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It is now more than twenty years since
most of the Western world, including
Australia, introduced fairly robust equal
opportunity and gender anti-
discrimination laws. Within the
corporate world, a test of their
effectiveness is seen by many to be the
proportion of board of director seats on
major companies that are held by
women. Recent surveys in Australia, in
Europe and in North America all
suggest that with the exception of
Scandinavian countries, particularly
Norway, this proportion has tended to
plateau in the last few years. In both the
USA and Canada, the percentage has
broken through the 10% mark but in
Australia and in the UK, it seems to be
approaching this figure asymptotically.

It is a truism to say that equal
opportunity does not necessarily lead to
equal outcomes. However, within the
Australian context at least, it is also
difficult to establish with certainty
whether the current percentage of
women directors of top companies,
8.3%, is in itself a very positive
achievement or is an indicator of a
deeper malaise. That this 8.3% of board
seats is held by relatively few women
(women tend to occupy more non-
executive director seats per person than
do men), and that the women are less
experienced (women non-executive
directors are typically more than seven
years younger than their male
counterparts), adds to this mystery.

The paper will share the experiences
of many leading women directors, will
provide advice to current or aspiring
women directors based on the
perspectives of both the chairmen
and the women themselves, and will

seek to identify the root causes of the
problem as well as proposing some
ways forward.

Research methodology

A key purpose of our research has
been to better understand the reasons
for such small changes in the
proportion of female NEDs in recent
years. To inform the research, we
interviewed nineteen of Australia’s
leading and most experienced women
public company directors, and sixteen
men, all of whom held or had previously
held chairmanships in major Australian
public companies. In addition, a
substantial amount of published
material, both local and international,
has been reviewed in order to
understand the issues involved, the
experiences elsewhere and as a way of
seeking to identify recommendations
which may lead to change.

As noted, all the women directors
interviewed for this project have
experience as directors of significant
Australian listed public companies. As
a group, they represent vast
experience in the board room. Their
experience as directors ranged from
between four and sixteen years, with
the average period of service on at
least one public company board
being just under ten years. All have
served on multiple public company
boards, typically three or four over
their careers.

The typical age of the female
interviewees at the time of their first
public company board appointment

was 44, and a third of them had been
in their thirties. Eight were in their
forties when they first became NEDs
and only four in their fifties. Their
average age is now 54, still relatively
young for a person holding a NED
appointment, although a little older
than the average for women directors
within the ASX100.

The emphasis in our research
towards those who were typically on
the more experienced, or pioneering,
end of the spectrum was deliberate.
We sought input from women with the
greatest experience as directors
partly in the hope that their thoughts
and views would be instructive for
those aspiring to similar careers.
Thus, they are representative of more
experienced women directors and not
statistically valid representatives of all
women board members.

All of the chairmen interviewed have
been on at least one board with a
female director and typically on more
than one board where this was the
case. In most instances they chaired,
or had formerly chaired, a board which
included female directors and in many
cases, the female directors were
appointed during their chairmanship.
Several have served on boards with
more than one female director.

In discussions with all participants in
the survey, both female and male, we
used a pro-forma interview guide to
add structure to the discussion but
not to limit it. That said, not all
interviewees were asked every
question. Also, they were assured
that nothing in the final report would
be attributable to them as individuals.

introduction
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Background and context 

Boardroom climate change is a
looming problem for Australian
business today, with a relative
drought of skilled and experienced
directors challenging the longer-term
sustainability of business leadership.

The 2008 EOWA Australian Census of
Women in Leadership1 shows that
Australia’s top 200 companies have
made little progress in increasing the
numbers of women in their
boardrooms and in fact, the proportion
is declining. The percentage of women
directors, 8.3%, reflects a decline from
the previous census in 2006, where
the figure was 8.7% and is even less
than the first census six years ago,
when the figure was 8.4%.

Similarly, the number of women
executive managers in the ASX200 is
only 10.7%, a decline from 12% in the
2006 census. The number of female
CEOs also declined, with just four
ASX200 companies being led by
women at the time of the 2008
Census.

Analysis of the 148 companies that
have remained in the ASX200 over
the past four years and thus
appeared in the 2004, 2006 and
2008 censuses suggests that there
was considerable churn in the group
of women holding executive
management positions. Fewer than
half of the same individuals are

recorded in both 2006 and 2008 and
the same level of churn was observed
between 2004 and 2006.

The Australian figure of 8.3% women
directors on major public company
boards is now less than the 9.7% of
board seats occupied by women on
Europe’s top corporate boards in
2008.2 In turn, the European figure
represented only a modest increase
from 8.5% in 20063 and 8% in 2004.4

The difference from country to
country is dramatic. The range is from
Norway at 44.2%, Sweden 26.9%,
Finland 25.7% and Denmark 18.1%
through to Spain and Switzerland at
6.6%, France at 7.6%, Germany at
7.8% or Italy at 2.1%. The UK, the
European country with the most
obvious parallels with Australia, had a
figure of 11.5% with growth also
seemingly slowing. Outside the
Scandinavian countries, The
Netherlands had the most significant
growth, almost doubling in the past
two years to its current level of
12.3%. Without the dramatic growth
in Norway, due to the introduction of
quotas, the 2008 European figure
would have been only 9.1%.

In the USA, women held 14.8% of all
Fortune 500 board seats in 2007, a tiny
increase from the previous year’s figure
of 14.6%.5 A similar study in Canada in
2005 indicated that 12% of board
seats in the National Post’s Financial
Post 500 list were held by women.6

The EOWA 2008 Census also found
that only 49% of the ASX200
companies had women directors and
the overall trend in this percentage is
slowly downwards. In Europe in 2008,
72% of companies included in the
FTSEurofirst 300 had at least one
female director; in the UK, 77% of the
FTSE200 companies had a female
director; in Canada, 52.8% of the
FP500 companies had a female
director7; and in the USA, 91% of the
S&P500 companies had a woman
director.8 On this comparison,
Australia clearly lags.

More alarming is that only 54.5% of
ASX200 companies have one or more
women in an executive management
position. This is lower than the
international comparators such as the
US, with 85% of the Fortune 500
companies having at least one senior
woman executive, and Canada (66%),
the UK (60%) and South Africa (59%).

An international exception is New
Zealand, where the situation is similar
to Australia, with females holding
8.7% of NZSX100 directorships but
with only 40% of these companies
having female directors.9

In the US, as recently as 2000, almost
50% of Fortune 1000 companies had
no women as top executives and
those that did, typically only had one
or two.10 This study found that the
women in top management were on
average 51/2 years younger than the
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men and had worked for their current
employers for 21/2 years less. Most of
the women held positions just below
the top two rungs of the executive
hierarchy, and the percentage of
women in line roles (25.3%) was
approximately half that of men. As
heads of function, women were
overrepresented in accounting and
legal and underrepresented in
operations, but held their own in
information technology and strategy.
In forecasting the future impact of
their findings, the authors believe that
by 2016, perhaps 6% of Fortune
1000 CEOs may be women, still a low
proportion but greater than the 1.8%
of Fortune 500 CEOs who were
women in 2005.

In assessing the significance of these
measures of female participation it
should be noted that in many, if not
most countries, the current situation
regarding female board participation
is overstated if the focus is only on the
top companies. Top companies in
most countries usually “over-perform”
due mainly to their more progressive
attitudes and policies and their ability
to attract board members of quality if
supply is limited.

Other factors that influence the figures
vary from country to country. In
Scandinavia for example, the more
proactive social and related economic
policies of government and the
introduction of quotas explains their
relatively high proportions of female
directors, with this being most obvious
in the case of Norway, where the
government indicated that it would,

and now has, introduced quotas
requiring that 40% of directors on all
major companies be of either gender.
Interestingly Spain, while still a laggard,
has now introduced similar quota
legislation requiring companies to have
at least 40% women on their boards in
eight years’ time. In the USA, the
results of its now well-established
affirmative action policies are becoming
more evident at the top of corporations.

Across Europe, another factor which
positively influences the proportion of
female directors is the need in a
number of countries for the board to
include labour union appointees. Of
the board seats occupied by
employee representatives across
Europe, 31% are taken by women,
that is, more than three times the
average for all appointees.11

Looking at broader data than the
ASX200, the proportion of managers
who are women jumped from 28%
(215,000) to 34.4% (414,000) in the
period between the Australian
Government Censuses of 2001 and
2006, having remained stable
between 1996 and 2001. These
figures suggest that women who have
dominated the university system and
the professional workforce for the
past 25 years are finally moving into
management. Professional workers
accounted for 20.2% of all jobs in the
2006 Census and clerical staff,
15.3%. Women were in the majority in
both groups, with 52.9% of the
professionals being women (up only
slightly from 52.5% in 2001) and
almost 77% of the clericals.12

An Australian Government Treasury
Working Paper published in 2003
indicated that female labour force
participation has risen steadily over
the past 25 years as male
participation has steadily fallen.13

However, it also noted that 85% of
the increase in female workforce
participation between 1981 and 2001
reflected increases in female part-time
participation. Additionally, while male
participation has fallen slightly in all
age categories, participation has risen
in all age categories for women. An
interesting feature of the female
participation rate is the reduction in
the dip in female participation in the
key 25 to 34 age group, which in turn
reflected increasing part-time
participation in this age group,
particularly by married females.

Again in contrast to males,
participation rates for all female
educational attainment categories
increased significantly between 1981
and 2001, with the largest increases
being for women with post-school
and no post-school qualifications.
Despite these increases, females with
degree or higher qualifications aged
25 to 54 in 2001 had participation
rates over 20 percentage points
higher than those with no post-school
qualifications.

In Australia, the most common family
type with dependent children is now
the father working full-time and the
mother working part-time. This
covers 37.8% of all couple families.
Another 22.8% of couple families
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have both parents working full-time,
meaning that in the 2006 Census, the
combined total of these two groups
exceeded 60% for the first time. The
traditional family with the father
working full-time and the mother not
in the labour force now accounts for
only 28.3% of all two-parent families.
The balance of approximately 11%
involves families where the father
either works part-time or not at all.14

A UK survey published by
PricewaterhouseCoopers last year
was less encouraging with respect to
women’s emerging participation in
management.15 It indicated that in
2002, 38% of senior manager level
posts in the FTSE350 were occupied
by women but that this had sunk to
just 22% in 2007. This is despite the
introduction by many companies of
flexible working arrangements and
the appointment of heads of diversity
in attempts to address equal
opportunity in the workplace and to
retain talent.

At the most senior levels in the UK,
things are moving in the opposite
direction but progress is painfully
slow. Over the same five-year period,
the number of full-time chairmen or
chief executive women increased
from two to four; the number of other
executive directors from five to seven
and the number of female executive
committee members from 21 to 32.
However, those holding so-called
senior professional roles decreased
from 76 to 43 within the FTSE350. In
all categories, the median age of
female incumbents was less than

their male counterparts. The survey
also produced evidence that more
women are going into business by
themselves. The number of self-
employed females in the UK recently
rose above one million for the first
time and 17% of UK businesses are
now wholly or predominantly owned
by women.

