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Executive Summary

Aim of the Study
This report is one of a series of studies commissioned by the UK Resource Centre
for Women in SET (UKRC) to explore workplace cultures in Science, Engineering
and Technology (SET) sectors and the absence of women. The purpose of this
project was to identify the nature of SET boardroom cultures and the impact on
women. The study sought to examine the cultures in a variety of organizations
representing science, engineering, technology, large and small, multinational and
local, as well as boards with women and boards with no women directors.

Rationale
Very few women reach board level positions in SET companies and organizations,
and little is known about their experience as directors. This study will open up the
‘black box’ of boardroom culture, by obtaining male and female directors’ views of
their board culture. It is one of the very first projects to do so in any sector, and will
provide a gender lens across several case studies. It will also examine senior
women’s perspectives on the boardroom culture and their aspirations to join the
board.

Methodology
We gained access to five science, engineering and technology organizations that
agreed to be case studies. We undertook 59 semi-structured one-hour interviews
with their chairs, chief executives, male and female non-executive directors,
executive directors, divisional directors and some of the most senior women. Half of
the interviews were with senior women, some of whom sat on divisional or other
boards. Additionally. we held a focus group for 20 participants in London, and we
also undertook a survey of senior women in all five case study companies.

Findings
Chairs set the culture of their boards through good management of meetings and of
board tasks and processes. Corporate boardrooms generally were courteous,
controlled and considerate, although some were described as old boys clubs and as
somewhat patriarchal towards women. In contrast, executive boards showed
considerable variation by case study. Some were seen as having good, constructive,
fast paced boardroom cultures, whilst others were reportedly aggressive, territorial
and argumentative, with only the toughest individuals succeeding there. We found
some boards that were open and highly considerate towards those coming into the
boardroom to make presentations, whilst others were closed. Where few women
came into the boardroom, the culture of the board was seen as a barrier, and bad
experiences became myths that put other women off wanting to join the board. We
found some excellent succession planning and director development processes that
were inclusive and innovative. We also found chairs and chief executives who were
committed and indeed passionate about improving the culture of their boards and
organizations. There were some really good practices in these case study
organizations, from which we have drawn a list of recommendations for more
inclusive boardrooms.
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Recommendations for Inclusive Boardroom Cultures:

1. In the Boardroom
 The chairing of board meetings with courtesy, consideration and control, so

that business is conducted in an inclusive atmosphere that allows everyone to
make their contribution.

 Attention to the way that new members are treated in the boardroom at the
start of their directorships. This should include team building exercises for the
whole new team.

 The extension of tailored induction programmes to executive as well as non-
executive directors, including executives who are promoted internally to the
board.

 The considerate treatment of those coming into the boardroom to make
presentations.

 Ensuring that boardrooms are not closed to senior staff, including women.

2. Access to the Board – Opening the Door

 Inclusive and structured succession planning so that board members and
candidates have had opportunities to get to know each other.

 Create opportunities for board interactions with women as well as men.

3. Development of Directors
 Development (focusing, stretching, challenging, scaffolding, mentoring, role

modelling) of those in the talent pool for senior executive positions.

4. Workplace Culture and Practice

 The importance of leadership from the chief executive in developing senior
talent of both men and women, as indicated in the UKRC CEO Charter.

 Flexible working arrangements to be accessible for senior staff.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This study was commissioned by the UK Resource Centre for Women in Science,
Engineering and Technology (UKRC) in 2006, and has been undertaken by Cranfield
School of Management, led by Dr Val Singh from the International Centre for Women
Leaders. The aim of this study was to identify the nature of boardroom cultures in
science, engineering and technology (SET) to find out if the cultures are gendered
and to explore the impact of gendered SET boardroom cultures on women.

There are very few women on corporate and executive boards of science,
engineering and technology organizations. Despite pressures for organizations to
pay attention to the lack of diversity at the top, the ‘war for talent’ and the need to be
more inclusive, women are not breaking through. A review of international research
into women’s advances onto the corporate board shows that this lack of progress is
a global phenomenon (Singh, Vinnicombe & Terjesen, 2007). Indeed, female
directors in SET sector boardrooms are scarce, even when compared to the
extremely low representation of females on other sector boards. The gender
composition of boards in UK SET companies has barely changed over the last five
years as shown in the figure below, taken from the Cranfield Female FTSE studies
(Singh & Vinnicombe, 2006). Of the 1130 directors in the FTSE 100 in 2006, 92% of
SET firm directors were male, compared to 87.5% in non-SET firms.

Whilst Fondas & Sassalos (2000) make a strong business case for having more
gender diversity on boards, there is little research into boardroom cultures, mainly
due to lack of access to directors and boardrooms (LeBlanc & Schwartz, 2007).
There is even less research into gender diversity and boardroom cultures, as
historically there have been so few women directors that sex has usually been
dropped as a diversity characteristic in boards and top team research. This study
makes a contribution to knowledge about the boardroom culture and its impact on
women directors and women in the talent pool.

Figure 1: Women directors on SET and non-SET FTSE 100 boards

Women's Lack of Progress onto SET FTSE 100 Boards over 5 years
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Many organizations were invited to take part in the project as case studies, but only
five agreed. Two organizations were FTSE 100 firms, two were listed in the FTSE
250 and one was a public sector scientific organization. All had male dominated
boards, as is the norm in the SET sector. They are to be commended for their
openness on this sensitive issue. We undertook 59 interviews with chairs, chief
executives, directors and senior women, as well as a survey of 219 women and a
focus group event to review the findings and the good practices identified.

The report provides an overview of the literature on boardroom cultures and
gendered cultures, before clarifying the methodology of the study. Findings from the
whole sample are presented, and the implications of the findings for practitioners are
discussed. A number of good practices that emerged from the interviews are
highlighted. (There is a separate Good Practice Guide to Inclusive Boardrooms,
published by the UKRC in 2007.) The report concludes with recommendations for
further research. Five organizational case studies are included in Appendix I.



3

Chapter 2: Background Literature

2.1 Boardroom Culture
Every social group, such as a board, constructs a culture over time that drives the
group members’ behaviour and brings them together through shared learning and
understanding. Directors share habits and language, and use rituals and symbols to
reinforce meaning. The group has formal philosophies, structures and principles, but
importantly, also draws up informal ‘rules of the game’. Culture can be observed at
different levels, through the artefacts, values, beliefs and shared assumptions of the
group (Schein, 1992). The elements of the culture form a coherent whole, as shown
in Figure 2.

2.2 The ‘Black Box’ of the Boardroom
The corporate boardroom is seldom accessible to researchers (LeBlanc & Schwartz,
2007), and there is lack of knowledge about women’s experiences as directors.
Some corporate governance researchers use the metaphor of the “black box” that
needs to be opened to reveal the boardroom culture (Huse, 2005). Certainly male
dominated corporate boardrooms have a reputation for being old boys clubs in
nature (Kanter, 1977), whilst executive boards are renowned for argument and
politicking (Ward et al, 2007). Given the lack of women scientists and engineers, it
could be expected that SET boardrooms in particular are highly masculine in nature.

2.3 Gendered Cultures
The study explores whether boardroom cultures in the SET sectors are gendered, by
considering whether individuals are disadvantaged by their sex. Acker (1990: 146)
says that organizations are gendered when “advantages and disadvantages,
exploitation and control, action and emotion, meaning and identities are patterned
through, and in terms of, distinctions between what is constructed as male and
female, masculine and feminine.” Boards in the SET sector are overwhelmingly
made up of male directors. The old boys club at the top has been frequently cited as
a reason for the exclusion of women at senior levels (Kanter, 1977; Kvande &
Rasmussen, 1991; Acker, 1990). There are gender inequalities in the power
relations at the top of most organizations, including structural and cultural barriers
such as networking and sponsorship by senior males (Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989;
Meyerson & Kolb, 2000). Women in engineering in the USA found it difficult to
navigate through the structural and cultural barriers unless there were external
forces for change, such as government contract procurement policies requiring
suppliers to report their diversity positions and practices (McIlwee & Robinson,
1992). There is considerable male resistance to women’s access to powerful
positions (Cockburn, 1991) and further resistance when they reach such levels
(Meyerson & Kolb, 2000). Token theory illustrates how minority groups such as
women are seen primarily as representative of their lower status, such that
professional women would be seen as women first and professionals second. Such
token treatment is most likely when women comprise less than 15% of the group
(Kanter 1977), as happens in most SET organizations at senior levels.
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Studies of women in engineering have highlighted the difficulties which women have
in being seen as good engineers as well as gaining positions of power (Kvande &
Rasmussen, 1991; McIlwee & Robinson, 192; Evetts, 1996). The men in positions of
power form an in-group with a “habitus”, an informal bonding that privileges its
members and their masculine leadership style, accords higher value to their
characteristics and performance, and tends to limit entry to those who are similar to
existing members (Bourdieu, 1988). This social exclusion of those who are different
to the powerful male majority of managers is perpetuated as new appointments are
made, and the selection and promotion of managers is influenced by socialisation
processes in society as well as at work, evidenced by the ‘think manager, think male’
phenomenon (Schein et al, 1996). Whilst women face barriers in being accepted as
leaders, research shows few differences in actual leadership style between men and
women, although women tend to be more transformational leaders than men
(Rosener, 1990; Eagly & Carli, 2003).

Thus the culture of SET corporate boardrooms is likely to be masculine, given that it
is dominated by male directors who will probably have had little interaction with
female peers. Masculinity is defined by Kerfoot & Knights (1996, p.86) as “the
socially generated consensus of what it means to be a man, to be ‘manly’ or to
display such behaviour.” It refers to the value systems, beliefs and behaviours that
are typically associated with males and the masculine, and in male dominated
organizations, it is masculine behaviours that are most valued and rewarded with
leadership positions. Miller (2004) explored the corporate culture in the oil industry
through the experiences of women engineers, referring to a “dense cultural web of
masculinities”. Miller found that successful women adapted their personae and
behaviours to be like the men, reinforcing the gendered nature of the organizational
culture. We would therefore expect to find similar results in some of the case study
organizations.

Interacting with the SET boardroom culture is an unwritten code of gender relations.
Acker (1990) suggests that there are five interacting cultural processes at work. First
is gender segregation. In the SET professions women tend to be positioned as
outsiders on demographic grounds other than in lower tiers and support roles.

Second are the gendered symbols of the culture. The symbolic aspects of science,
engineering and technology are associated with the masculine, emanating from a
history that excluded women. The traditional all-male boards are symbols too.

Third are the gendered interactions that take place at work. For example, the
demographics mean that women encountered by men are often initially presumed to
be in support roles, men frequently test women (especially in engineering) informally
before acceptance, and people tend to promote those who resemble themselves.

Fourth are the processes of identity development. Women are different to the white
male norm in the senior ranks of the SET organization, and they have few female
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role models, so the development of their work identity is challenging in contrast to
the situation for most men.

Fifth is the influence of gender in our society. In the wider society, men and women
have socially determined roles and expectations that generally do not yet include
women’s SET boardroom participation. These five processes interact to form and
maintain a gendered culture (Acker, 1990), and this is evident in the homosocial
reproduction of board members and current homogenous boards in most large and
medium size science, engineering and technology organizations. See Figure 3.

What is Culture?

• Observed behavioural regularities when people interact, the
customs and traditions that evolve, the rituals

• Group norms – implicit standards and values

• Espoused values. Formal philosophy and principles

• Rules of the game

• Embedded skills. Accumulated & Shared Learning

• Habits of thinking, mental models, language, shared meanings

• Symbols

• Artefacts (structures & processes), Values, Beliefs & Shared
Assumptions

Structural Stability

Patterning/Integrated to form a Cultural whole

(Ed Schein)

Figure 2: The Nature of Culture

Gendered Culture Processes Interacting

Gender
Segregation

Gender
Symbols

Gendered
Interactions

Gendered
Identities

Gendered
Construction

of Society

Being a Female
in a Gendered

Culture

Figure 3: Gendered Cultures

2.4 The Cultural Web
The cultural web provides a lens through which organizational cultures may be
understood, and includes the stories, symbols, power structures, organizational
structures, control systems, rituals and routines of the organization (Schein, 1992,
Hendry & Hope, 1994, Johnson, 2000). The culture components form a web that is
difficult to break, but people have to unlearn the past and build a new culture that
provides new stories, new symbols and new processes to move forward. There are
two particular ways to address a culture change using the cultural web, according to
Hendry & Hope. One is to engage everyone to understand how the culture has
arisen so that they take ownership of it, and can be persuaded by rationality that
change is needed. The second is to have a new corporate vision, seeking an
emotional response that change must happen. Sustaining the change is yet another
challenge. We draw on the cultural web components in the analysis of the interviews.

2.5 The Role of the Board
The different roles that boards play set a framework within which the culture
develops. Corporate boards have legal responsibility for governance, the oversight of
the executive management, to provide checks and balances to protect shareholders’
interests. Much of their work concerns accountability for the financial management of
the firm. In contrast, executive boards are responsible for the direction and
management of the organization, and in larger organizations, the day-to-day
management is often devolved to divisional boards. Executive directors sit on both
the corporate and executive boards. Other directors may sit on executive or
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divisional boards but have no legal liabilities. Individuals may often hold director titles
without sitting on the executive or divisional boards.

Governance experts (Roberts, McNulty & Stiles, 2005) say that corporate board
effectiveness “depends upon the behavioural dynamics of a board and how the web
of interpersonal and group relationships between executive and non-executives is
developed in a particular company context”. Hence, creating a boardroom culture
with good relationships between members including female directors is important for
effectiveness. The Higgs Review (2003) also states that effective boards have a
culture of openness and constructive dialogue in an environment of trust and mutual
respect. In this report and its associated good practice guide, we highlight some of
the cultural dynamics that could be improved in the boardroom, and present
suggestions from board chairs, chief executives, male and female directors and
women senior executives on possible ways of opening SET boardrooms to female
directors.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This study is exploratory, and the subject of gendered cultures is sensitive, therefore
a case study approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1994) with mixed methods was
selected to provide a rounded understanding of the issues. We gained access to five
science, engineering and technology organizations that agreed to be case studies.
We undertook 59 semi-structured one-hour interviews with their chairs, chief
executives, male and female non-executive directors, executive directors, divisional
directors and some of the most senior women. Half of the interviews were with senior
women, some of whom sat on divisional or other boards.

We asked male and female directors about their experiences of joining the board,
their view of the culture of the boards on which that they sat (corporate, executive or
divisional), and their advice on what could be done to improve boardroom cultures
and access for women. Senior women were asked about their views of the
boardroom culture, experiences of interacting with the board, and suggestions for
better practice. Interviews were recorded and transcribed, and we used thematic
coding to analyse the data, gathering text related to each code from the various
interviews (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). We identified a number of themes. We also
made one-page summaries of the key findings of each interview. Each case study
was analysed separately, and a full report on each case was sent to the board
members who facilitated access. Names of individuals were not given in the text but
an identifier of male or female and the status (director or senior female) was given.
We identified the good practices that we thought would be the basis of the Good
Practice Guide, and held a focus group event for 20 interviewees, including a chief
executive, main board and executive board directors and senior women, to discuss
these. We also undertook an on-line survey of senior and middle level women in the
case study organizations, circulated with a supportive message from the HR
directors or managers. Responses came directly back to Cranfield. We received 219
fully completed questionnaires, which were analysed using Excel and SPSS
software. Finally, we compared across cases to look for similarities and contrasts.

The sample of four corporate, five executive and two divisional boards in five
organizations provided rich data. A summary of each case is given in Appendix I.
The case studies include large employers of SET graduates as well as being
organizations with a proud history in science, engineering and technology. We
recognise that there is likely to be bias in the sample who agreed to take part, as well
as in the reports from the directors and senior women as they were interviewed by
female women-in-leadership researchers. There is researcher bias in our
interpretation of their comments but we have reported as honestly as possible, and
fed back our results in a focus group event to get participants’ views of our findings.
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Chapter 4: The Research Participants

4.1 The Chairs and Chief Executives
We were able to gain access to interview three chairs of corporate boards, all male
aged from 54 to 60, within the five cases. Two interviewees were chairs of FTSE 100
companies and one was chair of a FTSE 250 company, also acting CEO. We
interviewed the chief executives of the case study organizations. They were all male,
aged from 50 to 54. Access to these chairs and chief executives provided us with
key insight into the desired boardroom cultures that these leaders were seeking to
create and maintain.

4.2 The Female Board Directors
Three of the corporate board directors were female. Only one, aged 51, was an
executive director holding the position of finance director. Of the non-executive
directors, one was aged 60 and had several years’ experience whilst the other (aged
55) was an executive in another FTSE 100 company who had recently been
appointed to her first NED position alongside her executive job. A further two women
were executive board members (as HR director and communications director) but
were not on the corporate board.

4.3 The Male Board Directors
There were 24 male interviewees, of whom 17 were from SET backgrounds, 17 sat
on corporate boards and 24 sat on executive boards and/or divisional boards. Their
titles included chairman, chief executive, engineering director, chief operations
director, director of technology, director of space science and technology, finance
director, HR director, managing director, executive director, director/head of
department and various directors of particular divisions or operations.

4.4 The Female Senior Executives
We interviewed 30 senior female executives, of whom 13 were SET-qualified
women. Almost all had “director” or “head” in their job titles. Many sat on divisional
boards as full members, whilst some were regularly in attendance at such boards.
Only a few interviewees had not yet reached that level, mainly in the science
organization. The job titles included: director on-stream, director of shared services,
project director, communications director, chief operating officer finance & India,
operational director, supply management director, marketing director, client director,
CFS delivery director, business development director, commercial development
director, HR director, divisional HR director, group company secretary & general
counsel, UK company secretary & general counsel, senior HR manager, construction
manager, and customer services manager. In the science organization, titles were
associate director of science programmes, associate director for knowledge
exchange programmes, facilities programme manager, deputy head of HR, site
manager and division head.

These women represent a substantial talent pool, not just for SET-sector
organizations.
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Chapter 5: Opening up the ‘Black Box’ of the Boardroom

5.1 The Corporate Boardroom Culture
The corporate board’s legal responsibilities create a framework that sets the agenda,
resulting in a fairly formal culture that focuses on governance and finance. The
culture is managed by the chair, who sets the tone for the conduct of the business of
the board, including meetings and new appointments. Three chairs were interviewed.

5.1.1 Views of the Chairs
So what kind of culture do the chairs set out to create? In UtilityCo, the chair was
very experienced and had a high reputation for delivering good governance. He
recommended that attention is paid to ensuring an atmosphere where the debate
can be very open and genuine, with a collegiate spirit, where people are not afraid to
speak their mind. He added that it is important that the board members are highly
professional and understand their roles and responsibilities, and new executive
directors need to understand that they are there not just to represent their divisions
but stand for the company and shareholders.

“You occupy a somewhat different space in the boardroom than if you’re
just there thinking you are a representative for your division.” (UtilityCo
Chair)

Good chairs take steps to ensure that the highest standards of corporate governance
are maintained. This means that governance must be transparent. At UtilityCo, high
standards are evidenced by the very detailed corporate governance reporting of the
company, and there is an informal policy that any NED can go anywhere in the
company and talk to anybody. The UtilityCo chair said that the board sets the culture
not just for the board but also for the whole organization.

“The board sets the drum beat for the organization in terms of delegation,
empowerment of directors. You hold them accountable but you give them
responsibility, you give them authority, and you define that authority and
responsibility down the line and you expect them to follow through. If it’s a
well balanced board, it will really help reinforce the values into the
organization.” (UtilityCo Chair)

Hence there is deliberate role modelling of the desired culture by the chair. Setting
the collegiate tone and open atmosphere means that the dynamics are not very
different if women are on the board, according to the chair.

“If people are professional, it doesn’t matter very much. I wouldn’t allow
rough language in the boardroom anyhow, so there would never be
anything of that nature in the embarrassment category – although I have
been a member of a board where some people were rather uncouth”.
(UtilityCo Chair)

Chairs of boards have to select people who will gel as a team, and this is not as
simple as it seems. People are selected on the basis of their talents, experience and
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connections, and they expect and are expected to make their contributions and be
heard, whatever the culture.

“Now this is the paradox – you want a team and yet you don’t want them
to be too consensual. You want them to come in independently-minded.”
(UtilityCo Chair)

“No one is a shrinking violet round that boardroom table. Everyone has
got a view and they are not frightened to express it. And the biggest job
I’ve got is trying to get a conclusion. It’s not an easy board to chair. I
would rather have strong characters than a lot of clones.” (Scotoil chair)

Chairing such a board can be a challenge, especially when good points of view are
put very forcefully. But there is an emphasis on collegiality and achieving consensus,
and board members recognise that they are there to do a task that has to be done.

“And sometimes there’s no easy answer here, so you have to make some
quite difficult decisions that are maybe compromise decisions or decisions
that don’t suit everyone. But then everyone’s quite happy to then go with
it. It does mean that when someone speaks, they need to think quite
carefully about what they say, which is a good thing. In business you’ve
got to make some quite tough decisions. So you want to think, well, this
has been properly aired, properly debated.” (Scotoil chair)

Maintaining the open discussion culture seems to require a lot of effort and
engagement by the chair. Some difficult issues are dealt with in stages, with
discussions over dinner the night before the board meetings, which are held once a
month. This means that people are not pressured by time constraints over dinner,
and they have time to consider the discussion overnight.

“We have a dinner before the monthly board meeting. We invite the
executive and management to come in. They will join us for dinner; the
buzz is really good. Sometimes we have quite heated debates, but next
day at the board, what looked like a mountain of an issue, you’ve eaten
two-thirds of it.” (UtilityCo Chair)

At board meetings, the UtilityCo chair always sits in the same place, with the
company secretary on the left, and the chief executive on the right, so that he can
whisper when he wants to pull a topic, or leave further discussion to the next
meeting. The other seats are freely available and there is no hierarchy of seating.

Boardroom cultures tend to be fairly formal because of their legal responsibilities.
The Scotoil chair’s view was that the culture of his board was not very formal, but it
was supported by formal structures. The lack of formality was characteristic of the
whole company culture. He chairs the meetings fairly informally. For example,
people will use his forename in the boardroom when they want to make a point,
rather than “chairman”, in contrast to other boards that he sat on. He mentioned one
NED who would never wear a tie, not even for the annual report photographs, but
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the culture was inclusive and people were valued for their contribution, not their
conformity.

The ITCO chair emphasised the courtesy of the boardroom culture, and added that
he had watched other chairs of boards, drawing on their good points. He now was
leading the corporate board during a period of considerable change as the
operations of the outsourcing business expand in India, yet the culture remained
courteous.

