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Women in Automotive: The NEXT Generation Talent
The automotive industry’s case for developing, retaining, and advancing women continues to get better. Leaders are making gender diversity a 
priority because they see the prize: a talent advantage that’s hard to replicate. But still, few companies are winning that prize. Top leadership ranks  
remain male dominated.

There is good news: numerous companies are bucking the trend and women are advancing. Many organizations are closer to unlocking the full 
potential of women at work than the aggregate numbers indicate. A few are well ahead, with senior leaders building a more open, accepting and 
inspiring leadership culture. 

However, the automotive industry cannot afford to turn its back on 60 percent of the talent pool that is comprised of women. Women will continue 
to have their pick as they see greater opportunities and progressive environments in other industries.  Automotive cannot afford an image that is 20 
years behind the times. We cannot afford to miss out on the NEXT generation of talent.

The Challenge Continues
Although a shift has begun, the North American automotive industry, as a whole, lags behind other major sectors when it comes to providing  
opportunities for women to lead and succeed throughout their careers.  Whether looking at women as a percentage of corporate board members, 
key executives, or their representation among top earners, automotive trails significantly behind technology and life sciences, consumer goods, 
financial services, and other important industries.  This gap between automotive and the rest of the business world has persisted despite a major 
restructuring of the industry and in the face of tremendous change in the consumer marketplace.  The industry is reaching a point where difficulties 
competing for—attracting, retaining, and developing—the pool of talented women can seriously impede its ability to drive success.

Detroit is the Silicon Valley of the Automotive Industry
Detroit is the world’s largest cluster, and the heart, of the automotive industry.  With over 375 research and 
development centers and $12 billion in vehicle-related R&D spend in Michigan, the Detroit area accounts 
for nearly 25 percent of the United States’ entire motor vehicle industry.  To support this massive industry, 
Michigan has 58 higher education schools and universities with programs focusing in engineering, business, 
and technical degrees—all perfect matches for the automotive industry.

The NEXT Generation: More Disconnect than Ever
Not surprisingly—but critically—the North American automotive industry faces a strong disconnect 
with a skeptical NEXT generation entering the talent pool.  In a recent study of students’ desired  
careers, only 1% of respondents named automotive as their first choice.

Women Hold the Keys to Your Company’s Success
By 2014, women’s earning power worldwide is expected to overshadow the growth in gross domestic product of China and India—combined.  
Places where women are promoted outperform less women-friendly workplaces. Diversity of thought thrives in such places, fueling creativity and 
innovation. Women, men, and their companies benefit as more talent rises to the top. Net income growth for companies with women on the board 
averaged 14 percent over the past six years compared to 10 percent for those with no female representation. Companies should do what they can 
to recruit, retain, and advance women.

The Bottom Line
Meeting tomorrow’s business challenges will require new skills and different qualities—and fresh models for finding, developing, and engaging the 
NEXT generation of leadership.  Automotive needs women more than women need automotive.  Join those in the industry that are already backing 
this trend. AutomotiveNEXT helps members attract and retain the NEXT generation of automotive talent.

Are you prepared?

Women & the Talent Pool: Women are the 
NEXT Generation Talent Pool
In less than five decades, women rose from 
a small minority of the educated talent pool 
to dominance. Women are now the majority 
of degree recipients at all levels.  
Demographic forecasts indicate this trend 
will not reverse....

• 1960s: Girls become the majority of 
high school graduates

• 1980s: Women become the  
majority of college students

• 2000: Women reach 57% of bach-
elor’s degrees granted

• 2008: Women reach 60% of  
masters degrees granted

• 2008: Women reach 51% of  
doctoral degrees granted
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The 3.3% Minority
While there are, of course, prominent 
women executives in automotive, the 
numbers show those women are virtually 
alone within the industry.  Only 3.3% of 
executive positions in the automotive 
industry are filled by women.  This figure 
has varied little over the four biennial waves 
of the Michigan Women’s Leadership Index, 
indicating change is happening more in the 
intent than in the reality. The rarity of women 
in today’s industry suggests that talented 
women have significantly greater 
opportunity in industries outside the 
automotive sector.
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Recruitment Efforts: Less than 25 percent of the 2010 Automotive News 
100 Leading Women surveyed report better than average efforts for recuiting 
women in the automotive industry.

More than 75 percent report less than average efforts for the retention of 
women in the automotive industry. Fifty percent of women in the industry 
believe that performance standards are inconsistent between men and 
women, of these, 90 percent believe the standards are higher for women. 
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Advancement Efforts: Has progress been made in the last five years?  

Less than 25 percent of leading executive women in automotive are aware 
of recruitment programs for women in their companies.  Overall, less than 20 
percent of these women rate recruiting efforts better than average.  Similary, 85 
percent rate female development at their company as poor.
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