Non-executive directors in
Australia

An underlying presumption that being
a non-executive director in some way
reflects the peak of a business career
is the basis of much of the concern
expressed about the apparently low
proportion of directors who are
female. The ambition of many is that
something much closer to 50% would
reveal a greater equity between men
and women in the business world.

For a male non-executive director,
appointment to a board typically
occurs towards the conclusion of his
executive career. In many cases it is
seen as confirmation of the success
of his career in business and as the
essential ingredient in the path from
full time executive life to semi or
complete retirement. Thus, as a study
by the Australian Council of Super
Investors found, within the ASX100,
the most common age band for non-
executive directors is 60 to 69 and
more than half the NEDs are retired
former corporate executives.16 In
2006, the average male NED was
aged 59 and was on average 7.4

years older than his female
counterpart, whose average age was
52.

The ACSI study also indicated that
there is a growing number of ASX100
company directors holding multiple
board seats. In 2006 for example, 94
of the 134 individuals who were
appointed NEDs in the ASX100
already held board seats with other
companies in the Index. This trend
has developed over the past five or
six years to the point that 45% of all
non-executive board seats in the
ASX100 are now held by multiple
board seat holders or ‘professional’
NEDs. Interestingly, ACSI reported
that a third of these multiple seat
holders are women. Almost 60% of
the female directors hold two board
seats or more, whereas a similar
proportion of men hold only one seat.
This, plus the lower average age of
women NEDs, they attributed to the
perceived need for women to
‘specialise’ as company directors, at
an earlier age than a man.

A key objective of this report is to
identify some of the issues across
workplace culture and recruitment,
promotion, training and development
matters that are preventing more
women from being appointed to
board director roles. These issues
need to be actively managed to
ensure women gain executive
experience and ultimately the
opportunities, development and
exposure needed to contend for
vacant board positions.
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The fundamental responsibility of any
director is to act in the best interests
of the company shareholders. The
responsibilities as set out in The
Corporations Act and in other related
pieces of legislation mean that
directors not only have clear financial
and fiduciary responsibilities but are
also liable to ensure that corporations
abide by the health and safety,
environmental and a multitude of
other requirements. Additionally, it is
anticipated that a board of directors
will add value to a company through
monitoring the company and
management’s performance, making
decisions and offering advice and
counsel to management, especially
the CEO.17

Carter and Lorsch note that while
board structure is important and the
best place to begin thinking about
board design, the calibre and abilities
of the directors is an even more
critical determinant of a board’s
effectiveness. Historically, the
assumption has been that every
director knew all that was needed to
be known before joining the board
and could then dispense that wisdom
at the boardroom table. There was
also a tendency for boards to seek
out the same few people, typically
prominent CEOs or previous CEOs of
major corporations. However, if this is
the only talent pool from which
directors are sought, there is always
going to be a shortage of talent. 

Carter and Lorsch also suggest that a
lot of the discussions about the ideal
director’s qualifications miss the point.
In their view, most CEOs argue that

CEOs make the best directors
whereas most non-CEOs argue the
opposite. However, there is more
agreement when the question is
asked, “What personal qualities and
talents do you want in an outstanding
director?” The answer to this
indicates that prior occupation is a
secondary issue. They argue that
there are six essentials that every
director needs.18 These are:

Intellectual capacity: Can the
prospective director understand the
business in which he or she has no
experience and are they smart
enough to see what really drives
performance? Many very successful
executives cannot think their way into
a business in which they have never
worked and just wheel out the
solutions that work for them. The
work of a board is highly cerebral and
intellectual capacity is a must.

Interpersonal skills: Can the
prospective director work as part of a
group and do they listen well? Can he
or she express views in ways that are
both challenging to and supportive of
management? Good directors are
good listeners and effective
communicators and can relate to
other board members as peers.

Instinct: Does the prospective director
have good business instincts and
judgement? This is not the same as
intelligence. It is about ‘making a
dollar’ and about street smarts and
commercial acumen. Faced with
strategic and organisational decisions,
can the candidate quickly sense
where the value lies and what issues

might stand in the way of achieving
this value? Directors must have the
competence of “pattern recognition” if
they are to be effective contributors.

Interest: Is the prospective director
genuinely interested in the company,
its business and its people, and do
they have the commitment to go the
extra mile when necessary? Since
serving as a director is not about
making a lot of money, is the
candidate passionate enough about
the business to remain engaged and
committed for several years?

A commitment to contribute: Is the
director too busy to be seriously
engaged and can they, and will they,
enthusiastically put in the time needed?

Integrity: Directors must be truthful
and honest. Will the prospective
director accept accountability for his
or her role and decisions? Will their
priority be to do what is right for the
company rather than protect their
own position and reputation?

Thus, if boards are going to get past
established practices, they need to
think differently about the type of
people who make good directors and
how they are encouraged to live up to
their potential once they are on board.
Specifically, they argue for the need to
widen the talent pool; think
strategically about the skill mix; raise
the performance bar; insist on an
education process for new directors;
and be realistic about compensation.

Concluding their discussion on
director essentials, Carter and Lorsch
argue that boards that perform badly

qualities required in non-executive
directors
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usually have members with
deficiencies in many of these areas.
Too many directors might struggle to
understand the business and its risks,
or they might not be very good at
creating a discussion that illuminates
the important issues. Such failings
cannot be rationally linked to
occupational background or whether
someone was a CEO or not. A board
selection committee must find
directors who have diverse expertise
and experience that fits the specific
needs of the company.

Research undertaken in the UK and
associated with the Higgs Report19

suggested that the best non-
executive directors were engaged,
challenged and supported, and were
both independent and involved.20 It
also indicated that the most sought-
after non-executives were those with
business experience. Without this,
directors “will not understand
managing people, they don’t
understand real life, they don’t
understand, outside the financial
environment, how to make decisions
and pragmatic judgements.”21

As the Higgs report concluded, “To
be effective, non-executive directors
need to be well-informed about the
company and the environment in
which it operates.”22 Thus, a director
needs experience, good induction
and ongoing development.

The ASX Corporate Governance
Council view is that “companies should
have a board of an effective

composition, size and commitment to
adequately discharge its responsibilities
and duties. An effective board is one
that facilitates the effective discharge of
the duties imposed by law on the
directors and adds value in a way that is
appropriate to the particular company’s
circumstances. The board should be
structured in such a way that it:

• has a proper understanding of,
and competence to deal with, the
current and emerging issues of
the business;

• exercises independent
judgement;

• encourages enhanced
performance of the company;
and

• can effectively review and
challenge the performance of
management.”23

The ASX document goes on to say
that “in order to be able to discharge
its mandate effectively the board
should comprise directors possessing
an appropriate range of skills and
expertise.” It adds that “an evaluation
of the range of skills, experience and
expertise on the board is important
when considering new candidates for
nomination or appointment. Such an
evaluation enables identification of the
particular skills that will best increase
board effectiveness.”24

It further adds that “the board should
be of a size and composition that is
conducive to making appropriate
decisions. The board should be large
enough to incorporate a variety of

perspectives and skills and to
represent the best interests of the
company as a whole rather than of
individual shareholders or interest
groups. It should not however be so
large that effective decision making is
hindered.”25

In summary, so long as a woman has
had the necessary experience
enabling her to have demonstrated
the six essentials identified earlier, and
has gained the insight and wisdom
required to make sound judgements,
there are no obvious impediments to
her appointment as a NED. 

However, the following excepts from
interviews with chairmen and women
themselves reveal that despite these
definitions of what makes a good
board director, women’s performance
is not judged in this objective way.
Men and women continue to be
judged differently and have different
expectations placed on them, and
there are many impediments to
women’s progress and performance
on a board. 

It is also clear from the following
interviews that if these are the
measures used to judge a good
board director, that there is still a
hierarchy within these qualities and
skills. The skills that the chairs often
associate with some board directors
such as interpersonal skills, integrity,
commitment to contribute and
interest are seen as less important
than instinct, which they often see as
lacking in women. 
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Where are women non-
executive directors from?’

Almost all the female interviewees had
prior experience serving on a
government authority board, a
commercial government board or a
not-for-profit board before their first
appointment to a public company
board. Typically, they believe that this
experience was useful as a way of
introducing them to boardroom
procedures and norms and in some
cases, contacts made or the network
formed from these appointments led
directly to their public company
appointment.

Perceptions as to the value of this
prior experience varied considerably.
In some cases, particularly where the
governance practices of the
organisation were seen to be first-
rate, the prior experience was viewed
as a clear plus. However, in other
situations such as a government
authority board but with an interfering
government, or on an under-
resourced not-for-profit board, the
approach to governance or the
blurring of the line between the roles
of the board and management was
seen as setting a bad example,
particularly for a NED who was
lacking in senior corporate
experience.

More than half the women
interviewed had previously held Profit
and Loss responsibilities during their
executive life, with their
responsibilities having ranged from
small but talented investment banking
teams to larger corporate profit

centres and country management, or
CEO roles involving several hundred
or several thousand people. The prior
experience of the others was typically
as investment bankers or strategic
consulting advisors.26 As such, all of
the women had business experience
considered essential to be a good
board director.

The appointment process

There was substantial variation in the
processes leading to the initial public
company board appointment for the
women interviewed. In part at least,
this reflected whether the approach
was in the 1990s or later. A number
said it was very clear to them that
they had been approached to
become the first woman director on
the board, although in a number of
instances, while this seemed to be
the case, the existence of a gender
preference was played down. In
perhaps half the cases, the approach
was directly from the chairman; in
other examples it was via the chief
executive, and in the balance of
situations, an executive search firm. In
general, the range of initial
approaches would be similar for men.

Typically, the women NEDs were not
known to the chairman of the boards
to which they were appointed before
the appointment process
commenced, a phenomenon less
likely with men, particularly several
years ago. However, in at least two
examples, the wife of the chairman
had been instrumental in mentioning

the successful candidate’s name to
the chairman, the idea coming to
them as a result of prior
acquaintance. In another couple of
examples, the successful female
NEDs had previously acted as
advisors to the company in question.

Once approached, most women met
only a small number of their potential
colleagues, typically just the chairman
and the CEO, although in more recent
experiences, a number of NEDs were
also introduced.

Women s experiences on the
board

The female directors were asked what
had surprised them most when they
became a public company director; in
what areas they felt their learning
curve was steepest; how long it had
taken them to feel comfortable in the
boardroom environment; what lasting
impressions they had of their earliest
board meetings or the interview
processes leading to this; and also
whether they believed they had ever
been treated differently because of
their gender, or were discriminated
against on the boards on which they
had served.

Some key observations included:

A number of women commented that
they were surprised at how quickly
very significant decisions had been
made at their initial board meetings,
based on what they felt were flimsy
management presentations. This was
particularly the case if the initial

personal experiences of female directors
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meeting had been in the 1990s. The
general feeling was that board
meetings at this time were typically
managed with little precision and with
little input being sought from the
board by management, or
volunteered from NEDs with
apparently ‘blue chip’ reputations.
There was also a feeling that the
information the board received was
often quite sanitised and that robust
discussion around the board table
was not the norm.

