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Economic Elites

Michael Hartmann

The economic elite has featured prominently in social-scientific debates
concerning elite formation for quite some time now. No other sectoral elite’s
relative position within the overall political elite is as controversial as that of the
economic elite. Critical elite sociology has consistently regarded it as the most
dominant of sectoral elites (Bourdieu 1986, 1996; Hartmann 1996, 2002,
2007a; Mills 1956). In contrast, functionalist elite research vigorously rejects
this special dominance, but nonetheless tends to view the economic elite as one
of the central elites, albeit on par with or even subordinate to the political elite
(Dahl 1961; Hoffmann-Lange 1992; Keller 1963).

Current Research on Economic Elites

Research on the economic elite was relatively sparse up to the turn of the
millennium; only a few solid empirical surveys existed, most of which were
confined to Germany, France and Great Britain (Bauer and Bertin-Mourot
1996; Bourdieu and de Saint Martin 1978; Giddens and Stanworth 1974;
Hartmann 1996, 1999, 2000; Rothb€ock et al. 1999; Whitley 1974). This has
changed considerably during the last decade. A large number of empirical
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surveys of economic elites in different (mainly West European) countries have
since emerged pertaining to Switzerland and Austria, the Netherlands and
Denmark, as well as the three dominant countries, Germany, France and
Great Britain.
The vast majority of empirical studies of economic elites deal only with

individual countries, such as Switzerland, Denmark, France, Great Britain or
the Netherlands (B€uhlmann et al. 2012, 2015; Cronin 2012; Ellersgaard et al.
2013; MacLean and Harvey 2014; MacLean et al. 2014; Timans 2015) or, at
most, a very small number of countries surrounding the central states of
Germany, France and Great Britain (B€uhlmann et al. 2017; Davoine and
Ravasi 2013; Dudouet et al. 2012; Hartmann 2000; MacLean et al. 2006,
2010; Schmidt et al. 2015; Schneickert 2015; van Veen and Elbertsen 2008;
Yoo and Lee 2009). International comparative studies—either exclusively
confined to Europe (as is the common case) (Heemskerk 2013; van Veen
and Marsman 2008; van Veen and Kratzer 2011), or even with a more global
scope (Carroll 2009, 2010; Hartmann 2009, 2015, 2016; Staples 2006,
2008)—are very rare. Comprehensive and up-to-date social-scientific stud-
ies—particularly on China, Russia or the USA—are equally hard to find.
What we do find are updated editions of previous studies, such as the seventh
edition of Who Rules America (Domhoff 2013) originally published in 1967,
or smaller qualitative studies such as Schimpfoessel’s research on the Russian
billionaire class (Schimpfoessel 2014).
With a view to economic actors who are investigated, most studies only take

members of boards as a whole into account, failing to distinguish between
these members in terms of their respective positions—there is, after all, a huge
difference between an ordinary board member, the CEO of a company, and
the chairman of the board. Among the ordinary members, it would moreover
be wise to distinguish between executive members and non-executive mem-
bers. Both a member’s relative authority and the extent of his or her actual
on-site presence vary considerably depending on his or her position: the former
between very extensive and quite modest and the latter between permanent
and just a couple of days per year. Only a few studies address CEOs and
chairpersons explicitly, and those which do are mostly limited to one or two
countries. In terms of subject matter, there are two dominant areas of focus.
Studies either deal with the question of nation-specific career paths into
executive management and what these paths and educational degrees look
like or studies focus on the extent to which we can actually speak of a
transnational or even a global economic elite.
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Elite Formation: Four Basic Types

With regard to economic elites in the advanced industrial states, we can
discern four basic types of elite formation, the crucial variables of which
include the existence of elite educational institutions, the significance of
occupational positions within the state apparatus over the course of one’s
career, and the relative weight of corporate career paths. The first type’s
main characteristic is that degrees from elite universities and positions within
the state bureaucracy are of crucial importance for a later career in manage-
ment. In the second type, a close interlinkage often exists between degrees
from elite universities and corporate careers limited almost exclusively to one
corporation. Though elite university degrees play an important role in the
third type, they are not dominant. With regard to the fourth type, none of
these factors is of any significance.
The first type is represented by French top managers. In order to advance to