“I think every Board that I’ve been on, there is a courtesy within the Board
which would make sure that there wasn’t any reason why people couldn’t
speak their minds. Open discussion on everything. And people are, in the
main, very polite to each other. They can be direct, but they are very
polite and courteous. I’ve not seen a Board being fractured. I happen to
spend some time with some very good chairmen, but I’ve chosen carefully
the companies that I will be involved with.” (ITCO chair)

So the chairs are setting the tone for the culture in their boardrooms, drawing on
their experience of watching other chairs and boards to see what is effective
practice. They emphasise that courtesy and consideration are an essential part of
boardroom culture, and that proceedings should be controlled by the chair, almost
with a kid glove. The culture has to be open and challenging, but its members also
have to come to consensus. Given that the board members have been selected
because they are extremely successful in their various spheres of influence, and
hence have views that are expressed often forcefully, good chairing skills are
needed to manage the meetings effectively, and a key part of that is creating and
maintaining an effective boardroom culture. We would agree with their views that
women should not feel intimidated in corporate boardrooms such as those described
here.

5.1.2 Views of Directors on the Corporate Boardroom Culture
All the corporate boards were reported by their other members to be open and
challenging, reflecting their purpose to provide checks and balances of the executive
on behalf of the shareholders.

“It’s a respectful environment and there’s nothing inherent in that that
would be problematic in any way for a senior woman to operate in or be
effective in. They tend to be focused on strategic and business
performance issues, quite hard tangible issues. They focus much less on
some of the soft cultural aspects of the organization. They tend to think
about predominantly a shareholder perspective rather than taking an
employee perspective. Not that the organization in any way is negative.
It’s just their natural orientation and thinking that takes them in one
direction rather than perhaps another.” (male director, EngCon)

The boards were reportedly “well-informed, serious, and respectful, with creditable
and honourable members”. The need for “creditable” directors highlights an issue for
women candidates who may not have given enough attention to ensuring that they
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are not just excellent at what they do but are also publicly seen as creditable. The
credit attracts respect from other board members who respond in meetings by taking
them seriously. The word “honourable” is also interesting, as it is a term usually used
to describe men. This rather old-fashioned term fits with comments made by some
senior women that the board members, especially the older ones, were sometimes
patriarchal. Boards were also described as collegial, a team made up of
“independently minded players”, but “you don’t want them to be too consensual”.
Comments were made about the need to have wide ranging and probing debates but
to present a unified front outside the boardroom.

Directors commented on the degree of female representation on the board. Three of
the corporate boards had female directors, and the fourth has recently appointed a
female NED. One had two female NEDs and a female company secretary, so there
were three women in the boardroom for corporate board meetings. One company
had a female finance director, one had a female NED and the other was all male.

The all-male board members reported that they were not normally aware that the
group was masculine in its style, as that was the way it had always been. Their
board’s culture was frequently described by various members as rational and
analytical and ‘left brain’, as was the organizational culture. However, the board
recognised that they needed to be more open to diversity, and were making efforts to
attract female as well as male candidates for board appointments.

“It is entirely white middle aged male, which I think is a limitation on us –
it’s a limitation because it has a relatively singular perspective on the
world from both gender and sort of ethnic diversity and I think that limits
the way we think about things.” (CEO, EngCon)

“That diversity has never figured in my time very largely, this is because to
date, there is no perception that it is so male dominated – well, male
dominated is the wrong term, it is statistically so.” (male NED, EngCon)

Such comments reveal the embeddedness of the masculine culture, which is
perceived almost as natural, because it is the reality of everyday life for the males to
have the leadership positions, and for rationality to be highly valued above other
characteristics. But the exclusion of women from the corporate boardroom was not
reported as a deliberate act – indeed at EngCon it was quite the contrary, as
interviewees commented on the positive changes in attitudes towards gender
diversity at senior levels.

At Scotoil and UtilityCo, directors reported that the culture was inclusive. They said
that chairs invited everyone to speak before decisions were finally made, and the
view was that everyone there could get in to make their points, even a newcomer.
Such a practice is likely to reduce the aggressive interjections that result from
frustration at not being heard.

“So there would never be a situation where any member of the board
didn’t feel that they’d had their contribution. So there wouldn’t be the
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situation where some new member of the board had come in to a board
meeting, and hadn’t had the chance to speak or had felt in any way that
they were not part of the thing.” (male director, Scotoil)

The corporate boardroom cultures were often described as formal by directors, and
some took comfort from the structures and processes that they were delivering what
they were there to provide.

“The plus side is that there are very formal structures in place, the formal
remuneration committee, audit committee, nominations committee, all of
those report back. There’s a formal agenda, and the agenda is read with a
sense of formality. In doing that, you know that you are fulfilling the
obligations that you need to fulfil.” (male executive director, ITCO)

But in contrast, directors in Scotoil described their corporate board as informal.
“Judging from some of the comments of my non-executive colleagues, it’s
quite a free wheeling, informal sort of board, and one at which people are
certainly not afraid to express their opinions.” (male executive director,
Scotoil)

“No formality – we just all bring our board packs in and spread out, teas
and coffees and biscuits. There’s no intimidation in that way.” (female
executive director, Scotoil)

It is important to note that cultures are social constructions that are dynamic and are
constantly challenged, although at the time they often appear to be permanent, as
did the all-male board culture of EngCon mentioned above. One case study firm,
ITCO, previously had a female-dominated culture. It was founded by a woman, and
over the years had a female CEO and a female chair, but now only one female NED
remained on the corporate board. Interestingly, current directors reported that
previously the dominant group of women directors often needed little time for
discussions as they had been together so long and knew each other’s views so well.
It seems to be an example of ‘group think’ that is often said to be characteristic of
homogenous boards (Maznevski, 1994). Now there is more discussion as that
shared history is no longer there. However, the previous female dominated board
had been very connected to the then smaller company. Previously there was a more
supportive and family style organizational culture. There were also several high
profile female role models that attracted many women to the firm.

“I think culturally the business has changed a little bit. Ten years, or
probably not as long as that, six, seven years ago we were probably a
much more family friendly business so we used to have our annual family
picnics. We don’t do that any more. We could do with becoming a bit
sharper and a bit less lovey.” (male executive director, ITCO)

Many comments were made by senior women regretting that change of culture as
the women directors retired and were replaced by men. The board members
interviewed also acknowledged the change to the culture, but generally didn’t
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recognise the ‘loss’ that the women all referred to, and they tended to focus on the
change as a step for the better.

“The last chairman had run a company where the employees were all
shareholders. So the employee shareholding was a critical part of the
strategy and she was a very infectious and enthusiastic chairman. And
she took over from a lady who was one of the original founders. And they
made work attractive for women with responsibilities at home. IT enabled
home working and everything else. So a lot of the senior directors in the
company, until the last few years, the majority of the company were
women. And I succeeded two very, very strong women who had run the
company before me. You can see the culture and family values were very
well established in the company” (chairman, ITCO).

This is an interesting and rare example of an SET company shifting its culture from
female to male dominated, and highlights the way in which previous chairs and chief
executives had imprinted family-friendly values on the corporate culture, yet men and
women interviewees reported that these had not survived the challenges of
globalisation and the departure of all but one female director. Changing market
conditions required new strategic positioning and performance management, and
new directors came in to reposition the company, dropping some of the practices
(such as family picnics) that symbolised the earlier culture. The restructured
company had a different culture to that which had attracted many women.

5.1.3 Corporate Board Engagement outside the Boardroom
Part of the cultural analysis of the boardrooms concerns how open or closed the
boards are to the management tier of the organization. The degree of involvement
between the corporate board and the company varied across cases. In the two
engineering firms, board members were not constrained in their London offices. The
boards were taken “out of their ivory tower”, or out of the mansion boardroom, as
some meetings are held at the various locations around the country. That gave the
directors an opportunity to see what was going on, to tour the site, have
presentations and meet a wider range of staff. They also could get involved in
presentations to investors.

“The board hold a couple of meetings at least a year in different locations,
out in the Styx in one of the offices and they always do a tour and they
always have presentations. So they certainly interact around that quite a
lot, they interact around investor days where we go round the business to
present to our investors and attend other meetings. It’s down to the board
themselves as individuals to go out to do tours and visit locations.” (NED,
EngCon)

The UtilityCo board held four meetings outside London last year. About 20-30 senior
executives in the local management teams were invited to join the board for dinner.
One director commented that having the board meetings in different places each
time may seem rather “mechanical” or contrived, but these meetings did provide
exposure for senior people to interact over dinner, or sometimes over breakfast. The
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board committee meetings provided another vehicle for interaction with specialists,
for example from the finance team, or HR or CSR, and some of these were likely to
be senior females. The chair and chief executive were making a very conscious
effort to engage the board members with management, “unusual, and it works!” The
Scotoil chair reported that he wanted to be really informed about the company, and
hence he liked to visit their overseas operations. He also got involved in some of the
charity biking and hiking events, which he really enjoyed.

In EngCon, NEDs are invited to attend the chief executive’s management
conference, and one NED was enthusiastic about this event.

“The CEO runs his management conference for all top 200 employees. I
always go to it. That is a good way for NEDs to be socialising with the
troops.” (male NED, EngCon)

He reveals some military discourse in his comment that again reflects the masculinity
of the culture. In such organizations, women have to cope with masculine language
on a daily basis, and given that many women engineers have avoided military and
defence businesses as possible employers (McIlwee & Robinson (1992), senior
people would be well advised to avoid such gendered terms as “troops” when
describing the workforce.

In EngCon, there were few opportunities for women who were not directors to take
part in the corporate boardroom. They did come in very occasionally, if they headed
a function such as audit, tax, treasury, HR etc. But as yet there are rarely senior
enough women in engineering or overseas offices to have the opportunity to present
to the corporate board. However, in contrast, the Scotoil chief executive has a
practice of inviting members of the management team into board meetings, so that it
is not unfamiliar territory for them. He says that he does this “because I think it’s very
important that you expose the non-executive directors to the wider team, so they
actually see the strength and depth.” This practice was mentioned by the female
finance director.

[The CEO] “has been for years making sure that if there was a Board
agenda item in which I directly contributed or put the paper to the Board,
then I would be invited in. Also, group management Board members who
were not executives would always have been invited into strategic
discussions of the Board... So, there are no surprises in actually
participating in a full Board, the senior team are often invited to contribute.
That has always been the case. That is definitely [the CEO’s] style.”
(female director, Scotoil)

Such sponsorship by the CEO provides affirmation to the individuals that their CEO
has confidence in them by introducing them to the board, and it sends a message to
the board that as corporate directors, they are an integral part of the succession
planning and director development process.
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The non-executive board members of EngCon have discussed whether they should
do more mentoring, and there are mentoring schemes throughout the company. But
one director added that there is a danger that those who are mentored by senior
directors would be seen with some jealousy by others. The mentor and mentee
would have to be carefully matched for the relationship to work, and the non-
executive board members are few. However, informal contact by directors can work
well too. Directors in other case organizations did not mention the potential jealousy
aspect of mentoring. Mentoring is a particularly effective means of developing senior
women, who appreciate more than their male peers the implied sponsorship and
affirmation of the mentors. It also provides benefits in terms of understanding and
learning not just by the mentee, but also by the mentor and the organisation (Singh,
Bains & Vinnicombe, 2002).

Two of the corporate boards were reportedly somewhat distant from the rest of the
company/organization.

“I think the board is perceived as rather sort of distant. I don’t get the
impression that there’s either a huge amount of enthusiasm or suspicion.”
(female NED)

“Disengaged, I think by and large, most of our board. I think it is almost
like a throwback to what you’d expect of a board ten years ago. To me it’s
nothing unusual; it’s not out of the ordinary.” (male executive director)

A female NED commented that invitations to come into the boardroom tended to
come via the managing director, but that did not happen very often, so few men or
women came to make presentations to the board. This is typical of a closed
boardroom culture, and can lead to a psychological distance between board and
management. The board is perceived as an old boys club where all the power is
located (Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989; Kvande & Rasmussen, 1991). As few non-
directors have had contact with the board as a group, myths may arise about the
board’s culture, which may influence any budding ambitions to achieve directorships.

These findings reveal that some boards are engaging with senior managers.
However, other boards have little contact with outsiders, and even the directors
report that they are seen as remote. In contrast, the Scotoil board frequently invited
senior men and women to join the board meetings where relevant, because the CEO
felt it was essential for the board to get to know those in the talent pool. Other CEOs
were making strong efforts to reduce the distance by holding board meetings in
regional locations. Some NEDs were engaging with senior men and women, but
there was some resistance to formal mentoring relationships because of fears about
male jealousy, which may be due to the competitiveness of the culture.

5.1.4 Social Interactions between Board Members
The way in which board members interact socially with each other reveals more
about the informal culture of the boardroom. A variety of social interactions were
reported. Male directors reported that often the social talk was still work-related,
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concerning important strategic issues, and what is coming up in the news,
particularly the Financial Times, before catching up on holidays etc. One
experienced female director commented: “I’ve never felt excluded from a
conversation because of the nature of what was being discussed.” A female director
on a board with two women commented that the boardroom atmosphere was
informal and non-adversarial so that women should not feel intimidated there.
However, a main board director felt that some executive dinners might be difficult
when there was only one woman.

“There is a sort of tendency as the wine flows for this to become a bit like
a sort of boys’ club still” (male director)

In this masculine environment, the lone female director not only has to contend with
doing her job well, but she also has to manage her social interactions very carefully.
This concern is increased by the trend towards two-day board meetings with dinner
the first evening. It can be a great opportunity for building better working and social
relationships, but it can also be an isolating experience for a woman who doesn’t like
to drink alcohol, for example. Having more than one woman on the board can make
a difference to boardroom behaviours, reducing any male tendencies to tokenism
(Kanter, 1977) and where there are at least three females, also enhancing
effectiveness of the contribution from the women (Konrad & Kramer, 2007). At
UtilityCo, where there were two female NEDs and a female company secretary, a
male director felt that the evening behaviour would not be a problem, because the
men would behave themselves better.

“On our main board it’s obviously changed already because we don’t have
that risk. We’ve got women in the room. Right, so you’re not going to get
sort of the ‘boysie’ behaviour … everyone getting drunk over there,
endless glasses of wine at the bar, talking about sport or motor racing or
whatever it may be. That doesn’t really happen very much.” (male
director, UtilityCo)

Sport was an important topic in the social time of two of the four company
boardrooms. In one, directors reported that there was a lot of talk about sport, but
there wasn’t a golf club atmosphere, nor was there a men’s drinking club culture.
One female director said that she made efforts to introduce conversation topics such
as theatre and art, when she had enough of the men’s sport-related chat. There was
a reported tendency to use sporting analogies, which seems to be common in male
dominated organizations. However, in Scotoil, sport was a dominant feature of the
social exchange. Women do not necessarily share the sporting interests that are
visible in the sponsoring of sport by the company. A female director commented that
she had tried to introduce some different interests a couple of times. One was arts-
related and the other was falconry.

“The corporate days are very sporty. And there’s a real sort of oh you’re
wimps if you don’t, and I really dislike that. The first year that I felt
powerful enough, we managed to get an alternative event, which was
falconry, for the people who didn’t want to go tearing down rivers white
water rafting and stuff like that. And again, that was just the wimp’s option.
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So there’s work here that we need to do to get that accepted, that it is
perfectly all right not to want to go and do extreme sports.” (female
director)

As well as the board meetings, there are dinners for NEDs, and several case study
organizations held an annual leadership/top management conference, where in one
firm, a few women were apparently visible “punching their weight”, a masculine
sporting metaphor coming in here.

“Plenty of women there. Not plenty as in any sort of gender balance you
will look for in a graduate population, but plenty, punching well above their
weight and giving as well as they get.” (male NED, EngCon)

The “punching” descriptor of the women is used by the NED almost as an accolade
of qualification to be included in the talent pool, reinforcing the need for aggression.
Given that this director was a very active and well-respected champion of gender
diversity in SET, the comment shows how ingrained the masculine language and
male-typed criteria for leadership are, and how difficult it will be to change the
behaviours and language of the present generation of male leaders.

One of the relatively new chief executives has introduced more social interchange
between board members. An interesting innovation has been an annual dinner for
board members and the Group Executive members, where there is a speaker on an
interesting and relevant topic.

“The important thing though is that we have a seating plan and we have
small tables of five or six people and we put one or two non Execs on
each table and the FD and I go and sit on another table, usually with the
guest speaker. The big tables I found completely useless for dinners like
this. .. You put them on small tables, they can take the measure of each
other as individuals and with drinks beforehand they can mingle and each
time we make sure that people sit with someone else, so my Group Exec
now have a relationship with the Non Exec that I am not party to.” (CEO,
EngCon)

He sees this as risk management, so that directors on both boards get to know each
other and know their body language, important when a senior executive has an
important issue to bring to the corporate board table. We would add that it is also
good for corporate governance that NEDs can get to know the executive team as
individuals, with personal relationships to act as the glue for effective outcomes.
Another benefit is that NEDs are part of a directors’ network that is on the lookout for
new talent, and executives who are not yet main board directors may find information
about a non-executive position on a smaller board that would enable them to prepare
for full board membership of their company board.

In two case study firms, the whole corporate board went to India for meetings, mixing
with the Indian parts of their companies, but also socialising in their free time, and in
a third case study firm, a divisional board meeting was held in India too.
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“And when we go out to India, we socialise quite a lot. We have a
reception for all the staff in Delhi, we go out to the site and go on the sites.
And we’ll meet staff there. So we’re mixing pretty well.” (male chair)

Social interaction outside the boardroom is not confined to pre-board dinners, but
there were also occasions such as away days. In one company, the directors took
part in shooting days.

“Our Chief Executive in particular, right from the off, has always big on
away days. We have the Board dinners beforehand. And, the current
Chairman, in particular, is, you know, he made sure he knows of our
business. I’ve, for example, been shooting on away days with other
members of the Board, so it’s pretty good.” (male executive director,
Scotoil)

Such a choice of social interaction is likely to put women off joining the outing, as
they are less likely to wish to use weapons for fun or kill birds and deer. There may
be male colleagues who have similar views to the women. However, if they do not go
along, they are likely to miss out on the informal communications between directors,
and their relationships with the board members will not be as strong. If women
decide to opt out, then they are likely to be perceived as stand-offish, reinforcing
their status as outgroup members not just on grounds of sex, but also of interest.
This is a dilemma for women, many of whom would enjoy the communitarian outing
but would have to compromise on their own values and judgement if they went along
with it. Other more inclusive and less controversial options for board outings could be
considered.

Outside the boardroom, one chief executive entertains NEDs and their partners
occasionally, in small groups. He sees them all at least twice a year socially, and in
addition, they all meet up at the chair’s Christmas function with their partners. Other
directors reported that partners only get formally involved at the Christmas dinner,
but there is some social interaction with other directors and their wives. However,
this tended to be restricted to those based in the UK. Across the case organizations,
there were rarely events for directors and partners organised officially, other than a
dinner to mark the retirement of directors, for instance. However, some of the
directors were personal friends, and in one company, the chair and chief executive
played squash together.

The social interactions between board members are the glue that binds the group
together, so that they understand where they are each coming from, and why they
want to act the way they do. Board dinners provide an excellent opportunity for such
discussions, and where these are held off-site, there are further opportunities to
travel together, as was the case for the board meetings held in India. However,
board dinners can be a problem for the single female if there is a lot of alcohol and
inappropriate male behaviour such as sexual jokes. The EngCon CEO reported a
useful practice of using small tables for board dinners so that directors and guests
could get to know each other much better than when seated at long tables. Much of
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the social interaction is about shared interests such as sport and business. In some
case study organisations, there is an active external socialisation, whilst in others,
the view is that such interactions should only happen inside the organization. It
would seem that much depends on the actions of the chair and chief executive.
There was some resistance to the masculine nature of the external activities at
Scotoil, where the female director organised a separate activity to the shooting. In
that way, she ensured participation in the meals and other routines, thereby
benefiting from the networking and relationship-building without compromising her
own values, and indeed offering a diverse option to any other board members who
were uncomfortable with the shooting activity. Some male-dominated boards have
become so accustomed to masculine ways of doing things to suit their male interests
that they do not pay attention to the needs of those with other cultural preferences,
and should adapt to more inclusive behaviours and routines.

5.1.5 The Boardrooms
The boardrooms varied from grand rooms in old manor houses to the most modern
glass walled offices. Directors were not so keen on the very long tables, and there
were conflicting views as to the best place for the chair of the board to sit. Sitting at
the short end, it is possible to see everyone, but there is a controlling atmosphere
and a feeling of hierarchy, whereas if the chair sits in the middle, they are closer to
most members but exclude a few on their side. One of the boardrooms in the case
studies had an oval table, or “rugby ball shaped”, said jokingly to reflect the sporty
interests of the chief executive. Several directors mentioned not wanting to sit
directly opposite the chair or CEO at first, and a female director commented on the
difficulties of making herself heard in a large modern boardroom with few soft
furnishings to help the acoustics. Directors talked about experience on other boards
where the executives lined up on one side and the NEDs on the other, which they
did not like as it could be confrontational. Another director reported experience of
boards where named places were used, so that people always had to sit in the same
seat, indicating inflexibility in the style.

5.2 The Executive Boardroom Culture
The executive board differs from the corporate board in that it has executive
responsibility for the activities and operations of the organization, and its members
are employees of the organization. It is chaired by the CEO, and comprises all the
executive directors of the corporate board. In some companies, it is complemented
by other executives heading functions and divisions, and member numbers range
from five to twenty or more in FTSE 100 firms. The name of the executive board
differs from case to case, including group executive, group management committee
or board, etc.

5.2.1 The CEO view
The culture of the executive boardroom is strongly influenced by the chief
executive’s vision and ambition for the board and organization. One chief executive
gave his view of the boardroom culture and the culture that he was trying to achieve.
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“The board culture has to be extremely open and challenging. It has to be
one where very much everybody’s opinion matters, and that’s actually a
culture that goes right through the organization. Communication is
something that I’m passionate about. I believe everybody’s opinion is
hugely important.”

He reported that he was building a culture of hiring very bright people, very important
in a smaller oil and gas company that has as its competitors some of the largest
firms in the world.

“One of the things that I say to everybody is, ‘You must always try and
hire people that are better than you or brighter than you, or have some
ability that you see as special’, because people are frightened of hiring
people that are brighter than them. And it’s a golden rule.”

He was trying to maintain an innovative climate, trying to “make sure that we look at
things in lots of different ways, because it sparks off some other ideas.” He said that
the board has to be open in its debates, and this can involve bringing in bright new
people with fresh thoughts about how things can be done. Such comments highlight
the value that diversity can bring to the boardroom.

However, it takes time to develop the desired culture. Two chief executives said they
were still trying to develop the culture of their executive boards. One said: “It is
beginning to be a team, I think.” He changed the meetings to a smaller number of
two day meetings so that there was more time for interaction, and this had been well
received by the directors. Another CEO was changing the way the executive board
worked. He did not want to replicate the governance structure, nor have a board that
was driven by too long an agenda. The aim was to focus on the value drivers of the
business, and allow time for quality discussion on a few topics. He was concentrating
on team building. He commented that it is important to bring new members
emotionally into the team, something which is not often done by boards, but he felt
that it was possible to do quite a lot in two or three hours together. He described a
particular incident that highlights the importance of continuing to take care of the
induction of new directors beyond the first meeting, as the group dynamics inevitably
change as new members join. On another board, he ran a team building exercise a
month after the first woman ever joined the group. In this exercise, members were
asked to draw a picture of their feelings, and he described how the new female
director conveyed her experience.