Some women observed that there
has been a huge change over the
past ten to fifteen years and that
management and boards are now
much more ‘on the same page’. That
said, others noted that they were
surprised that CEOs could still
withhold information so easily and
deflect taking action based on board
deliberations. One female director
reflected on one of her earlier boards
where she noted that despite what
she believed was very comprehensive
due diligence, clearly not everything
had been revealed to her or other
directors, thus making the aftermath
of her first board meeting a quite
traumatic experience.

One of the consistent themes
mentioned by many women was their
initial surprise at how much the
executives knew about the business
and how little the NEDs did by
comparison. In the 1990s, this was
partly due to NEDs more generally
being under-prepared for meetings,
and it is also a consequence of poor
induction of new NEDs. Many women

argue that they were unusual NEDs
as they sought to talk to an array of
the senior management group,
undertake plant or site visits and had
generally wanted to get out and about
in the company to build their
knowledge of the business. Many
also said they applied themselves
very diligently, being punctual and
reading the board papers, unlike their
typical male colleagues. If they had
not understood anything in the
papers, they questioned the CEO or
chairman between meetings, to make
sure that they went to the meeting
well-informed.

Different interviewees had a range of
views about the respective roles of
board and management. Clearly the
dynamic between the chairman and
his or her board and in turn, between
the board and management, can vary
substantially, with the ultimate
question being who is leading whom.
Some boards clearly favour a role in
which they are just passively
supporting management, whereas
others take the view that the board’s
key responsibility is to appoint the
chief executive and that the chief
executive’s main responsibility is to
implement the board’s strategy. 

One director said that her background
as an advisor had led her to believe
that boards had more influence on
strategy than they do in reality,
particularly with a CEO who seeks to
deflect or simply ignore the advice he
is receiving. As a consequence, she
learned to particularly value
information she was able to obtain

from independent external sources, as
she realised how hard it could be to
get the information she needed from
within the organisation.

A couple of the interviewees
commented that they quickly learned
how little they or other NEDs could
achieve, acting as a single NED. One
stated that she found it very frustrating
and challenging to achieve any change
as a single NED and that she grew to
realise that it required time and effort if
she was to make any impact. Another
director commented that she quickly
realised that going to board meetings
was just not enough and that early
ground work was essential.

Most women suggested that the first
year learning curve had been relatively
steep as they became more
comfortable as a member of their first
public company board. During this
period they started to determine how
the board worked and what its
relationship was with key members of
the executive team, and at the same
time coming to grips with their
understanding of the business.
Interestingly, some respondents
believed that their acceptance grew
quickly within the board but not
management, whereas others had
directly opposite experiences. As one
said, “I had been interviewed by all
the board members, so they knew me
at least a little and they had made the
decision to appoint me. The
management on the other hand
wondered what this young woman
was doing, trying to advise them on
their future and that of the business.”
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Discrimination and
stereotyping

The majority of the women NEDs
interviewed had examples of varying
degrees of seriousness relating to
gender discrimination or stereotyping.27

Quite clearly in many boards, it is an
issue which if not overt, is just below
the surface. Perhaps not surprisingly,
given the relatively young age at which
they joined boards, many women
indicated that they felt that if there was
discrimination, it was due in part to age
as much as gender. A particularly
difficult experience for many of the
women appointed in the 1990s as the
first female board member was to
establish themselves as being credible
directors. A number referred to the fact
that it seemed they were not expected
to make a particularly significant
contribution, but that externally the
company could at least then say that it
had some gender diversity (or more
correctly one woman) on its board.

The prevailing view particularly of
today’s chairmen is that they tend to be
deferential towards female directors,
rather than dismissive, because of
gender. Due to old-fashioned
politeness, some chairmen will always
ask for the input of a female director
first, simply because she is a woman. 

However, a number of women
directors said in some situations
where there is more than one woman
on the board, they are confused with
each other by the chairman or by
other NEDs.

Another common issue was that an
idea put forward by a woman only

becomes a good idea when a male
board member endorses it. One
female director said that it had been
suggested to her that this was to do
with things such as voice tone, the
physical space that a man takes up
and also that men say things more
directly or in a more linear way than
do women. While stating that she felt
it was subconscious rather than
deliberate, she did note that it does
seem to happen quite frequently. 

The difficulty in creating a strong
identity on the board was also
indicated by one director who is
continually frustrated that her ideas
and contributions seem to be
confused with those of a male NED
on the same board. 

One typically irritating habit reported
of a number of chairmen was that
they typically bring the board to order
by using the phrase, ‘Well
gentlemen’.

As one experienced female director
observed, there is no doubt that at
times women directors have had to
‘break in’ the men around the board
table. Some examples were given of
women being the recipients of
belittling comments and of offence
being caused through remarks of an
inappropriate sexual nature. 

Only a very small number of directors
reported any experience of what
would now be regarded as sexual
harassment, noting that this had
typically occurred in the very early
days on the board and had made
their lives very difficult. Their tendency
was to accept it at the time as part of

the price that they were paying for
such an important career opportunity
but on reflection, they realise that
such behaviour was simply
unacceptable.
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27 The impact of gender stereotyping is well covered in “Women ‘Take Care,’ Men ‘Take Charge:’ Stereotyping of US Business Leaders Exposed” Catalyst, New York, 2005. It
reports that gender-based stereotyping is alive and well and that men and women both do it. They argue that managers’ perceptions of men and women leaders likely come
from stereotypes and that because women leaders are stereotyped as poor problem solvers, their power to motivate followers may be seriously undermined.



Perceptions about women’s
contribution as non-executive
directors

In the interviews, the contrast
between women directors’ view of
their role on boards and the chairs’
view of women’s role on boards
became exposed. Generally, it
appears that women see themselves
as a person rather than as a woman
and that their role is to represent the
best interests of the company.
Unfortunately, many of the chairmen
seem to view women as the experts
on diversity, representatives of
womankind and holders of ‘female
skills’. 

The prevailing view of the chairmen
was that women tend to be stronger
in their understanding of the ‘softer’
or social issues such as culture,
human resources, sustainability,
occupational health and safety. Their
contribution in this regard and on
broader human resources issues is
clearly seen as a positive, as it tends
to be stronger on customer-focussed
issues as well. 

One chairman clearly supported
stereotypes of women by explaining
that women have a focus on softer
and cultural issues and customer
service. He thinks they are more
comfortable leading on these issues,
whereas men tend to be more
comfortable talking about engineering
or finance. 

Generally the male interviewees
believe that women NEDs offer
another perspective, particularly
when working through some of the

softer issues. As one chairman said,
“their emotional sensitivity can be very
helpful.”

One chairman noted that he found it
very irritating when his male
colleagues immediately refer to
female directors when the discussion
relates in some way to ‘women’s
issues’. He stated that he believes
this is quite patronising and that
similar to all other matters, ‘women’s
issues’ should be a matter for the full
board and something on which all
directors, including the males, should
have an opinion. It was also clear from
our discussions that very few female
directors enjoy being placed in the
role of being the ‘women’s
representative’ on the board.

While women are seen on some
boards as being the ‘go to’ person on
diversity issues, most, if not all the
respondents tried not to be labelled
as ‘female crusaders’. As one said,
“even though you are the lone
woman, it does not mean you have to
represent that fifty per cent of the
population on every issue.”

With men deferring diversity to female
board members, and women trying to
disassociate themselves from such,
there is the concern that diversity
matters become sidelined and are not
sufficiently championed or managed
at board level. 

The appointment of women to the
board is generally seen as providing
an excellent example to the rest of the
company and sending the right
message to management. It implies
that the company is interested in

observations by female directors 
and chairmen
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attracting female talent and this can
open up opportunities for female
executives. 

Many women directors argued that
the diversity that they may bring to the
board table is more a function of
personality rather than gender.
However, others argued that women
generally have a stronger sense of
people and of customer, and perhaps
because of their relative youth as
directors, of technology. Adding to
this observation, one woman director
said that because women are
typically younger than their male
counterparts, they can often have a
better feel for the impact of decisions
on younger employees in the
organisation.

It can also be argued that because
there are fewer executive directors on
Australian boards and fewer serving
CEOs from other companies than in
the UK or the US for example, women
are the only way of providing a
younger NED option. As one female

director explained, “I am younger than
my colleagues, I am a mother of two
and I have had less executive
experience than most of the
management in the companies of
which I am a director. Thus, while I am
less accomplished as an executive I
do at least bring a different
perspective and that can be valuable.
A room full of CEOs can represent a
very limited group and often a group
with very specific industry
experience.”

Women s approach 
to their role

Generally, it appears that the women
interviewed placed a strong emphasis
on preparation and were extremely
conscientious, a view also supported
by the chairmen. Despite this being a
seemingly positive approach to their
role, it was seen by the chairmen as a
way to hide weakness.

A number of chairmen noted that they
believe female directors are typically
at the conscientious end of the NED
spectrum. One chairman observed
that during his career he has had to
manage two men off boards but so
far, no women. 

Another stated his belief that every
one of the women directors he has
dealt with is better prepared than
anyone else. They have read the
papers in great detail and are very
comfortable with them. He believes
the reason for this is perhaps that
they sense a lack of their own
experience and because of this they

are less inclined to be intuitive, which
you can be only if you have had
considerable senior level or chief
executive experience. In his own
case, he argues that he tends to scan
documents and focus on what he
sees as the big issues, rather than all
the content. Despite this difference of
approach, he is a strong supporter of
female directors, believing that they
make a very valuable contribution, be
it just a bit different from his own.

In a related comment, one chairman
noted that a female director with
whom he had worked on two boards
was very dedicated and serious about
her role and he believes that in time,
she will become a very good NED.
However, his view is that at the
moment she is not relaxed about it
and she realises, at least
subconsciously, that her experience is
still very ‘light on’.

Another chairman noted that he has
no doubt that the female directors
with whom he has had contact
approach their role more
professionally than do males. As he
said, “no woman would dare come to
a board meeting without having read
the papers and being fully prepared”.
He believes their motivation for being
more conscientious in this regard is
that they do not want to fail. 

Thus, rather than women’s
conscientious behaviour indicating an
attempt to compensate for a lack of
experience, perhaps it is a sign that
they view their appointment to a
board as a new career opportunity
that will lead to further advancement if
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they perform at a high level. Older
male board directors however,
perhaps being more likely to perceive
a board appointment as the summit
of their career from where they do not
intend to advance any further, may
take a more relaxed approach to their
directorship role.

It is interesting to note that none of
the women NEDs interviewed
expressed any insecurity about their
ability to contribute to boards at a
high and effective level. However,
such references to women’s fears and
lack of self-confidence are not new.
Gender pay inequity and women’s
limited access to promotion and pay
rises for example, are often justified
by the conviction that women are less
confident and assertive negotiators
than their male counterparts. This
effectively turns a blind eye to the
presence of any inequities and places
the onus on women to overturn their
own disadvantaged position. 

Perceived differences 
in approach

A number of women directors
commented that they believe women
are more inclined to challenge
conventional wisdom around the
board table, to ask questions and to
pay more attention to detail than are
men. 

They also felt that women generally
wish to discuss matters more than
does the typical male to make sure
that the issues are truly understood,
rather than quickly moving to a

decision. The pushback to this,
according to the chairmen, is that
women need to ask more questions
because their experience is less. The
reality is that it generates a different
approach to problem-solving. 

