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The Ayming Institute is the new think tank of the Ayming Group. It brings together all the high value-added knowledge produced by experts to think about tomorrow’s business performance.




Hervé Amar

President of Ayming

“Europe has a key role to play in driving the future of business performance, and in ensuring a healthy economy. Women who have succeeded despite the difficulties they encounter have much to teach us about business performance.”





It is time for European women to lead the way

Europe has a long tradition of driving progress in social and economic fields on a global scale. The Old World has generated a significant part of the innovations that have shaped the modern European continent. Today’s Europe has fantastic potential to generate added value. To do so, it must choose to be distinctly avant garde. Europe must continue to equip itself–as we must continue to equip ourselves–with the means to effect change.

 

The European project is being closely scrutinised from many quarters. It is in a unique position to lead the way on the global stage, and to help guide the modern economy to new heights. Innovation will be key to this. When businesses push their performance within a sophisticated, modern economy, they produce new ideas. Creativity comes from the edges, from thinking outside the box, from tinkering. It does not come from an Old World classic system of learning, but from someone who is thinking outside the box.

 

As we think about where the future of innovation and business lies, we realise that we are at a crossroads in European history: will the European Union even survive? And if it lives on as a business-friendly environment, what will the new European business paradigm be?

 

The growing trend of nationalism across the EU is concerning. Countries are starting to turn inwards, and talk of trade tariffs or even trade wars is no longer as rare as it once was. Brexit has overturned a certain number of long-held assumptions, calling into question what had once been taken for granted. Other nations are starting to shy away from the issues of open borders and regulatory and fiscal convergence.

 

As business leaders, how are we going to steer a path through these waters? In other words, how will businesses continue to perform within the European market? To answer this question, I believe that we need to tackle two contemporary issues.

 

The first is the future of Europe and the European Union as it relates to business performance. The second is the place occupied by women in the workplace. We have made significant progress towards achieving sex equality, but we doubtless have a very long way to go.

 

Is it not a significant achievement for women to succeed in an environment that is most often indifferent, if not outright hostile? Is a company’s performance not partly economic, and partly human, achieved by accepting and integrating the social body?

 

The confluence of these two issues is the raison d’être of this book. We need to learn everything we can about business performance, and about how women can succeed despite the discrimination that they face. The best people to teach us about these two topics are, of course, European women who have succeeded in business.

 

In talking to these women and seeking their perspectives, we hope to find new ideas. We want to reinvent the economy, which can only occur if we learn to take new approaches. These new approaches are crucial for informing how we must shape the European economy of the future.




The European project can be a powerful driver of growth

The power of the European project is that it can affect each and every single aspect of business performance. Regulatory convergence allows companies within the internal market to access more and more consumers, driving growth. The negotiating power of the EU allows greater export opportunities by way of international trade agreements. The financial power of our combined nations allows us to fund development projects, bringing essential infrastructure up to date and boosting economies. It also allows us to fund innovation initiatives, ensuring that our continent remains at the cutting edge of research and development in the fields that will form the basis of tomorrow’s industries.

 

It cannot be said that populism ever disappeared, but it is certainly true that it appears to be resurgent in certain parts of Europe. Brexit has shaken assumptions that were once assumed to be rock solid. We, as business leaders, need to be clear in showing that the European project has our support. It is an extraordinary asset to business to be able to access the entirety of the internal market, and we need to be abundantly clear as to the benefits that it brings our economies, businesses and citizens.

 

One of the ways in which businesses are assisted is through the provision of financial assistance aimed at supporting innovation and research. The technology economy is clearly a crucial part of tomorrow’s marketplace, and Europe cannot afford to be left behind.

 

The complementarity between our European businesses is key. We have the same needs. We need to compete against the US, and China–the biggest global markets. An economic Europe is now a necessity. While there is not currently fiscal convergence, Europe eventually needs to move towards a homogenous fiscal environment. There are what might be termed ‘fiscal misunderstandings’, particularly between social classes. We need to simplify, facilitate, and converge.