“She drew this picture of a train screaming down a railway with four guys
on it, and her a hundred yards behind the train desperately running to
catch up. It was brilliant, it wasn’t planned, we put our pictures on the
table, and hers said everything to me and everybody else. This is how she
saw things, this is what she felt like. Incredibly powerful. You’ve helped
sort the problem, we don’t know what to do about it, but this is such a
visual image of what you are feeling like here – this is how I feel after a
month that you guys are just off there and I’m desperately screaming
trying to catch up and what the hell’s going on here.”
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The group were then able to help integrate the new member into the team, drawing
on their empathy to understand why the incoming director felt this way, and consider
ways to move forward. It took courage for the new member to be open about her
dilemma rather than pretend that it was all going really well, because she was in
danger of her peers viewing her as the sole cause of the situation. Yet they had not
recognised that they were now members of a new team with different dynamics, and
that they all had to work at this, not just the new member. Emotional intelligence was
needed from the chief executive and other members to engage in the process,
understand the new director’s point of view without censorship, and adapt their own
behaviour for more effective team outcomes. The learning from that previous board
experience was used by the chief executive in his new role as CEO of the case study
company. The induction programme for new directors includes personal debriefings
by the chair and chief executive, and so such feelings would be picked up and
addressed much earlier.

5.2.2 Views of Directors
We asked directors to describe the culture of the executive boards, and how this was
similar to or differed from the culture of the corporate boards on which they sat. The
influence of the CEO on the culture of the executive board is acknowledged by
directors. “The CEO sets the tone, very much so. Hugely, it’s not that formal and he
is approachable.” One director commented that the executive board culture set by
the CEO was welcoming and informal, in sharp contrast to the formality and
abruptness of the previous executive board. He said that people used to be nervous
of dealing with them, which does not lead to consistent performance. Now the new
CEO has turned it around. Supporting this view, another interviewee said “it used to
be a very macho type culture and style” until the new CEO arrived.

Directors reported that the executive boardroom culture was similar in some ways to
the corporate board, particularly in the openness of debate, but the slightly formal,
polite atmosphere was definitely not present. The corporate executive boards were
seen as open and challenging, a place where tempers could rise, but where debate
could be held inside in a robust way as long as consensus was reached. In one
chair’s view, the executive board might be “a wee bit tougher to manage”, because
the chief executive “may get his colleagues getting slightly more heated at times”.
Interestingly he was the only board member of his board to comment specifically that
there were heated arguments; the others described the culture as ‘challenging.
However senior women who had been in the boardroom also commented on the
sometimes tense atmosphere as the strong characters disagreed.

Some boards were reported by directors and senior women to be young in style,
energetic, fresh and innovative, led by visionary chief executives. Even where the
executive boards had only male directors, women felt that younger directors who had
professional partners and families would understand the women’s perspective. As
well as the rationality associated with the SET culture, some directors recognised the
need for a more emotionally intelligent style as their businesses changed.
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Two of the executive boards were relatively newly formed. A director commented
that there was “a sense of pulling together, starting to be a team, not competing
against each other for the CEO’s attention”. An executive board director from the
consumer industry was surprised to find that people were pulling together so well
rather than pushing for themselves.

“It’s very friendly, not much positioning, and a high degree of just
authenticity. Your look, your impact, your impression is very important in a
consumer company – I found it quite refreshing coming in around the top
table here, you’ve got very bright people but that whole sort of personal
impact piece wasn’t as prevalent as I have been used to. It was a bit more
down to earth.”

As women tend to be less willing than men to use upwards influence strategies and
self-promotion, both forms of impression management (Singh, Kumra & Vinnicombe,
2002), such a culture with a collaborative working style is likely to be less of a barrier
for female directors to come in and make their contribution than where the culture is
highly aggressive and political.

A male executive on the UtilityCo board told of the pride that he encountered in the
technical heritage of the company. A non-technical person, he found that people
wanted to talk to him about the technology.

“People steeped in what they do, very bright, very good engineers, very
proud of their technical heritage, would talk to you for ages about turbines
and things – quite new to me.”

The public sector Sciorg board was comprised only of male executive directors, who
described their culture as collegial and very lively, one even said “violent”, as well as
territorial. Such descriptors indicate a strongly masculine culture based on
aggressive competition, a culture that would be uncomfortable for members
(especially women, although there were none on this board), who were not inclined
to such stereotypically masculine behaviours. This is similar to the findings of Miller
(2002) in the Canadian oil industry, where women and non-competitive men were
always outsiders despite adapting to more masculine styles in their daily work.

“It became collegial. It certainly wasn’t to start with, it was barons, you
know holding onto our bit. Yet when it came to the allocations, we fought
like anything. Of course, being largely academic, it’s very lively and that is
actually off-putting for people who are quiet in disposition. I mean it would
not have been easy to have been in there if you were a very quiet
person.”

Executive boardrooms are masculine arenas, where power is evident and the
ultimate operational decisions are made. Directors are fighting for resources and for
their views to be heard. It is clear from the case studies that there is more variation in
the cultures of the executive boards than of the corporate boards. The variation
mainly seems to occur in the way discussions are held, which reflects the culture that
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the directors have entered, accepted and maintained during their tenure. In some
boardrooms, debates are robust and challenging, but they take place in an
environment in which people can be comfortable with each other even if they have
different views. In others, the territorialism leads to aggressive confrontation. This
was reportedly the case in the public sector scientific organization. The culture was
also described as highly competitive in the performance-driven technology company.
However, male directors on those boards were accepting of this kind of culture as
normal, as the way things are. The male directors there said that criticism was not
aimed at the person, and people had to get used to it or they wouldn’t last. Indeed,
as boards tend to appoint directors in their own image (Ibarra, 1992; Jensen & Zajac,
2004), only those with competitive personalities are likely to get appointed to such
boards in the first place (Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000). Hence few women break
through the director appointment process in such cultures. But these organizations
are not the only ones to have such cultural and processual barriers for women.
There are very few women who sit on executive boards. In the FTSE 100, only 4% of
executive directors and 12% of executive committee members are female (Singh &
Vinnicombe, 2006). In some of our case organizations, CEOs were seeking to build
new boardroom cultures that would reflect their vision and values to be more
effective, emotionally intelligent and inclusive. In such contexts, regular review of the
skills, knowledge and experience of the board (as recommended by Higgs (2003)
should highlight the need for increased diversity, including gender diversity, amongst
board members.

5.3 The Divisional Boardroom Culture
Divisional boards have a culture reflecting the operational nature of their work, and
some main board directors felt that it is harder for women to be comfortable in this
more macho environment. One managing director commented that his board was
more functionally diverse than others, but lacked female members.

“I think we’re probably more diverse than how I perceive some of the more
engineering businesses. One of my directors has a geography degree, in
his spare time he does creative writing. He writes novels and things like
that which I think is pretty unusual for an engineering orientated company.
So great ideas guy, thinks off the wall, good thinker. I think we have a mix
in terms of race, sexual orientation, the one thing we are missing is the
gender bit.” (male MD)

However, several MDs reported that they took the lead from their chief executives in
how to run their boards, drawing on them as role models. In particular, they were
aware of how they felt earlier in their career when presenting to the board for the first
time, and when joining the senior board, and tried to facilitate the situation for
newcomers and presenters on their own boards. Some were mentoring several
women. In turn, senior women reported drawing on these MDs as role models for
managing their own teams.
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Chapter 6: Joining the Board

As people are most aware of the culture when they join a group, we asked directors
to describe their experiences of becoming board members. A key part of settling into
the new role is the formal induction, but we also reveal directors’ experiences and
feelings as they interacted with the new level culture, and explore whether these
experiences differed by gender.

6.1 Induction

6.1.1 Corporate Board Induction
In UtilityCo, the development of the culture of the board is supported by an
impressive and personally tailored induction process. This is carefully designed and
monitored by the chair, the CEO and the company secretary. The induction process
allows the new directors to go up the learning curve fast, they learn the language of
the business, and get insight into the complex regulatory aspects of the business.
The induction of non-executive directors covers the requirements for good
governance, the responsibilities of directors and the roles of the various members
and committees. The directors are given a manual on governance, but the pack also
includes corporate material such as organization charts, management structures and
corporate values. Other companies have similar information packs, according to their
governance reports. First-time directors are offered specialist courses to help them
understand their new roles, giving them an opportunity to share learning experiences
with other new directors. New board committee members are offered courses on
topics such as membership of audit or remuneration committees. This is particularly
important now that governance responsibilities have increased substantially in terms
of personal liabilities, and roles have been more closely scrutinised under FSA
regulations and reporting requirements. New directors are also invited to visit
different sites of the business. Where UtilityCo excels is in the personal care and
attention provided by the chair and chief executive to settling in the new directors.
The chair makes an effort to have time with each NED during the first year on an
informal basis.

“Sometimes I will take them aside and have 15 minutes after a board
meeting to ask how things are going. Or I will call them up and say: Is the
induction programme going ok, is there anything we are glossing over, do
you want to dive deeper in some particular area, can we give you
additional support?” (male chair, UtilityCo)

He then has dinner with them after six months, having a relaxed evening trying to get
their views. This is mutually beneficial. “Often they will be able to provide fresh
insights into how we might do things better.” The UtilityCo CEO is very involved with
the induction of NEDs too, so the new directors get both the governance and the
executive management perspectives on their roles, the business and the company.
He feels it is important that new directors don’t just come in and sit at the table, nor
that the induction should just be ceremonial, but rather provide a backdrop so that
new directors can take up their roles more effectively. He sat down with the newly
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appointed female NED, asked her if she really felt she understood what they were
trying to do in the US, how the business works, did she want to know more. She also
went on site visits. She commented in the interview that the induction was great and
really thorough, and that “they educate you to do your job better for them.” The CEO
said, “I was delighted she thought it was so good, but I wasn’t totally surprised either
because we have done a huge amount of work in the area.”

In EngCon, there is an induction process for new directors coming from outside,
involving meetings with the company secretary to understand board responsibilities,
the formal structures and processes, and to gain familiarity with key business heads.
Even experienced directors seem to value the opportunities provided to update their
skills, particularly as governance responsibilities have increased recently.

The female NED on the ITCO board described an induction process that was
relatively informal but felt to be adequate, in terms of governance issues and
meeting key people.

“We did have an induction. I would say that it was much less structured
than it is now, which says quite a lot about the business at the time. But I
met with many of the heads, the senior operational management rather
than the board, and talked about what they were doing, what they hoped,
and all that sort of thing. Pretty much otherwise not a great deal …There
is a much more structured induction now, which we put in place, because
clearly most of the people who join the board won’t have a great familiarity
with either the industry or the company, and basically it’s a function of the
way in which the company has evolved administratively and from a
managerial point of view, from how it was run earlier.” (female NED)

6.1.2 Executive Board Induction
In UtilityCo, not only was there an excellent induction programme for new NEDs, but
also for executive directors, including those promoted from within the company. The
executive director induction process was reported in the Annual Report Corporate
Governance section.

“Particular attention is paid to the development of the Executive Directors.
Development programmes put in place for their benefit include external
mentoring, attendance at external courses and business schools and
experience of other boardrooms through non-executive appointments.”

However, there was no induction in the other case study organizations for executive
directors. Given that the responsibilities and liabilities of directors have changed and
increased in the last few years, even internal promotees need to understand these
issues at their appointment. One experienced Scotoil director reported that he learnt
on the job.

“I was aware of the implications of becoming a director. I was aware of the
legislation that was around and some of the duties of care, if you like, etc.
But, an awful lot, post that, I learnt on the job.” (male director, Scotoil)
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An executive director at EngCon described “being thrown into the deep end”, and
another in similar vein said “It is maybe dropping you in at the deep end and you will
swim, won’t you, otherwise we wouldn’t have put you here!”

So whilst there are generally good induction programmes for new non-executive
directors on corporate boards, only one of our case study organizations prepared
executive directors for their new roles. The norm is that the role and responsibilities
are learnt on the job. There also appears to be no induction process for those joining
divisional boards. Whilst it takes up valuable time for chairs, CEOs and MDs to guide
their new appointees into their roles, such informal coaching and mentoring can be
invaluable in helping to shape the desired culture, through one to one discussion, as
well as an opportunity to be challenged by observations from a newcomer. In a
macho culture, people may not wish to disclose their uncertainties about their new
roles, but an informal and careful induction-by-mentoring by a senior member of the
board over the first six months could be very useful, particularly for women with few
female colleagues at senior levels (Singh, Bains & Vinnicombe, 2002).

6.2 Feelings on Stepping Up
Joining the board is an important experience of the culture, as well as a major rite of
passage, and both men and women reported feeling nervous, apprehensive about
the new role and responsibilities, and the way to behave.

“I certainly remember the first time I came onto a board at that level, and
yes, I was very much in short trousers at the time. (Laughter) That is what
it felt like.”…“We just felt like the youngsters, not just the new boys.” (male
director)

“If you’re a new boy onto the board, well, you observe others, and you’re a
little bit careful and reserved about what you say. You only say things that
you think are adding value.” (male director)

There is a feeling of humility as the new director moves into the highest echelons of
the organization. Several directors reported feeling honoured to be invited to join the
board, partly because of the quality of the people at that level, and also because of
the reputation of their company. The board appointment could be seen as a symbolic
event, stepping up to the leadership of one of the world’s greatest engineering
companies.

“These are people who have achieved very great positions within
engineering. EngCon is one of the largest in the industry, and now they
are going to be your peer group. … It made me feel privileged to be part
of that team, recognising the quality of the individuals that I would now be
calling my peer group.” (male director)
“I just felt quite privileged to be invited to participate.” (male director)

Despite her very senior executive experience in another world class oil & gas
company, one new NED commented that she was “nervous as hell” before the first
board meeting. She had been at some board meetings in her own company but only



28

in attendance or to make a presentation – now she was taking her own seat on the
FTSE 100 board.

“You think all of a sudden you’re on the main board of a publicly traded
company and am I going to be able to swim with the fish? However, my
initial misgivings were quickly dispelled once I was in the room
participating. Then you quickly feel part of the team.” (female NED)

There is almost a sense of “impostor syndrome” that gets dissipated fairly quickly in
the case of these new board members. This is very common affecting up to 70% of
high achievers, especially women (De Vries, 1990; Furnham, 1998, Crush, 2001).

6.3 The First Board Meeting
A variety of strategies were used by the interviewees to deal with the uncertainties of
the first meetings. A female NED reported that at the first meeting, she came in and
sat next to the chair, as he was the one whom she knew best and with whom she felt
most comfortable. She commented that there was “something about the signal of
being seated next to the chairman, that she was there as his choice.”

Asking questions in the first meeting is seen as daunting, but with a good board
chair, it should not be that difficult. The advice was if you want to say something,
then say, “’Chairman, I’d like to make a point.’ Then it is registered and he (sic) will
come back to you.” (The language again indicates how gendered the leadership of
the board is perceived to be.) Most of the directors said it was important to make a
point of speaking at the first meeting. However, for women without role models and
mentors, it is all too easy to make the wrong impression, as one female divisional
director reported on her very first board meeting some years ago.

“It would have been the sort of thing that training would have helped me
with and I found out by accident. I used to perch myself on the corner and
I had a small book which I would have on my knee and it would mean that
I would then look insignificant and not that I was a participating board
member. I almost used to sit like a secretary, and then I heard almost by
accident someone saying, women should never sit on the corner and the
space that you create in a room has an impact. And I also saw a training
video which did a speeded up version of men and women’s behaviour in
the office and all the women were walking round like this [neat and quiet,
trying to be invisible], and all the men are sitting in chairs doing that
[spreading themselves out over the seating, across the table, taking up
space, owning that space]. And I thought that is really interesting, so when
I go into a board meeting now, I never sit in the same seat because I don’t
think it is healthy for women to do that either. I never perch on the end
and I gave up the small book, and I have always got as much paper as
anybody else, and I make sure that I have got my territory.” (female
director)

6.4 Being Connected to Board Members
The female director’s experience which happened over a decade ago highlights the
importance of being connected to board members before the appointment, so that
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going into the boardroom is not such an uncomfortable rite of passage. Being
connected to the chair of the board, whether the corporate, executive or divisional
board, is said to lead to a comfort factor for new directors, especially minority
members (Westphal & Milton, 2000), but that may happen more readily for men as
they are more inclined to network upwards than women, and use those networks
more instrumentally (Ibarra, 1992). This is why it is so helpful for women in the talent
pool to get to know board members in the preparation period for directorships.

“Because I knew him and had worked with him in the previous board, I
was probably more comfortable with him than everybody else was, so it
felt like we were all a bit feeling our way, except that I was on the inside.”
(male director)

“Networking helps ease the experience of going into boardroom – it’s hard
work, and doesn’t always come intuitively but it certainly is a good
foundation stone in supporting you.” (female director)

Echoing the comment by the male director feeling that he was on the inside right
from the start, another male director said that he joined a board chaired by the CEO
whom he knew from another company. Despite there being a bit of “having to prove
yourself” to the other board members, there was “explicit trust from the CEO, and by
virtue of that, there was implicit trust from the rest of the people”.

Women are likely to be on the outside, in the “outgroup” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989),
unless they have had the benefit of earlier connection to board members. In the
companies that encouraged directors to interact with and even mentor those in the
tier below, women entering the boardroom knew some or even all the board
members. When new directors knew the CEO personally, there was a feeling of
support and affirmation, and as illustrated above, even sponsorship and advocacy
that alleviated any sense of social exclusion.

6.5 Being Credible New Board Members
Research suggests that directors settle in faster when they have some common
ground with the existing board members. A new female director related to the fact
that they were all very experienced business people, with a common understanding
of business language. The other important factor was about respect. When a new
director has nuts and bolts experience of operations, there is evidence that they
understand the business. Hence they are respected by the existing members as
credible complements to the governing team. One director commented:

“Everybody there comes in with very high credentials, having been very
successful in another field. So it’s a very respectful but very powerful
group of people, everybody with their own sort of brand identity and
authority.” (male director)

A very senior female advised that as a new board member, it is important to
remember that “you are taking up some very significant and important time, and you
need to know what you are talking about.” Similarly, some male directors reported
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keeping silent when they did not know what was going on, until they had learnt
enough to be sure that their input would be seen as credible.

6.6 Taking up the Challenging Role
Stepping up into this elite group can be uncomfortable in that the new director now
has to challenge the ‘great and the good’ who previously were ‘up there’, but now are
colleagues. This can be difficult in cultures where the cut and thrust of the debate is
enjoyed by members who understand and are comfortable with the politics and the
posturing that goes on in the boardroom. Indeed in Sciorg, the executive directors
reported that they did have very challenging and critical discussions, but they did not
expect people to take criticism personally. The size of the board also has an impact
on how it is initially experienced, with larger boards being more difficult. A male
director commented that one has to be “pretty robust” when joining an executive
board, and our findings indicate that this is a common theme across the case studies
for the culture of executive boards.

“That was slightly more stressful because it was large. It was thirteen,
fourteen people. There were a lot of directors. You’re also not up to speed
on the jargon because in any working environment, there are three letter
and four letter acronyms and jargon and so forth flying around and it takes
a few months just to get up to speed and so, to some extent, you’re
keeping quiet some of the time because you don’t understand.” (male
director)

“Anyone joining the board would feel intimidated just as I did when I joined
the board, because you don’t know where you stand, you don’t know how
it’s all going to work, you don’t know if there is a pecking order.” (male
director)

“The old boys were very experienced and ready to challenge the leader in
a comfortable way. They knew how to get what they wanted from a board
meeting, whereas for me it was all a new experience.” (male director)

These quotes indicate how important it is to understand the way the board works and
learn the culture as soon as possible. The first director indicates signs of impostor
syndrome (De Vries, 1990), keeping quiet and pretending to understand the jargon
and the proceedings. All three suggest that joining the board is more than dealing
with the job itself; they were concerned about the politics, how to influence people,
and how to fit into the social system of the board, the “pecking order”. The
description of the board members as “old boys” by male directors highlights again
the masculine culture.

Most of the male directors reported settling down comfortably very soon, whereas
most of the female directors said they took much longer to settle into the new role.
Usually it was a few months, but one reported a much longer period.

“I think like most things, it takes you a couple of years. I mean, you need
at least one or two cycles, to have some experience of what is typical and
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normal. Also to meet enough people other than the board, to have a feel
for how that works.” (female NED)

On one board, only the female director talked about having to adapt to fit in, “making
sure that I looked comfortable with male conversation”. This is one of the most
common strategies used by senior women in the US, who say that they have
adapted their behaviour to make senior males feel more comfortable with them
(Ragins, Townsend & Mattis, 1998). She also commented that being on an all-male
board at first made her more cautious, saying that in a gender balanced board, “I
might have been more adventurous or less risk averse in putting forward a particular
argument.” This says something about the impact of the board culture on women’s
transitional development as directors. Ways of dealing with this need to be
considered, to facilitate this transition, to improve the effectiveness of the board
during changing membership.

Watching and learning are good strategies for the newcomer. A male director said,
“You have to go with the flow, so you have to sit there and watch and learn how the
chairman wants to run the meetings.” A female non-board director said that she
listened first, and then had the confidence to ask what others might consider to be
rather obvious questions that her colleagues would not ask. “I’d rather say less but it
will be meaningful.” She was initially worried about her lack of technical knowledge.

“But the CEO said you don’t need to know all that, there are lots of people
to do that. Just preface your sentences by saying, I haven’t had a chance
to think this through, or this is just my gut instinct.” So you can sort of give
yourself permission to come in.” (female director)

A female executive director reported her early experience on the executive board.
She knew the board members, but found the step up to the new culture quite a
challenge at first, as indicated below. However, it was not a gender issue but a
personality type issue that she faced.

“I felt, and again, this isn’t a gender-specific, this is an introvert/extrovert
thing, that the way the meetings were conducted was a lot of opening their
mouths and belly-rumbling. And it’s taken a while to understand that that’s
just an extrovert’s way of thinking things through. I have a different way,
and it’s not better or worse. But that did feel quite, I think it probably took
me a good 18 months to settle down in that role.” (female director)

6.7 Building Boardroom Relationships
As is common at the top of any organization, directors need to develop their political
skills. One woman commented: “Find ways of getting along with people, come hell or
high water – just find out something you can relate to.” Another woman said that
knowing the board members helps one through the process, and this is one of the
reasons why a good induction programme is so useful. One female board member
said:
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“If people aren’t doing what you want them to do, just transplant yourself
into their shoes, and then think about it from their point of view, that might
actually provide you with the answer.” (female director)

6.8 Transitioning to the Board
These experiences may be helpful for those about to take up such very senior roles.
The transition to board director is not an easy one to make. The culture at the level
above does seem to present challenges that affect both men and women. Throwing
people in at the deep end without support is stressful and is likely to impede the
settling in process. These findings show that prior contact with existing board
members brings a comfort factor into an often intimidating process of transition. More
informal interactions between potential candidates and existing board members
would help in this process.

