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The boardroom is under scrutiny as never 
before – and rightly so, given recent events. 
The bank failures of last year highlight the 
central importance of challenge and debate 
to a healthy organisation. Robust discussion 
requires careful facilitation and a range 
of contributions from people who bring 
different perspectives and complementary   
skills and experiences to the table. 

This report focuses on the strengths that female non-executive directors 
bring to the boardroom. It offers a rare insight into the actual experience 
of women operating at this level – part of a tiny band of just 113 female 
directors who sit on FTSE 100 boards. 

They make an enormous contribution to their respective boards for 
many reasons which have nothing to do with gender. And yet many 
in this elite group, who have worked successfully in male-dominated 
environments for much of their careers, also believe that women can 
and do bring something different. 

The views and advice contained in this report will be of interest 
to women seeking to make their mark. More important is that 
the message is heeded by the boardroom majority, and by those 
responsible for boardroom composition.

Lord Freeman
Chairman, Savile Group Advisory Board
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The stimulus for this research was IDDAS’s 
experience of coaching senior women. 
When we started the project at the height 
of the banking crisis, questions were being 
raised about the macho risk-taking culture 
which had fuelled the crisis and whether 
the more open, collective decision-making 
approach, typically ascribed to women, 
would have made a difference. 

As we began conducting our interviews, 
Deputy Prime Minister Harriet Harman made 
the bold statement that a top political team 
should always consist of a man and a woman. 
Meanwhile, Home Secretary Jacqui Smith 
demonstrated an openness rarely shown by 
(mostly male) colleagues by stating that she 
would have liked some more training when 
she took over one of the biggest political jobs 
in the country.

We have since seen the publication of David 
Walker’s review of corporate governance in 
UK banks and fi nancial institutions. Walker 
concludes that the most important factor in 
ensuring long term corporate success for any 
organisation, “is a highly effective executive 
team that is not dominated by a single voice; 
where open challenge and debate occurs; 
and yet the executive team is cohesive and 
collectively strong.” 

The women who spoke to us – almost a fi fth 
of all female board directors on FTSE 100 
companies – felt that these were areas where 
their presence made a particular difference. 

Our participants were frequently at pains 
to emphasise that the points they were 
making about the characteristics, skills or 
circumstances required for boardroom success 

are equally applicable to men and women. 
Nonetheless, there was broad agreement 
that gender remains an issue in the UK’s 
boardrooms and that women at this level 
have to be extra careful and confi dent in 
the value they add, because they are such 
a visible minority.

Our interviewees are an exceptional group 
of women. We would like to thank them 
all for the time they gave us, despite their 
numerous commitments. Their insights make 
invaluable reading for existing and aspiring 
board directors, whether male or female, and 
for anyone involved in the appointment and 
development of board directors. 

Helen Pitcher
Chairman, IDDAS
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Helen Pitcher
Chairman, IDDAS
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The progress of women up the UK corporate 
ladder has been painfully slow. Despite the 
recommendations of the Higgs and Tyson 
reports in 2004, The Female FTSE Report 
2008  indicates that women make up just 
11.7% of board directors, a small improvement 
on 6.9% ten years ago, but there are still 
22 companies in the FTSE 100 with all male 
boards and of the 149 new appointees in the 
last year only 16 (10.7%) were women.

We set out to interview those women who have 
made it onto boards of FTSE 100 companies to 
understand what they bring to their boards and 
what they have done to maximise their success. 

We probed their attitudes to challenge and 
debate and what role the chair plays in 
enabling them to be effective as non-executive 
directors (NEDs).

Finally, we explored how they were recruited, 
how they responded to being in a minority and 
how they coped with media attention. 

Over the course of three months we conducted 
structured interviews with 24 women, a fi fth of 
all female directors in the FTSE 100. 

All are either the only woman on their board 
or one of a small minority, a fact that makes 
them highly visible and places them under 
considerable pressure to perform. Several 
spoke of having to work hard not to be seen 

as ‘the woman’ and said it was a relief 
when a second woman joined their board.  

Many also felt that a balance of men and 
women improved board dynamics and the 
quality of discussion. In particular, the quality 
of questioning improved because women are 
more prepared to probe and clarify, if there is 
something they do not understand.

Our research revealed certain qualities that 
women at their best demonstrate. These are 
by no means exclusively female qualities, 
but areas in which the most successful women 
excel. Overall, women have usually had to 
work so hard to get to the board and are so 
well qualifi ed and prepared that, “they raise 
the bar for everyone” as one interviewee put it.

Women at their best:

•  Take their role as NED very seriously and 
choose carefully the right board to join.

•  Are well qualifi ed for the roles they take 
on and are proactive about plugging any 
gaps in their expertise. 

•  Often bring a different perspective to men.
•  Are interested in building relationships 

and promoting good team dynamics on 
the board.

•  Are not egocentric, focusing on the 
organisation’s goals rather than their 
own agenda. 

•  Are adept at challenge and seek to do so 
in a non-threatening way.

•  Bring great energy, drive and commitment 
to the role.

The central importance of the role of the chair 
in managing a board effectively was another 
key fi nding. While the benefi ts are clear, 
dealing with the individual and team dynamics 
is harder work with a diverse board because 
more effort is required to ensure everyone 
contributes and the team manages to gel. 
The behaviours of effective chairs – and the 
consequences of poor chairing are explored 
on page 24.

We found that there is an important role for 
organisations to play in growing executive 
women for NED board positions.  The best 
companies have a clear strategy to develop 
their own talented women, and are selfl ess 
in accepting that this talent will be used in 
the service of global business generally. 

At the same time, organisations need to 
pay more attention to board development 
and assessment.  Joining a board is the 
start of a journey, our participants told us, 
and they believe not enough weight is given 
to on-going learning and performance 
management. Their recommendations for 
induction, training and development are 
given on page 26.
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