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About EOWA

The Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency (EOWA) is a statutory authority of the Australian Commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). The Director reports directly to the Minster for the Status of Women and embodies the powers and functions as described in the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Act 1999 (the EOWW Act).

EOWA’s primary role is to administer the EOWW Act by working with employers to improve equal employment opportunity (EEO) for women.

The principal objects of the EOWW Act (s. 2A) are:
 
· to promote the principle that employment for women should be dealt with on the basis of merit; and

· to promote, amongst employers, the elimination of discrimination against, and the provision of equal opportunity for, women in relation to employment matters; and

· to foster workplace consultation between employers and employees on issues concerning equal opportunity for women in relation to employment.

Under section 3.1 of the EOWW Act, relevant employer means: 

· A natural personal, or a body or association (whether incorporated or not), being the employer of 100 or more employees in Australia; or
· A higher education institution that is an employer;
· But does not include the Commonwealth, a State, a Territory or an authority.

Importance of board diversity
EOWA is making this submission for the following reasons:

1. To further promote the principle objects of the EOWW Act.
2. To provide findings of research that EOWA has conducted on the representation and experiences of Women in Leadership in the ASX200 companies, and other research which demonstrates the benefits of board diversity.
While the Agency’s expertise in the area of women in leadership relate specifically to private sector organisations, research shows that:  

· A lack of diversity can result in ‘group-think’

· The most innovative and productive teams are those with a 50-50 gender split

· Companies with three or more women in senior executive management positions out-performed companies with no women executives on every organisational and financial indicator.
 
EOWA Research on Women in Leadership in Australia

The EOWA Australian Census of Women in Leadership produces authoritative and internationally comparable statistics on women in leadership in Australia every two years.6 
The Census, which has been conducted since 2002, is a study of women board directors and executive managers in the top 200 companies on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX). This research has been conducted by Macquarie University and sponsored by ANZ. The most recent Census was conducted in 2010.

Key Findings for 2010:

· There has been very little change in the key indicators since 2002.

· Women chair five boards and hold 8.4% of Board Directorships in the ASX 200 companies in 2010 (123 seats out of 1467). This compares with 8.3% (125 seats out of 1505) reported in the 2008 Census.

· The percentage of companies with no women board directors has increased from 51.0% in 2008 to 54% in 2010.

· Compared with New Zealand, UK, Canada, US and South Africa, Australia has the lowest percentage of women on boards, although no single country is doing particularly well.
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EOWA/ Egon Zehnder International: Agender in the Boardroom (2009) 

Agender in the Boardroom is a qualitative piece which further identified and investigated some of the present issues and contradictions occurring across workplace culture, and the recruitment, promotion, training and development issues that prevent more women from being appointed to board director roles.8
Key findings: 

· In general among chairmen, the appointment of women to the board was seen as beneficial in providing a good example to the rest of the company and sending the right message to management about gender.

· In some cases, the skills and expertise of individual women directors were overlooked. 

. 

· Candidates with different professional experience are able to contribute high-level, astute and innovative approaches to decision-making, as well as bringing to the board a wider understanding of evolving markets, technologies and client or customer bases.


· Expectations of women board directors are often contradictory, old fashioned and limit women’s opportunity to participate and succeed.


· A 2006 study from the United States by Kramer et al. revealed that increasing the number of women directors on a board tends to make a positive difference for the experiences of the female board members.
 

· In Australia, there is a lack of access to the same training and development opportunities as men, a 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.

· Existing board members (who are mostly men) need to diversify their expectations of what constitutes a good board director and look beyond their own skills and experience and better appreciate the different attributes of more diverse candidates.

Qualities sought in board directors

Research by Carter and Lorsch (2004) found that:

· A Director’s prior experience and occupation are of secondary importance.

· Existing board directors tend to appoint candidates with similar professional experience to their own.  
· There are six essential personal qualities and talents that every director should possess:

1. 
Intellectual Capacity

2.
Interpersonal Skills

3.
Instinct

4.
Interest

5.
A Commitment to Contribute

6.
Integrity

· None of the above qualities are gender specific.
Catalyst research in 2007, The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s Representation on Boards found that financial measures excel where women serve on the Board, and that:

· Companies with more women Board Directors outperform those without by at least 53% in relation to return on equity.

· Stronger than average results prevail at companies where at least three women board directors serve. 

In 2009 McKinsey & Company found that:
· Research in Europe and the United States suggests that companies with several senior-level women tend to perform better financially and organizationally.

· Companies with at least three female executives score higher on the key organizational dimensions.

EOWA response to potential initiatives

Target Setting

· The Agency advocates that private sector organisations set and report on measurable numerical targets for gender diversity in the same way that organisations would set numerical targets for other areas of their business.

· EOWA has measured the progress (or lack there of) of women’s representation on private sector boards in the ASX 200 under the premise of ‘what gets measured gets managed’ and targets play an important role in this. 

· Setting targets would be an effective mechanism to measure progress against the desired outcome of gender equality in board representation.

· The ASX Corporate Governance Council’s diversity reporting guidelines suggest that where there is a structured or legislated reporting process, organisations are more likely to adopt provisions to appoint women.

· The Federal Government is determined to see greater gender balance in the nation’s top level boards and leadership ranks, to ensure economic growth and to tackle major challenges, such as our ageing population.

· To reinforce its commitment in this key area, the Government is introducing a target of 40 per cent gender membership on its boards by 2015.10
Requirement to consult NSW Government Register for Boards and Committees
· A requirement to consult the Register may expose boards to a larger pool or suitably qualified women some of these women who might otherwise be overlooked.

· Public announcement of such a change may bring an influx of skilled candidates to the Register including more women.

Requirement to nominate at least one person from each gender
· This requirement may encourage boards to consider nominees they may have otherwise overlooked.

· It may also encourage boards to consider different types of experience and skills.

Requirement to declare a board’s or committee’s existing gender ratio

· Transparency will enhance board and committee accountability on gender representation.


· It would ensure that gender representation is kept on the agenda and in the public arena. 


· As demonstrated by recent changes to the ASX Corporate Governance Guidelines, the requirement to report on gender representation may prompt measures to increase the appointment of women. 


Establishment of a database or list recording details of new appointments to a NSW Government board or committee

· This kind of transparency will enhance board and committee accountability on gender representation.

· This may provide opportunity to profile newly appointed women board directors and committee members.

· There has been a positive effect on the representation of women as seen by the number of early adopters of the ASX corporate governance guidelines on diversity reporting.

Family friendly guidelines

· An increase in flexible working arrangements for both men and women may help break down cultural barriers and perceptions about working patterns.

· It may also reshape ideas about who is appropriate or suitable to fill board positions.

· Given that on average, women are responsible for the majority of unpaid caring and domestic work, implementing family friendly guidelines may enable women to contribute more effectively in their work on boards. 

1EOWW Act 1999 available at: http://www.eowa.gov.au/About_EOWA/Overview_of_the_Act/The_Act/EOWW_Act_1999.pdf
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