Team dynamics change as new members join, with changing roles for existing
members. Support could be offered to new directors in the form of a fixed period of
mentoring by a senior divisional or executive board member, or by a main board
member where appropriate. Finally, women approaching leadership and board
positions would benefit from women-only development courses or executive
coaching into their new role, to avoid the pitfalls of stereotypically feminine
behaviours that may be seen as weaknesses rather than the outcome of
socialisation processes and the lack of female role models in director positions.
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Chapter 7: Women’s Experiences as Directors

In this section, we report some of the experiences of the women directors as they
interacted with the boardroom culture. One felt that it was very difficult being the only
woman on the board.

“It is a struggle. You have to be pretty tough to cope with it, I think. It was
much easier when there was another woman in the room, somebody you
could just talk to. There’s something about it, there’s an empathy that is
just there. I can’t really describe it, but it’s a fact, it’s there and it’s actually
a help that there is somebody there.” (female director)

Being the first woman on a board can be challenging, not just for the women but also
for the male directors. One female executive director found that male peers became
embarrassed when they swore unexpectedly, apologising profusely, uncertain as to
how she would react. Of course she had heard it all before in her industry.

“The turn of jokes and conversational material definitely changes. And
there I do appreciate that there are some things that I’d just really rather
not hear about, what they get up to on their foreign trips. That’s for them
to talk about.” (female director)

For women joining the board, it can be difficult to break into the debate, perhaps
because of their socialised politeness.

“I think there is a gender difference there. Men are more comfortable with
a guy interrupting and talking over each other. Where we tend to wait for a
natural pause. And that’s something that I’m going to have to learn, just to
be more forceful. My husband claims I’m quite good at it [laughs].” (female
director)

One female NED had some advice drawing on her own experience of getting a non-
executive directorship before seeking a position on the main board.

“I think one of the ways, and this does apply to men as well but actually
it’s probably more useful for women, is when they reach a point in their
personal careers …they actually should try and get some non-executive
experience, which is less onerous, particularly if they start off doing it in
smaller, less high-profile companies, because it doesn’t really matter, as
long as they get their feet under the table … And then they understand,
it’s less frightening and they sort of see that actually they’re not all gorillas
and that they can cope with it, and then they can move out to bigger
things” (female director)

A female NED had recently been appointed to the board of one of our case study
companies. She was also a very senior executive vice president in an oil company.
Earlier in her career, she became chief executive of the largest privately owned fleet
in the world, and was the first woman to run a shipping business of that size. In that
role she sat on a number of boards, with owners and directors from many countries.
Initially the men in her business saw her just as a token female. They told her
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afterwards that they thought that she would be the figurehead and “they could just
get on with the real man stuff” but pretty soon she showed them that she was in
charge and running the business competently. In her company now there are five
women in the top 40 jobs, so real progress is being made by executive women there.
Before joining the board, she did some research to see whether her own experience
would be relevant, so that she would be able to make a contribution to the board.
She had been an executive assistant to her company’s chief executive, and in that
role she had attended many board meetings, as well as flying around the world with
her boss. This gave her frequent opportunities for board debriefings and questioning
on a one to one basis, so that she understood the role and accountabilities of being
a non-executive director before taking on the NED role. She now sits on the audit
and risk committees of the board. The company provided her with a carefully
considered personally tailored formal induction, which was reported in some detail in
the Corporate Governance pages of the Annual Report.

“This programme included the provision of past Board materials and
presentations to provide background information on the Company’s
businesses and operations. Information on the board’s processes,
compliance and governance was also supplied through a Day One
Information Pack. Site visits and meetings with key senior management
personnel and Executive Directors were also arranged. The aim of the
Induction Programme was to equip her with up to date knowledge of the
Company and its businesses to enable her to participate fully and
effectively at Board meetings at an early date following her appointment.”

The female director reported that as well as helping in her formal induction process,
the female company secretary helped her to settle in personally, showing her the
boardroom beforehand, explaining the seating arrangements, as well as showing her
where the facilities were. “She took care of all those real practical things that can feel
horrible if you don’t know, and I didn’t even have to ask, they just handled it.” Would
a male company secretary have offered such consideration to a new director? In an
emotionally intelligent smaller company, possibly yes, but it is something that can
really make the new director feel comfortable in the new environment.

Another story describes how a senior female executive became an NED of a smaller
firm concurrently with her executive role. Following the Higgs Review calling for more
diversity on boards, she was approached informally through her chairman. Shortly
afterwards, she was invited to attend a lunch at the company seeking a female NED.
She then met the chairman, underwent some assessments, and was soon appointed
to the board. In her new NED position, she found that board very welcoming, and felt
comfortable right from the start, once she had got over the feeling that ‘Oh my God,
I’m an NED’, as many male and female directors in this study have also felt. She
travelled up from London with the chairman so she got a lot of advice in two hours on
the train. She thought that if it went well in this smaller company, it may be a
stepping stone to another appointment. On the first meeting, she chose to sit in the
middle of the table, as she felt that was a good place to be. This is in sharp contrast
to the woman attending her first board meeting in another case company where that
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new female board member had no experience of board meetings, no female role
models and no mentor, and hence felt quite uncomfortable. Now she really enjoys
the NED role, and has been asked to stay for a second term. She is now frequently
contacted by head-hunters, but has to decline as senior executives in her company
are allowed one such position for career development. She confirmed the views of
the experienced female NED and the chairs that gaining experience as NED of a
smaller company is an excellent way to learn about boardroom processes and
director roles, which will help their executive performance in their own organization.



36

Chapter 8: Succession Planning & Director Development

8.1 Board Composition Review
Corporate governance guidelines advise that an annual review of board composition
is needed. Review of the composition of the board in terms of the skills, knowledge
and experience should be taken very seriously by the chair and chief executive, on
an annual basis and when vacancies occur. The balance is important, according to
the chair and chief executive of one company, but gender is a secondary issue. They
said that it is more important that the appointee fits the particular needs at the time of
recruitment. There are usually several skills and experiences that are needed for any
one appointment, and they take the best person for the job, male or female.

In ITCO, the board composition was considered by the Nominations Committee,
which meets three times a year. The chair does an annual evaluation of the skills,
knowledge and experience of the board, and he reported that they review the
balance when directors come up for re-election, as well as their individual
contributions to the board. However, given the nature of their business, he did not
think that “specifically we need a female perspective”, and he added that women
NEDs in their industry were difficult to find. This is missing the point about the
importance of gender diversity in the boardroom. It is not just to bring a female
perspective. It is about using all the available talent, whether male or female. Diverse
individuals bring different strengths and perspectives that can improve governance
and decision-making. As for the difficulty in finding women for NED positions, there
are now a number of outstanding women in the IT field. Finding female NEDs should
not be so difficult, and search consultants can play an important role if they are
carefully briefed to look beyond those who are already on the databases.

Two of the case study boards were expanding their business in India, and they were
considering ethnicity as well as gender in terms of diversity and board composition.
An executive director commented that diversity was considered by the board.

“But that it is quite a recent thing, if I’m going to be honest. Every so often
we look ourselves and realise that we’re all from the same sort of
background, etc. But then does it throw us into a state of quite high
energy, saying we have to do something about it? No. I have to catch my
words very carefully here, there’s certainly not a PC culture, and we’re not
going to do things, because it’s perceived to be the right thing to do. We’ll
do it if we feel it’s correct.” (male director)

8.2 Succession Planning
Chief executives of the companies generally took succession planning for the board
very seriously. The Scotoil CEO said:

“We have a management board of six to eight. I can tell you who the next
eight are below them. I’m always going down the succession. One of the
challenges is making sure that you have that opportunity through people
coming through at a young age to take responsibility. Because as we get
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older, we become more risk averse and we feel we have more to lose.”
(male chief executive)

He also said that he had a “strong belief that women in business have generally
been undervalued”, and he had promoted a number of talented women, some of
whom were relatively young, to levels just below the board. He had a practice of
promoting people at a young age, and in the early 1990s when the company was a
private, much smaller firm, he had appointed a female finance director who was
aged only 29.

In UtilityCo, both the chair and CEO work with the company secretary to maintain a
matrix of board interactions with the top 70 staff so that regular contacts are made
through presentations to the board, invitations to pre-board dinners, to committee
meetings, to regional events and to occasional social events. Taking some board
meetings in regional locations, as several of these case study organizations did,
means that a wider group of talented individuals are visible to the board, and that
regionally based management feels connected to the board. When promotions are to
be considered, the board knows the people personally and can make better
judgements. Those in the talent group are able to interact with the board and perform
with much less trepidation when they already know them.

However, in the public sector Sciorg, it was recognized by some male executives
that succession planning to board level was an important issue that still needed to be
addressed. Because the selection process was very open, senior positions were
widely advertised and so outsiders were more likely to come in. This may explain the
lack of attention given to developing the talent pool within the organization.

“The succession planning is first of all being aware there’s an issue
coming up in two years, three years or whatever and so what sort of
person, what sort of skill set do we need for that …and making sure
there’s a few in the pipeline whilst being aware that when it comes to it at
the end of the day, it’ll be an external advert and there’ll be other people
coming that will apply.” (male executive director, Sciorg)

There was a perceived preference for ‘scientists’ over ‘managers’ and the need to be
a ‘scientist’ to have credibility within the executive board.

“I think they lead through being recognised experts in their field. Their
leadership is based on, again, their track record as scientists or
engineers. They recruit in their own image, so they’re always looking to
recruit someone who has a very good academic pedigree, incredibly well
developed arguing sort of ability and high intellect; and that’s what they
recruit.” (senior female, Sciorg)

The senior males appear to be reproducing the same male-dominated and science-
dominated power structures that had held back women in the past. All managers
have had recruitment and selection training to raise their awareness of this issue, but
most of the senior women thought that it continued to exist.
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“Yes I think in a sense there’s always this danger in recruitment that you
recruit people like yourself. This is a classic and we recruit physicists
rather than chemists or engineers because an engineer - because there is
a shared language, there are all sorts of shared things.” (male executive
director, Sciorg)

“People tend to appoint in their own image don’t they, so they don’t
actually see somebody who’s had a very different career path or who is by
gender different, they don’t actually see them as a serous contender.
And, I doubt they could put that into words but, it’s only a…it’s a suspicion
I have and not of all of them but of some of them.” (senior female, Sciorg)

This evidence shows how the male elite scientists prefer to recruit people like
themselves, with whom they share common language, clever minds and similar
ways of doing things, based on their professional education and development. From
the women’s comments, it would seem that as an exclusive group of males, the men
at the top have formed such a strong habitus (Bourdieu, 1988) that they do not
recognise the women in the tier below as potential board members, and they expect
to recruit from outside. Yet these women share with the men the common language
and professional experience, they have long tenure in scientific research and are
keen to develop themselves for further advancement. Female talent is in danger of
being unrecognised and under-developed in such cultures.

8.3 Director Development
We asked how directors were identified and developed, to see whether this process
was gendered in nature. We found examples of very good practice in some cases. In
Scotoil, the next generation of directors is already being developed. The Scotoil chief
executive liked to develop people early in their career by giving them opportunities
for growth and encouraging them not to fear failure. He felt that this was easier to do
than in larger organizations.

“A lot of these young people have developed tremendous judgement from
having to take responsibility and to learn not to have fear of failure. And
what you find with a lot of people in larger companies, they haven’t been
able to develop, in my view, good judgement because they have fear of
failure and because they are not good at taking responsibility, because
they’re always too concerned about that fear of failure and keeping their
nose clean in terms of not being the one that actually takes culpability.”
(male CEO, Scotoil)

Having a positive attitude was one of the three key attributes that he sought, together
with common sense and judgement. He also took a psychological approach to
developing people. In his view, people had to learn to take responsibility rather than
just be given it. He did this through inspiring them, challenging them, and affirming
them, and he took pride and “had huge satisfaction” in their success.
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“I’ve discovered that if you can inspire good people, and if you’re prepared
to give those people confidence, and they have some success, with that
confidence they go on to further success.” (male CEO, Scotoil)

He went on to explain that some people were worried that they wouldn’t be able to
do the higher level job because they didn’t have the same skill set or characteristics
as the previous incumbent, so they wouldn’t put themselves forward. He helped
them to see that they had different strengths, to recognise that they would do the job
differently and would be equally good at it.

“You’ve got to focus people on their strengths, not let them compare
themselves with the strengths they see of somebody else. They’ve got to
develop their own style, because everybody has their specific abilities,
their specific strengths.” (male CEO, Scotoil)

The chief executive felt strongly that the corporate board members should get to
know the individuals in the talent pool, so that good choices could be made for future
directorships. The female finance director said that the company has created a
culture where people within the firm can come forward. Interestingly, she reported
that she would not have applied for her original job at Scotoil, if she had not been
headhunted.

“I think women are far more likely to come forward if they’re head-hunted.
If the Scotoil job had been advertised, I would not have applied for it. I
would not have thought that I had the right skills and experience. But
because it was a direct call, I did.” (female director, Scotoil)

This chief executive’s way of developing future directors is similar to the concept of
“scaffolding”. This kind of development draws on the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978).
Scaffolding is like parenting, mentoring and coaching rolled into something much
bigger, and is a method of adult development drawing on child development and
parenting psychology (Edwards, 2002). It draws on processes of attachment,
mastery and interdependence in a zone of “proximal development” (Borthwick, Jones
& Wakai, 2003), a safe and close environment that is gradually expanded into a
community that also helps the development of the individual. The scaffolding support
is both psychological and experiential, and is based on trust coupled with risk. We
found evidence of the use of “scaffolding” by senior directors in the development of
women and men directors in several cases. Female directors in several case studies
reported that this was enormously helpful.

The first step is to build good relationships and trust between the senior person and
the potential director. The second step is to encourage and stretch the candidate,
promoting striving and mastery of the situation. The CEO of Scotoil does this by
asking the people below the board to represent the company in contexts where he
would normally do so.

“In order to develop my senior team of say six or eight people, rather than
the Chief Executive go down with the Finance Director to see the fund
managers and analysts, I’ll take a team of four, or two teams of four and
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make sure they get exposure to the fund managers, which is slightly
unusual, because normally, the Chief Exec likes to be the top boy and
make sure he does it himself.” (male CEO, Scotoil)

He liked to put them into these situations, to test them out and make them take
ownership of their achievements and of the activity.

“You go with them to the City. You find that they now take ownership for
what the plan is, because we’ve all been there, not just the chief
executive.”

When people are told by the chief executive that he or she believes they can do it,
they are inspired, enthused and get over the lack of confidence.

“You’ve just got to walk your way through the steps with them. […] It’s a
question of them knowing that if you’ve given them your confidence, then they’ll
step up to the plate. It is an affirmation thing.”

Similarly in UtilityCo, a senior woman described how her chief executive had played
a significant role in her development.

“’This is going to be a big step up for you, and it’s going to be lots of
growing, but I really believe you can do it, and you know, I want you to
have that chance and not let me down.’ Those words carried me through
quite a lot of anxious times when I thought, am I really up to it, am I a
proper director.” (female director, UtilityCo)

Creating a culture where risk is encouraged means that there are inevitably some
failures, but these should be seen as opportunities for learning and moving forward.
The “scaffolding” support should be gradually dismantled as the individual gains
confidence in their abilities, but the leader should retain friendly interest to maintain
trust. The positive experience should hopefully encourage the learner to draw on the
leader as a role model as they in turn develop others. Another example of this
approach was reported by a female NED. She commented that earlier in her career
in the oil industry, the deputy CEO took a chance on her, affirming her value, when
she had not yet full confidence in herself. She was exposed to a portfolio of business
challenges that really tested her skills, and gave her crucial operational experience.

“Having somebody like that, it’s almost like a parent who gives you
unconditional love, who when you fall down doesn’t tell you what an idiot
you are but tells you it’s okay, you’re going to learn from that, get back up
and do it again. I think you need people in your life like that, and I certainly
had the great, great gift of having somebody who made that difference for
me.” (female NED, UtilityCo)

It is important that companies and organizations take the development of directors
seriously, and not leave it to others to expand the talent pool. Good leaders should
take responsibility for developing the next generation. This section has revealed
some excellent ways of doing this, in cultures of learning and support. This study
shows indications that those who have experienced such processes are likely to
follow suit as transformational leaders when they become directors themselves.
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8.4 Managing Diversity in Succession Planning
Diversity issues cannot be ignored. One chair was asked at a shareholders’ meeting
why there were so few women at the top. A director commented:

“He said ‘we value diversity and inclusion but are not going to fire people
in order to achieve it, and therefore will try to exploit opportunities when
we’ve got a natural opportunity to do that.” (male director, UtilityCo)

Since then, diversity has been on that board’s agenda, and the chief executive was
the first diversity champion, a role recently passed to an executive director, who has
surprised himself as a white male that he has such a passion for change, and is
convinced that he can make it work. Such senior sponsorship of diversity plays a
symbolic role in the acceptance of the discourse lower down the organization.
Learning from their US acquisition and from the experience of BP, renowned for its
diversity achievements, the chief executive and the diversity champion have pushed
for stretching targets to be set for increasing gender diversity at senior levels. The
chief executive says:

“If you set an incremental target, people go away and think it will happen
naturally. I want people to think, we’re going to have to have something
fundamentally different to get there.” (male CEO, UtilityCo)

When shortlists are presented with only male candidates, the board will always ask
why there are no women on the shortlist, and have explicitly made it clear to search
consultants that even if it is difficult to find appropriate female candidates, that is
what they are paid to do.

The male ITCO chair commented that in his organization, women were offered equal
access to opportunities, but they made lifestyle choices that disadvantaged them
later in their career.

“This is a company where women can do the job equally as good as men.
When it comes to lifestyle choices, that’s where there is quite often a
parting, and that’s why you tend to see at the very senior levels of
business more men than women. It’s purely because of life. It’s not about
capability. It’s not about abilities in the market. It’s not about their drive.
It’s about lifestyle choices.” (male chair, ITCO)

This explanation for women’s lack of progress to the SET boardroom lays the blame
squarely on the women, emphasising the corporate world’s detachment from the
reproduction of society, and traditional male views that child-rearing is women’s
responsibility. If more men took an equitable share in family responsibilities, then the
“lifestyle choice” of having children would be the same for men and women. Also,
what about the many women who did not have children in his firm? Why had they not
progressed further? This chair did not see that the reason for women’s lack of
progress might be due to inadequate organizational structures and processes. There
is a lack of understanding by senior males and organizations that women may have
a few years where they would be less available than their male peers, but over a



42

career lifetime of 45 years, that period should have little impact – if only the
organization could get its act together to support rather than penalize the women,
and develop diverse career paths that work around career breaks and periods of
part-time work. Another male director felt that flexibility had big advantages, as
women increased their commitment to the company. However, he admitted that the
company still had a problem in the way it dealt with women’s career breaks.

“Firstly, flexibility is critical. I genuinely think that very talented women, if
you operate with a policy of degrees of flexibility, they tend to operate at a
much higher performance level, in my personal opinion. You get high
degrees of loyalty, high degrees of retention. I think the one we haven’t
cracked is when you have talented women, they take a career break.
When they come back, there tends to be an issue with confidence,
because they’ve been disconnected for a period of time. I think it’s
probably one of the reasons why we don’t have quite enough people at
the top who are female.” (male executive director, EngCon)

In the public sector Sciorg, several of the executive board members saw a focus on
gender diversity as being in opposition to ‘recruiting the best’ staff. This is
unfortunate as an openness to gender diversity in promotion and recruitment can
substantially widen the pool of ‘best’ applicants, especially for board level positions.
Diversity does not mean accepting an inferior candidate.

“I don’t think that the organization would see [gender diversity] as a
particular target . . . … there’s always a problem if you’ve got more than
one target. If your target is to do world class science, or world leading
science, why should… I mean should you be deflected off that.” (male
executive board director, Sciorg)

There was overt opposition to any form of positive discrimination by both the
executive board members and the senior women. The senior women wanted
appointments to the board to be made solely on merit. Positive discrimination is
illegal. However, ‘positive action’ and ‘affirmative action’ are legal when women are
in the minority in the workforce or in management levels. This is why interventions
such as mentoring, encouraging women to apply for job opportunities, offering
women’s leadership courses and support for women’s networks can be targeted
legally at women. These interventions can be very effective in changing the culture
and hopefully increasing the pace of women’s advancement. A male board
member’s discourse suggests a hint of weariness with the diversity issue.

“And I want the very best …we definitely don’t do positive discrimination,
and we’ve debated that endlessly within the organization. And I think not
doing positive discrimination is the right thing to do.” (male executive
board director, Sciorg)

In contrast, in one of the engineering companies, there was a very different attitude
towards the need for diversity, and there were comments about the lack of feminine
insight at board level.
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“We don’t want to go soft, but we’re not good at the things that women are
intuitively good at, the communication, the looking after people, but the
people skills, they’re huge challenges for us because actually we are a
people business and we’ve got huge recruitment challenges. There aren’t
enough qualified engineers - and engineers tend to just do the job, they’re
brilliant at communicating with their customers, but they’re not very good
about motivating and nurturing.” (male director, EngCon)

Whilst this statement is well-intentioned, there is an element of biological
determinism that holds women to be inevitably different to men in terms of
communication and people skills, whilst in reality, gender differences are small,
mostly socially constructed and overlap considerably. There is also a sense that
women are not included in the noun “engineers” who are brilliant at their job, and that
the women are needed for support rather than key business roles. However, the
acknowledgement by the director is a starting point, and hopefully a deeper
understanding of how gender constructs and is constructed by discourse will emerge
to change the culture to be more inclusive and attractive for women.
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Chapter 9: Views of Senior Female Executives

9.1 Senior Women’s Experiences
As the boardroom culture influences not just the women already in the boardroom,
but also those in the tier below board level, we felt it was important to ascertain
senior women executives’ views. Almost all these senior women had director titles,
and many sat on divisional boards as full members or in attendance. Most of the
men felt the boardroom culture was not very political, but most of the women
disagreed, and reported that organizational politics were not appealing to them.

“Your face needs to fit.” (senior female)

“It’s a bit dictatorial in my view and you will do this and people are jumping
and all the politics and egos and all that lot that to me is just not what I
would want to do. It isn’t my way of operating, it doesn’t appeal to me.”
(senior female)

“I don’t like to play the politics, and I don’t like to be aggressively
promoting myself and disadvantaging others in order for me to get on. I
just don’t do that.” (senior female)

“It’s as if there’s a bit of game to play there. So to progress there, you’ve
got to play a particular game and it’s just actually trying to open up that.
It’s a game I just don’t want to play really. I don’t know if it is recognised
here that that’s actually going on, and also is that something that’s not
attractive generally to women, or is just not attractive to some people.”
(senior female)

A comment from another woman was that career prospects are limited for her,
because it was difficult to navigate through the political landscape nearer the top.