the top of one of France’s largest 100 companies, completing a programme of
study at one of theGrandes Écoles, the country’s elite universities, is imperative.
The three most prestigious among them, the ENA, the École Polytechnique
and the HEC, have been dominant in this respect for decades. As early
as 1972, every other Pr�esident-directeur g�en�eral (PDG) of the largest
100 French corporations had previously attended one of them. By the
1990s, this figure had risen to two-thirds. Currently, roughly half of PDGs
graduate from one of these top three institutions, as was also the case a decade
ago. Most graduates come from the Polytechnique, including 21 of current
PDGs, followed closely by the ENA and, finally, with a bit of a gap, the HEC
(Bourdieu and de Saint Martin 1978: 46; Hartmann 2000: 245–247; 2015:
46). If, however, we consider not only the last degree acquired but previous
degrees as well, then the picture changes noticeably: out of 18 ENA alumni,
five have already completed a degree at the Polytechnique and as many as seven
have earned one at the HEC. Although this underlines the ENA’s status as the
most important of these elite universities, it simultaneously demonstrates that
the other two are either at least as strongly represented (the HEC) or signif-
icantly stronger (the Polytechnique). If we add another half dozen elite
universities, like the Sciences Po or the École Centrale, the share increases to
more than 60 percent. Given that the ENA, the Polytechnique and the HEC
together admit no more than 1000 new students per year, and the remaining
prestigious Grandes Écoles combined amount to about the same figure, the
enormous concentration of the recruitment pool is evident. Almost two-thirds
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of PDGs went to universities that are attended by less than 1 percent of all
French university students.
Following successful completion of studies at one of the elite universities,

the career path is then narrowed even further. The top graduates, especially
from the two leading Grandes Écoles, do not advance directly into large
corporations but first take up a high-ranking position in the civil service.
Among the 100 PDGs surveyed, one in four, and three out of five graduates
of the ENA and the Polytechnique, attended one of the famous Grands Corps,
the elite institutions of public administration. There are five administrative
Grands Corps: the Conseil d’Etat, the Cour des Comptes, the Inspection des
Finances, the Affaires �etrang�eres and the Corps pr�efectoral, as well as two
technical Grands Corps, the Corps des Mines and the Corps des Ponts et
Chauss�ees. Essentially, these institutions are reserved for the best French
graduates of the ENA and the Polytechnique, awarded according to graduates’
final ranking. The top ten from the ENA mostly go on to the Inspection des
Finances, while the top ten from the Polytechnique usually enter the Corps des
Mines, seeing as these two Grands Corps offer the best prospects of advancing
to an executive position in the private sector. By and large, the move from a
Grand Corps to a top position in a private company has become more or less
an established rule (Hartmann 2007b: 99–102; 2010: 294–295; Rouban
2014: 722, 729). A second path is through high-level ministerial positions.
A further 12 PDGs have served in such a position, mostly as members or even
directors of a Cabinet Minist�eriel, a minister’s core staff. What is true for the
Grands Corps is essentially true for these positions as well, albeit less formally
prescribed and with a more prominent role for other Grandes Écoles. An
additional possibility is a former Minister of the Economy who, in an earlier
phase of his career, spent four years in the Ministry of Education. At 42 per-
cent, almost every other PDG took an administrative or political path. It
appears to be the figurative ‘silver bullet’ for reaching the top of major French
corporations, and a special term for it even exists: ‘Pantouflage’.
In the second type, the significance of degrees from elite universities is the