One chairman said that he did not see
a difference in quality of input
between male and female directors
but argued that the input came in a
different way. 

Several women directors observed
that men and women communicate in
different ways, noting for example
that women let other people finish
talking whereas men talk over the
person speaking, almost as a matter
of course. 

Another noted that he believes
women do approach issues
differently. He has no doubt that their
attention to detail is vastly better than
men’s and their approach to
problems is different. He believes that
women are much happier discussing
issues and exploring alternatives,
rather than rushing to decisions. He

believes they do not necessarily
expect action or different solutions,
but they want to be sure that they
have fully explored the matters under
consideration. 

Another chairman said he believes
that women can be very comfortable
pursuing points of detail and he thinks
this is a positive, as boards need
people who are very persistent.

There is concern that many women
directors can tend to overcompensate
for their lack of senior or corporate
managerial experience and become
very pushy in their views, whereas
more experienced directors will listen
for some time before they respond.

Another chairman noted that from
what he had seen, women tend to
demonstrate a lesser feeling of
collegiality. He believes there is more
of a sense that they have to do things
themselves and believes this is partly
a function of their having had less
operational experience, rather than of
gender itself. As he noted, most
women directors come from a
professional background where they
have had the challenge throughout
their careers to be recognised and to
progress, and as a consequence, he
believes they tend to be more self-
focussed.28

Communicating the opposite
perspective, one chairman noted that
the women he has seen on boards
are 100% contributors. They talk
differently, their values are different
and they attack things differently, and
in the same way as someone from a
different cultural background will be
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different, they provide diversity. He
added that he believes achieving true
diversity around the board table is the
key to the role of an effective
Nomination Committee. Another
chairman added that one of the great
benefits of most female directors is
their relative youth and he sees this
diversity as a more important
contributor than the fact that they are
women.

Two strong positives about female
directors were noted by different
chairmen. In the view of one, women
tend to be more principled than
men. He noted that men can be
shameless networkers and for
example, will happily buy lunch for
someone who they strongly dislike if
it helps them in some other way.
Women in his view will not be that
hypocritical, with males being more
driven by mutual commercial
benefit. 

Another chairman believes that
women tend to be less
confrontational. They want to
resolve issues more than fight about
them and will quite regularly come to
him in the comfort that he is taking a
fairly hardline position which they will
support but being pleased that they
do not have to be the one leading
with vigour.

Interestingly, even this second
perceived positive of women being
less confrontational and more
focussed on resolution, is described
as a kind of cowardice. This
comment, rather than praising
women, seems to be suggesting that

the chair is left with the tough job.

Perhaps the most negative
difference observed was in the mind
of one chairman, who noted that the
typical board with which he is
involved has the very best men and
a variety of women on it. In his mind
the average contribution of women
directors is less than the average
contribution of the men. In
elaborating, he explained that in his
view, the women lack the insight and
gut feel of the best male directors
because they have not been in the
very senior roles and not been on
boards long enough to catch up
with or compensate for that
experience. He believes the problem
starts with the lack of women CEOs
and very senior managers.

Non-executive directorships
as a profession

A number of women believe that they
treat their role as a NED more as a
profession than do their male
counterparts who they argued, saw it
more as a retirement job. 

For a woman however, being a NED is
more likely to be an optional career
rather than a role at the end of her
career and because of this, women
often spent time doing additional
studies or otherwise actively seeking
information which would help in their
NED role. As one said, “When you are
an executive, you are hit with
information daily but when you

become a NED, you have to seek it
out for yourself.”

Thus the approach of many women
directors is to see being a NED as a
new career, whereas men can often
come to board meetings less well
prepared, with some at the extreme,
believing that as a former CEO, the
board is lucky to have them rather than
the other way around. Reiterating an
earlier comment, another chairman
noted that the fundamental difference
is that women make a career out of
being a NED whereas for many men, it
is a retirement job and in this sense, he
sees a strong differentiator in favour of
women NEDs.

Other chairmen believe that while
women do see their role as being a
truly professional one, the gap
between male and female directors in
this regard is now very small. In
particular, they feel that more recently
appointed male directors take their
roles highly seriously and as one said,
“I think the days of the boys’ club
approach are well and truly gone”.
This generic change is largely due to
the transparency now of board roles
and the general focus on governance
and director responsibilities. Thus, it
would seem that this situation is
changing as more experienced
directors retire.

Another chairman argued quite
strongly that he believes that the
diversity brought to a board by
women directors is not just a gender-
related matter but is also a function of
their lesser experience. Despite this,
he believes that the perceptions can
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still be very valuable and different
because they are adding some
atypical thinking.

Male and female interactions
on boards

Most of the chairmen believe they and
their male counterparts are genuinely
comfortable working with female
directors. However, they typically
acknowledge that the corporate
world is still male-dominated and that
because of this, there is a bias
towards choosing men as NEDs
because men are typically more
comfortable with them and their
company. 

Another noted that it is the
chairperson’s responsibility to ensure
that at all times he or she is inclusive
of all directors. Otherwise, he has no
doubt that some of the male directors
will inevitably create difficulties for the
females.

Chairmen disagreed a little as to
whether generational attitudes were
an issue in regard to female directors.
A number believed quite strongly that
those entering the business world
from the 1970s onward were very
comfortable working with women, as
they had throughout their executive
careers, whereas others felt it was
more a function of personality or
upbringing. In this context, one
chairman noted that he grew up as
part of a female-dominated family and
was therefore very comfortable in
successfully leading the push to
appoint more female directors on the

boards on which he sat.

Surprisingly, given the above
observations, overall, the chairmen
tended to the view that there have
been few issues which make them
feel that either the male or female
directors on their boards are
particularly uncomfortable with
directors of the opposite gender. It
was felt that in more enlightened
boards, women were acknowledged
to be equal to the men and that as a
result, the trend is now towards
appointing the second woman.

Boards with more than one
female director

As noted earlier, identity confusion by
the chairman can apparently be one
unintended and unfortunate
consequence of a board having more
than one female member. However,
recent US research indicates that
increasing the number of women on
the board typically makes a positive
difference.29 While a lone woman can
and often does make a substantial
contribution and two women are
generally more powerful than one,
increasing the number of women to
three or more appears to enhance the
likelihood that women’s voices and
ideas are heard and that board room
dynamics change substantially. This
critical mass ensures that having
women in the room becomes a normal
state of affairs and no longer does any
one woman have to carry the burden
of representing the ‘woman’s point of
view’. They observed that women in

this situation start being treated as
individuals with different personalities,
styles and interests.

The experience and views of the
Australian women directors and some
chairmen to whom we spoke, do not
always mirror these observations. We
discovered the following:

In most cases in Australia, the
experience of both men and women
was typically on boards with only one
woman. However, when sitting on a
board with two or more women, little
difference was noted. Most believed
that the board dynamics were more a
function of the personalities of all
directors rather than of gender per se.

Although most of the interviewees did
not observe particular differences,
those that did, said there was no
doubt in their mind that three women
on a board meant more fun for them
and that discussions became more
open. One observation was that if
there is only one woman then she is
the focus of attention, but if there are
two, the female approach to problem-
solving does not stand out nearly as
much. One chairman said however,
that while he suspects there is
possibly a greater level of confidence
or a feeling of mutual comfort with
two female directors, he believes that
two female directors could lead more
conservative male directors to be a
little more negative about the
‘women’s club’. He stated that such
directors seem to try and make jokes
in this way, reflecting their discomfort
and this can be both grating and
annoying.
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Another chairman said he believes
that having three female directors
produces a better dynamic within the
board than having two or one. Again,
he linked this to chauvinism which he
felt tended to diminish with more
female directors in the room. In his
view it was more than just about
personalities; it was the result of
having the critical mass.

One concerning issue which emerged
was that if there are two women
directors and one is perhaps not as
strong or competent as the other,
then problems can arise from this. At
least two of the female NEDs have
had experience where the chairman
has asked them specifically to speak
to a female NED colleague in order to
assist in improving her performance,
rather than the chairman giving this
feedback himself.

Views on the lack of women
on boards

The views of the female interviewees
fell into several groupings in response
to the knowledge that only around 8%
of ASX200 directors are women; that
this proportion is going backwards
and that some 50% of boards have
no female directors.

One group argued that these
statistics are simply unacceptable
and should not be tolerated. They
saw the low representation of women
on boards as a disgrace for Australian
business, particularly as it is only a
very small group of women who
actually enjoy the privilege of being a

NED, given that many have multiple
board appointments. A related
opinion is that there must almost
certainly be some women who would
be appropriately skilled to go on to
the 50% of boards that women do
not now inhabit, and that a better
effort to recruit women NEDs should
be expected from these boards. 

One director rhetorically asked, ‘What
is the right level?’ She then
acknowledged that it always seems
to be the same list of women which
boards consider and that the
conclusion is then quickly reached
that these women are too busy, so
the idea of appointing women is
dismissed. She added that in her
view, boards should be encouraged
to consider the best qualified women,
even if they are perhaps a little less
qualified than their male equivalent.

Another view was that it is an
indictment on the ‘system’, but that
there are many and varied issues
involved in leading to this situation.
One director believes that the key
issues relate to the executive world
and the lack of opportunity provided
to women by corporations. Another
argued that there are capable women
available and that there may be a
need to introduce quotas, or at least
have stronger leadership from the
Federal government. 

While the low percentage of women
on boards and the relatively low
percentage of boards with women are
of general concern, another group of
interviewees believe that it simply
reflects a lack of diversity overall and

argued that this was the real issue. In
their view the skill base, or lack
thereof, is seen as the key and many
women simply lack the skills to be
appointed to boards. Also, as boards
tend to favour ex-CEOs as directors,
this is another limiting factor for
women.

The view of another group was that
they believed that the average board
size is apparently shrinking (though
this is at the margin) and that it is
harder to fit in less experienced NEDs
as a result. 

Additionally, they feel that as boards
have been made to become more
aware of their responsibilities and
conservatism is therefore prevalent,
known players are chosen for board
seats if they are available. 

Elaborating on this perspective, one
female director said that she really did
not care about these percentages as
long as shareholders were well-
served by the boards that were
appointed. She said that “as a
director, I want people on the board
who have the required experience.
Smaller boards are becoming the
norm but this means that if you have
a small board you cannot afford to
carry anybody. You need people of
better quality rather than marginal
players.”

Another woman director noted that
she wants women appointed on an
equal basis, but believed boards
need to better understand the
benefits of diversity in all its forms if
there is to be progress.
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Why is gender diversity
important?

The ability to construct a performing
board that will contribute and add
value to the company is limited by the
sum and diversity of the individual
board members’ competencies and
experience. True diversity is reflected
in behaviours, not legalistic definitions
or anti-discrimination policies.

The paradox of governance that all
boards face is that of determining the
balance in their role between
focussing on monitoring and
controlling management as opposed
to supporting and encouraging it
strategically.

Diversity on boards will help avoid the
trap of ‘group think’ which typically
means that boards become either too
focussed on either their monitoring
role or their support and
encouragement role, and will tend to
neglect the other. A diversity of
personalities reflecting a considerable
mix of experience and roles in earlier
corporate or professional life will
ensure that healthy debate results
within the boardroom and that critical
questions are asked of other directors
as well as of senior managers.