“I have to create new ground, you are on your own and also it means that
you have to align your personality to much more masculine traits and you
only get celebrated for doing that because of the way the board’s run, so
you have to play in their park.” (senior female)

She reported that it took more energy and emotion to manage the interactions with
senior people. Her concerns about authenticity are very typical of women
approaching the glass ceiling, and she expresses them very clearly.

“Every opportunity, like a board presentation, you have to be careful of
everything you say so they don’t get the wrong impression on what you’re
implying and because of the left right brain, you can see it quite clearly as
you get further up the line. You have to play down a lot of stuff that
normally you would just negotiate your way through. So you have to
almost dampen down your own personality and your own personality traits
and let the masculine come to the fore.” (senior female)

As women come up into senior management or join at that level, there are issues
that could be dealt with by mentoring, but in a male dominated organization, there
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are probably few senior males that would understand that these are very common
experiences for senior women, and that they happen every time there is interaction
at a different level or in a different job.

“You don’t know who to align yourself to. Your internal networks actually
matter a lot when you first join the business. If you align yourself with the
wrong individuals or the wrong approach or you’re seen to be prioritising
things in the wrong way you can really make a lot of damage for yourself
and because there is nobody to talk to or to talk through there’s no way
you can actually find a path through. If only you could have a coffee with
them and just say look this is where I’m hoping to go, have someone to
talk to. Just so you understand the politics, the temperament, the
temperature. When you come into an organization, you’ve got to learn it
all yourself.” (senior female)

Women interviewees who did not sit on the board but had director titles felt that
promotion to director was a big step.

“I did then feel you’ve got several thousand people looking at you with this
director title, albeit the title’s not quite real, and I did feel this stepping up. I
can’t come in the morning and get in the lift and look at my shoes as I
might like. I have to look up and around, and see faces and smile and say
good morning and play the part. When I stand in a coffee queue, I ought
to talk to whoever is next to me although I don’t know them – they
probably recognise me and I don’t want to be seen as miserable and
grumpy.” (senior female)

Another woman director said that she was really inspired by her chief executive, who
put her onto the Developing Leaders programme. She felt very privileged to be
selected, and got to know the other directors quite well. She comments that moving
up to the director position was “quite scary”, and she was offered a coach to guide
her through the transition, again reflecting the careful development of talented
women in her organization. She enjoys being part of the central team and having
contact with the chief executive and other directors.

“Actually being part of that decision-making body and having your feet at
that table is tremendously fulfilling”. (senior female)

Another woman talked about her own leadership style, which was clearly
transformational, contingent, empathetic and affirming.

“Very open. Where I have a vision, painting that in a way that it means
something to individuals. So thinking about if I were on the receiving end,
what sort of things would I like to see. I try to use a variety of ways of
doing that, sort of pictures as well as words. My management style, where
it is appropriate (and it isn’t always appropriate), is to give people the
space to do their job, to give them the support they need to do that, and
the trust and confidence in the individuals to go away and do it. ..It does
depend on the capacity of the capability of the individual.” (senior female)
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From these accounts, senior women have to put extra effort to fit with the culture that
many men seem to find unremarkable and normal. Women say that they do not like
the politics that go with senior positions, nor the need for self-promotion. Yet these
are features of the top level environment that they have to contend with. Leaders
have to build reputations, stand out and stand up for themselves and their teams,
and they have to influence people, often without direct power. Political skills are
necessary at the top, but to use them does not mean that other people have to be
“trampled on.” Such issues can be dealt with on good leadership development
courses. Also through formal and informal mentoring by men and women at the top,
senior women can start to understand how directors see a variety of issues and
discuss how best to tackle them. In a study that highlighted women’s distaste for
organizational politics, Mainiero (1994) highlights how senior women are helped
through the glass ceiling by their mentors and sponsors in a process that she
describes as “political seasoning”. Such interventions also extend the networks of
the senior women, reducing the sense of loneliness expressed by some new women
directors. It also helps in building trust with and being trusted by senior males and
gaining potential advocates for subsequent directorship applications.

It is encouraging to see how some of these senior women express their experiences
so positively, and to hear how they do things differently as transformational leaders.
So much is written about the negative aspects for women directors but there are
clearly some intrinsic as well as extrinsic rewards for those who are successful.

9.2. Senior Women’s Views of Boardroom Cultures
There were very mixed views from the senior women about the board culture, even
within the same organization. Several corporate boards were seen as quite formal in
interaction with those coming in to make presentations, with structured meetings that
were very business focused. Some senior women said they did not know enough
about their corporate board to comment on its culture, revealing the closed nature of
the board culture. However, some senior women recognised that the chair set the
tone, “running a very disciplined board, a very positive kind of meeting”. In UtilityCo,
although all the interviewees described the board as formal, one senior female saw
the chair and chief executive in a very different light when they visited the call centre
for which she was responsible. They straightaway sat down at the desk and started
chatting to the call agents in a very natural way. She commented: “That was
fantastic!”

More comments were made by senior women about the executive boards, as there
was more interaction between them. Comments about two of the executive boards
were very positive.

“Absolutely fantastic. They are very, very dynamic, very, very blue sky
thinking people, they’re quite a young group. We’ve got a group of six or
seven people, of which the bulk of them are new people appointed to that
board within the last two years, three years. A completely different
approach to EngCon than anything previous which had been very much
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more the traditional biggest engineering company in the world; grey suits,
ties and very, very traditional.” (senior female, EngCon)

“Now a much more supportive culture, an organization you want to be part
of. It seems more exciting, creative, slightly more willing to take risks, and
wanting to be out there.” (senior female, UtilityCo)

Senior women also commented on one board being too remote and too much of an
“old boys’ club”. Another was described as “too macho”, which led to loss of
confidence and closing down of involvement, an ineffective masculine management
style wasting valuable inputs from women and probably from a number of men too.

“You might be discussing something and they will deliberately make some
really cutting, put down type comment such that it makes you feel, right,
well I may as well just shut up. So a loss of confidence is probably what it
does. It’s partly not just the male/female thing, It’s partly tied up with the
way the executive committee works.” (senior female, ITCO)

Such a way of managing does not allow for individuals to learn easily, as mistakes
are so visibly punished. This can lead to some people avoiding getting into the risky
situation again. People need consideration and support, and will flourish in an
environment that encourages growth through challenge and learning. Scotoil’s
culture of learning from risk and failure allowed women to feel comfortable in
extending themselves.

The scientific research organization also was described as macho by several
women. The all male members of the executive board seemed to see the
competitive and argumentative culture of the boardroom as normal, but it is clear
from the interviews with senior women that the women found this culture
uncomfortable and unnecessary.

“There are violent discussions, but then cabinet collective responsibility”
(male executive director, Sciorg)

“The culture is to analyse and debate and it’s much more about showing
your prowess, intellectual prowess, in meetings and the kind of
robustness of your argument rather than getting the job done and
achieving an outcome, the sort of thirst for this debate; they love to find
the flaws in an argument.” (senior female, Sciorg)

“I think there was a lot of argument. They were rather territorial, keeping
hold of what you can keep hold of. Fairly competitive between each other,
I would have said.” (senior female, Sciorg)

Coping with that kind of culture, the “violent discussions” and the “big egos” that go
with it can be stressful for women (and men) who are not used to it.

“What is true about the culture of the board is that they’re very strong
characters. Very strong characters, very clever people, very clever
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scientists with very strong characters, who actually have got to be
approached very carefully, I think… lots of egos … the politics is actually a
bit of a scary [thing] because you do see the posturing and the politics that
goes on and you think, “Oh gosh, how will I deal with that?” It’s something
I’ve been having trouble with over the last couple of years and I’ve been
learning how better to deal with men with big egos and how you actually
deal with that.” (senior female, Sciorg)

Several senior women in ITCO, whose board was perceived as remote and elitist felt
that not enough attention was given to the transformational kind of leadership that
the women themselves chose to enact.

“The biggest problem at the moment is that we have no idea about the
Executive Board. They are very distant, they’re not communicating, you
don’t know how decisions are made, who’s making what decisions, these
kinds of things. And, I think that for example for me it was also a thing that
it’s very male - the little club up there.” (senior female, ITCO)

“I wouldn’t hesitate to say that the board and the exec board have gone
too far now … you know, they rut. It’s a macho thing isn’t it, whereas I
think women just get the job done and there’s no need to say who’s more
powerful, all of those things.” (senior female, ITCO)

“I don’t see a lot of transformational leadership in the men and I see it
more in the women … Yes, bring them all along, look after their welfare
and give a bit of TLC and, also, give constructive feedback; give the
negative feedback in a constructive way, in a positive way that
encourages. I see the women doing that much more than the men.”
(senior female, ITCO)

One very senior female commented on the culture of the subsidiary board of which
she was a member. She was very positive about her experience.

“It feels like a team and I have worked for many other companies and this
is the company with the least politics that I have ever worked in. There are
politics of course. I think they’re very driven. They’re very success
orientated, which is great. They are, I think, more willing than I’ve seen
other groups of people to actually share that success, whether that’s
through praise or through remuneration, so I see that happening more in
this organization. That might be a feature of the size to be fair because
some of the other organizations I’ve worked in are much bigger and quite
often you wouldn’t get as much access to the Board as somebody like I do
in this organization, so that’s helpful … I personally haven’t felt it at all [to
be gendered]. It’s not restricted anything that I’ve wanted to do
personally.” (senior female, ITCO)
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These findings show that the women’s experiences differed, as they individually
encountered the boardroom culture. However there were patterns with women
having more negative views in the organizations that had the unconnected boards.

9.3 Women’s Interactions with the Board
Interacting with the board can be daunting, especially early in one’s career, but also
exciting, and two female directors described their experience.

“First time I felt a mixture of excitement, incredibly nervous that I hadn’t
prepared the right sort of thing. The self doubt creeps in, doesn’t it, and
then I guess just really pleased and delighted that I’d actually got the
opportunity to do it, because it’s a big thing your first time. So a whole
mixture of things but overall very positive. Felt excited because I was
relatively junior, not often that people at that level really did have access
to the boardroom. Previously, those who did the work would sit in whilst
their senior manager presented. But this company board likes to hear
from the people who understand the intricacies.” (female senior executive)

“I really had to pick and choose very carefully to try and get my point in.
And that for me was quite difficult, because a lot of them were men talking
over each other.” (female senior executive)

In Sciorg, few women had any experience of presenting to the board, but those who
had did not find it easy. Indeed, one said she felt devastated.

“I’ve sat on board meetings here where I’ve seen a lot of behaviours and I
don’t always like the kind of fraught debate and argument. The people
aren’t angry and shouting – it’s not that – but it’s all very competitive, I
think, and it is people trying to score points, and I don’t like that” (senior
female, Sciorg)

“I absolutely hated it …I mean, it was fairly formal but, generally speaking,
they’re a nice bunch of guys. I don’t have a problem with them
individually. I hated it because they’re a group that works together
regularly and you feel sort of going into a situation which you’re not
familiar with. You’re not entirely sure of the protocol … you have to be
very good here. There really isn’t any room for people with weak
argument. They love argument because that’s what they do. [I would fear
that] I wouldn’t be able to put my points across lucidly enough.” (senior
female, Sciorg)

This experience might have been avoided with preparation from her boss and
debriefing afterwards, but in their macho culture, that did not happen, and this senior
woman’s experience contributes to the aura about the board being aggressive, which
can alienate women’s sense of belonging and desire to join them. Since then, the
chief executive had instigated a mentoring scheme as well as other support for
women. These measures have been much appreciated.
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In ITCO, women felt that opportunities to present to the board were scarce, because
the senior-most person or the males would do the presenting, and in Sciorg, a male
director echoed that few outsiders were invited into the boardroom, so there were
few external reference points.

“Funnily enough, the things that I should have presented, there’s always
been somebody else they’ve invited to present it. My male colleagues who
do the same job as me, for some reason they have done that, but I
haven’t had the same opportunity.” (senior female, ITCO)

“I think that it is true that the Board sits in isolation and, and doesn’t tend
to invite the expert or the person with the problem to come along and
present.” (male executive director, Sciorg)

In contrast, EngCon had a “culture of ownership” where the person who was the
expert would be given responsibility. Male directors had commented on this too.

“If you go to the table with an idea, an initiative, you get the sponsorship,
hopefully you get the sponsorship. In most cases they would say, well, go
away and do it, rather than okay, we’ll take that and away we go.” (senior
female, EngCon)

These findings suggest that the lack of opportunities for interactions between board
members and senior staff (in particular, women), is bad practice as it can lead to
insufficient knowledge by board members of the talent available within the
organization, and a distance between the two levels that may be difficult for women
to bridge. In organizations where the board engaged with senior management in an
open manner, senior women reported feeling encouraged, welcomed, proud to
present their work and ideas, and inspired to seek to join the decision-makers.

9.4 Senior Women’s Aspirations
Quite a number of senior women wanted eventually to get board appointments.
Some were proactively seeking promotion in the near future by building up their
portfolios, networking, getting senior mentors and taking senior roles in their
professional communities. A few women indicated that they would like to have non-
executive positions in the longer term. Some were nonetheless cautious about being
ready. Like so many women in the study, one non-board director said that she will
only seek further advancement when she feels totally comfortable that she can enact
the role, but commented that “guys will say, yes I am going to be the next CEO”.
Nonetheless she wanted a directorship eventually, although she disliked the politics
that may go with it. Several of the women scientists wanted to progress to board
level after their parenting responsibilities had reduced.

“Yes, I would say that for many years while my children were very small, I
wouldn’t say I’d actually hibernated, but career development was not my
main priority, my main priority was just getting the job done… and being
shattered was the normal state of affairs. But, as they get older well you
start to look around again and see what’s going on.” (senior female,
Sciorg)
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“Yes … I do … Every time I’ve gone up a level, it takes a year or two just
to kind of adjust and then you see the next level up close too and realise
what those people are doing, and gradually you begin to think, “Actually, I
could do that.”…I think it’s also partly the stage in my life that the children
don’t really need much care … So I’m thinking actually, yeah, if I went for
something that did need more travel and longer hours, I could now do
that.” (senior female, Sciorg)

However, at ITCO, where they reported the boardroom culture to be macho, women
were more ambiguous about their aspirations. Three of them comment below.

“I’m not pushing for it. As it happens, I don’t really see the significance of
being on the main board. I’m very happy doing the job, the level I am
doing now. Yes it would be nice, but I think, it’s a two hour meeting once a
month, that’s the only thing you miss, everything else I am involved in, is it
the be all and end all? No.” (senior female, ITCO)

“No. I’ll be totally honest with you. I had a board level position once, and I
don’t think about having a board position now. I like to have a job that I
really enjoy doing.” (senior female, ITCO)

“My personal aspirations aren’t in fact for a board position. They may have
been so some time ago. The thing that interests me most is being
involved in new things and interesting and complex things. I think when
you’re at board level, you take that step further away from your client base
and people, and I am a very big people person.” (senior female, ITCO)

Nonetheless their other female colleagues said that they would like to get to board
level at some stage.

“I would certainly consider it, because I think now the experience I’ve
gained, I feel confident I could really offer something to other
organizations.” (senior female, ITCO)

“Ultimately I’d like to be on the executive board. I like to do the strategic
stuff. I like to influence and understand the direction that we’re going in.”
(senior female, ITCO)

Some of them felt that the company now preferred to recruit directors from outside,
and therefore their chances within the firm were limited. One said she felt “parked in
a place that won’t let me move up to the next level.” The ambitions of these women
to achieve directorships either in their company or outside suggest that the
organization needs to recognise this, before these talented women with the tacit
knowledge and experience of this particular organisation find a directorship
elsewhere or turn off their ambition as the previous quotes indicate. The latter quotes
indicate growing confidence and desire to influence at board level, contradicting
views that women lack these qualities.
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9.5 Impact of Presence of Women Directors on Other Women
A few women interviewees said they wanted to be the first female executive director,
and one said that if there were no female directors, it would only spur her on towards
that ambition.

“The only effect it has on me is to make me want to do it more … When I went
for a job recently, the reason I wanted it most of all was because I wanted to be
the first woman on the board. That would have given me such a buzz …It’s a
driving force, not the opposite.” (senior female)

Another woman said that having women on the board as female role models did not
matter, because she just thought of herself as one of the men.

“No, I don’t actually … Maybe it is because I was the sole woman and,
actually, when I was looking around all I saw was men. So, actually, if you
don’t see yourself, you begin to actually think that you’re one of them.”
(senior female)

Other senior women were not optimistic.
“I actually wonder sometimes whether this is the end of the road for me…
I do wonder that. But, I’m not going to be…I’m not going to stop trying,
because every other occasion where I’ve tried, I’ve eventually
succeeded.” (senior female)

“Well, you basically know that your career potential is limited, it’s very
difficult to get any higher.” (senior female)

“No women on board? Well, I think actually it shows that it’s going to be a
long time in coming, it won’t happen in my career time here.” (senior
female)

As we were interviewing, a female director was appointed to the corporate board of
one company. Senior women found that very inspiring.

“She joined us last week. So that is a huge milestone... I think it’s needed
actually because I do think you need that dynamic. I think women do bring
something different to the workplace because they operate in a very
different way.” (senior female)

So there are mixed reactions to the presence and absence of female role models.
For some women, the absence of women above makes them keener to become the
first woman on the board, whilst for others, it makes them feel that it is impossible.

9.6 Promoting Gender Diversity
There was a general view amongst women interviewees that the championing of
gender diversity was best done by the chief executive. Previous research indicates
that women tend to feel that it is risky, even dangerous to push for gender equity
issues (Ashford et al. 1998). Should female directors fulfil the other women’s
expectations that they will champion the women’s ‘cause’?
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“I think they should, but it needs to be subtle, otherwise it’s seen as very
negative. ‘Oh here she comes with her blooming drama.’ So you can be
the conscience, without pushing too hard.” (female director)

“In some ways you actually shy away from that because there is danger.”
(senior female)

“No, I couldn’t bring up gender diversity issues in a senior management
meeting. Business is business. They don’t want to knpw. In fact that would
be a career limiter, I think” (senior female)

It is important to have a culture where women feel that they can raise their concerns
without recrimination. In SET organizations, where finding solutions is what they are
about, one way forward is for women to bring the issues to the table with preferred
and well-considered solutions. This strategy is likely to be even more effective if
discussed with senior male mentors beforehand, so that they can act as sounding
boards.

Whilst some women were keen on women’s networks, other women warned against
them. However, the latter women did stand up as speakers for the women’s
networks when asked.

“I don’t think it’s helpful to have women’s groups per se because I think it
just stands you apart and I just feel it’s like putting a blue flashing light on
your head saying “I’m a woman, I need special support”. So that’s my
personal view, but I recognise there are a lot of people who perhaps don’t
have the strength and vision.” (female director)

All the female interviewees were against preferential treatment for women, but many
of them felt that there was an uneven playing field. Male directors from Sciorg
stressed the importance of always appointing the best person for the job, and were
concerned that diversity should not be put above meritocracy. More work was
needed there to communicate the business case for diversity in leadership (Bilimoria,
2000) to the all-male executive team, to clarify how diversity can bring better
decision-making and increased innovation through diverse perspectives (Fondas &
Sassalos, 2000), and to show that diversity and inclusion do not have to be in conflict
with meritocracy. Senior women scientists felt that technical expertise was valued
above management skills even at senior levels.

“I think they lead through being recognised experts in their field. Their
leadership is based on, again, their track record as scientists or
engineers. They recruit in their own image, so they’re always looking to
recruit someone who has a very good academic pedigree, incredibly well
developed arguing sort of ability and high intellect; and that’s what they
recruit.” (senior female)
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One senior female felt very strongly that whilst the company was making efforts to
attract more women, more could be done to support the few women who had already
chosen technical careers in her company.

“People say Oh there are no women engineers. Well, I know plenty of
women engineers, and they’ve all had to move onto something different.
It’s because it was just getting too hard and too frustrating, banging your
head against that glass ceiling and seeing other people sailing through it,
who from a meritocracy point of view, pale to insignificance compared with
your own track record.” (senior female)

Such comments from the women who form the talent pool need to be taken
seriously, so that the “leaky pipeline” (as one HR director described it) does not get
any worse. Other studies have shown that senior women often get frustrated by the
everyday encounters with masculinities at work, which may cause them to leave,
especially when they feel that their contributions, talent and ambition are not
recognised (Hewlett & Luce, 2005).

These women’s voices need to be heard. Male directors and managers need to
understand the culture from the women’s point of view, and both men and women
need to work at changing the culture so that gender issues are not seen as a
nuisance or a threat but as an opportunity to bring new dimensions to the
management teams and eventual leadership. Some women are acting as tempered
radicals (Meyerson & Fletcher, 2000), making small changes when they reach
positions of influence, but they are avoiding the gender champion role, as would be
predicted by Ashford et al (1998). There is clearly much room for improvement, with
more dialogue between senior women and directors so that there is a better mutual
understanding.
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Chapter 10: The Culture of the Organizations

The organizational culture has an impact on the access of women to leadership
positions, and the cultures were quite different in each case study.
The Scotoil culture was said to be based on corporate values such as respect and
wanting to win, a flat and very social organization with a family atmosphere. Senior
women commented that the culture was genuinely meritocratic, in that promotions
were based on ability to do the job and fit with the requirements of the job, fit with the
team, and fit with the values and attitudes of the organization. But the key
characteristic of the culture was its passion.

“I think if anything this company’s passionate. The people in this company
are passionate and that affects the way they are with each other, the way
they are as a board, the way they act with the staff… They’re just
passionate about producing the best quality work, they’re passionate
about getting it right, they’re passionate about what they do and that’s
definitely another quality of the board.” (senior female, Scotoil)

The culture was said to be dynamic by several senior women who liked the fast
culture and enjoyed the opportunities that it brought to those who fitted in.

“But that’s just Scotoil. Scotoil never sits still. That’s one of the reasons I
work here. It’s never a boring environment so, if you can’t work in an
environment that’s always changing, this is not the place to be.” (senior
female, Scotoil)

“The directors are very enthusiastic, keen, always wanting to do
something new. Always test people and the business to its full potential.
So there's always a feeling of enthusiasm, energy in the company. You
know, sometimes you get pushed a bit too hard because it’s too much, but
you do feel like there's a challenge here which is constant and sometimes
that's really good but some days you think oh god! But most of the time
it’s what keeps you enthusiastic and happy to come into work every day.”
(senior female, Scotoil)

As UtilityCo interviewees talked about the culture of the boardroom and the impact
on women directors and those aspiring to become directors, some comments
indicated the wider company culture. It was described as a “good culture, very
structured”. People have very long tenure in the organization, indicating that it is a
good place to work. It was described as “a big liner with little bits hidden.” Women
are visible in senior management roles, and efforts are being made to attract women
to some of the very masculine-typed jobs lower down the hierarchy, for example as
meter readers. However, there is still a view from the senior females that women
have to tick more boxes, take on more challenges.