same, while that of career phases in the civil service is far less. This type is
represented above all by Japanese top executives. The majority rely on a degree
from one of the country’s top-ranking universities as a vital precondition for
recruitment by a major corporation; leading Japanese corporations recruit their
future executive staff from the graduates of the elite universities and
corresponding careers remain almost entirely confined to this one corporation
(Rothacher 1993: 231–233; Schmidt 2005: 193–197; Watanabe and Schmidt
2004: 59). Initial recruitment occurs half-a-year prior to graduation from
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university. Crucial, then, is not the final degree from, but rather the admission
to a prestigious, elite university. After that, one does not leave the company
ever again, at least in cases of large, well-known corporations. This remains by
and large the only way to advance all the way to the top. Roughly 97 percent of
the 98 Japanese presidents of the largest 100 Japanese corporations have never
worked for another company than the one they lead today. Although the once
dominant principle of ascending the career ladder in large corporations based
solely on seniority has largely been replaced by a system that combines
seniority and performance over the past decades, some things have nevertheless
remained the same. A career that culminates in a top executive position
continues to take place almost exclusively within a single corporation. For
this reason, the significance of elite universities has likewise remained
unchanged. More than half of CEOs (54.5 percent) attended one of the five
leading universities of Todai, Kyodai, Hitotsubashi, Keio and Waseda, with
almost one in four having completed a degree at Todai, Tokyo’s imperial
university founded in 1877, the oldest and most renowned of the five. If we
include the five universities that follow the top five, among them Osaka and
Tohoku, the share climbs to some 75 percent. This massive concentration of
graduates from a small set of elite universities has likewise changed very little
for decades (Hartmann 2007a: 77–78; 2015: 46; Ishida 1993: 153; Rothacher
1993: 249). The difference in comparison to France, however, is that the ten
leading Japanese universities admit a total share of the national student body,
that is, about ten times that of the French Grandes Écoles, implying that despite
its undeniable exclusivity, the recruitment pool in Japan is significantly larger.
The other important difference vis-à-vis France is that, while frequent change-
overs between different sectors (known as ‘Amakudari’) occur here as well,
these moves are confined to administration and politics with respect to top
executive positions (Colignon and Usui 2003). Advancing from a high-
ranking position in the civil service to the head of a corporation is nearly
impossible due to the still influential principle of in-house promotion and
seniority. Currently, only one such case among the CEOs of the 100 leading
corporations can be found. That said, these career change-overs can be
observed much more frequently in second- and third-level management.
The absence of such change-overs is an essential feature of the third type,

represented by CEOs of British and US-American corporations. US-American
and particularly British CEOs share at least one characteristic with their
French and Japanese counterparts (at least on principle): the significance of
an exclusive higher education degree. Traditionally, in the UK, about half of
the CEOs of the largest 100 companies attended one of the 30 most-renowned
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public schools (Eton Group and Rugby Group),1 and likewise, about half
attended Oxford or Cambridge. Roughly, one in four CEOs attended one of
the Clarendon Nine, while one in 11 went to Eton, the country’s most famous
school. This has changed tremendously over the past two decades. Only
one-third of CEOs today attend Oxbridge, and if we take into account that
one-third of CEOs are from abroad, then the share is only about a quarter.
Even if we include other leading universities, such as the three elite London
universities (Imperial College, King’s College and the London School of
Economics) and the two traditional Scottish universities of St Andrews and
Edinburgh, this picture does not change. The remaining share is only 40 per-
cent of domestic and 27 percent of all CEOs. Additionally, the decline in the
number of CEOs who have attended renowned public schools is even greater.
By 2005, only four CEOs were ‘Etonians’, a dozen former Clarendon pupils
(including the Etonians) and about 20 from the other 21 top-ranking public
schools. Today, the figure is at only three Etonians and another three
Clarendon graduates (Hartmann 2007a: 68; b: 116–117; 2015: 46, 50;
2016: 186–187). The total proportion of former public school pupils has
decreased by half over the past two decades, from three-quarters to barely a
third. When foreign CEOs are included, this number drops to even less than a
quarter. The private schools and especially the prestigious public schools have
largely forfeited their former centrality for the economic elite; although Oxford
and Cambridge may have been able to prevail to a greater degree, their former
position resembling that of French or Japanese educational institutions has
also been lost. They now move on a level which has been common for CEOs
in the USA for quite some time already.
About one-third of CEOs of the USA’s 100 largest companies attended one

of the Ivy League universities, first and foremost Harvard. If we include
another dozen elite universities like Stanford, the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology or Berkeley, this share rises to nearly 50 percent. In contrast to
Great Britain, this figure has not changed over the past 20 years to any
significant extent (Hartmann 2007a: 74; 2015: 46). Although this percentage
is only about ten points below that of the FrenchGrandes Écoles, it is not nearly
as selective due to these universities’ roughly ten-fold share of the total student
population. Besides (and this is the more important distinction), there is no
direct link between graduating from one of these elite universities and
accessing top management positions in the private sector. Though such
degrees do facilitate career advancement to a noticeable degree, they are, unlike
in France and Japan, by no means a precondition for most top-ranking
positions. The same is also true for British corporations today. If entryways
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were once closely related to attending one of the renowned public schools,
followed by a degree from Oxbridge, this is no longer the case. As in the USA,
these days they represent little more than ‘career boosters’.
In the fourth type, represented by top executive staff in a multitude of