Governance structures and processes
that simultaneously promote diversity
and shared understandings are vital
for learning and self-correction. On the
one hand, building diverse skills and
viewpoints within the board can
enhance members’ decision-making
and monitoring capabilities. On the
other hand, developing shared
understandings among executives

and directors can encourage mutual
trust and cooperative problem-
solving. Board diversity translates into
a greater variety of perspectives being
brought to bear on decisions and
thereby, increases the likelihood of
creative and innovative solutions to
problems.30

The priority for gender
diversity

It is clear from our discussions that
boards vary considerably in their
desire to deliberately seek to add
women. Some of the chairmen noted
that most boards they have been
involved with feel they should have
gender diversity as part of broader
diversity, including representation of
youth and differing cultures and
backgrounds. Most chairmen believe
that boards tend towards diversity but
it is more than just having women.
One chairman noted that generally,
boards these days are interested in
the structure and having the right
people.

One chairman indicated that on the
boards with which he has been
involved, women have been
deliberately sought because it looked
good to the shareholders and gave a
lead to management on gender
diversity. Examples were given in
banking, retail or consumer products
where a very significant percentage of
employees and/or key customers are
women and it was therefore thought
to be a good way to set an example,
as well as to recognise the realities of

the market place and the employment
group one is working with. Another
chairman commented that in his view,
there is still an element of symbolism
in having a woman on a board, which
is an important factor. Another noted
that it is expected by shareholders
and the community that companies
will have women directors and it does
have a positive impact on
management’s attitude. The same
chairman is also convinced that
women do bring a different approach.

One chairman noted that most of the
boards he has been involved with do
not put a particularly high priority on
having a female director. In his own
case, he sees himself as a person
who seeks the skills rather than the
gender, but if all things are equal then
he would prefer to appoint a woman
in most cases. Another similarly
commented that he is more
concerned with qualifications, skill
sets, CV experience requirements
and the like and so describes himself
as gender neutral. This would
certainly be a positive if it could be
guaranteed that the basis on which
they judged people was not
inadvertently biased towards men, as
much 'merit-based' recruitment
seems to be, particularly at senior
levels.

In the experience of most of the men
we spoke to, the wish to appoint
female directors is typically driven
more by the chairman than by the
board as a whole. Most believe that
boards are seeking capable directors
but that a more adventurous
chairman will be prepared to

gender diversity and company boards 
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contemplate the appointment of a
woman, even if she is less obviously
skilled than some male counterparts.

Attitudes such as these serve to
undermine women’s appointment as
board directors and can potentially
disadvantage them before they have
even entered a board room by
marginalising their skills and
expertise, thus forcing upon them a
lower perceived status on the board
than that of their male counterparts. 

One chairman noted that in any
discussions that he has been involved in
at board level about potential directors,
the opportunity to recruit a woman per
se, or the idea of positive discrimination
has not led to the appointment of a
woman. He believes that the issues
which management faces to ensure
they are getting the best people
irrespective of gender do not cause a
board to feel that it must appoint a
woman member just because it ‘looks
good’. Another noted that he personally
will not be involved in tokenism because
he does not believe it will help the
company, the woman involved or the
situation for women generally.

A couple of directors noted that
boards with which they are
associated would typically like more
than one woman director but they
often encounter difficulties in the
recruitment process. Several
chairmen noted for example that the
existing woman director on the board
is often critical of potential female
candidates seeming to focus more on
their shortcomings rather than being
prepared to ‘give them a go’.31

If a woman board director expresses
valid reasons why a female candidate
may not be suitable, male board
members should be careful not to link
her reservations to issues of gender. A
woman board director’s expressed
reservations about a female
candidate should be considered in
the same way as they would about a
male candidate. Blaming the very few
women currently on boards for the
shortage of women on boards seems
an easy deflection of responsibility.

The main barriers to further
gender diversity, and what
needs to change

The female interviewees believe that
the main barriers to further progress
in achieving a higher percentage of
women on boards are a function of
both push and pull factors or put
another way, supply and demand.
However, many of the chairmen to
whom we spoke wonder whether the
skills and experience necessary for
listed boards means that the number
of women available is small and if this
supply issue is the key barrier. This
fails to acknowledge the skills and
abilities that Carter and Lorsch
outlined and is also a failure to re-
examine what traditionally has been
seen as the ‘relevant experience’. The
chairmen interviewed tended to have
quite clear views around this issue,
although the range of views
expressed was quite broad.

Issues of supply 

On the supply side, in the view of one
of the more experienced women
interviewees, it comes down to the
shortage of relevant skills, experience
and breadth. As she said, “NEDs
need to be shrewd and shrewdness
can only be developed against a basis
of experience from which you have
learned not only how to cope when
things are right, but also when things
go wrong.” Another woman noted
that “women NEDs without senior
management exposure often struggle
to pick up the need to play a different
governance role in the upturns and
the downturns. The monitoring role
which prevails in the upturn needs to
be replaced by a supporting role in
the downturn, but less experienced
female NEDs tend too easily to blame
downturns on the CEO’s performance
rather than readily jumping in to
support a CEO who is faced with new
and challenging decisions. If they
have no senior management
experience to fall back on, this is not
surprising.” Supporting this view,
another noted that ”inexperienced
women directors too readily fall back
and focus on risk and governance
issues rather than being able to assist
the CEO and senior management in
resolving difficult management
challenges.”

As noted earlier, the prevailing view on
many boards is that former CEOs are
the best directors. While this view is
gradually changing and a diversity of
backgrounds is seen to add value,
there is still a bias against appointing
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lawyers and accountants for example,
whose experience has tended to be
advisory and focussed on individual
issues, rather than effective decision-
making within a broad business
perspective. Such preferences
disqualify not only most women but
also many experienced men.

One other chairman noted that most
women directors are lawyers or
accountants rather than “true
business people”. He also made the
observation that he is very sceptical
about the views of executives coming
from the financial services world,
believing that they do not truly know
how companies work. Based on his
experience, he believes “they think it
is all very easy to improve the
performance of a company but they
do not understand in-depth issues
related to leadership, team
psychology and so on.” 

Another chairman noted that “there
are clear limitations in the available
pool of qualified female candidates
because females simply do not have
the real breadth of experience, which
in turn is a function of the careers they
have developed. In most situations,
the options available to a board for a
new appointment because of this are
probably 80% men and 20%
women.” He feels that the professions
are now generally trying to address
this and that there are many more
women who are accountants, lawyers
or consultants.

Another male director noted that in
his view the simple barriers are calibre
and experience. To address this, he

stated that the real challenge is to get
more women into management and
that this in turn will lead to more
women on boards. He acknowledges
that the current figure of around 8%
may not be ideal, but he thinks this is
the symptom of the executive pipeline
rather than a lack of willingness of
boards to appoint appropriately
experienced and qualified women.

In elaborating on this point, one
chairman said that it is very important
that directors have the respect of the
senior management team, that is, the
CEO and his or her direct reports, and
that therefore directors must ideally
have experience which is equal or
superior to those in that group. In
large complex businesses, it is very
hard to find potential directors, either
male or female, who are qualified in
this sense but if directors lack the
respect of the senior management
team then this creates problems for
the board as a whole.

Some of the chairmen believe that
there is simply a shortage of
appropriately experienced female
directors, whereas others believe it is
a cop out to say that appropriate
women cannot be found. However,
most were in agreement that the
ease of finding appropriate female
directors depended upon how
specifically, in terms of required
experience, the need for a new
director is defined. One chairman
concluded that he suspected positive
discrimination is going to be required
if the share of women on boards is
really to move upwards.
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Another chairman explained that in
his view, a major barrier is a lack of
confidence and experience in
potential female directors. He is
concerned that women directors,
because of their lack of senior
management experience, can be
inflexible around the board table and
as a result, struggle to contribute in a
constructive way. He concludes that
the inexperience of many women
leads them to being less secure in
their behaviour and in turn leads them
to lack some collegiality. Another
chairman noted that there is a natural
tendency to want to appoint the
better known female directors and
this creates a problem. Such women
very quickly become conflicted or
simply too busy and thus, those who
have had a depth of experience tend
to be very high in demand but are
unable to accept additional
appointments.

One chairman stated quite clearly that
in his view, there are no barriers and in
fact, women get favourable treatment
given that they lack the business
experience of men in the top levels of
major companies. Another noted that
there is a very large number of men
who simply miss out on becoming
NEDs because the real leading men
get the roles, and then the leading
women. As he noted, “there is a big
group of men who are better
experienced than most of the women
but who have not made it quite to the
top and are therefore not considered
for a major board role.”

There is general agreement from our
female interviewees that most

companies are simply not doing
enough to develop women into their
senior executive ranks. When
combined with the prevailing view
that professionals or advisors are less
capable as directors than those with
executive experience, this significantly
reduces the pool from which women
directors can be drawn. 

As one female interviewee noted,
women are not regularly emerging
from the middle management levels
of large organisations into senior
management roles. For example, in
the banking sector while most of the
large banks have strenuously sought
to have senior women amongst their
top executive ranks, the vast majority
of these women, if not all, have been
recruited from outside the
organisation. Thus the shining
example of Helen Lynch, who worked
her way up through the management
ranks at Westpac and then moved on
to become a NED, and ultimately
included Westpac within her portfolio,
is simply not being repeated today.

It is typically in the thirties that an
executive’s career takes off and it is
also in this period that women are
faced with choices, including those
relating to career and motherhood.
Keeping women in the workforce as
these decisions are being made is a
major challenge.

The majority of chairmen believe that
attention to the management pipeline
will eventually have an impact leading
to the appointment of more female
directors. However, as one noted,
“you cannot be too starry eyed about

this.” He added that “the reality is that
women want the right to choose what
they do and they exercise this right.
This equates to a severe impact
subsequently in the opportunities they
have for board positions and
therefore, the available population is
inevitably heavily skewed towards
men. The reality is that many women
choose to be mothers and to care for
their children and surely they must be
respected for this.”

Whether taking time out of the
workplace to raise children should
have a ‘severe’ impact on women’s
careers is another issue for business
to think about. Many businesses are
finding ways to ensure women’s
connection to the workplace is
maintained during this time and that
flexible work practices minimise the
impact of a break. Businesses should
also ensure their policies and culture
support men who choose to take time
out to raise children. This will allow
women and men to more equitably
share caring responsibilities which
may mean shorter periods out of the
workplace for women, lessening the
damage to women’s careers and
reducing the stigma attached to
career breaks.

Another chairman noted that women
typically lack general management
line experience and that this lack of
exposure means that they are inclined
to dig more into the data. He said that
when looking for new directors, he
focussed on skill sets and collegiality
and that in his view, experience in a
public company senior management
role is the best way to learn these
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attributes. This view reinforced his
emphasis on getting women into
management first. As he said, “the
further a director’s experience is away
from general management, the
greater is the tendency for that
person to meddle with management”.