“Generically women do need to prove beyond all reasonable doubt, and
probably again and again, that they actually can do it.” (senior female,
UtilityCo)
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This echoes evidence from Marshall (1995), who found that women in British male
dominated businesses who had reached the upper levels reported that they were
frequently being tested and they felt as if they had interrupted the “normal life” of the
senior men who were not open to developing a more inclusive culture. The women
were “travellers in a male world” as Marshall described them, and were being tested
to see how they really could stand up to the male criteria for advancement. However,
the senior men in UtilityCo, led by their chief executive, were becoming more open to
addressing the lack of women at the top, and this sense of not fitting into the culture
was less strongly expressed than in the Marshall study.

UtilityCo has moved to become a more flexible working environment, which was
appreciated by both women and men interviewees. In some teams as many as 80%
of members work flexible hours, and managers have reviewed whether jobs really
need fixed face time in the office. People felt that UtilityCo is “much better on valuing
people over the last four years”. One director commented: “The CEO is never going
to be equal to the janitor, but everyone feels included.”

In ITCO, which had previously had a female dominated board, there was now not
much focus on gender diversity.

“Our positive spin is primarily around India because from an external
perspective, that's where it looks like there's a gap more than women.
We’ve done ‘women’, we had a lot of them for a while. We don’t happen to
have any at the moment but we’ve shown that we’re not positively
discriminating against women. Haven’t got very many Indians there.
You've got five and a half thousand people there and you say that's the
most important part of your organization. So why are there not more
Indians? We don’t have any diversity reporting.” (male executive director,
ITCO)

The language is revealing. There seems to be a view that by having started as a
gender-diverse organization, despite its male dominated culture now, the lack of
gender diversity needs no further attention. ‘We’ve done ‘women.’ It sounds like a
tick in the box approach. There is lack of awareness of how gender diversity is an
on-going part of the culture that influences everyone’s behaviour and impacts all
their female employees. This is demonstrated firstly by a lack of clarity among very
senior people over the exact nature of the changes (or reductions) to the numbers of
women in the organization in recent years, and secondly by a lack of awareness
about exactly where the women managers now sit, in terms of seniority. This is
something that may be helped by regular ‘gender diversity’ reports to both the
corporate board and the executive board. Among the corporate and the executive
board members, there was little concern expressed about the changes to the gender
proportions over the last few years.

“Women? I couldn’t tell you the exact number. But it’s something that we
regret the passing of, and would like to encourage within the company.
The culture of equal opportunities? Absolutely”. (Chairman, ITCO)
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“It’s not front of mind thinking that we’ve got to get women through the
organization. I think it would be interesting to see, has that numbers of
women managers become better or worse over time because I think most
of the things that we do are still very supportive of allowing people
flexibility in how they work. And I genuinely don’t think we positively or
negatively discriminate and when we’re trying to put people in roles, we
look for the best person to put in a role”. (male executive director, ITCO)

The views of the women are revealing. All of the senior women interviewed made the
point that the changes in the organization over the last few years had resulted in a
lack of ‘people focus’, ‘inclusiveness’ and ‘support’ in the current culture. One woman
even described the culture as “a battle”, an extremely masculine term for a
workplace environment.

“Clearly the company is growing as well as changing from predominately
women to men, but I’m not sure exactly how to articulate this, but in the
past, you felt part of the team and …at the centre and now it’s much more
of a battle.” (senior female, ITCO)

“There tends to be a much greater lack of interest in the softer things, the
communications, the sort of walking the talk, the spending time with the
people and how do they feel.” (senior female, ITCO)

“I think the common thing, I think, that’s missing that we had when the
culture was a female board led, and that is that people are commoditised
now.…. But I think somewhere along the way the caring about the
workforce bit has gone out the window. We just have to perform now.”
(senior female, ITCO)

Not all the women felt that the culture had changed so much. One commented that
even in the female-led culture, those who did not meet expectations were dropped
from the talent pool.

“Yes, I still think we’re a softer touchy-feely organization than a lot of our
competitors. I don’t think we’re as touchy-feely as we used to be. But, yes,
even in the old days although, you know, people would say we’re a
touchy-feely organization, we were very performance driven and if
somebody wasn’t up to the mark, they sort of got left behind, so it wasn’t
that touchy-feely really.” (senior female, ITCO)

One senior woman manager makes the point that the cultural characteristics
associated with the female-founded firm were those associated with good
management, not just ‘female’ management or because it was led by women.

“I think partially what made the company unique was the female side. That
uniqueness isn’t there anymore, and you’re not going to reinstate that by
simply appointing a female CEO. … There were four women on the main
board at one time and that by nature I think just gives a nice complement
on a Board. I think I am sad that ITCO threw away a lot of the
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characteristics of AB Group but I don’t believe most of those
characteristics were just because we were women. I think it was then
more delivery and service focused expertise that we had. I think we were
once excellent on the whole gender thing, the whole culture and
everybody accepted and all of that. We were terrific and I think we’ve just
become okay. I don’t think we’re bad. I don’t at all. I just think we’ve
become mediocre. We’re in the middle range now. We’re not in the
leading range.” (senior female, ITCO)

The organizational culture of EngCon was described with some very positive
comments, as well as some not so good. There were several comments about the
bias in promotion processes. There was an implicit sponsorship going on, with
shared assumptions about who is ready for promotion.

“We need to make sponsorship and selection more explicit. Who do I think
is a good person, and we all do it as senior managers, we say, yes, I’ll
support his promotion. A little bit. Certainly for senior appointments, you
have to have an independent director to sponsor what you do.” (male
director, EngCon)

It can be difficult for women to build sponsoring relationships, as it involves being
networked into the power-holding levels of the organization. Another comment made
about promotion was about the way the criteria were defined.

“It’s recognising more explicitly rather than implicitly how we promote
people – we tend to do it by saying he’s a good guy, he’s like the rest of
us, so he should come up the ladder. I think by being more explicit about
what we are doing there, both in terms of who we are sponsoring formally
and informally and then how we are doing selection and I think that we
can then start to challenge just being safe.” (male director, EngCon)

“I think like a lot of organizations, we define promotion criteria in
predominantly male ways. We like ambition. Although we would say
EngCon would be a better place if people would collaborate more, if we
get somebody with good collaboration skills, the danger is that we would
conclude that they are not ambitious enough, they are not driven enough
because we measure that as being important in its own right.” (male
director, EngCon)

That has a consequence for the women who do get through the system, that they
have to adapt their style to succeed, thereby losing some of the diversity features
that the organization is lacking. The women who have adapted their behaviours may
then be prolonging the prevalence of masculine rather than feminine behaviours and
leadership styles. Women who have very feminine styles are then likely to feel that
they won’t succeed.

“Because we define success in this particularly male way, the women who
have got senior positions actually are quite male-like or can play the game
in a male way, which ends up being counter productive for women in
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general. So I feel we need to find new ways to describe what we are
looking for. Then we will start to succeed rather better.” (male director,
EngCon)

Although the view above is that ambition is highly valued, another director said that
people in the company were not so overtly ambitious “that they are prepared to
actually squash somebody else or climb over them.” This leads into another positive
comment, that there is a culture that provides credit and visibility. Those doing the
work are the ones presenting to the senior team, even up as far as to the Executive.
One director said that because the board was in touch with those doing the work, it
would be that person making the presentation to the board.

“So we all know pretty much what is going on within our business areas
and I would be very keen regardless of grade background, they would be
the ones presenting. The people that do the work, part of doing it is to get
some face time. It’s not so much oh, I will get promoted. It’s more about
‘Well done’. We all work for a well done every now and again and the
higher you get that ‘well done’ from, the more beneficial it feels.” (male
director, EngCon)

But there is still a reported view that part-time women are not committed enough,
and this has implications for women seeking top level jobs.

“I think it’s pretty clear to me that actually people who are working part
time and trying to get a balance between work and home life are seen
slightly differently to being not necessarily having the same commitment
as people who are working 60/70 hours a week. So that in itself acts as a
bit of a bias against women getting to the board.” (male director, EngCon)

The chief executive commented that more needs to be done to persuade managers
that people do have the right to ask to go part time or have longer maternity leaves,
and to change the managers’ attitudes and responses.

“You are meant to say it in a way that is not grudging and work around
people rather than make people work around us. It’s all in the
communication – the policy says ‘you can have it. You will end up at the
same spot, one you will feel good and one where you won’t and I think we
are classically, I strongly suspect, doing the ‘oh bother, you want to do this
don’t you- that’s a bit inconvenient’ way.” (chief executive, EngCon)

However, the company had instituted its processes, and was proud of what they had
achieved so far. They had entered the “Where Women Want to Work” competition,
and received an award. One director commented: “It is something to be proud of. Or
maybe things aren’t quite as bad as we think they are.” From this study, it would
seem that they are moving in the right direction but have quite a way to go yet. They
had advised search consultants that they were open to gender diversity and wanted
female as well as male candidates on the slate for senior appointments. They had a
number of females heading support functions, but only a few heading the key
technical areas from which managing directors would be promoted. They had started



60

the cultural change process from the top, but it would take time to embed. However,
since the interviews, women have been appointed to the board and to the top
management team, so there is now visible evidence of change.

In Sciorg, there is a long hours culture within the organization and this extends to the
Executive board. The long hours are not contractual but arise due to the commitment
by most of the SET staff to their work and research. As a result, there appeared to
be subtle expectations placed upon women in the organization to do the long hours
that others voluntarily give. As a result of this ‘institutionalised expectation’, some
women do not apply for promotions because they feel they cannot control the hours
they are ‘expected’ (but not contractually bound) to work. The net result is a smaller
group of women who are in the pool of people available for executive board positions

“They’re not contractually bound to it. But there are some institutionalised
expectations… they’ll stay there till the job is done, or maybe they’ll go
home but they’ll be on call…If one of our users gets into difficulty, the
convention is that they ring you and if you can’t sort them out then you
come in. Now I can certainly, easily believe that that’s a more difficult
expectation for women with caring responsibilities to fulfil.” (male
executive director)

This could be a problem for aspiring senior women. Many of the senior women felt
that their management skills were not valued by the executive board. If this is the
case, then this is unfortunate as many of the women have taken time over recent
years to develop their management skills by attending a variety of what they thought
were highly regarded management courses for career progress purposes.

“You go up through this organization based on your science, apart from
maybe a Finance Director. It has been in the past been common for
people to get promoted totally on their scientific ability and not on their
management ability. We have some awful managers; very clever people,
terrible managers” (senior female scientist)

“I don’t have a feeling that anyone gets hired for their management skills,
or that’s something that the organization [is] particular about. Certainly for
a group you have the management position because you’re a good
scientist not because you’re good as a manager. I think at the moment
management is more like a dirty word.” (senior female scientist)

The organizational culture was different in each of the case studies. Whilst we were
examining boardroom culture, we found that the senior women linked the boardroom
and corporate cultures and it was the combined impact that influenced their
aspirations. We did not specifically ask about the corporate culture. The male view
from senior men not yet on the board is lacking, as our brief was to examine the
impact of boardroom culture on women. These findings show that whilst boardroom
cultures need to be tackled to become more inclusive at the very top, there is much
work to be done on providing a supportive corporate culture where more women will
want to stay and succeed.
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Chapter 11: The Difference when Women are on Board

The demographic mix has an impact on boardroom culture, and the business case
for more diversity in leadership is increasingly being made by political and business
leaders (Bilimoria, 2000). As women take up their places in the boardroom, the
culture is said by both men and women to shift to a more effective and less macho
working environment. Several directors talked about the need for diversity.

“The breadth of thinking is constrained by the fact that we are all of a type”
(male director)

“I think the problem with all male or all female groups is they don’t
understand what they are missing. The problem is that I don’t know what
the difference would be. That is the problem and the same is not having
people from an ethnic background, you don’t understand why people can’t
see it like you – they are all people like me. Guess what – they think more
or less like me. We do have quite a diverse group of people from
academics to ex-Army and all the rest of it, but in the end they are all
white men.” (male chief executive)

An executive director with much experience of gender-mixed boards added that
women look more seriously at the effects that the board decisions might have.

“A male only group can sometimes get carried away with the big agenda
and the highlights, and miss a lot of the detail, the practical points. I think
some of my female colleagues would be more inclined to consider more of
that before they act.” (male executive director)

Another male executive director commented that women are better listeners and
men become more civilised in the presence of women.

“Women are noticeably much better listeners than men, they let people
finish what they’re saying, they’re not nearly as confrontational in any
response, and I think that helps. Also male behaviour changes when
women are present. They start to adjust their behaviour in terms of being
more polite.” (male executive director)

Several male directors said that men were inclined to very political behaviour that
was tempered down when women joined the board. One said “Boys want to go and
play games, whereas women say, Come on, we’re here to get on with it.” Another
contribution from having gender mixed boards was that diversity brought different
ways of looking at issues.

“I would say that the female influence on the board is an improvement to
your business environment really where there's a sight more civilised
approach to things. A sense of the soft things, not just the hard facts or
the hard objectives and tasks that you have to do. So I think that certainly
is always helpful and I think there are some examples of that in our board
discussions. Probably not enough but there are some. And equally
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they’re there in their own right with their own experience which is at least
relevant as those of the others” (male executive director)

One experienced director who has several women in his team feels that women on
the board lead to a moderation of behaviour by the men, but also the women act
more like men.

“Women who tend to get to those levels, I think to some degree moderate
their femininity and the men moderate their masculinity and there’s a sort
of meeting in the middle. I don’t think it changes at all the issues we look
at. Perhaps it should but I don’t think it does. I think it does change the
tone and the language of that and I think it changes the way we explore
certain issues. I think actually they tend to be more constructive as
opposed to challenging as opposed to brutally challenging, because I
think there is a moderation of behaviour over that.” (male executive
director)

The change in the language when women are present was noticed by a senior
director.

“It does change – I am certain. I think we are still a boys club, a
gentleman’s club – there is stuff in the language that occurs, which makes
it feel like that.” (male director)

Another very experienced director commented that men changed their behaviour
when there is a woman on the board, sometimes to the woman’s advantage.

“Men are – not always but often are – deferential, polite to a woman, and I
am not saying that in a board without a woman present there is a free for
all in a macho sense, but some of the macho tendencies are subdued.
And I noticed (on other boards) that sometimes, a woman could almost
get away with things, because we wouldn’t confront her in quite the robust
way that we would confront some male colleagues on the board. So it
gave her an advantage, let’s listen to what she has to say. And that’s a
good thing.” (male NED)

Overall, of the eight male corporate directors who had experience of corporate
boards with women members, and who commented on whether gender diversity
made a difference to how the board carried out its business, seven said that having a
gender mixed corporate board made for a more effective boardroom style, as
described above. Hence the majority described the contribution of gender diversity in
terms that could be said to be good for governance. One senior male director, who
has held chair and chief executive positions as well as other NED posts, made this
link explicit.

“And she will slightly alter the behaviour of the board, in a way that makes
you sit back a bit and think, and not be quite so macho, and not
instinctively put out something with only 30 seconds thought. So actually it
is better for governance, better all round, so it will improve the
governance.” (Senior male NED)
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Another strong comment was made by a chair about a female non-executive director
who had been on the corporate board for some years.

“She’s a very powerful influence on the Board and how it’s administered
and how it’s managed and really, with her I’ve managed to build up an
extremely good set of governance and disciplines.” (male chair)

Supporting the corporate directors’ views, a male director in the public sector
organization also commented positively on women’s influence in the boardroom.

“I think women bring, in the same way as the people who aren’t ENTP [a
personality type] bring, they bring a different way of working, you know, a
different perspective, a different way of resolving issues and conflict and
that helps the dynamics greatly.” (male executive director)

So the general view is that women contribute not only their human and social capital
from their previous experience and their networks, but also a positive influence within
the boardroom itself. However, Konrad & Kramer (2006) suggest that only when
there are at least three women in the boardroom will the full benefits of female
diversity be realised. Amongst our case study organizations, only UtilityCo has three
women (two NEDs and the company secretary) in the boardroom, and interviews
with the chair, CEO and male and female directors revealed positive experiences
and contributions to the board.
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Chapter 12: Participants’ Advice

We invited interviewees to suggest ways forward for organizations to improve their
boardroom cultures, and to widen the talent pool of women. Tables I and II present
the views of male and female directors and senior women.

12.1 Participants’ Advice for Organizations
In this section, we report the comments made by male and female directors and the
senior women about what their organizations could do to help women in the
boardroom, and to improve the access of women to board positions. We also
discuss their advice.

Table I: Participants’ advice for organizations
Area Male Directors’

Views
Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Boardroom
Culture

Use team building
exercises when
new members join.
Show respect to
those coming into
boardroom
Informally mentor
new directors,
tailor to
events/tasks
Board to be open
to diversity
Have induction for
executive directors
too.

Have a really good
induction
programme
Pair up NEDs with
EDs and senior
executives to
reduce distance
Support your team
members when they
have to present to
board (coach,
support, debrief)

Educate the board
about gender and
cultural values
Have a bit of positive
action and appoint two
women at the same
time to the boardroom.
No token
appointments.

Visibility of
Women

Profile senior
women across
organization, eg
biographies on CD.

More mentoring by
directors
Make sure everyone
gets a crack at the jobs
where people can
make a name for
themselves
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Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Organizational
Culture

Create a culture
where women and
men don’t have to
have a macho
style to succeed

Executive directors
and top
management
should get to know
staff as people, not
just resources.

Define culture you
want to achieve and
act to achieve it.
Long hours culture
means some women
don’t want promotion,
too much juggling, but
some women do want
it. Check assumptions.
Performance driven
culture leads to lack of
nurturing by bosses.
Combine performance
management with
client service and
caring for people.
Get more senior
executives to be
passionate about
diversity, not just
ticking the box.

Role Models Tackle lack of
female role
models.

More female role
models, not one or
two.

Increase role models
quickly by hiring top
women from outside.
Need both executive
and non-executive
women on boards.
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Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Preparation for
leadership

Prepare and
debrief talented
women over
important
meetings.
Create
opportunities for
gender diversity on
all-male
committees.
Send women on
women’s
leadership
courses.
Informally mentor
senior women
Make sure they
offer mentoring to
men as well, to
avoid backlash

Show off the
succession planning

Take a more
individualised
approach.
Help women to build
up their confidence.
Tell women they are
seen as high flyers. If
they don’t know, they
are likely to leave.

Career
Development

Offer more career
mobility.
Notice when
women are ready
for promotion but
not confident, tell
them you think
they can do it

Encourage women
but tell them they
don’t have to
perform excessively
well to get there
Recognise that
women have
diverse career
paths

Offer job rotation to
those who want it.
Give women the option
of jobs with relocation
or travel. Don’t assume
they won’t want them.
Formalise the career
development review so
that ambition and
aspirations have to be
addressed, reported
and progress
monitored.
Monitor what happens
to women’s position at
senior levels during
restructuring.



67

Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Promotion Retain the 30 year
olds, who will leave
if they don’t get
promoted by then.

Insist on females
being included on
short lists internally
and from search
consultants
No positive
discrimination, but
proactively consider
women for
promotions

Challenge all-male
short lists at all levels

Women
returners

Help women
returners to regain
confidence.
Accept that women
returners may
have difficulties, so
work to help them
through, then
develop them

Help women resume
fast track afterwards

Selection Make engineering
more attractive to
women.
Show you can
make a difference
to the world in SET
jobs.
Monitor graduate
recruitment by
gender.
Be open to
diversity
Send back all-male
short lists
Be clearer and
more honest about
the job prospects.

Review the
demographic profile
by level and by
gender, check for
bias regularly

Recruit and develop
more SET women.
Advertise where
women will see.
Tell women it is a great
career.

Working
Conditions

Work around need
for frequent travel
& postings, help
people with
families to manage
it.
Trust people who
work flexibly.

Create a more flexible
organization
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12.2 Commentary on Participants’ Advice for Organizations
The male directors had some good general ideas for improving boardroom practice,
such as induction for executive directors and team building exercises, whilst the
female directors suggested not only ideas to improve the boardroom practice for its
members but also to support their own team members so that they would have a
better experience when presenting to the board. The senior women in some
organizations had no experience of being in the boardroom, so they focused on the
appointment of women, suggesting that two women could be appointed to the board
at the same time, to reduce the sense of isolation and possible tokenist responses
from males.

Whilst male directors’ comments were concerned about creating a culture that is
inclusive, women focused on the aspects of corporate culture that they find difficult,
such as long hours and performance driven cultures, suggesting that nurturing and
caring for employees as people need more attention. The male and female directors
and the senior women all suggested more female role models and mentoring as well
as challenging all-male short lists for promotions and appointments. Male directors
tended to focus more on the problem of attracting women into SET careers in the
first place, whilst women felt that more individualized attention should be given to
developing the women who had already been attracted to this sector, so that they
would want to stay and get into the talent pool for board level positions. Nonetheless,
it is encouraging to see that the male directors have recognized their role as leaders
and line managers in building up the talent pool to include more women.

12.3 Participants’ Advice for Women
In this section, we report the comments made by male and female directors and the
senior women about what women could do to help themselves in preparation for
future board positions. We also discuss the advice given.

Table II: Participants’ advice for women
Area Male Directors’

Views
Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Get more
experience

Get an NED post in
small firm

Get an NED post
in small firm

Get operational
experience

Political skills Be more political
Present a business
case approach

Be more political
Get to know board
members
Present a business case
approach
Don’t be a crusader on
gender issues, but
change things by your
own style
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Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Visibility Push yourself
forward
See yourselves as
role models

It’s OK to be
ambitious, to step
forward.

Push yourself forward
Make yourself more
visible.
Raise your profile in
small area first, gain
confidence, broaden out.
Don’t be too pushy, but
make yourself visible

Confidence Be more confident
Have self-belief
Believe you have
just as much right to
be heard as anyone
else, so make sure
you contribute and
are heard
Have confidence
and courage to voice
your ambitions.
Speak up, say this is
what I think my
career path is, am I
right, how can I help
myself, how can you
help me.

Don’t undervalue
yourself.
Draw on your past
achievements for
confidence
No-one is perfect
all the time.

Be more confident.
Have self belief.
Go for what you aspire
to.
Have professional
confidence, you’ve done
the training, you’ve had
the experience, so you
are as good as anybody.

Self-
Presentation

Self promotion is
important.

Be professional at all
times.
Present yourself well.

Risk and
Failure

Be more robust
Take a risk, learn
from failures, move
on

Don’t ever reject
opportunities
without
considering them
very carefully. You
can offer solutions
that make them
more attractive to
you.
Pick yourself up
after failure, try
again.

Take a risk, make
yourself more visible. It
gets easier.
Don’t be afraid to speak
out, but do so very
professionally or your
message will be
dismissed.
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Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Self-
Knowledge

Find the level at
which you want to
work.
It’s about life style
choices, not your
ability.
More emotional
intelligence is
needed at the top,
so be yourself.
Men and women
may not be as good
as they think they
are, so listen to
criticism, work to
improve.

Understand the
nature of the job
and yourself, and
the key
experiences you
need to gather to
get considered for
that job.

