
       
       

         
         

         
           

       
           

   
       

        

      
        

        
        

     
         

        
         
            

        
       

       
        

        
       

    
          

      
         

         
       

    

          

    

   
     

      
    

       

     
     

     
    

  

        

    
  

   
     

       
      

         
        
      

           

      
    

       
   

    
    

 

feature women on boards 

glass ceiling or glass cliff? 

New Australian Securities Exchange 
guidelines require listed companies to report 

on gender diversity at board and senior 
management levels. Organisations that don’t 
deliver gender equity will have to explain why. 

Professor Carol Kulik discusses the 
current situation in Australia and considers 
how these governance principles will affect 

gender diversity at the top. 

women on boards: 

W r i t e r Carol Kulik P h o t o g r a P h e r randy Larcombe 

there’s been a lot of 
discussion about the LATELY lack of gender diversity 

on corporate boards of directors. Australian 
companies, in particular, are feeling the heat about 
their poor performance in appointing women to 
boards. But there’s also a lot of confusion about the 
topic. Here, we address some of the most frequently 
asked questions about gender diversity on boards. 

How bad is it? In Australia, women’s representation 
on Australian Securities Exchange (ASX) boards in 2010 
was only 10%. That’s pretty bad, when you consider that 
women comprise nearly half of the overall labour force. For 
comparison, in the same year women held 15.7% of board 
seats in the Fortune 500 (US) and 12.5% of board seats in 
the Financial Times Stock Exchange 100 (UK). Australia 
isn’t alone in its failure to achieve gender diversity – but it’s 
consistently at the bottom. 

Why are the numbers so low? Researchers point 
to a lot of different factors. Some researchers emphasise 
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supply-side explanations, pointing to the career constraints 
women experience as a result of their family responsibilities, 
or suggesting that women are opting out of high-pressure 
career paths that lead to the executive suite. Other 
researchers focus on demand-side explanations, arguing 
that there is a ‘glass ceiling’ blocking women’s access to 
the highest corporate levels and limiting the pool from 
which boards of directors are chosen. Probably all of these 
factors play a role, but there’s no doubt that with a little more 
effort, companies could achieve a higher level of gender 
representation than we’ve seen so far in Australia. 

There have never been many women on corporate 
boards. Why is gender diversity on boards such a 
big deal right now? The recent global financial crisis 
has increased media attention on corporations and their 
governance. Stakeholders (investors, government officials 
and the general public) want to know who is responsible for 
organisational failures and mismanagement, and most often 
they see a company’s board as the responsible party. This 
higher level of scrutiny has brought the lack of gender 
diversity to the public’s attention, and has increased 
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Carol Kulik is a Research Professor of 
Human Resource Management. She is 
also the Director of the Centre for Human 
Resource Management at UniSA. 

“Gender equity is back 
on the boil in 

Australian workplaces.” 
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feature women on boards 

Finding a female 

board member
 

by John Mumm 

Want to get on a board? Here’s HoW to start
 
Are the guidelines going to make a difference? 

The guidelines are already making a difference. Since the 
guidelines were announced in December 2009, female 
representation on the boards of the 200 largest ASX firms 
has jumped from about 8% to 11.7% (as of May 2011). But 
still, 79 firms in the ASX 200 do not have a single woman 
on their boards. 

Do the ASX guidelines impose quotas? No. The 
ASX guidelines emphasise voluntary but transparent 
targets, not mandated quotas. But some countries are 
regulating the gender composition of corporate boards. 
Since January 2008, all listed companies in Norway must 
have corporate boards composed of at least 40% of each sex 
– or face dissolution. The mandated quotas have made a 
huge difference, increasing women’s representation to 40% 
in 2011 from 14.3% in 2000. Both France and Spain have also 
recently passed laws that require quotas for the number of 
female directors on the boards of public firms. 