Issues of demand

It has already been mentioned that
the general perception is that boards
are smaller in Australia, with the
average board now being only eight
persons whereas a few years ago,
something into the lower double
figures was seen as typical. Thus, the
number of seats and vacancies is
seen to have reduced and as noted
previously, smaller boards mean that
it is more challenging for the rest of
the board to ‘carry’ directors who are
perceived as inexperienced or non-
performing. 

In reality however, board size has not
changed much in Australia at all. In
1998, the typical board in Australia
and New Zealand numbered eight
with larger companies having slightly
larger boards.32 In 2007, the average
board in the Top 350 Australian
companies numbered seven people,
and for the Top 50, nine.33

Human nature suggests that
homogeneity in a group is the easiest
course for most people to follow. As
one female director observed, “many
boards simply do not want diversity in
any form and to overcome this, the
chairman is typically the person who
must show the lead.” Thus, a

characteristic which is clearly required
in the view of many women NEDs is
the need to have a courageous
chairman. As one woman noted, “it is
not so much that the director being
considered is a woman but rather that
her behaviour as a member of a
group is typically less well-known to
those making the decision about who
to appoint.” 

The existence of natural networks
means that it is harder for aspiring
female directors to get exposure to
incumbent board members and thus
the risk of appointment is not just
about gender but also about lack of
familiarity. More generally as a couple
of chairmen noted, with greater
emphasis now on legal liability and on
process over substance, boards tend
to favour more experienced NEDs
and in a number of cases, are more
risk adverse.

Supporting this view, one chairman
noted that it is important that any
new director be accepted by other
members of the board and be
comfortable joining the team. In
many cases, the potential female
NEDs are simply not known to others
and thus the perceived risk of the
appointment is higher. Another noted
that “when you appoint a new
director, you want to be sure that the
person is going to be collegial, will be
able to be independent and will
express an opinion and as a result, I
put in a lot of effort exploring the
subtleties of judgement and fit.” He
noted that this can create a real
barrier, given that women candidates
are often less well known.

What needs to be done?

Perhaps optimistically, two of our
female interviewees noted the
differences in the proportion of female
graduates now as opposed to when
they were doing their degrees. Both
were commerce graduates, with one
observing that when she was a
student, 30 of a group of 500 were
women and half went immediately
into teaching, while the other noted
that only eight of the 300 commerce
students were female when she was
at university. Given that roughly half of
the students in commerce and in law
are now women, the opportunity to
more fully exploit the management
pipeline seems to be ripe.

One chairman believes that two
pipeline issues will change the
situation. The first is what he would
call the simple passing of time. The
second is that more companies have
to be prepared to take on women
directors earlier in their careers.
While he noted there are obvious
risks associated with this, because
they are younger, less well known
and they understand the role
theoretically more than practically, he
believes that if they make the right
selection, boards will find someone
who will grow comfortably into the
role of a NED. A related suggestion
was that senior female executives
should be encouraged to take on
their first NED role or be appointed to
serve on subsidiary boards in larger
organisations while they are still
active executives.
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A number of those interviewed made
comments reflecting that the models
of success in the business world are
male and if change is to happen then
the value of discretionary time, as
opposed to work time, for both
women and men has to be seen to
count for more. Women are juggling
choices between business,
motherhood and relationships,
among others. Thus, very few women
are likely to define their success in
purely business terms, although most
men do and the consequence is a
very different approach to their
careers.

Another chairman argued that to get
more women NEDs, change must be
forced at the executive level. He sees
no alternative other than to positively
discriminate or take affirmative action
in order to get quicker change.
However, he notes that this change
will only happen if companies accept
a loss of productivity in the short term,
due to women's inexperience, in
order to achieve the long term good.

Again, the repetition of the
assumption that women board
directors are inherently less
experienced reveals a failure to
acknowledge different experience
and the need for diversity of
experience. It is also a big leap to
assume that appointing a woman
board director will cause a downturn
in productivity. This is in direct
opposition to Catalyst research that
reveals that in relation to return on

equity, return on sales and return on
invested capital, those companies
with more women board directors
outperform those companies with the
least women board directors.34

One chairman noted with some
despair that one of the organisations
he chairs ensures that at least 20% of
candidates for internal promotion
must be women but at the same time,
the organisation has been less than
successful in establishing women in
senior roles.
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Whether one believes that having
8.3% of the ASX200 non-executive
director seats occupied by women is
a high or low percentage, it is merely
the tip of the iceberg on which future
actions should focus. As has also
been noted, only 2% of the ASX200
CEOs are female and 10.7% of
executive managers are women. With
these dismal figures having taken
place during an economic boom and
within an environment of ‘equal
opportunity’, these figures are even
more disturbing. As The Economist
noted, “Despite their gains, women
remain perhaps the world’s most
under-utilised resource.”35 This is
despite the fact that “the increase in
female employment in the rich world
has been the main driving force of
growth in the past couple of decades.
Those women have contributed more
to global GDP growth than have
either new technology or the new
giants, China and India.”36

The proportion of directors who are
women is really not the key issue
today. The more significant realities
are that our education system is
generating highly educated females,
in many cases more than 50% of the
graduating classes, but the
employment environment particularly
in large corporations and also in major
professional firms, is not enabling
most of these women to develop
successful senior level careers.37 This
can be due to either the environment
in which they are required to work not

being conducive to women’s growth
and success, or that they are being
asked to fit the stereotypical man’s
business world.

A recent study which brought
together issues related to women’s
economic participation in a diverse
range of countries from the US to
Brazil focuses on some of the
enablers and barriers affecting
women’s economic participation.38 It
identifies several enablers including
government legislation and policy
(such as maternity and paternity
leave), education, societal
perceptions, the provision of child-
care and self-imposed barriers. It also
focuses on the efforts of business to
eliminate bias and generally to
intervene in other ways which will give
women a better chance of success.
Reflecting on these ideas within the
Australian context leads inevitably to
the conclusion that our efforts to date
have been at best ad hoc and that the
mixed outcomes clearly reflect this.

A book published earlier this year, “Why
Women Mean Business” argues that it
is time for a substantial paradigm shift.
The authors suggest that the 20th
century saw the rise of women
whereas the 21st century will witness
the economic, political and social
consequences of this.39 Over the past
30 years, for the first time in history,
women have been working alongside
men in the same jobs and the same
companies with the same levels of
education, the same qualifications and

action plans 
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arguably with comparable ambitions.40

As a consequence they now represent
most of the untapped talent pool and
much of the market where, for example
in America, women make 80% of
consumer purchasing decisions.

Among the many pieces of research
quoted in the book is the report “Gender
Inequality, Growth and Global Ageing”,
which presents some powerful economic
arguments focussing on women.41 While
Australia is not a specific focus of the
report, many of its conclusions resonate
with issues we encounter here. For
example, it states that: 

Reducing gender inequality could
play a key role in addressing the twin
problems of population ageing and
pension sustainability. 

In countries where it is relatively easy
for women to work and have children,
female employment and fertility both
tend to be high.42

Economies where the problem of
population ageing is most acute such
as Japan and Italy also tend to be
those where female employment is
lowest.

Closing the gap between male and
female employment would have huge
economic implications for the global
economy boosting US GDP by as
much as 9%, Eurozone GDP by 13%
and Japanese GDP by 16%.

A reduction in the male/female
employment gap has already been an
important driver of European growth

and Europe is best placed to benefit
over the next ten years. Japan has the
biggest potential windfall but has
made little progress over the past ten
years. The US has the smallest
gender gap of the G3 but the gap has
risen in the past ten years.

Governments could do much more to
narrow the gender employment gap:
reducing tax distortions that
discourage female employment,
eliminating differences in retirement
policies and subsidising child-care are
three obvious examples.

Wittenberg-Cox and Maitland argue
that the past 30 years has seen some
advances in the executive workplace
but they all tend to be based on the
assumption that it is a man’s world. In
terms of what needs to be done
about this, they suggest several
potential solutions to improve an
organisation’s ability to recruit, retain
and promote women.

Recruitment
• Do not assume your sector is

unattractive to women.
• Audit current recruitment

statistics, by gender.
• Check how attractive your

company image is to women.
• Review recruiting advertisements

and agencies for unconscious bias.
• Develop gender inclusive

recruitment communications.
• Have enough women in

leadership to be credible to
female recruits.

Retention
• Recognise the leaking pipeline in

the first place.
• Evaluate its size and cost.
• Analyse when and why it occurs

and if the reasons differ by gender.
• Recognise that male and female

career paths may be different and
non-linear.

• Acknowledge the systemic issues
at the source of the problem.

• Implement the changes needed
to plug the leak permanently.

Promotion
• Find out at what level or grade

the percentages of women in the
organisation start to drop sharply.

• Analyse the reasons why.
• Define today’s ideal leadership

profile for your organisation and
review performance evaluation
systems to ensure that they
deliver this.

• Define targets for women in
leadership programs, in pools of
high potential employees and on
succession planning lists.

• Make managers accountable for
promoting women.

• Measure progress by division,
department and manager to
identify blockages and encourage
progress.

In “Why Women Mean Business”, the
authors argue that the approach
employed by most companies to date
has been typically one where women
were expected to behave in the same
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way as men. However, they suspect
that women’s leadership styles, if
allowed to be authentic, may actually
be rather different from men’s. As they
note, there is a substantial body of
research describing how men and
women are different in a host of
fascinating ways and the question
they pose is: Why would differences
in communication style, biological
rhythms, hormones and brain
functioning, stop just short of
leadership styles?43

In a provocative and somewhat
controversial book “The Sexual
Paradox: Troubled Boys, Gifted Girls
and the Real Difference Between the
Sexes”, Susan Pinker notes that the
gender equity legislation of the 60’s
and 70’s appeared to create the
expectation that all differences
between men and women were
created by unjust practices and
therefore could be erased by
changing the same.44 Thus, it was felt
that it was only a matter of time
before all occupations would be split
50/50 and when this had not
happened by 2000, there was a
feeling of being let down.

Against this background, Pinker has set
out to determine whether, given their
clearly demonstrated developmental
differences, males and females have the
same career and job preferences and if
not what difference this might make. In
her book, Pinker reviews in some detail
whether for example, the failure to close
the gender gap more significantly was

due to the work environment which
made no adjustments for women or
whether there might also be other
reasons.