countries including larger countries like Germany and Italy, medium-sized
states like the Netherlands and Poland, or smaller countries such as Austria,
Sweden, Switzerland or Denmark, neither elite educational institutions nor
particular career paths are decisive. Correspondingly, even though some
38 percent of German CEOs have attended only ten universities, one in five
German students was enrolled at one of these universities at the time those
CEOs attended them. Moreover, a large share also pursued an in-house career.
However, the figure (44 percent) is not only 10 percent lower than a mere
decade ago but also hardly differs from that found in large US corporations
(Hartmann 2015: 43, 45). In Switzerland, the ETH in Zurich and the
universities of Bern and Zurich traditionally educate and train domestic
CEOs. This role, however, cannot be compared to that of the French Grandes
Écoles or even that of Oxbridge. Traditionally, the Swiss model was very similar
to its German counterpart (B€uhlmann et al. 2012: 214–219; Davoine and
Ravasi 2013: 155–157). Despite the fact that various changes to this have
occurred as a result of the far-reaching internationalisation of top management
over the past two decades, the assignment of Switzerland to the fourth type
remains beyond scrutiny. The same is true for Denmark (Ellersgaard et al.
2013: 1068), Austria (Kurom 2013: 131–143), the Netherlands (Timans
2015: 159–168) and Italy (Hartmann 2009: 296–297; 2015: 43). All differ-
ences aside, especially with view to the dominant courses of study, the
significance of PhDs and the share of in-house careers, all these countries
belong to the same type.
Finally, if we turn to some larger countries that do not properly correspond

to any of the four types, then the most striking similarity between career paths
in large corporations exists between South Korea and Japan (Pohlmann 2009:
520–522). Certain parallels can also be observed between Chinese, Spanish
and French recruitment patterns. For instance, a relatively high number of
former civil servants can be found among Chinese and Spanish CEOs. This is
true for one in three CEOs in China and applies to at least one in four CEOs
in Spain. While Chinese CEOs’ former positions in the public sector were
mostly mid-level, those of Spanish CEOs are closer to that of their French
colleagues. Here, too, the vast majority come from the elite corps of state
administration—a model based, in fact, on similar institutions in France
(Hartmann 2007b: 102–104; 2015: 43). At the time the current CEOs were
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students; however, no explicitly elite universities existed in either of the two
countries. This has remained so in Spain ever since, while the Chinese state has
financed the emergence of such an elitist system since the late 1990s. It is thus
quite plausible that China maymove even closer to the Frenchmodel in the future.
As great as the differences between top managers in the two countries may

be in terms of career paths, they are relatively minor with respect to recruit-
ment. No matter whether French, British, US-American, German, Italian or
Dutch corporations, everywhere we find an overwhelming preponderance of
people whose parents belonged to the top 4 percent of society—the upper class
or upper middle class. That said, exact percentages vary from one country to
another; in the present studies, they do so according to sample size and sample
composition as well. The most exclusive social backgrounds can be found
among French top managers, where almost 90 percent come from the upper or
upper middle class. Next are British, German and Spanish CEOs, among
whom just above four-fifths, are from this exclusive segment of society
(Hartmann 2000: 246–248; 2007b: 97, 119, 220).2 Current research suggests
that this value has remained constant to this day in France, while a slight
decrease among British and German top managers can be observed. Percent-
ages of CEOs coming from the upper and upper middle class in US-American
and Italian corporations, then, are quite a bit lower, at three-quarters and
two-thirds, respectively (Hartmann 2007b: 220, 237). The figure for Danish
and Dutch CEOs also lies at around two-thirds (Beekenkamp 2002: 40;
Ellersgaard et al. 2013: 1053; Timans 2015: 161). Career paths to becoming
a CEO seem to be the least socially closed in Sweden, Switzerland and Austria
in particular, where only about half of CEOs are from the upper and upper
middle class (Hartmann 2007b: 220; Korom 2013: 124–126).3