 

From a multi-national rather than supra-national viewpoint, each country needs to be able to continue to maintain direct state aid. The needs of research and development mean that we have to go beyond the de minimis approach. The research and development tax credit is a very significant and important example of how this can be done.

 

In parallel, there are significant investments to be made in common, in the many developing markets that are opening up to trade. We need to push research and development and innovation, and ensure that our tax regime remains an incentive to invest and base a start-up in Europe, rather than elsewhere.

 

The European project, whatever form it takes in the next few decades, will continue, and we need to ensure that it is properly equipped to continue to provide us all with these market-leading benefits. How, though, do we know that it is achieving its full potential? How are we to measure its success in aiding economic and commercial development?




Business performance is more than just financial and economic data

When business leaders discuss business performance, they may mean different things. In fact, there are probably as many different definitions of business performance as there are men and women in business–if not more. I propose to explore a few of the traditional approaches. What exactly do we mean when we use the term ‘business performance’?

 

Often, we mean economic performance. We use terms such as ‘revenue’, ‘cash flow’, ‘EBITDA’. We talk of balance sheets, stock prices, and return on capital employed. In my view, however, such financial or economic indicators should only ever be end-points. When a business performs properly, this performance may well appear in these indicators, but these indicators should not be pursued as if they were themselves a goal. They are not, in my view, the total extent of the concept of business performance. The truth is broader than just the numbers.

 

For example, any business leader will be well aware that the short-, medium- and long-term goals of a company may not perfectly align, and may need to be balanced. This balancing can be a delicate exercise, with various stakeholders in the business pulling in different directions. Employees have particular demands that conflict with the short-term interests of shareholders or those who hold company debt. Reconciling these interests can be a monumental task, requiring superlative communication skills.

 

In addition to economic performance, leaders may talk of social performance. How does the business relate to those who operate it on a daily basis–the company employees? What is the contribution that the business is making to society generally? Another aspect of performance is research and development performance. How many new products has the company launched? What is the average time to market? What can it to do to continue to innovate?

Increasing organisational performance can allow company efforts to be focussed on where they are most needed: ensuring client satisfaction. Operational performance is also key to delivering in this regard. Whatever the issue facing a company, a detailed breakdown of the situation is always the first step. Once detailed information is available to decision-makers, enlightened strategic decisions about the future can be made.

 

In addition to balancing company needs over time, all of these areas will need to be balanced between themselves. For example, short-term improvements in fiscal performance can finance long-term investment in research and development.

 

These ideas and more must be mastered by anyone wishing to lead a business in today’s fast-paced economy. The women who have agreed to participate in this project are no exception. What business performance issues are particularly relevant to women in the workplace, or dependent on women?




Women are taking their seats at the table, and are continuing to help drive economic performance

When discussing business matters with clients, it is apparent that some particular roles are considered to be ‘female’. For instance, accounting departments are often seen as ‘male’, while many consider Human Resources to be ‘female’. Leadership and board positions are seen as ‘male’. There is nothing inherent in the business aptitudes of either men or women to suggest that this segmentation should or will last, however.

 

I am pleased to see that more and more women are allowing themselves to demand success. In doing so, they are overcoming centuries of conditioning that sought to hold them back. They are claiming what is rightfully theirs, and are taking jobs that, historically, were reserved for men. We need to encourage this, and to encourage more women to make demands for professional success, and to aim ever higher.

 

At Ayming, we currently have a 56:44 gender balance in favour of women. We need this balance in our teams. We do not seek a perfect 50:50 split, nor do we have particular quotas, but we are striving to make sure we have the best people on board for our clients. For instance, when we launch an office, we recruit locally. I always insist on a balanced selection of male and female candidates, from among whom I always try to recruit the best possible fit for the team.

 

Whatever the progress made by forward-looking enterprises, it is clear that much remains to be done. Women are discriminated against in terms of pay and progression, and are at constant risk of marginalisation. Those who speak up against such practices are often victimised. Those who face these risks, and overcome them to succeed in business, are worthy of our attention and admiration. We are privileged that five such women have accepted an invitation to share their experiences with us. They are business leaders with much wisdom to share, and much to teach us: they are truly exceptional European women.
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