Catherine Hakim from the London
School of Economics, suggests that
the vast majority of women who claim
to be career-oriented discover that
their priorities change after they have
children.45 Her data from European
and American censuses and national
surveys suggest that women in
modern societies are hardly
homogeneous. Instead, they separate
into three broad groups. Those who
want to stay home full-time whom she
calls “home centred”, representing
approximately 20% of women;
another comprising approximately
20%, whose careers take precedence
and whom she calls “work centred”;
and the remaining 60% who are
women who try to combine children
and career drifting between various
work schedules and positions who
are looking for the perfect
arrangement. This latter group, so-
called “adaptive” women, adjust their
careers to accommodate their family
needs and their own values. They
typically do not have a firm life plan
when they start out or find that it
changes when they have a baby.
Many end up working part-time, have
patchwork resumes and ultimately
work in less lofty positions than they
would if their family had not been their
priority. Both Pinker and Hakim argue
that the 20% of women who are

career-oriented or “work centred”
experience few disadvantages to
being female and if they have the
same credentials and put in the same
hours, they generally achieve the
same rewards as men. However, a
survey in 2001 reported 49% of
women defined as “ultra-achieving
career women”, were childless (as
opposed to 19% of men in the same
category) and 57% of “high-achieving
career women” were unmarried (as
opposed to 17% of males in the same
category).46 As the article reporting
the survey noted, employers must
provide more meaningful work/life
policies because at present “clearly
women don’t have it all – while men
apparently do.”
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A paper which contributes to this
debate suggests that women who
delay the onset of motherhood
achieve greater career success than
those who bear children earlier.47 The
research suggests that a year of
delayed motherhood increases career
earnings by 10%, career work
experience by 5% and career average
wage rates by 3%. Other US research
notes that the lifetime costs of
childbearing are particularly high for
skilled women and that such women
bear children far later and less often
than do low skilled women. For
example, by age 30, 80% of high
school graduates have given birth
while only 50% of college graduates
have.48 Further research in the US
shows that women who earned MBA
degrees were more likely to become
stay-at-home mothers than those
with medical or law degrees.49 The
researchers concluded that women
who are in family-friendly
environments are more likely to stay
working and such environments
appear more easily obtained outside
the business world. Coincidentally,
the number of women in top US MBA
programs significantly lags behind
men, with women typically
accounting for around 30% of
enrolments.50 MBAs have been seen
as a significant gateway to individual
opportunity. While the percentage is
trending upwards, the proportion

significantly trails the percentage of
women in top medical and law
schools, which is typically 45% to
50%.

Pinker also suggests that the goals of
men and women tend to be different.
Studies suggest that when intrinsic
and extrinsic goals are conflicted, it is
unlikely that people would pursue
both at once. The intrinsic goals such
as making a difference or belonging
to a community are often in direct
opposition to the extrinsic goals like
seeking financial rewards and status.
It is suggested that women on
average are more motivated by
intrinsic rewards at work. Therefore,
an interest and an ability to contribute
to a field and a capacity to have an
impact in the real world are more
powerful drivers for women, on
average, than are higher salaries, job
security and benefits. Moreover, it has
been found that the sway of intrinsic
rewards and autonomy on the job
rises with a woman’s level of
education. Given these observations
and noting that happiness as well as
economic necessity can impact
career success and satisfaction, it is
useful to ask: Just what is the
optimum proportion of women we
should expect to be occupying key
senior management roles?

The comments above once again
raise a perennial question as to

whether women lack ambition. Some
might say this is the case but others
would argue that if it is so, it is
because they succumb to powerful
cultural imperatives that equate
ambition and quests for recognition
with a lack of femininity.51 In
supporting this view, the author Anna
Fels states that women have too
many conflicting roles thrust upon
them and that they must rise above
this confusion to assert their own
values, priorities and identity.52

Research by US firm Catalyst refutes
the idea that women lack ambition and
found that female and male executives
in the Fortune 1000 have equal desires
to have the CEO job.53 Recent
Australian research published by
EOWA concludes that man and
women share the same expectations
when job seeking such as good pay
and bonuses, job security, supportive
bosses and job satisfaction.54 Women
however, are more likely to consider
additional factors such as promotion
and support of women, flexible working
conditions, women in senior positions
and the provision of paid maternity
leave. The report sees women as being
as ambitious as men but stresses that
more needs to be done to retain
women executives. Thus, nearly 10%
of women left their last job because of
bullying and harassment and 40%
because of the difficulty in progressing
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and a lack of clear career development
opportunities. This research reveals
that it is dangerous for businesses to
make assumptions about what women
want from their careers and their
workplaces and that consultation is key
to retention. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, US research
has concluded that female executives
in women-led firms earn between 10-
20% more than comparable
executive women in male-led firms
and are up to 18% more likely to be
among the highest five paid
executives in these firms as well.55

There is a growing acceptance that
women and men can be equal and
different and that what adds value is
the optimisation of these differences,
not their suppression. Wittenberg-
Cox and Maitland note that one of the
obstacles to this coming of age is the
tension between gender and diversity.
The corporate application of the
diversity principle is typically about the
management of minorities. One
cannot help wonder if the
unquestioned inclusion of women’s
issues under the diversity umbrella is
not simply a tidy and effective way of
ensuring that women are still treated
as a minority. In order to achieve a
bilingual (or bi-gender) organisation,
the authors argue that there are four
essential elements. These are:
• Top Management Commitment:

Top management needs to be
convinced of the business
reasons for more gender balance
in its leadership teams.

• Management Bilingualism:
Proactively managing difference.
This is the core of any gender
initiative and it represents the
majority of the effort and budget
that should be spent. It prepares
all managers to be effective,
inclusive managers of both men
and women.

• Empowering Women: The
knowledge and networks to
succeed. With less access to the
informal networks where much of
the crucial information is
exchanged, parallel systems
need for a time to be created.

• Banning Bias: Identifying and
eliminating systemic bias from
corporate systems and
processes. There are two
dimensions to these efforts; one
with focus on employees
internally and the other on the
market.

The authors then argue that there are
seven steps to the successful
implementation of a “bilingual”
organisation. These steps are:
• Awaken your leadership team.

The first step is to convince
senior management that gender
is a business issue.

• Define the business case.
Spend time discussing the issue
within the executive committee to
ensure it is on the agenda and
made a priority

• Let people express resistance.
Address dissidence and
disagreements head-on.

• Make it a business issue, not a
women’s issue. The real reasons
that women are not moving up
do not lie primarily with women.
They are embedded in systems
that have evolved over decades
and reflect the values,
motivations and views of the
male majority.

• Make changes before making
noise. Before launching any
gender initiative, communicate
the strategic reasons why gender
balance is important for your
organisation.

• Do not mix up the messages.
Gender is not the same topic as
work/life balance.

• Give it a budget, not just
volunteers.

A potent example of bilingualism
relates to employers need to
recognise that for professional
women, it is not unusual to step off
the career fast track at least once.56

But when women are ready to step
back on track, opportunities are
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typically limited, with available jobs
often not measuring up in pay or
prestige to previous roles. Those
employers who can reverse this brain
drain and hold on to this talent by
creating ‘on-ramps’ will be clear
winners in the war for talent. Ideas
suggested for business by Hewlett
and Luce include the creation of
reduced-hour jobs, the provision of
flexible workdays and of flexible
career arcs, removing the stigma of
unconventional work arrangements,
nurturing ambition and avoiding, if at
all possible, the burning of bridges.57

As noted earlier, public policy can also
have a significant impact upon the
prospects of women in the workplace.
A comparison of the typical European
approach with that in the US and Asia
highlights many of these differences
between the progressive and the
conservative. For example, equal
rights legislation helped women enter
the workplace in large numbers in
the USA but this country is now
seriously behind on public initiatives
to enable parents to combine work
and family, for example, in the area of
maternity leave. Despite the relative
enlightenment across Europe, a
2007 EU report noted that “the
visibility of gender and the attention
paid to both gender equality policies
and gender mainstreaming … has
declined.”58 As a consequence, it
sought to reverse this trend by
ensuring that more concrete
examples of success were brought
to the attention of all stakeholders.

In supporting the case for bilingualism,
the authors argue that if companies
are to benefit from women’s talents,
they first need to recognise the
differences that affect their careers.
This means acknowledging that a
majority of women have different
career cycles, communication styles
and career motivations from the
majority of men who hold corporate
power. This does not mean
introducing positive discrimination.
Rather, companies simply need to
remove the positive discrimination that
is currently in place and that favours
the dominant group, that is, men.

Wittenberg-Cox and Maitland believe
that organisations which adapt to
women and make them feel truly
welcome will be able to draw on the
widest pool of talent from all sources.
To do this they will need to:
• Understand that everyone’s work

priorities change at different life
stages. 

• Recognise that the linear,
unbroken career model is
unsustainable.

• Broaden definitions of their career
path at the top.

• Abolish age limits for spotting
and developing high potential
people.

• Treat flexibility and work/life
balance as issues for everyone.

• Measure performance by results,
not hours.

Their prescriptions receive wide
support from the other side of the

Atlantic as well. In an article (and now
a book) that seriously challenges the
concept of the ‘glass ceiling’, authors
Alice Eagly and Linda Carli suggest
that the challenge for advancement for
women is due not to a blockage just
below the ‘summit’ but rather, the
problem stems from discrimination
operating at all ranks.59 The obstacles
such as prejudice, resistance to
women’s leadership, leadership style
issues and family demands must, in
their view, be attacked simultaneously.
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This research was designed to seek a
better understanding of the
experiences of female directors
serving on the boards of major
Australian public companies and of
issues related thereto. The
experiences and the perspectives of
those who have chaired these boards
confirm that women with appropriate
business experience make a
significant and different contribution
to the deliberations around the board
table.

The key issue which is holding back
the growth in numbers of women
directors is the earlier stage of their
careers, when so few of them gain
experience in senior management
ranks, let alone as CEOs.

Women's progress is still hindered by
a lack of access to the same training
and development opportunities as
men, their lack of mentoring and
networks and a work culture that is at
best unsupportive of women's
success and at worst, hostile to their
presence.

But this is further exacerbated by the
expectations placed on women and
the contradictions they are faced with
every day.

Women are expected to bring
diversity to boards and yet are
criticised when their experience is not
the same as those around them. They
expect to use their individual skills and
abilities to represent shareholders and
the company in the same way as
men, while there is a continued
expectation from those around them
to represent their gender. They are

praised for being prepared,
conscientious and hard working
whilst in the same breath this very
conscientiousness is used as
evidence against them of their lack of
‘gut instinct’. They talk about not
being heard yet when they try to
contribute they are described as
‘aggressive’. Their difference and
alienation is exposed throughout this
research while they are criticised for
not being ‘collegiate’. They are told
they should 'be themselves' and not
behave like men, yet when they
behave 'like women', they are
patronised. They are expected to be
successful and confident whilst there
is a common acceptance that they
are ‘token’ and symbolic’ and ‘don’t
contribute as much as men.’

They cannot win.

Given this situation and the fact that
this is all taking place in what is
considered to be an environment of
so-called equal opportunity’, is it any
wonder that women’s presence in the
boardroom is going backwards?

Organisations need to genuinely
rethink the way they do business.
They need to re-think recruitment and
selection, they need to analyse the
gender make up of their organisation
at all levels and they need to re-
examine how they measure and
reward success. 

With women graduating in greater
numbers than men and women’s
workforce participation being higher
than any other time in history,
business is facing an additional
sustainability crisis commensurate

with environmental climate change.
For Australian businesses to remain
competitive, access the full talent
pool and benefit from the invaluable
contribution women make to our
labour force, genuine culture change
needs to take place.

Unfortunately for business, this is no
longer just a rights issue. Ensuring
equal opportunity at all levels of
business is no longer about simple
equity and fairness. It is a business
imperative and if these issues are not
actively managed by business leaders,
the chronic waste of female talent will
continue to slow business down.

conclusion
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Mentors

About half of the women directors
interviewed acknowledged that they
had mentors, either early in their
director careers or, on an ongoing
basis. Typically there were two or
three mentors on whom they had
relied and normally these were men.
One noted that she realised she
needed this support, particularly
initially, to help navigate the rapids,
and added that she always spoke to
the relevant chairman shortly before
board meetings to clarify any issues
which were causing her concern.