As the varying recruitment criteria in the different countries show, although
a link between the type of elite formation and social composition of the
economic elite may indeed exist, this link is by no means obligatory. That
French top managers would exhibit the most exclusive social background is to
be expected given the country’s extremely selective selection mechanisms for
access to elite institutions in higher education as well as in state administration
(Hartmann 2007b: 68–71, 90–91). Neither do the figures for British and
Spanish CEOs come as a surprise. The same is true for the relative social
openness of executive management in Sweden, Switzerland and Austria. It
appears that opportunities for social advancement are greatest where there are
no elite educational institutions to be found and vice versa. That this is not
necessarily always the case, as illustrated by CEOs in Germany, who are
recruited from the upper and upper middle class to the same extent as their
British counterparts. Nevertheless, mechanisms of social selection are in some
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ways different. As no such pre-selection is facilitated by elite educational
institutions (public schools), selection only occurs according to social similar-
ity, that is, according to the class-specific habitus during one’s occupational
career, particularly where access to top positions is concerned (Hartmann
1996: 107–133; 2002: 118–131).
Quite strikingly, there is no detectable link between a specific type of elite

formation and the share of men and women CEOs in a given country.
Correspondingly, in terms of the specific manner of elite formation, corpora-
tions in countries as diverse as Germany, Italy, Spain or Japan are headed
exclusively by men. A still very marginal figure of 2–5 percent of female CEOs
can be found in countries as diverse as France, Great Britain and China. The
only country in which women represent a significant proportion of CEOs is
the USA. Here, every ninth CEO is a woman. However, this likely has very
little to do with the specific type of elite formation but is rather a result of very
strict anti-discrimination laws. I for my part have no other explanation for the
large difference compared to Great Britain and its generally quite similar elite
education system.

A Transnational Economic Elite: Reality or Myth?

The second question occupying elite formation studies for the better part of
the last two decades is about the existence of a transnational or even global
economic elite. The answer to this question is the subject of a heated debate.
On the one side are authors who answer this question, more or less explicitly in
the affirmative, and their most prominent face is Leslie Sklair (2001). On the
other side we find a multitude of researchers who consider such an affirmative
answer to be false, or at least premature, given the available empirical data. If
the former position was dominant until the turn of the millennium, this has
completely changed over the past ten years. Most studies tend towards the
sceptical position these days.
The few empirically well-grounded studies supporting the hypothesis of

transnational economic elite substantiate this claim via analysis of the board
members of multinational corporations. Correspondingly, in his analysis of the
80 largest corporations worldwide, Staples bases his argument on the fact that
the number of boards with at least one foreign member has increased sharply
from one-third to three-quarters between 1993 and 2005 (Staples 2006: 314).
In the largest 148 corporations, this was still true of at least 70 percent of
boards. Nevertheless, this process currently remains largely confined to
Europe. According to Staples, it is therefore fundamentally correct to speak
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of the emergence of a ‘transnational business or capitalist class’, but one should
do so with caution, as thus far, no convincing evidence that top managers
belong to a closed, self-reproducing elite that reproduces itself has emerged
(Staples 2008: 45f.). The caution Staples calls for is most carefully heeded by
Carroll, who stands out from other proponents of a transnational business or
capitalist class for having presented one of the most empirically thorough and
comprehensive analyses yet, examining interrelations between the board mem-
bers of the 500 largest corporations worldwide for the years 1996 and 2006.
He concludes that we can indeed speak of a ‘global corporate elite’ (Carroll
2009: 298, 308; Carroll 2010: 34). His findings show that between 1996 and
2006, the transnational network of top managers had grown tighter instead of
loosening. However, this network of ‘transnationalists’ was not yet truly
global, but essentially more of a North Atlantic network extending to Europe
and North America, with internal European interrelations growing in signif-
icance. Here, then, this network was highly integrated. The national networks,
however, continued to function as the backbone of the ‘global corporate elite’,
as corporate management and the life of the ‘haute bourgeoisie’ remained
embedded in national and regional structures and cultures. According to
Carroll, an increasing division into two camps can be observed among the
large multinational corporations: a growing number of (mainly Asian) corpo-
rations is isolated from inter-company contact networks, while a similarly
increasing number is integrated into a transnational contact network. By and
large, these ‘transnational interlocks’ tend to be tenuous and weak, carried by
individual external board members (Carroll 2009: 305, 308; 2010: 224–236).
Heemskerk is even more reserved in this regard, though he does confirm the
development of a transnational network in Europe, it remains in his view
largely confined to north-western Europe. He is by all means optimistic about
its future development, however: ‘But if the trend of growing European elite
cohesion continues there might soon be the structural base for a genuine
European corporate elite’ (Heemskerk 2013: 96).
The overwhelming majority of contemporary studies remain significantly