So quotas are good? Quotas clearly increase 
women’s representation on boards. But quotas have their 
critics. For example, in Norway, some researchers have 
observed that while the proportion of women climbed 
during a two-year implementation period, it levelled off 
soon after. Furthermore, the easiest way for organisations 
to comply with Norway’s quotas is to select from the small 
pool of women who already have governance experience. 
As a result, Norway’s quotas may have had the largest 
benefit for a small group of elite women (dubbed the 
‘Golden Skirts’ by the media) who serve on several boards. 

Do women make boards better? There is good 
reason to think that women will change the way boards 
operate. Compared to their male counterparts, women 
who are appointed to boards of directors are more likely 
to have experience in academia or medicine, and are less 
likely to come from a business background. In addition, 
women’s social networks tend to be wider and more diverse 
than men’s. As a result, firms with more women on their 
boards introduce a broader range of perspectives into 
their decision-making. Some research finds an association 
between gender diversity and firm innovation; firms with 
more women on their boards spend more money on R&D. 

It’s harder to show a direct link between gender 
diversity and objective performance indicators like 
return on assets. There have been about a dozen studies 
examining the relationship between the board’s gender 
diversity and a firm’s financial performance, and the results 
are mixed. Some studies find a positive relationship, others 
find no relationship. But researchers point out that the very 
small numbers of women who serve on boards make it 
very difficult to find statistically significant relationships 
between diversity and financial performance. Even when 
boards do include women, they usually only have one or 
two, and it may take at least three women to generate a 
critical mass that changes board dynamics. A 2010 report 
from Catalyst (a US nonprofit organisation focused on 
women and business) found that firms with the highest 
representation of women on their boards (three or more 

female directors) had higher return on equity, return on 
sales, and return on invested capital, compared with firms 
with the lowest representation (zero female directors). 

What about on the individual career side – is 
it good for women to be on boards? Generally, yes. 
Serving on a board can be a big time commitment, but 
also a very rewarding experience. In particular, it’s an 
opportunity to expand your professional network and 
develop decision-making skills that are transferable to 
your other professional roles. But the decision to serve 
on a board is not one to make lightly. Not every board 
invitation is a career-enhancing opportunity. Researchers 
have documented a phenomenon called the ‘glass cliff’ 
whereby companies that appoint a woman to their board of 
directors are more likely to have experienced consistently 
poor performance in the months prior to the appointment. 
In other words, women tend to receive invitations to join a 
board under particularly risky conditions. It’s important to 
research the company’s situation before agreeing to join 
their board of directors. 
For information about the Centre for Human Resource 
Management, visit: unisa.edu.au/chrm 
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Become an expert 
Become known for your 
particular area of expertise by 
writing a blog, contributing to 
articles, or being a speaker at 
industry events. 

Get a sponsor 
Identify a senior manager who will 
recommend you for high profile 
development opportunities. 

monItor opportunItIes 
Be aware of board vacancies. 
For example, the ‘australian 
Institute of company Directors’ 
and ‘Women on Boards’ groups 
maintain services to make 
subscribers aware of vacancies. 

4 

A key consideration for 
organisations looking to appoint a 
woman as a non-executive director 
(NED) is whether the board is seeking 
a ‘form’ or a ‘talent’ candidate. 

A form appointee is someone 
who possesses specific job and/ 
or industry skills and experience 
consistent with the criteria for a given 
appointment. A talent candidate 
is someone who possesses strong 
attributes to succeed as a non-
executive director, but may not 
possess in-depth functional and/or 
industry experience. 

Today, around 60-65% of ASX 
200 board appointments are made 
with the help of executive search 
firms. The remaining 35-40% of 
board appointments are sourced 
through ‘traditional’ networks known 
to the Chair and/or board members. 
Ten to twelve years ago, the situation 
was very different, with only about 
a third of board appointments being 
done through search firms. 

