards. Political quotas began in Norway in 1975 with a 40%
minimum target for representation of each gender on electoral lists. 

Especially challenging is that it applies to people who believe themselves to be egalitarian: conscious egalitarian
beliefs co-exist with unconscious gender stereotypes. 

Following Norway’s lead, in which legislated quotas increased the representation of women on boards from 16% in
2004 to 40% in 2008, countries across the world have introduced representational targets for boards. Norway’s 40%
targets were originally voluntary, but following a lack of progress, tough sanctions for non-compliance were
introduced.

No other country has so far implemented quotas with the same degree of sanctions as Norway: penalties including
company dissolution ensured achievement of their target. Other sanctions vary from withholding directors’ fees
(France), and the threat of fines (Italy). Spain’s penalty is that gender diversity is taken into account when public
contracts and state subsidies are awarded. These countries have seen significant increases in the representation of
women on boards.

Most countries, including Australia, have implemented ‘comply or explain’ regimes for boards of listed companies,
and some include an explicit target, while others don’t, and most require reporting, creating transparency of gender
representation. Australia’s ASX guidelines involve establishing and disclosing gender policies and recommend
setting targets for board representation. There is no particular target specified.

The form of sanction attached to this Bill is tabling of performance in Parliament, so it relies on transparency of
performance by individual boards to drive compliance, and is in line with international practice.

Gender balanced leadership yields significant benefits

Identifying the direct impact of targets is a challenge, as regimes vary quite dramatically. Percentage targets,
timing of introduction, and the nature of sanctions, all vary.

Unconscious beliefs that women are warm and men are agentic are very commonly held and often in contradiction
to consciously held and openly expressed beliefs. Most people are unaware that they have a duality of beliefs and
that conscious and unconscious beliefs are quite likely to contradict each other. That’s particularly the case for
contentious issues, like gender and race. Especially challenging is that it applies to people who believe themselves
to be egalitarian: conscious egalitarian beliefs co-exist with unconscious gender stereotypes.
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It is well researched (eg Bhonet et al 2014) that hiring and selection decisions are impacted by unconscious bias
based on candidate gender, with males more likely to be selected even where the experience, skills and abilities of
male and female candidates are identical.

The representation of women on boards is increasing (see Appendix 2). The introduction of targets/quotas in Europe
increased female representation in large listed companies from 12% in 2010 to 18% in 2013. In the UK, the FTSE 25%
target has just been reached. In Australia, the representation of women on ASX-200 listed boards increased from 13%
in 2011 to 20% in 2015. A GMI Ratings report in 2013 that analyzed almost 6,000 companies in 45 countries concluded
that quotas had impact.

Over the last 20 years, the global average of women in national parliaments has nearly doubled – from 11.7% in 1997
to 21.9% in 2014. Female representation in parliament in those countries with any type of gender quota is almost
double that of countries without a quota: quotas are seen as a critical ingredient in the increased representation
achieved.

Australia’s only quota to increase the representation of women in politics is the Australian Labor Party’s voluntary
goal which has seen women’s  representation increased from 14.5% in 1996 to 43% in 2015. Women’s representation in
the Liberal Party, which does not have a publicly disclosed target, increased by half as much over the same time
from 13.9% to 23.2%.

While the causal effects of quotas over the long term have not been well researched, their introduction is
associated with increased representation of women, changed attitudes towards women as leaders, increased
confidence of female leaders, and changes in girls’ educational outcomes and career aspirations. Once a critical
mass of women is achieved within an organization, benefits accrue, including improved economic performance,
board dynamics and attention to risk. The introduction of quotas has also had the benefit of creating a stronger
focus on competence and meritocracy amongst boards and directors. Overall performance of the economy also
appears to benefit significantly with women’s greater participation, through increasing the ‘stock of knowledge’.

While a quota doesn’t always result in a critical mass, a critical mass is rarely achieved without a quota.
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You only got there because of a quota - really, how
likely is that?

“We could bring in a quota tomorrow of 50%, but what does it say to those women who have been brought in?” “I

never want to go anywhere in life and open myself up to people being able to say, “The only reason that you got

there was because of a quota.” 

Such comments from women often feature in the anti-quota debate. Women want to be seen to successfully win
senior roles on the grounds of merit. Fair enough.  I explore the perception that women appointed through quotas or
targets have won their role under false pretences and therefore feel stigmatized.

What’s the evidence for stigma?

Numerous studies led by Heilman and others between the mid-1980s and mid-2000s showed that women hired and
explicitly identified as being hired under affirmative action programs were generally seen to be less competent and
less deserving of their positions. This applied even where it could be demonstrated that they were as competent
and qualified as male colleagues.  (It’s something of a conundrum that women as competent and qualified as male
candidates had to be hired through an affirmative action program…)

Both men and women assessed the women described in this way as less capable. The women appointed through
these processes themselves held these views, even in the face of contradictory evidence about their competence.
They also went on to take less credit for successful outcomes and indicated less interest in continuing in their
leadership roles.

You only got there because of a quota - really, how likely is that?
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You only got there because of a quota - really, how
likely is that?

More recent meta-analysis of this same databank as well as more recent research creates a more refined view that
points to a fundamental problem with how we see affirmative action. Affirmative action is designed to ensure
proactive investigation of whether or not equality of opportunity exists, and if it doesn’t, to take steps to eliminate
barriers and establish real equality. Quotas and targets are amongst such measures, in recognition that women
and men of equal talent and skill tend not to be appointed to roles with the same frequency.

The more refined view reinforces the importance of the language we use. Unzueta and his colleagues found that
women’s self-image benefited generally from affirmative action policies, so long as they did not think they had
personally benefited. Other studies have shown that those who benefit from affirmative action recognize the
success of such policies, see them as providing them with opportunities, and enjoy working for employers with
affirmative action policies. Where women are told their qualifications are high, they do not experience the same
negative effects.

In summary then, stigma may well occur under certain conditions, and how women’s success is described is a
critical factor. If women are told they have won their role solely because they are women, they are more likely to feel
stigma. Where there is a general environment that opportunity is being re-balanced so that women are not
impeded from moving into senior leadership roles, there seems to be no stigma. Where women are told they have
won their roles because they are competent and capable, whatever the affirmative action landscape, there
appears to be no stigma. (And this happens not just for women, but for any group in the minority, including male
nurses working in a predominately female working environment.)

As it is so unlikely that women will be placed in roles solely because they are women, and as long as women are not
described as winning roles solely on the basis of their gender, stigma is avoided. These women can say that a quota
system enabled merit.

You only got there because of a quota - really, how likely is that?
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Appendix 1: Impact of legislated quotas on women in politics

China has reserved seats, France through Greece have both voluntary party quotas (V) and legislated candidate
quotas (Q). Poland through Belgium have no voluntary party quotas (N) but do have legislated candidate quotas (N).
The largest tranche of countries, from Australia through to the United Kingdom, have voluntary political party quotas
but no legislated quotas. The final tranche of countries, Denmark through the USA, have no quotas. (Data on quota
type from The Quota Project, and percentages from International Parliamentary Union.)

You only got there because of a quota - really, how likely is that?
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Appendix 2: Impact of legislated gender representation targets for Boards

This chart compares women’s board representation in a number of countries, comparing percentages in 2014/15
with 2009/10. Norway, Belgium and Israel have introduced board quotas that are mandatory (M). Finland through
Greece have ‘comply or explain’ regimes (C), Austria has a voluntary target for state-owned companies (V), and US
through Japan have no board quotas (N). (Data on quota type from Credit Suisse, and percentages from Catalyst
and Egon Zehnder.)
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