more sceptical. Davoine and Ravasi illustrate this already in their title: ‘The
relative stability of national career patterns in European top management
careers in the age of globalisation’. They conclude that the increase in foreign
top managers in British, German, French and Swiss corporations is indeed
eroding respective national career models but that this erosion is occurring at a
very slow pace and national models remain ‘highly relevant’ (Davoine and
Ravasi 2013: 161). Similar findings have been produced in studies conducted
by B€uhlmann et al. (2017), Dudouet et al. (2012), Schmid et al. (2015) as well
as van Veen and Elbertsen (2008). A recent study by Timans is particularly
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interesting in this regard as it does not analyse board members as a whole but
only CEOs, which would appear far more conclusive when trying to detect an
internationalisation of top management and the emergence of a transnational
business elite. In two distinct samples, Timans examined, firstly, the CEOs of
the 133 largest Dutch corporations (including 33 large subsidiaries of foreign
corporations) and, secondly, the CEOs or managing directors of the 107 largest
companies legally registered in the Netherlands, among them 44 companies
based in the Netherlands to avoid paying higher taxes in their countries of
origin. While the share of Dutch nationals among CEOs amounts to 80.5
percent in the first sample, this is only true of 47 percent in the second one
(Timans 2015: 155–159, 228–230, 236). Foreign top managers are in charge
mainly in cases where a company is based in the Netherlands for tax reasons
but actually has their operational headquarters in a different country. The vast
majority of corporations that are not just formally, but also operationally,
based in the Netherlands are headed by Dutch nationals.
These findings correspond to my own recent investigation of executive

management of the 1000 leading corporations worldwide (Hartmann 2016).
Of these 1000 company CEOs, a mere one in eight is foreign born. However,
massive differences exist between individual countries. The percentage of
foreign CEOs ranges from zero not only in the large Asian countries of
China, India and South Korea but also in Italy, Russia and Spain, to a peak
of 72 percent in Switzerland. In between, we find countries with low percent-
ages from one to eight percent, such as Japan, France and the USA, and some
with high percentages from 30 to 45 percent, such as Canada, the Netherlands,
Great Britain and Australia (Table 26.1).
That said, these large differences are put into perspective when we exclude

foreign CEOs from the same or a similar linguistic and cultural background
and focus instead only on those from a distinct linguistic and cultural back-
ground. In this case, Switzerland is the only country whose large corporations
continue to exhibit a high share of foreign CEOs (44 percent). In Great Britain
and the Netherlands, this perspective lowers that share to 14 and 12 percent,
respectively. The same is true for almost all other countries with foreign CEOs.
This narrower view reduces their share by at least half but mostly by more, that
is, by two-thirds and up to more than four-fifths in some cases. The average
value for all 1000 companies then drops to a mere 4.6 percent. Foreign CEOs
in their great majority do not really come from foreign cultures but mostly
from other Anglo-Saxon countries in the case of Anglo-Saxon companies, from
the neighbouring countries of Austria, Switzerland, the Netherlands or
Denmark in the case of German companies and from Belgium or Germany
in the case of Dutch companies.
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The second criterion for internationality, namely the extent of a given
CEO’s foreign experience, yields better results. At a rate of 22.5 percent,
more than one in five CEOs has lived abroad for at least six months at a
time. Though great differences exist between individual countries in this
respect as well, they are substantially less pronounced than in the percentage
of foreigners. Germans rank the highest for this criterion at a rate of three-
quarters, followed by their Italian, Dutch and Swedish colleagues, all at around
50 percent. Most other countries exhibit values between barely 20 and about
30 percent. Only the two largest economic powers in the world, China and the
USA, reach less than 10 percent. Linguistic and cultural similarity to a given
CEO’s native country is of minor importance during foreign stays.
If we narrow down the circle of companies to the 100 largest in each of the

six leading economic powers, then only two significant changes appear. In
Great Britain, the share of foreigners drops by one-quarter to 33 percent, while