Those who did not have a mentor
relationship acknowledged that there
were people to whom they regularly
referred if they had issues on
forthcoming board papers or in
current discussions, while others
noted that the environment in which
they worked provided them with
experienced executive colleagues
who could act as sounding boards if
required.

The majority of chairmen to whom we
spoke indicated that they had not
specifically mentored women
directors but that they saw the
mentoring responsibility as part of
their role as chairman. Often they
would endeavour to provide guidance
in specific areas where they detected
a gap in the experience of the newer
directors and generally aimed at
bringing these directors, male or
female, up to speed with appropriate
board room behaviours.

On the other hand, some chairmen
clearly have had a mentoring role with

a number of women directors,
believing that they had a broader
responsibility to pass on their
experience to females and thus
encourage their move into the
boardroom. This mentoring has often
been quite formal and typically
covered a range of specific areas
where the women had sought
assistance.

Advice

Not surprisingly, given their relative
experience, the female directors and
the chairmen we spoke to are
regularly approached by younger
aspirants to the NED role seeking the
benefit of their advice. The feedback
provided is remarkably similar across
the range of the interviewees.

Many interviewees stress the
importance of networking. In so doing
they emphasised that the networking
should not be limited to peak
women’s organisations where there
were opportunities to share
experiences and gain knowledge
from those more senior than them.
The more effective networking,
particularly for a woman seeking
board seats, is that which is focused
on ensuring that aspiring directors
were exposed to the men who hold
over 90% of the board seats. If it
could be done in ways which
reflected the younger women’s likely
director credentials then this was a
clear plus. For example, being
involved in organisations outside their
direct employment is one way of
demonstrating to the male NED
fraternity that a potential director had

mentoring and the advice offered to
aspiring female directors
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something broader to offer. While
realising it is quite difficult to form the
necessary associations with males on
a professional basis, many chairmen
believe it does pay off. As one said,
“aspiring female directors need to be
known by influential males and they
must then perform when they have
opportunities to sit on a board.”

Despite the apparent difficulties of
building networks which naturally may
be denied to them, there is also
evidence that women more effectively
develop networks outside their
workplace.60 Because of uneasy in-
house bonds in male dominated
workplaces, poor internal mentorship
and neglectful colleagues, women
cultivate relationships with external
constituencies such as customers
and former mentors that are not
dependent on their current company.
Men tend to simply depend on the
internal networks they cultivate. As a
consequence, women transition more
successfully to new companies
because of these networks and also
because when women consider job
changes they more carefully weigh up
factors such as cultural fit, values and
managerial style.

Another professional group with
whom exposure is seen as highly
desirable is executive search firms.
Their role in the identification of
potential directors is steadily
increasing in frequency and
importance and to be known by them
is seen to be desirable. Some female
directors stressed that most
executive search firms tend to include

at least some women on all the lists
that they put forward for contention.

A development need identified in
many aspiring directors is the need to
develop experience in making
decisions in a group setting. The
natural opportunity is a pro bono or
commercial government board where
gender quotas may apply and
opportunities may be more plentiful
but where the types of decisions were
perhaps closest to those made in the
corporate world. The other
opportunity provided by such
appointments is consistent with that
noted earlier of receiving exposure to
established male NEDs.

One chairman stressed that when
providing advice he indicates that all
directors must seek to add value and
to be collegial. To him this means they
must contribute robustly but realise
that the board’s decision is ultimately
likely to involve them in some
compromise. As another said, the role
of a NED in Australia is truly a non-
executive one and directors must
understand that cabinet type
solidarity is critical. Because of this all
directors must know their board
colleagues, because at the end of the
day they have to be able to
productively co-exist.

One of the more general observations
made was that there is a typical need
in newer directors to develop skills in
how to be effective as a NED. As one
female director observed, she very
quickly realised that she could not tell
management what it should be doing,
let alone other board members, and
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that the skills of coercion and
persuasion were necessary if she was
to be effective. As she further
observed, this can be a very difficult
set of skills for a male CEO to learn as
he makes the transition to NED
positions. Another observation
around this same point was that as a
new NED one had to learn how to
question the CEO in a way that was
not going to antagonise him or her. As
a consequence this director learned
quickly that she had to be very
diligent in her preparation and to ask
questions in the right way, respecting
management’s role and
responsibilities, but also reinforcing
the guiding role of the board.

Many respondents indicated that
while a NED career can appear to be
an attractive option at a younger age,
true success was likely to come to
those who had persevered for a
longer period in their executive or
professional life. The general advice
therefore to aspiring women directors
was to work full time as long as they
could. As one woman noted, “this
does not close off the option of
eventually being a NED but you
become more senior and more
seasoned and thus when you make
the move you are likely to be a better
director because you have more
experience. Additionally, you are likely
to be approached to join more
substantive boards.”

One of the first questions asked of
aspiring directors by the majority of
our interviewees is why they want to
follow the NED path. A number
observed that they believe that many

aspiring NEDs see the role as one
providing a pleasant lifestyle and one
which allows them to escape the
pressures of full time executive life.
However, this must be clearly
balanced by the responsibilities which
go with a directorship and as one
woman noted, “there is a lot of
flexibility leading up to the choice of
the company whose board you join
but the flexibility goes very quickly
after that. You are then responsible as
a director and must act accordingly
and in many ways you are subject to
the whims of the chairman and CEO
in terms of meeting times, what they
want to discuss and so on.”

Another element which must be taken
into account in making the NED
choice is that a single director lacks
real power and the frustrations that
may result could be surprising to the
inexperienced. As one director noted,
“it is critical that you really want to be
a NED and that you do not go down
this path too early. Aspiring directors
must decide whether this is really
what they want in their life and that
their work/life balance is going to be
satisfied by being a NED.” As she
said, “some approach it for lifestyle
reasons whereas others seem to have
extraordinary intensity and as a result
can be quite stressful company as
they work so hard to make up for their
gaps in experience.”

One chairman observed that most of
the women who ask him for advice
have virtually no broad business
experience in that they are from the
professions. He stresses to them that
if they think their professional

qualifications and experience will be
sufficient then they really have to do
more because they will be expected
to contribute right across all the
issues the board is facing. Another
chairman encourages aspiring female
directors to obtain a diversity of
experience because at a board table,
technical competence or theoretical
knowledge are only part of their
contribution. He seeks directors who
have broad experience and can
contribute based on that breadth. As
noted earlier, one avenue that can
contribute to broader experience is
experience on pro bono or
commercial government boards.

Two broad themes emerged as being
key in the learning curve for new female
directors. Firstly, it was acknowledged
by many that fundamental to the role of
being an effective NED is to develop a
deep understanding of the business or
businesses in which the company is
involved and a clear understanding of
the drivers for its success. Such
understanding requires considerable
and tenacious application and as one
director observed, even management
may not fully understand the drivers of
their business because sometimes
they are too close. The second area
which typically required considerable
application in the learning curve,
although this varied with the individual’s
background, was the need to
understand the detailed capital and
broader financial structures of the
corporation and the risks related
thereto. Again, this typically required a
lot of digging and self-starting from the
NEDs in question.
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Understanding the financial aspects
of the business in some detail is one
of the main barriers that women
identified as needing work on the path
to becoming a NED. Executives from
corporations and advisors generally,
depending on the nature of their field
of expertise, will typically have a good
exposure to the generalities of
accounting. Their knowledge will
need to be further developed if they
are to be effective NEDs, not only in
terms of being able to analyse
balance sheets and profit and loss
accounts but also to be able to
deeply understand the financial
structure of the company which they
are serving. Many respondents
suggested that specific study to fill
this gap would be a very productive
course to take.

As with all potential NEDs, the choice
of the first board seat to accept is one
that must be made with great care. It
should be a board of a company
whose business and industry are of
interest to the potential NED and
ideally one which includes other
NEDs whose exposure may lead to
other board appointments. The more
experience the female NED has, the
more likely the board is to be of
substance, and as another
respondent noted, small companies
are higher risk particularly to a less
experienced NED.

One chairman stressed that he says
to all females who seek his advice
that they should behave as
themselves when they join the
board. They have been chosen
because their qualities are admired

and if they do not behave in a natural
way that reflects these then these
qualities will not come through.
Another believes very simply that it is
important that women directors
behave like women not like the
males around the board table.
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Between the completion of this
paper and its publication, several
highly relevant articles were
published by McKinsey and
Company. These articles, together
with others from this source, and
noted below, make useful reading.
The new articles are:

McKinsey and Company.”A business
case for women” The McKinsey
Quarterly, September 2008.

McKinsey and Company. “Centred
leadership: How talented women
thrive” The McKinsey Quarterly,
September 2008.

McKinsey and Company. “Seeing
beyond the woman: An interview
with a pioneering academic and
board member”, The McKinsey
Quarterly, September 2008.

McKinsey and Company. “The
challenge of hiring and retaining
women: An interview with the head
of HR at eBay” The McKinsey
Quarterly, September 2008.

Other reading:

Australian Council of Superannuation
Investors Inc. “Board Composition
and Non-Executive Director Pay in
the Top 100 Companies: 2006.”
Research paper prepared by
Institutional Shareholder Services,
Melbourne, August 2007.

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. Media Release
“Women win seats in Australia’s
boardrooms: 2004 EOWA Census of
Women in Leadership.” EOWA 2004
Census Media Kit.

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. “2008 EOWA
Australian Census of Women in
Leadership.” 30 June 2008.

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. “2006 EOWA
Australian Census of Women in
Leadership.”

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. Media Release.
“2006 EOWA Australian Census of
Women in Leadership. Australia’s
boardrooms closed to women.” 31
August 2006.

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. “Gender Income
Distribution of Top Earners in
ASX200 companies. 2006 EOWA
Census of Women in Leadership.”
EOWA 2007.

Australian Government, Equal
Opportunity for Women in the
Workplace Agency. “Generation F:
Attract, Engage, Retain.” 2008.

Australian Institute of Company
Directors. “Only the experienced
need apply” The Boardroom Report,
Vol 5, Issue 17, September 25 2007
from
http://www.companydirectors.com.au.

Adams, Renee B and Ferreira,
Daniel. “Gender Diversity in the
Boardroom.” European Corporate
Governance Institute working paper
no. 57/2004, November 2004.

Bell, Linda A. “Women-Led Firms
and the Gender Gap in Top
Executive Jobs.” The Institute for the
Study of Labor (IZA), Bonn.
Discussion Paper No 1689, July
2005.

Berkovic, Nicola. “Most firms fail the
women’s needs test.” The Australian,
2 November 2007, pg 33.

Boardroom Partners. “A Changing
Profile.” September 2007.

Boardroom Partners. “Women Step
Up the Boardroom Ladder.” October
2006.

Brammer, Stephen, Millington,
Andrew and Pavelin, Stephen.
“Gender and Ethnic Diversity Among
UK Corporate Boards.” Corporate
Governance, Volume 15, Number 2,
March 2007, pg 393.

further reading
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Press, 2004.
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2004.
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Catalyst 2004. Available on
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