Don’t be a perfectionist.
Be yourself.
It’s OK to be intuitive.
Look inside, understand
yourself better
Look at how people
perceive you – are they
right? If not, do
something about it.

Take
responsibility
yourself

Be more honest
about your
aspirations. Give the
organization a
chance to sort things
out. So come with
possible and desired
solutions.
Find out what the
criteria for promotion
really are, then
manage your
outputs, even if you
are part-time, focus
on the important
things.

No point waiting
for major change.
Do what you can
gradually. Make it
happen for you,
then for others.

Take responsibility for
your own career.
Don’t just wait and hope.
Do something.
Don’t use the ‘I’ve got to
work harder than my
male peers’ strategy.
Communicate your
aspirations to your
bosses.

Managing
Relationships

Learn and
demonstrate good
leadership skills.
Use the women’s
networks to learn
and gain confidence.
Take advantage of
mentoring schemes.

Don’t separate
yourself. Think
carefully about
women’s
networks, they are
another form of
separation.
Use the women’s
networks, but also
network with the
men

Do more casual
networking with men as
well as women.
Get involved in activities
that connect with the
board.
Support your own staff
as you wish to be
supported.
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Area Male Directors’
Views

Female Directors’
Views

Senior Women’s Views

Global view Don’t get stuck in
niche areas for too
long, try to get some
generalist
experience.
Don’t just focus on
being good at your
present job, but
prepare for the next
one.

Think beyond your
function.

Positive
Attitude

Have a positive
attitude to everything
in life.
Your attitude matters
more than your skill
set.
Don’t let perceived
barriers hold you
back.

Be more proactive at
finding solutions. Don’t
just own the problem.
Don’t moan about
gender bias. Prove in a
quiet way that you are
just as good and
capable as your male
peers.

Personal
Flexibility

Be flexible about
location, short and
longer term.

12.4 Commentary on Participants’ Advice for Women
The view from both men and senior women (many already with ‘director’ titles and at
the threshold to the boardroom level) was that women should be more political, more
ambitious, more visible, more self-confident and more ‘pushy’. These are all person-
centred issues, a ‘fix the women’ approach. The interesting advice is from the female
directors already on the board, which is that women should not undervalue
themselves, they should never reject opportunities without serious consideration,
they should understand the nature of the job that they aspire to and they should
learn from failures and try again. It is also noteworthy that female directors warned
women to be careful about separating their networks from those of men, and that it
may be damaging to the career if women become ‘crusaders’ for gender issues. This
is similar to the findings of Bradshaw & Wicks (2000) in Canada, where women
directors had adapted themselves to be more masculine, and they were reluctant to
get involved in pushing the gender issue as they feared this would damage their
careers. In contrast, in these case study organizations, the chief executives had
endorsed the diversity mission and several of them were diversity champions. The
senior women believed that this would be more effective in making sustainable
change in behaviours and attitudes towards diversity.

Whilst women directors suggested that networking with men was more effective than
having separate networks for women, it has been shown that women’s networks
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provide structures that support women in many ways (Vinnicombe, Singh & Kumra,
2004). These include lots of opportunities for career development, involvement in
business activities, network management, mentoring as well as social support in
male dominated organizations.



73

Chapter 13: Survey Results

A survey of senior and middle level women in the case study organizations was
undertaken to ascertain their views of the boardroom culture and how that might
impact them. These are the women who are just behind the interviewees, in terms of
being part of the talent pool, and help to put the women directors’ views in context.
The survey examined the impact of having women on the board on women in the
talent pool, and their views of the corporate culture within which they were navigating
career processes and enacting their ambitions. We also wanted to explore their
perceptions of the masculine and feminine aspects of the leadership styles of their
boards, and see whether that differed from their own styles.

13.1 Overall Sample Demographics
We received 219 completed questionnaires from women in the case study
organizations. The average age across the survey respondents was 40 years, but
the means for each case organization ranged from 39 to 46. Three quarters of the
women were married, with the case means ranging from 70% to 100%. Overall half
of the sample had children, but this was as high as 78% in the public sector Sciorg.
The mean number of children was two, with over a third having children under five,
and 80% having school age children. Ninety-five per cent of the women reported that
they were white. Whilst 87% of the women worked full time, in one of the cases only
two thirds did so. Average tenure in the organization was eight years, ranging from
seven to fifteen years across the case studies. Just over half of the women surveyed
stated they were at middle management level, and just under half were in senior
management. Whilst 53% of the sample had a technical or scientific degree, this
ranged from a third in one company to 80% in Sciorg. Overall, half had a bachelor
degree, a fifth had a masters’ degree and 6% had a PhD, but in Sciorg, 44% of the
senior women had a doctorate.

13.2 The Impact of Having Women on the Board
When there are women directors on the board:

 66% of women feel very optimistic about their careers.
 69% feel more optimistic if there are female executives on the top team.
 80% strongly support the view that senior female role models make them

feel optimistic.
 70% strongly agree that a lack of women at the top who have combined

family and career indicates that it is difficult to do this in their
company/organization.

Women in the survey agreed that they felt more optimistic when there are women on
the board and even more so when women are on the executive team and when they
have senior female role models. They also agreed (although to a lesser extent) that
when there are no women in these positions, they feel more pessimistic about their
careers. Current research on role models and senior women in our International
Centre for Women Leaders highlights the different kinds of values that having
women at the top can bring (Sealy & Singh, 2008 in press).
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The women also agreed strongly that when there are no women with families at the
top, they feel that it is difficult to combine career and family in their organization.
They strongly believed that the presence of women on the board and executive
committee would indicate that women are equal with men, and that the culture would
be better for all. However, there was no impact on their job satisfaction.

Women strongly agreed that it is better for business to have both men and women
on the board, and they agreed that female interests are better represented when
there are women on the board. Whilst they believe strongly that having women on
the board and executive team is likely to attract high quality recruits, they feel less
strongly that it would help retention of female talent, although the response is still at
the “agree” level.

13.3 Impact on Career Aspirations and Confidence
There was extremely strong agreement that the women aspired to promotion in the
next five years, but they were not clear about ambition to get to the board level. They
were not confident that they could go to the very top if they were good enough, and
were even less confident that they knew how to progress their career in their
organization. When asked if they had confidence that their senior management and
line management supported their career development, the women reported positive
but weak agreement, and were neutral on “my organization will do all it can to
support me and my career”. But they were very confident that with support, they
could progress upwards. The women denied that their ambitions were on hold due to
family reasons. So the women have the ambition, but need more visible support from
the organization to fulfil their potential.

13.4 Women’s Views of the Organizational Culture
The survey results indicate that much more needs to be done to support women at
all stages of their career, but particularly the women returners (other than in Sciorg,
where women did return and continue progression), to help them resume promising
careers. Looking after the women already in the company is more important than
attracting new recruits – these are the women who want to be in this industry, who
have chosen the organization, despite its difficult culture for women. Managers at all
levels need to recognise gender differences, and take actions to reinforce the
support that will sustain the ambition and develop the confidence of women as well
as men. Almost all the successful senior women in these organizations have
mentioned being pushed into challenging opportunities, and want more of that for
other women too. The women at senior and middle levels need to be supported and
know that they will continue to be supported by senior management in order to have
the confidence to build and extend their career portfolios and achieve their career
ambitions.

13.5 Senior and Middle Level Women’s View of the Board
The survey sought the views of the women at senior and middle levels of
management, to get their perspective of the leadership style of the board, which
would indicate the likely culture, as far as they were aware of it. We also asked the
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women to self-report on the same measures, to see if there was much of a gap
between them. This is a relevant check as sometimes the women do not see
themselves mirrored in the leadership above them, and that can cause them to feel
that they do not fit the mould for such high office. We used the Personality Attributes
Questionnaire, a measure of instrumentality, based on typically masculine traits, and
a measure of expressiveness, based on typically feminine traits, useful in that the
masculine and feminine dimensions are treated as two separate sets of
characteristics rather than a bi-polar construct (Spence et al, 1975; Fagenson,
1990). We report the results of the whole sample (219 respondents).

Table III: The Perceived Leadership Style of the Board and Self-Reported Style
of Women Surveyed
Instrumentality (Masculine-Typed) THE BOARD THE WOMEN
Scale 1-5, neutral = 3 As perceived by women View of themselves
Independent 3.32 4.11
Active 3.40 3.93
Competitive 3.91 3.60
Easily makes decisions 3.25 4.02
Never gives up easily 3.44 4.21
Self-confident 3.69 3.47
Feels superior 3.55 3.00
Stands up well under pressure 3.62 4.00
Expressiveness (Feminine-Typed) THE BOARD THE WOMEN
Emotional 2.50 3.28
Able to Devote Self to Others 2.69 3.47
Gentle 2.86 3.30
Helpful 3.14 4.23
Kind 3.06 3.86
Aware of Others’ Feelings 2.75 4.05
Understanding of Others 2.94 4.02
Warm 3.01 3.88

The difference in the women respondents’ views of the perceived instrumentality of
the board and their own instrumental traits was highly significant across the whole
sample (p < 0.000), with the female respondents seeing themselves as far more
instrumental in terms of masculine-typed leadership traits than the board members,
other than on the dimensions of confidence, competitiveness and feeling superior.

However, breaking the results down by cases, that pattern holds only for three of the
case studies (EngCon, ITCO and Sciorg), but those cases comprised the bulk of the
sample. In UtilityCo, the difference was marginally significant (p = 0.80), whilst in
Scotoil, women rated their board members as significantly higher on masculinity than
they rated themselves, but they nonetheless rated themselves well above the neutral
point on the masculinity dimension. This echoes Fagenson’s (1990) findings, that
upper level women see themselves as highly competent at the instrumental aspects
of leadership. On the expressiveness traits associated with feminine aspects of
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leadership, the women across the whole sample and across all the cases reported
themselves to be very significantly stronger than the board (p < 0.000).

The results show that these women rate themselves as androgynous leaders, high
on both masculine and feminine ways of leading. In other studies, this style has been
suggested as very useful for the future. A board comprising only directors favouring
traditional command and control styles may no longer be as useful in tomorrow’s
globalised business, which will require more cultural and emotional sensitivity and
more concern for relationships, as well as rationality, task delivery and performance.
If this is the case, and if these women have reported accurately, then they are likely
to represent a good talent resource pool for their organizations. However, these
results also indicate that women who have reached the middle and senior levels of
the company use masculine-typed behaviours, or have had to acquire them in order
to succeed in the SET organization culture. Nonetheless these women also see
themselves as strong on the more feminine-typed characteristics.

Figure 4: Masculine and feminine leadership styles

MASCULINITY / INSTRUMENTALITY

Concern for Organizational Efficiency

Rules, Tasks, Measurement, Profit

Concern for People, Ethics, Quality of Life, Environment,
Context

FEMININITY / EXPRESSIVENESS

ANDROGYNOUS SENIOR FEMALE EXECUTIVES

High on Femininity AND Masculinity

BOARD MEMBERS

Perceived by senior female executives as MASCULINE

Figure 4 maps out these results that show the stereotypical view of masculinity
associated with men and concern for organizational efficiency, drawing on rules and
measurement to deliver tasks and financial profit, and the stereotypical view of
femininity associated with women and concern for people to deliver quality of life and
community at work. From these results, senior and middle management level women
in science, engineering and technology organizations see their boards to be fairly
high on instrumentality (i.e. the masculine) and fairly low on expressiveness (i.e. the
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feminine). In contrast, the women report themselves to be high on both masculine
and feminine dimensions of leadership, the androgynous style.

This has important implications for employers. If the only way to progress further in
such organizations is to emphasise the masculine characteristics of leadership and
subdue the expressive behaviours (as found by Bradshaw & Wicks, 2000), then the
likelihood is that these senior and middle women with strengths on both styles will
adapt to be even more masculine and suppress the feminine. That prolongs the
masculine culture, and removes the expressive, more feminine behaviours from the
leadership resource pool. The challenge is for chief executives and MDs to not only
be more open to diversity of leadership styles but to show that they are more open,
before these 219 women in the SET talent pool (with an average age of 40) adapt
their behaviours to the existing masculine mould. Three of the CEOs in this study
were doing so already, and one was calling for the female top executives to avoid
building protective shells around their emotional intelligence that the leadership team
needed so much from both female and male directors.
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Chapter 14: Discussion

14.1 A Cultural Analysis

14.1.1 The Cultural Web of SET Boardrooms
In the literature review, we described the cultural web (Hendry & Hope, 1994) as an
analytical tool to help unpack the nature of organizational cultures. There is a
common culture in these SET boardrooms that reflects the purpose of the particular
boards. However, there are strong differences in the various boardroom behaviours
as those purposes are enacted.

For the corporate boards, formal processes and structures have been put in place to
deliver governance. The responsibility and accountability of chairs and directors
drive their behaviour (McNulty, Roberts & Stiles, 2005). The chairs reported fairly
similar accounts of how they were setting their corporate board cultures. However, in
some cases, the formality provides a supportive framework for a more relaxed
working style, whilst in others, the formality pervaded the working boardroom culture
and in one organization, set a boundary beyond which the board did not wish to get
involved. But contrary to what might be expected, there was not a clear pattern of
high formality and low involvement, as in one case, the corporate board culture was
formal but nonetheless very connected to the company. However, there was a
pattern in terms of the degree of formality and the resistance or openness to gender
diversity across the executive boards. The more informal the executive boardroom
culture, the more openness and support for gender diversity.

There are group norms regarding implicit standards and values in the kind of people
selected as non-executive directors. They must be creditable and honourable, with
successful careers in appropriate organizations with similar high standards and
values. Therefore they must be treated with respect, and new directors have to earn
that respect as they engage with the others. There are behavioural regularities
evident in the way that board meetings are held, the way the boards are chaired, and
the way people interact in the boardroom. Chairs have patterns of behaviour, for
example, sitting with the chief executive and the company secretary, so that they can
communicate quietly during meetings. Directors have recounted tales of breaking
those regularities, for example, by choosing to sit in a different place to their usual
seat.

It was the executive boards that showed the greater cultural difference across cases.
The executive boards are there to direct and manage the operation of the
organization, but some chief executives decided to split off the operational activities
to an operational board, thereby keeping the executive board focused on more
strategic issues. Executive directors have two roles, one on the corporate board
where they are not so much representing their territory but rather the company, and
the other role on the executive committee as head of their function, but still having a
global responsibility for the leadership of the organization.
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According to Schein (1992), culture is also evidenced in the habits of thinking,
shared learning and language. This study has revealed a common view in these SET
boards that rationality and structure are to be valued highly. The members of the
scientific board shared a mental model that logic and argument were to be prized
above all, including above consideration for individuals. In one case study, several
people talked about being a “left-brained organization”, but their chief executive
recognised that a change was needed to enhance their emotional intelligence.
Another chief executive also sought to develop the emotional intelligence of the
board members, and to facilitate a culture where people did not have to conform to
the existing masculine stereotype of a leader in order to succeed. These CEOs were
raising awareness of the benefits of diversity, so that people with different
perspectives and diverse management styles could also be included in the talent
pool, and if appointed, add value to the board in addition to their other expertise.

There was a common purpose shared across the corporate boards, regarding the
need to reach consensus. No matter how much the directors argued and disagreed
during the meeting, consensus had to be reached, and chairs would ‘pull’
contentious issues off the agenda sometimes so that they could do more work with
individual directors before the next meeting. The consensus was a symbol of
harmony, of unison around the decision, regardless of the actual discord prior to
conclusion.

The study reveals the shared language that creates and maintains the bonds of the
elite group. In one case study, directors used military terms such as “troops” for the
workforce, and successful women as “punching above their weight”, whilst in another
case, the metaphors were about “stepping up to the plate” and winning, reflecting the
sporty nature of the culture and the interests of the senior board members. The
swearing by male directors also indicates the legacy of an all-male boardroom
culture now infiltrated by a woman.

There are evident unwritten rules of the game within these corporate and executive
boardroom cultures. In some executive boards, it is normal to talk aggressively over
others, to defend the territory and fight for one’s views to be heard, as well as talk
down the arguments made by others (Ward et al. 2007). The scientific board was an
extreme example of those rules. In their culture, it is expected that criticism will not
be taken personally, so individuals need to be robust and personally resilient. Soft
emotional displays are not tolerated and would be seen as a sign of weakness. Quiet
individuals in the aggressive culture would find it difficult to fit in and contribute,
according to one executive board member. In addition, those appointed to the board
were seen to be appointed on grounds of scientific leadership rather than quality of
management skills. Such a culture excluded women who believed that managerial
excellence as well as scientific reputation should be key criteria for board
appointments, and hence gathered managerial qualifications that in the end were not
highly valued. The women did not share the “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1988).
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The boardroom culture is supported by myths, heroes and stories. One of the myths
that arose in some cases was that women were not ambitious enough, allowing
selection processes to ignore the women who said they were ambitious but did not
know how to display their qualities in ways that would be recognised. Such women
did not get sponsorship, and felt that they could not get past this hurdle of visibility as
women and invisibility as ambitious professionals (Simpson & Lewis, 2005).

Another cultural myth was described in the company founded by a woman. There
was a view among the board members that the company’s ‘female led’ history had
been slightly ‘mythologized’.

“The only other thing I suppose one would say is that ITCO historically
has been an employee-shareholder owned, quite high employee
shareholders, and also there were a lot of women. Part of it was because
it was an easy business, part-time, but it’s really because a lot of women
are in this sort of industry. The company’s history is slightly mythologized I
think actually.” (female NED)

Many of the senior women managers seemed to believe that the change in
leadership of the organization and the culture now focused on performance
measurement had been to the detriment of women employees’ career progress.
However, the senior women commented that it was not the mythical female-typed
leadership culture that they missed, but they had enjoyed a culture that valued
difference, and they associated a ‘people focused management style’ and
‘supportive culture’ with ‘good’ management’, not just ‘women’s management’.

There are “heroes and heroines” in the companies who inspire others through their
leadership and role modelling, and there are stories about these leaders, such as the
tale of the board’s visit to a regional centre where the chair and chief executive sat
down with the call centre staff and chatted at their desks together with no
hierarchical distance between them as individuals. Another story recalled how a chief
executive went and sat next to young and new people to chat to them informally,
without realising that they might be overwhelmed by his forceful personality.
Similarly, there were stories of a chief executive and his directors coming over in the
canteen to sit down and chat with people several levels below them, and the highly
positive impact which that had on such staff, making them want to be part of the
leadership team in the future. Another chief executive was said by several
interviewees to be like a battery charger, he was so full of energy and vision that
men and women alike came out totally inspired. Such stories are recalled and retold,
reinforcing the respect for the leaders, and creating an inclusive culture.

The informal social interactions, such as coffee time chat, help boards to bond
together, through their common interests, such as sport, arts and business. The kind
of events that board members attended together reflect the culture, and whilst one
chair invited board members and their partners to interesting Christmas outings,
such as a visit to the Bank of England, or to a museum or art gallery, another
company held shooting events for the directors, an exclusive and typically masculine
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sport, which was much appreciated by directors other than the one woman on the
board. She took the initiative to organise an alternative activity.

The boardroom itself was a symbol of the culture, and revealed some important
changes in attitudes. One company had a manor house as its headquarters, with a
traditionally grand boardroom that is now used for training purposes across the
organization. Some board meetings were held there, but others were held in their
London and regional offices. The London office was modern and glass walled,
indicating transparency and modernity, whilst when the board went to the regions, a
variety of rooms were used. The old traditional hallowed boardroom had gone. Two
of the other case study firms also had very modern boardrooms with lots of glass.
The boardroom tables were used in a way that reflected sharing of power and
authority, as chairs chose to sit in the middle amongst their directors, rather than at
the ends. New directors coming into the boardroom had to decide where to sit, and
one new female NED sat next to the chair, symbolising that she was part of the
board, endorsed by the chair who represented the power structure.

The cultural web metaphor is a powerful one that allows many aspects of the culture
to be identified, including the links between them, for example the boardroom table
and the power structure in terms of who sits where, the induction of new directors,
the credibility of the newcomer, the socialisation into the new roles and the role of
the chair in creating the most effective boardroom culture. These interconnections
mean that breaking one part of the structure does not necessarily lead to sustained
change. The barriers should be addressed and removed, but a strategic and holistic
approach is needed for sustainable change.

The all-male scientific board seemed more closed to female participation than the
other sectors, although there had been a female executive director previously for just
a few months. But the board chose not to involve outsiders, male or female. In
contrast, the all-male engineering board invited lots of experts to present to the
board, and had several members who were actively promoting gender diversity as
part of their corporate strategy. Globalisation is having an impact on all the corporate
sector boards, driving them to deal with cultural differences at board level.

14.1.2 Breaking the Cultural Web
Breaking the cultural web is difficult because the culture is engrained in the day to
day interactions as far as the executive board is concerned. The corporate boards do
not meet so often and hence the culture on the surface may appear to be more
amenable to change, but the corporate governance guidelines and the underlying
culture of the non-executive director interlocking networks is also a strong influence
on how the directors behave.

Changes are happening. Two of the boards held regular regional meetings so that
the board could meet a wider pool of senior managers. Three of the boards held
meetings in India, for example, reflecting the influence of globalisation and mergers
and acquisitions on core structures such as the board. Diversity in the boardroom is
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now an issue, as well as diversity of senior management and indeed of the
workforce, given the need to recruit more engineers and scientists in a shrinking UK
talent pool.

One of the case study firms had a culture that was already open to diversity, and
women felt that the culture was supportive of anyone with the talent and desire to
move upwards, regardless of gender and parental status. But in the other cases,
there was evidence of a cultural web that was holding back or was perceived to be
holding back the development of some of the female talent within the organization,
particularly women with children and those wanting to have children and continue
their career, but also senior women who were ambitious but were perceived by male
peers not to be so.

The cultural web can be broken in two ways, according to Hendry & Hope (1994). It
could happen by engaging everyone in understanding the present situation,
recognising their role in having created and sustained it and why they need to
change. But this can be challenging for those who have benefited from and continue
to reinforce the present culture, as they have to change, and in the case of directors,
they are likely to be in place for a considerable time. Alternatively it could happen by
a new vision strongly championed by those at the very top, the chief executive and
later, by a diversity champion. Otherwise the new discourse will sit alongside the old
and change will be very slow or not sustained. In one of the case study companies,
the chair and chief executive were providing that new vision, assisted by a very
senior diversity champion. In another, the chief executive was driving that change,
strongly supported by his managing directors and diversity champion. These
companies were using the new vision approach, but they were also engaging others
to understand, share the understanding and enact the espoused values, so they
were breaking the cultural web using both types of strategies. For further reading on
diversity management, Kandola & Fullerton (1998) provide good advice for
organizations on how to make sustainable change.

In one case firm, the chair was starting the process of supporting diversity, but the
absence of a chief executive meant that the vision was difficult to communicate, and
the senior women did not see evidence of it other than in the provision of a new and
inclusive leadership course. In the science organization, the chief executive was
starting that process with mentoring and support for a women’s network, but the
senior males were not yet fully supporting the drive for increased diversity, because
they shared a belief that the message clashed with the discourse of scientific
meritocracy. The senior women also were strongly against any sort of intervention
that could lead to calls of ‘tokenism’. In such organizations, the engagement of the
senior males on the board and on the executive committee is needed to create
sustainable change.