Table 26.1 Inter- and transnationality of CEOs of the 1000 largest companies worldwide
in 2015

CEO
Foreigners
(in %)

Foreigners coming from a
different language area
and cultural environment
(in %)

Foreign
experiences of
national CEOs
(in %)

USA 306 27 (8.8) 8 (2.6) 26 (9.3)
Japan 99 2 (2.0) 2 (2.0) 30 (30.9)
China 94 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 7 (7.4)
UK 50 22 (44.0) 7 (14.0) 7 (25.0)
France 45 2 (4.4) 2 (4.4) 15 (34.9)
Germany 32 5 (15.6) 2 (6.3) 20 (74.1)
Canada 32 9 (28.1) 1 (3.1) 5 (21.7)
South Korea 27 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 8 (29.6)
Switzerland 25 18 (72.0) 11 (44.0) 2 (28.6)
India 25 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 6 (24.0)
Hong Kong 25 2 (8.0) 0 (0.0) 9 (39.1)
Australia 20 9 (45.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (18.1)
Netherlands 17 5 (29.4) 2 (11.8) 6 (50.0)
Spain 16 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3 (18.8)
Taiwan 16 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 4 (25.0)
Sweden 15 2 (13.3) 1 (6.7) 6 (46.2)
Italy 14 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 8 (57.1)
Russia 12 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (16.7)
Brazil 10 1 (10.0) 1 (10.0) 3 (33.3)
Ireland 10 6 (60.0) 2 (20.0) 0 (0.0)
Saudi Arabia 10 3 (30.0) 2 (20.0) 0 (0.0)
Other countries 102 13 (12.7) 5 (4.9) 28 (31.5)
Total 1002 126 (12.6) 46 (4.6) 197 (22.5)

Source: Author’s own research
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in Germany and France the same is true for foreign experience, which
decreases by a third to about 46 percent and by a quarter to 26 percent,
respectively. As could be expected, the degree of internationalisation drops in
accordance with company size. Even more interesting are changes over time.
Between 1995 and 2015, these occurred to a highly varying extent, depending
on the specific country. In British and German companies, the share of
foreigners rose five to sevenfold, while almost a doubling in foreign experience
can also be observed. For Chinese and Japanese CEOs, however, we find a
regression, as the percentage of domestic CEOs with foreign experience
decreased noticeably and the number of foreign CEOs, at a total of only two
individuals, stays extremely low (Hartmann 2015, 2016).
Percentages for inter and transnationality of CEOs actually become some-

what less relevant if we consider one important aspect that Timans and
Heilbron also addressed in their study: a significant number of foreign
CEOs lead corporations that are binational or have their legal headquarters
in one country for tax reasons but their actual operational base in another. If
we exclude all CEOs of binational companies who are nationals of one of the
two countries of origin, or who in companies with a structure split across two
countries are active at the actual operational headquarters, then the share of
foreigners once again decreases by another fifth to under 10 percent. This
suggests that there is truly no reason to speak of an unequivocal tendency
towards, let alone the existence of, a transnational economic elite. Only the
CEOs of Swiss corporations are truly international, and only in five other
countries can we identify a clear trend towards internationalisation: Australia,
Great Britain, Canada, the Netherlands and, to a limited extent, Germany.
The picture is a bit brighter with view to the board members of interna-