To address the inadequate 
representation of women on boards 
today, many organisations now 
recognise that they must appoint 
women based on talent and not just 
on form. This means that a female 
candidate is considered on factors 
such as strategic and commercial 
acumen, judgement, collegiality, 
preparedness to debate matters and 
accept a cabinet outcome, and so on 
– not just where she has worked and 
what she has done. 

Talent recruitment can be 
especially important for traditionally 
male dominated industries such 
as mining, oil and gas, chemicals, 

and heavy industry, where it can be 
challenging to find women with both 
the required skills and experience 
in the sector. This is where search 
firms can add value as they not only 
have access to databases of people 
in both executive and non-executive 
roles across multiple industry sectors 
and countries (so as to fulfil the need 
for form) but also have the expertise 
to identify personal attributes and 
potential (as required for talent). 

The advancement of the number 
of women on boards over the past 18 
months or so has largely stemmed 
from a receptiveness to appoint 
women on the basis of their talent. 

Organisations that support and 
promote women in business, such 
as the ‘Chief Executive Women’ 
and the ‘Women on Boards’ groups, 
contribute to the pool of women 
willing and looking to take on 
executive roles. Membership lists 
from such organisations can be 
useful resources to help identify 
prospective board candidates. 

Boards looking to appoint 
women for non-executive director 
roles should therefore consider both 
talent and form to help balance 
gender diversity at their senior levels. 
The services of a professional search 
firm (as well as the organisation’s 
networks) can also make this process 
easier. Throwing all ideas into the 
pool of prospective candidates is 
likely to produce the richest choice. 

John Mumm is the Chairman of 
Spencer Stuart, one of the world s 
leading executive search consulting 
firms. spencerstuart.com 

top tips for finding a female non-executive director: 

• Determine your neeD for ‘form’ or ‘talent’ 

• engage an executive search firm to finD ‘form’ 

anD ‘talent’ canDiDates
 

• use existing boarD networks anD membership 

lists to expanD the ‘talent’ pool
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pressure on firms to be more transparent in the processes 
they use to appoint decision-makers. 

Isn’t it just a pipeline problem? As more women 
move into top management, we’ll have more women 
on corporate boards, right? Probably not. The latest 
longitudinal research (from the Kellogg School of 
Management at Northwestern University, US) suggests 
that the female representation among directors is more 
likely to drive female representation in management rather 
than the other way around. Women directors are more 
likely than men to hire female executives, so increasing 
female representation on boards of directors boosts female 
representation in top management more generally. But 
on the flip side, increasing the number of female top-level 
managers in a company doesn’t result in women occupying 
more board seats. 

What kinds of firms do put women on their 
boards? Large firms and firms with a large representation 
of female employees (e.g. health occupations) are more 
likely to have women on their boards. Most researchers 
attribute this to the increased stakeholder pressure these 
firms experience to appoint female directors. That’s why 
there is so much interest in the new ASX guidelines. The 
guidelines will probably have the biggest effect on mid-size 
organisations, by exposing them to greater public scrutiny. 

We’ve been hearing a lot about the ASX guidelines 
– but what do they require, exactly? From January 
2011, ASX requires its member companies to set and 
report targets for gender diversity at the board and senior 
management levels, to develop strategies for increasing 
the pool of female candidates, and to add diversity 
indicators to their senior management accountabilities. 
Some commentators have called this a ‘name and shame’ 
strategy, because it means that organisations that don’t 
appoint women to their boards won’t be able to sweep it 
under the rug. Organisations that don’t deliver gender 
diversity will have to explain why. 
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start small 
Volunteer at a local charitable 
organisation, and when an 
opening on their board comes up, 
make sure the chair or a member 
of the nominating committee 
knows you’d be interested. 

tarGet companIes 
selectIVely 
Identify a shortlist of companies 
that you think would particularly 
benefit from your expertise and 
make an effort to include current 
members of their boards in 
your professional network. 
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http:spencerstuart.com

