EWMD INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 2009
EWMD 25th ANNIVERSARY

It is with deep joy, gratitude and great emotion that I open this Conference, that celebrates the 25th Anniversary of the Network I contributed to create and grow, with the task of telling you the story of EWMD. Once upon a time in 1984 , a group of European women in leading positions in companies , professions and business schools , had the idea of founding a Network with the aim of promoting women in management . The birth of EWMD was strongly supported by the European Foundation for Management Development ( EFMD ) that gave us a room in their office in Brussels free of charge and a secretary. 

The European business schools, organized in EFMD, recognized that there were too few young women enrolled in business schools in the 80’s and that companies in Europe were not  investing enough on the knowledge and skills of women  in management .

From the very beginning we understood that what we were aiming for was balance: balance between personal and professional life. 

We wanted to have a family and a career, we wanted to reach leading positions but not imitating men, and not even burning bras like in the States .On the contrary, for us Italians, for example, it was important to be dressed “Italian style” because in the “image society” of the roaring 80’s the image was part of the message and we wanted to stress the differences even if we were the second wave of feminism, more focused on integration than on conflict. We also understood that it was vital for us to confront and to meet regularly for exchanging ideas.  Europe at the time was only an economic market but trough EWMD we started to become European citizens valuing the peculiarities of our different cultures and considering differences as positive and enriching factors.
I remember the days we spent at Ashridge Management College with Margit Wallsten, Valery Hammond, Ariane Berthoin Antal, etc in search of a common vision .
When we come out with EWMD as “a place to grow “we had in mind the picture of a garden with different kinds of trees and flowers representing the different cultures and ideas of each country and of each member .We than started to think at common programs in order to make these flowers blossom and these trees become more vigorous in order to have a beautiful and harmonious garden. Well, I can see that garden just in front of me today!
Margit probably remembers the endless time we spent in search of that vision and in traslating it into a Statute .Yes , as we started growing ,the majority decided we needed a more formal structure with a registered Statute ,especially for legal reasons and for solving some Countries internal problems . 

I now realize that the important part was not the vision in itself but our growth, both from a personal and professional point of view that happened during that search and that is the essence of our International Network. Spending time together, putting together the differences of our national cultures created tremendous synergies 
Looking at problems from different perspectives helped us find new and creative solutions 
We all had, and still have, something to learn from each other. Working and Networking in an international group is a wonderful experience , it opens your mind and it gives you new tools to use in your own job in your own Country.
 
As I said, 25 years ago we founded a much focused International Network, committed to women’s enhancement in managerial roles. No doubt that in the last 25 years more women reached prominent positions in companies and in public life and we can be very proud of what we, and EWMD, has done to make this possible: we made a difference as the Award I received in 2005 from the Network states! But we know we haven’t gone as far and as well in occupying positions of influence in our society as we envisaged twenty-five years ago.

Why with all the energies , the wisdom , the knowledge ,spent in these 25 years ,women ,with a few exceptions ,  (and surely as gender ) are still  “daughters of a minor God “?
I think that this happened because we based our vision on 3 illusions:
1) Life long career –we thought that the greater aspiration of the majority of the female population of Western Europe was a life long career not hindered by maternity or family involvement and that we could reach this goal by removing the organizational obstacles in Society. We considered only a homogeneous white, Christian and basically elitist social group whose life style and expectations would last forever and were likely to reflect also the next generation’s aspirations but it wasn’t so.
2) Higher education – a growing percentage of education in the right faculties and business schools would change not only the numbers but also the career prospects of young women and would automatically bring to a higher presence of women in strategic corporate functions. But the glass ceiling is still there!
3 ) Improvement of Society – through women values and leadership style, the quality of life within corporations and in Society would improve significantly .As it is stated in our vision, we wanted  to build a better society ad we wanted  “to change cultures and structures in the world of work to achieve a future were individuals are valued as whole people and empowered to develop themselves”.. But the rules are still men’s rules!
After 25 years the open question is: do we want to continue striving for making this illusions come true or, moving to a competent assessment of the changed and changing global context, reframe our illusions and reshape the basic open questions of our age? Where do we want to place our goals and contribution? We are living in a new Middle Age with historical changes and paradigm shifts in all fields, starting from the economic world of reference.

25 years ago America and Europe were the leaders of the world in terms of GDP and consumption , today more than 50% of the world GDP and consumption is produced in Asia .Consequently our companies are faced with new competitive challenges and they tend to consider women issues a solved and obsolete problem. We must understand this new scenario that creates new role models and be aware that western models are no longer the world’s models. The fact that we weren’t successful even in changing our western men’s rules and models is also the reason why even many of those women who succeeded in breaking the glass ceiling are leaving the corporate environment.
People assume it is about family priorities but, many researches stress that the main reason women leave senior corporate positions is job dis-satisfaction.

Women don’t share the same set of core values displayed in many of their work environment and if women find they have to continuously compromise a part of who they are in order to be effective, the organization and society will continue to loose a high percentage of their most talented and most experienced human resources .
Having said all this, we surely need to continue fighting for the basic and that is more gender equality, in order to change this situation .And this is not a post feminist request, but a democratic issue. This remains a major challenge for our democracies. If we believe in the values of Democracy based on the representation and participation of citizens, then we cannot leave half of the population outside the structures of power
I think that Europe needs very badly, women’s creativity and competence and a more balanced presence of women and men in prominent position. We can say that there will be no way out of the European economic crisis if the talents of over fifty per cent of its human resources, if women talents will continue to be under-utilized. A lost consideration about us as individuals and especially for those members of the Network who are, let us say….. over fifty.  I think time has come to change perspective and move beyond personal success to significance.

Charles Handy, one of the world’s top thinkers for economic and corporate scenarios said many years ago something that is even more true today “Executives are no longer in search of excellence but in search of meaning”. And the search of meaning has less to do with one’s career and more with the sense of identity and much more with the willingness to contribute to make the world a better place to live each one of us in her field of excellence and with her own style. The best heritage we can leave to the younger generation is the importance of ethic passion in reaching personal success.

Our civil commitment should be the value to pass to the younger generation, the seed for a better world that we never needed so badly as in these days. As a Network we should reframe our vision, being able to see, understand and interpret the changes that have effected our society , our organizations and our life strategies as women. A lot of work remains to be done. And It can be done only in unity, joining forces, tools, media, influence, finding strength, meaning, knowledge and wisdom in our shared global action.
There is still a great need of European women and of their ideas and talents, there is still a great need of us, there is still a great need of EWMD

Thank you. 
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