tional corporations. This is the group within management displaying the
highest degree of internationalisation. But even in this group, the average
share of foreigners is only one in six. Moreover, three important restrictions
must be added to this figure. Firstly, several large industrialised countries are
far below the average value; this includes the two largest industrial nations,
Japan and the USA. The boards of large US-American corporations exhibit a
share of foreigners of only 8 percent (as do their Italian counterparts). In Japan,
this figure is only 2 percent. Taking into account the two largest emerging
economies, India and China with a share of foreigners of 7 and 1 percent,
respectively, then, the average value of one-sixth must be strongly relativised.
Secondly, in most cases, this figure refers only to non-executive board mem-
bers and not to executive members. The percentage of foreign executives is for
the most part far below that of non-executives. It ranges between 0 and
8 percent, with an average of a mere 4 percent. Only in four European
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countries (Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands and Great Britain) and
Canada is the figure of one-quarter reached. Yet, as executive members are
the ones in charge of operative business, while non-executive members only
attend a limited number of brief meetings, mostly lasting only a day or two,
between six and twelve times per year, depending on the respective country,
the former group is decisive in terms of internationalisation. Thirdly, the share
of foreigners in the most powerful position among non-executives, who is also
the only non-executive member present at company headquarters for longer
periods at a time, the chairman, is markedly lower than that of remaining
non-executive members. In Dutch and Swiss corporations, it is one-quarter
lower, in British and Canadian companies one-third and in German ones
almost two-thirds lower. As is the case with CEOs, the share of foreigners
decreases the closer one is to crucial positions of power.

Economic and Political Elites

In the overwhelming majority of scientific studies, relations between the
economic and the political elite feature only marginally or are dealt with in
more detail only in rather journalistically oriented books such as Freeland
(2012) or Rothkopf (2008). These relations are, at most, indirectly referred to
when substantial portions of the economic elite have also held high-ranking
positions in the public sector over the course of their career. Yet because this
phenomenon is restricted to France, it goes largely undetected. Only three
recent studies address the relation between these two central elites explicitly.
That said, aspects discussed vary greatly.
In their analysis of the Danish power elite, guided by Mills’ thesis about a

“power elite,” Larsen, Ellersgaard and Bernsen in fact address the sectoral
composition of this power elite directly. They find that it is clearly dominated
by representatives of the private sector, while politicians are relatively under-
represented in contrast to the power elite conceived of by Mills. Of the
423 people they include in the central network, 184 are from the private
sector, increasing to 221 if trade associations are included, but only 34 are
from the political sphere (Larsen et al. 2015: 28–29). The economic elite is,
with a share of 53 percent, represented almost sevenfold when compared to
politicians (8 percent). This enormous difference is rather puzzling. It once
again demonstrates how important national traditions and peculiarities are as
regards elite formation and, moreover, the emergence of potential transna-
tional elites. The latter aspect takes center stage in the study by B€uhlmann
et al. The authors show that the extensive internationalisation of the Swiss
economic elite over the past two decades has led to an ongoing erosion of

412 M. Hartmann



traditional ties to the country’s political elite. Common traits such as a law
degree, or the once widespread membership in the Swiss army’s officer corps
(previously true of one in two top managers or politicians), have declined in
significance dramatically. Even more important, only 3.4 percent of adminis-
trative board members of the 110 largest Swiss corporations are also members
of the federal parliament, compared to almost 11 percent in 1980 (B€uhlmann
et al. 2015). So far, however, this growing estrangement between economic
and political elites is an exception. In a whole range of countries, inside as well
as mostly outside Europe, the trend is in the opposite direction. This is
corroborated by the most recent German elite study, conducted in 2012.
Although sectoral divisions between the economic and political elites in
Germany remain prominent, some tendencies towards a more frequent fluc-
tuation across sector boundaries can be observed, albeit in almost all cases from
politics to the private sector and only rarely the other way round. This can be
observed in a broad range of senior politicians over the past years. In fact, it has
almost become the rule for undersecretaries at the Ministry of Finance. Some
of them have even pulled off a double boundary cross-over, first from the
private sector into the Ministry and then back again (Hartmann 2013:
91–97). Quite clearly in Germany, though, there is no sign of the growing
estrangement evident in Switzerland.

Notes

1. In their 1995 survey of the CEOs of the largest 200 corporations, Bauer and
Bertin-Mourot indicated a share of 36 percent for the 20 most prestigious public
schools (Bauer and Bertin-Mourot 1996: 105, 110).

2. Owing to their distinctive sample and survey period, MacLean et al. (2006: 91)
do in fact arrive at lower figures for French (three-quarters) and British
(two-thirds) CEOs, yet the essence of the statement and the (more general)
distinction between the two countries remain unaffected by this.

3. The percentages may not always be directly comparable, because the samples
used in these studies vary in size and composition; but they nevertheless indicate
the respective national economic elite’s position.
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