One of the outcomes of this study is a Good Practice Guide to Inclusive Boardrooms,
which highlights a number of good practices identified through this research, and a
summary will be given in the final section.
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14.1.3 A Gender Analysis
From the literature review, we expected to find masculine cultures in these male-
dominated boards, apart from the company that until a few years ago had a female
dominated board. The interviews indicated that the boardroom cultures were often
gendered in multiple ways, as well as the demographic imbalance (Acker, 1990).
The demographics did make a difference, and where women were present and
visible in leadership at all levels of the organization, gender issues were not raised
as a massive barrier. Where there were no women at the top, senior women felt
lonely, unsupported and watched their step as visible yet invisible outsiders
(Simpson & Lewis, 2005). They felt that either they had to play the men’s game or
give up and find their fulfilment elsewhere.

The all male or male dominated boards provide symbolic reinforcement of men as
the leaders of the organization, and that is reinforced by masculine behaviours. In
two of the organizations, women did not identify with the kind of leadership that was
enacted, nor the behaviours that occurred. This feeling was particularly strong in the
company that had a female founder, and women mourned the loss of the previous
culture that had attracted them to join the firm, although they recognised that the
nature of their business had changed.

But some of the leaders were so inspirational and passionate about bringing diversity
to all levels that women did not so much see that symbolic male powerbase as a
barrier but more as a support. One chief executive felt that women often perceived
barriers that were not necessarily there, but in their perception, they constructed a
reality that did hold them back. He saw parallels in the way in which sportsmen and
women had to get over such barriers and the way that some women perceive a
‘glass ceiling’. He was very proactive in communicating his views to new employees
and his support for those who had positive attitudes, regardless of whether they were
male or female. There is unfortunately still considerable evidence of the existence of
the glass ceiling, (particularly the less than 4% of executive directors who are
female, and only 13% of companies having female executive directors, as shown in
the Female FTSE studies). The CEO’s advice is that having a positive attitude and
refusing to acknowledge barriers can help some women overcome those barriers.
The danger is that in organizations with negative cultures for women, it can then be
very difficult to work to remove the barriers if they are not acknowledged.

Across the cases, there are many gendered interactions at board level and in the
approaches to the boardroom. Male directors share masculine language, describing
their board activities as violent, competitive, challenging, even penetrating, as well as
rational and analytical, hard and not emotional other than the expression of anger
and aggression. Whilst male directors are used to confrontational displays and rituals
in the boardroom, and indeed, some see them as normal, they also report that they
don’t expect people to take the criticism personally. Some women don’t have a
problem with that, and indeed enjoy being members of the board. One senior woman
even described the culture as “more of a battle” after the leadership changed its
gender balance. Other highly qualified women look up at that show of masculinity
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and feel uncomfortable about going into the boardroom to make presentations, and
may choose to opt out of the competition. However, women react very positively
when line managers suggest that they should go for it, even if they don’t succeed
first time round. The affirmation boosts their confidence and the friendly support
dissolves some of the concern about how they would manage the interactions with
the masculine culture.

The male directors share a power base that determines who is allowed to join them,
the characteristics that will be recognised as most worthy of promotion (such as
general management experience for corporate positions, or excellent science
evidenced by long high quality publication lists in scientific institutions), and how their
career paths should look (linear, constant progression, no breaks or slowdowns)
(Bourdieu, 1988; Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989). Some senior women report that their
ambition is not recognised even when they try to make it explicit, and some male
directors continue to hold the view that women are not ambitious enough. Indeed,
directors report that there is a lot of misperception about the nature of the board,
particularly when very few women enter the boardroom or get opportunities to know
the directors.

One or two negative experiences can easily become myths (with some substance)
that create yet another barrier that spreads across the organization. The research
shows that there is a lot of reported goodwill towards the access of women to the
board, but a number of senior women felt that there were still patriarchal attitudes
towards women in some organizations. Some of these were due to societal
pressures about women’s role as mothers, and the separation of work and domestic
responsibilities. For example, some women were not offered developmental
positions due to male assumptions about their family commitments and ability to give
unlimited time or to travel, without giving women the chance to sort out
arrangements if they wished to apply. Male managerial perceptions about women’s
level of commitment have been researched earlier in large engineering
organizations. Singh & Vinnicombe (2000) found that men and women used different
evidence when assessing commitment, with male managers conceptualising
commitment as the ability to work long hours, to travel and to be constantly available
as well as the constant driving of one’s career, all of which were difficult for most
women with children at some time in their career lifetime. In the case study
organizations, as younger directors (with working wives and family involvement) took
up seats on the board, women felt that such attitudes were changing. But one chair
felt that women’s lifestyle choices were to blame for their lack of advancement to
senior levels, not recognising that his organization’s culture and structures could be
easily adapted to allow those with non-linear career paths to resume advancement
later than the typical male progression. Once past their early forties, most women
with children wanted to pay increased attention to their careers, with a 20-year
career trajectory still ahead of them. However, the career tournament model
(Rosenbaum, 1989), with its constant competition to separate winners and knock out
the rest at every level, so firmly in place in SET organizations does not easily allow
for consideration of alternative patterns.
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These gendered structures and interactions indicate that a hegemonic masculinity
(Connell, 1995) is firmly in place in some of these boardrooms. Kvande (1999)
commented that the engineering profession is closely connected to hegemony, with
its frequent aggressive displays and self-promotion. Hegemony means that the
feminine is socially constructed as subordinate in the workplace to masculinities,
reinforcing men’s power over women. Kvande adds that men and women are agents
who either challenge or support the existing gender order. In this study there are
male leaders who are challenging those stereotypes, as one chief executive did
when confronting interview panel members with their improper comments about the
physical appearance of a female candidate – he commented on the attractiveness of
a male candidate and watched their shocked behaviour when the stereotyping was
gender-reversed, and they then understood the inappropriate and unprofessional
nature of their gendered behaviour.

This study has found that there are many ways in which gendered cultures in the
boardroom impact on women directors and women aspiring to the boardroom. In her
study of the oil industry in Canada, Miller (2002, p. 146) found support for the claim
that “the most durable barriers to women in the workplace are largely symbolic and
embedded in the gendered cultures of organizations.” Just as Miller reports, some
women in this study who had adapted to the dominant masculine styles on the way
to the top, feeling that this was the only way to succeed, now felt that they could be
themselves. They could make their own way using their own style, whatever that
was, and they were helping other women too. This sense of empowerment is likely to
be partly due to maturity and growing confidence, but also reflects the changing
culture of their organizations and the positive and developmental attitudes of their
leaders.

14.1.4 A Cultural Typology
We identified five types of SET boardroom culture: Entrepreneurial, Expert, Formal,
Integrated and Technocratic. (See Table IV)

Table IV: Typology of Boardroom Cultures
Entrepreneurial Expert Formal Integrated Technocratic

 Win, but
learn from
failure

 Positive
attitude to
risk
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 Develop
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Peer esteem
Territorial
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Defensive
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driven
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 Courteous
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 Controlled
 Connected
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 Active role
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integrated
up and
downwards

 Fun &
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technology

 Open to
those who fit
the mould
 Learning
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ownership
 Challenging
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 Scaffolding
 Aspirational
 Rewards
 Strong

financial
representatio
n
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traditional
scientific
careers

Formal
policies

Flexible
practices

t

 Traditional
 Old Boys

Club
 Reaction to

market
conditions

 Strategic
development
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 Analytical

The Entrepreneurial type emerged from analysis of the Scotoil case, a company with
origins in venture capital investment in oil and gas exploration. In an Entrepreneurial
type board, women can succeed as long as they take the chances that are offered to
them in early career, with the scaffolding support to help them learn from risk and
extend their competencies at an early age. The pace is fast, and inclusive of those
who want to take advantages of the career opportunities offered.

The Expert type was identified from the Sciorg case study, where the senior-most
scientists, all male, ran an executive board that was closed to outsiders, where peer
approval was essential for the board to function, and where scientific excellence and
quality of argument were valued above management skills and development of
future directors. Such boards are likely to be found in similar public sector
organizations such as universities, with open processes yet closed environments at
the top. Women do not often have the human and social capital to break through the
informal barriers to the boardroom. They have shorter publications lists and fewer
research grants, and are rarely editors of the all-important journals. Yet because of
good formal public sector human resource policies, women in such institutions can
progress after having several maternity leaves, up to the level of the glass ceiling,
even after part-time working.

The Formal board type is somewhat stuck in the past, with patriarchal attitudes
towards women. Formal structures set a somewhat rigid framework for boardroom
operations, with few board meetings, and with little unstructured opportunities for
connection with the rest of the company. The culture is traditional and reactive, and
hence diversity only comes into consideration when market conditions draw attention
to it.

The Integrated board recognises the need for inclusion and diversity, as part of its
modernisation and globalisation programmes. The board is well run, and connected
to the operations of the organization. This is facilitated by the combined efforts of
chair and chief executive, who are actively role modelling and mentoring. There is an
active succession planning process, and there are women on the corporate board,
and at senior management levels. This board is seeking to broaden its horizons by
being more emotionally intelligent and open to diverse characteristics of future
directors.
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The Technocratic board is similar in some ways to the Expert type, in that there is
passion for the technology that is at the heart of what the board members do. But it
differs in that it has to operate in the marketplace, and hence has already had to
open up the boardroom to outsiders, welcoming those who come in to present the
technology. It has to be a learning organization, with good people skills. The core
skills are analytical, but management skills are valued and there is growing
awareness of the need to be more emotionally intelligent. The robust challenges and
debates may be difficult for women, but this type of board would be open to women
who fit the mould and share the passion for technology.

Further studies could explore whether this typology is useful. A limitation of the
present study is the diversity and small number of boards examined.

14.2 The Cross-Case Comparisons
The case study organizations were chosen to represent a mix of employers of
women in the science, engineering and technology sectors. The aim was to
ascertain if boardroom cultures differed by sector, size, location and gender diversity
on the board. Appendix 1 provides an overview of the cases.

The public sector scientific organization is more flexible for women with children than
the corporate sector so more women with children (and even several children) get to
very senior positions after having children, albeit not to board level. The public sector
board is still patriarchal, so criteria for advancement are determined by standards
associated with male careers.

When boards are homogeneous, women often feel isolated and lonely, and women
lower down feel disheartened. Masculinity pervades unconsciously in homogeneous
cultures, but where there are women on the board and in leadership positions,
gender is not such an issue for the senior and middle women.

In multinational and large organizations, there are more opportunities, more
structures to assist women but there is a tendency for silos to create career barriers
between divisions, so the opportunities for gaining experience across divisions are
not easily available. In the smaller and local organizations, it is easier for women to
integrate, to be known and visible to senior management from an early stage.

In engineering and technology boardrooms, members have had careers mostly in
general management after an early technical career. It is the managing directors of
divisions who tend to be prime candidates for executive board directorships and
eventually main board directors. There are few specialist positions at board level.
The technology company is taking advantage of IT to become more flexible than the
engineering companies, who nonetheless are increasingly offering flexible working
that will enable more women to manage their career and outside responsibilities.

The science boardroom culture is more like academia, with executive directors’
careers as experts, and promotions to the board on the basis of scientific papers
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rather than managerial excellence. In these case studies, the women in the scientific
research organization seemed to be facing more resistance to change than the
women in the corporate sector. In 1999, reporting on the Athena Project, Professor
Julia Higgins wrote that many women trained as scientists but then left the
profession, and she speculated that there may be two reasons for this. One was that
it was difficult to deal with career breaks – which this present study has revealed is
not a problem for the women scientists. The other was the unfriendly environment,
“one in which they do not wish to swim” (Higgins, 1999). Sadly, that problem still has
to be addressed, but the women’s response is different now. The women scientists
in this study do want to swim, they do want to get onto the executive board, and they
were engaging with their chief executive to create a more supportive culture.
However, due to a reorganization of the research councils, the chief executive has
left, another tier of management has been introduced between the board and the
level at which the senior-most women are to be found, and so the women perceive
an even greater hurdle than at the start of this study.

14.3 The Change Agents
Some of the chief executives in our research were driving the diversity agenda,
connecting their boards and the leadership group. They were consciously role
modelling the kind of leadership that they believed was best for the organization.
Those below them found them inspiring and drew on their transformational
behaviours to manage their own boards and teams. Such boards should not be
difficult for women to enter and make a full contribution.

Figure 5: The Change Agents Matrix

Change Agents and Gender Diversity at Top LevelChange Agents and Gender Diversity at Top Level
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In Figure 5, two dimensions are plotted; fix the organization and fix the women. In
the Low on ‘fix the women’ and ‘fix the organization’ cell, we found women still
hoping that keeping their heads down and doing an excellent job will get them
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promotion to board level, the ladies in waiting. In the high ‘fix the women’ cell, we
found some women adopting a masculine style, the chameleons, and other women
having to be superwomen to be seen as equivalent to their male peers.

In the top layer, we find the agents provocateurs, the chief execs who are
determined to change their culture to welcome diversity, and will not try to fix the
women but provide a culture where everyone can flourish if they have the talent. In
the top right cell, we have some women directors and senior executives, making
gradual changes to the organizational culture by their own transformational
leadership, role modelling and developing themselves and others. Indeed there is a
lot of role modelling going on by men and women at the top.

As we see this year in the 2007 Female FTSE Report, with the increase in the
numbers of women reaching the senior executive committees, it would seem that the
agents provocateurs are getting it right, providing a culture that allows women
through to the top executive ranks. With corporate boards reducing the executive
places to only two or three seats, it is important that the progress of women to the
executive committees is monitored, as well as to the corporate boards. These
women will form the talent pool for future NEDs, as some of our women interviewees
commented, they would like to get an NED post whilst they hold their senior
executive role, and possibly a portfolio of NED seats later in their careers. One
female company secretary has already done that and found that it is a challenging
but rewarding experience.
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Chapter 15: Recommendations for Good Practice

We provide here a summary of the recommendations for inclusive boardroom
cultures, which are covered in detail in a separate UKRC Good Practice Guide,
Transforming Boardroom Cultures: A Good Practice Guide to Inclusive Boardrooms,
published in November 2007.

15.1 In the Boardroom
 The chairing of board meetings with courtesy, consideration and control, so that

business can be conducted in an inclusive atmosphere that allows everyone to
make their contribution.

 Attention to the way that new members are treated in the boardroom at the
start of their directorships. This should include team building exercises for the
whole new team.

 The extension of tailored induction programmes to executive as well as non-
executive directors, including executives who are promoted internally to the
board.

 The considerate treatment of those coming into the boardroom to make
presentations.

 Ensuring that boardrooms are not closed to senior staff, including women.

15.2 Access to the Board – Opening the Door
 Inclusive and structured succession planning so that board members and

candidates have had opportunities to get to know each other.

 Create opportunities for board interactions with women as well as men.

15.3 Development of Directors
 Development (focusing, stretching, challenging, scaffolding, mentoring, role

modelling) of those in the talent pool for senior executive positions.

15.4 Workplace Culture and Practice
 The importance of leadership from the chief executive in developing senior

talent of both men and women, as indicated in the UKRC CEO Charter.

 Flexible working arrangements to be accessible for senior staff.
 Ensuring that women returning from maternity leave are not treated as if their

career progression is over.
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Chapter 16: Conclusions

This study has opened the ‘black box’ of the boardroom and found some very
interesting cultures and practices, a number of which we have highlighted as good
practice that others should consider, to make boardrooms more effective and more
likely to allow women and men to make their contribution. Being in the SET sector is
no longer an excuse for having no women at board-level positions – it can be done if
there is a will to change, as some of our case studies show. Led by visionary chairs
and chief executives acting as change agents, some of our case study organizations
now have very positive and inclusive boardroom cultures where women are included
and where more women want to be. In some corporate boardroom cultures, women
directors report that although they had encountered gender stereotyping problems in
their roles in other boards, there were no gender issues in the case study boardroom
cultures for them. Male and female directors attribute this to excellent induction (in
one case, personally tailored induction by the chair and chief executive) and
overseeing of boardroom behaviours by the chair.

Much more needs to be done about improving the behaviour in some executive
boardrooms. Women found the experience challenging, and in some cases, decided
they no longer aspired for boardroom positions in the future. Men advised women to
be more robust and not to take aggressive behaviour personally – it was all part of
the way they conduct their business. Defending the territory emerges as a cause of
aggressive boardroom behaviour, and therefore induction for executive directors
would be helpful in creating more constructive boardroom behaviours. More explicit
emotional intelligence in the boardroom was sought by two chief executives.

We were impressed by the careful attention given to succession planning in two of
the case studies. One good practice was the structured monitoring of board and
senior executive interactions so that directors knew personally those in the talent
pool for future board positions. The other was the “scaffolding” approach, where
those in the talent pool would be put into challenging situations with scaffolding
support that was gradually dismantled, providing opportunities for risk and growth in
an ever widening circle.

We found some boards that were integrated into the fabric of the organization so
there was less social distance between board and management than is often the
case in very large companies. In such firms, all the senior women interviewees knew
the board, and most of them had frequent opportunities to interact with them.
Mentoring by directors reinforced the sense of integration. In these firms, the top
women report a culture where they have progressed, some of them moving from
specialist to more general roles. These women are supporting their organizatons and
women below by acting as role models and mentors. In other organizations, as the
survey of senior and middle level women reveals, women in the tier below need
more explicit career support to build confidence. Companies need to create the
challenging opportunities that lead to the more generalist portfolios that are
prerequisites for board membership.
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The good news is that many of those issues can be addressed by good chairing of
board meetings, tailored induction programmes for new and promoted executives,
more interaction opportunities with the board and top management, more coaching,
mentoring and individualised career development. In some organizations with
positive and inclusive cultures at the top, these things happen naturally through
excellent chairing and transformational leadership.

There is a contribution to knowledge on boardroom cultures from this work, through
the substantial sample of 59 chairs, chief executives, board members and other
directors, male and female, of significant companies and organizations in the SET
sector. The study explores in depth the culture of SET sector boardrooms from the
directors’ perspective, and reveals women’s experiences as corporate board
directors, as executive board directors and as aspiring women directors. It builds on
the work of Miller (2002) in drawing on the cultural web metaphor to examine
extremely gendered cultures, and on the work of Huse (2005) and other corporate
governance academics who are starting to gain access to corporate boards and
reveal the ‘black box’ of the culture within.

We suggest more research into women directors’ experience in other sectors, to see
whether the culture is better or worse than in SET organizations, and to learn from
research about other ways of change, preparation for leadership and best practice.
We need to follow up the progress of women in organizations like our case studies,
to see whether they achieve directorships in proportion to their representation in the
talent pool. Further research is needed into the experience of men as they approach
the boardroom. This study has shown that male directors experience similar kinds of
feelings to those of female directors as they join a board. They fear that they may not
understand what is going on, they worry about the politics and protocol, and feel like
the new boys in short trousers. Just as we have asked women in depth as they
approach the boardroom about their views, aspirations and suggestions for change,
we need to hear male voices on these issues too. Although access would be difficult,
we would like to interview more chairs and chief executives of SET boards to
investigate more fully the critical role of the chair and CEO in setting an inclusive
culture and acting as change agents. We hope that our suggestions for better
practice regarding inclusive boardrooms will make a difference to both women and
men in the pipeline to the board.

We congratulate the case study organizations on their good practice in a sector that
traditionally has been seen as extremely difficult for women to achieve their full
potential. We urge them to do more so that more women get through to top positions
and make their contribution. We also thank them for agreeing to our invitation to join
this UKRC-commissioned project, and for their courage and frankness in letting us
open “the black box” of boardroom culture to examine gender issues in this very
sensitive context.



93

References

Acker, J. (1990) ‘Hierarchies, Jobs, Bodies: A Theory of Gendered Organizations’,
Gender and Society, 4 (2) 139-148.

Ashford, S.J., Rothbard, N.P., Piderit, S.K. & Dutton, J.E. (1998) “Out on a limb: The
role of context and impression management in selling gender equity issues”,
Administrative Science Quarterly, 43, 23-57

Ashforth, B.E. & Mael, F. (1989) “Social identity theory and the organization”
Academy of Management Review, 14 (1), 20-39.

Bilimoria, D. (2000) Building the Business Case for Women Corporate Directors. In
R.J. Burke and M. Mattis (eds.) Women on Corporate Boards of Directors:
International Challenges and Opportunities. Dordrecht, The Netherlands:
Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Borthwick, A.F., Jones, D.R. & Wakai, S. (2003) “Designing learning experiences
within learners’ zones of proximal development: Enabling collaborative learning
on-site and online”, Journal of Information Systems, 17 (1) 107-134.

Bourdieu, P. (1988) Homo Academicus, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Bradshaw, P. & Wicks, D. (2000) “The experiences of white women on corporate

boards in Canada: Compliance and non-compliance to hegemonic masculinity”. In
R. J. Burke, & M. C. Mattis (Eds) Women on Corporate Boards of Directors:
International Challenges and Opportunities. 197-212. Dordrecht, The Netherlands:
Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Cockburn, C. (1991) In the Way of Women, Basingstoke: MacMillan.
Connell, R.W. (1995) Masculinities, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Crush, P. (2001) “Impostor syndrome?”, Management Today, May, p. 26.
DeVries K. (1990) “The impostor syndrome: Developmental and societal issues”,

Human Relations, 43 (7) 667-686.
Eagly, A.H. & Carli, L.L. (2003) “The female leadership advantage: An evaluation of

the evidence”, The Leadership Quarterly, 14, 807-834.
Edwards, M.E. (2002) “Attachment, mastery and interdependence: A model of

parenting processes”, Family Process, 41 (3), 389-3205)
Eisenhardt, K.M (1989) ‘Building Theories from Case Study Research’, Academy of

Management Review, 14 (4) 532-550
Evetts, J. (1996) Gender and Career in Science and Engineering, London: Taylor &

Francis.
Fagenson, E.A. (1990) “Perceived masculine and feminine attributes examined as a

function of individuals’ sex and level in the organizational power hierarchy: A test
of four theoretical perspectives”, Journal of Applied Psychology, 75 (2) 204-211.

Fondas, N. & Sassalos, S. (2000) “A Different Voice in the Boardroom: How the
Presence of Women Directors affects Board Influence over Management”, Global
Focus, 12 (2), pp. 13-22.

Furnham, A. (1998) “The Impostor Syndrome”, Across the Board, 35 (6) 9-10.
Hendry, J. and Hope, V. (1994) “Cultural change and competitive performance”,

European Management Journal, 12 (4) pp. 401-406.
Hewlett, S.A. & Luce,C.B. (2005) “Off-ramps and on-ramps: Keeping talented

women on the road to success”, Harvard Business Review, March, 43-54.



94

Higgins, J. (1999) “Why too few women are chosen to join science set”, Research
Fortnight, 12 May, p.17.

Higgs, D. (2003) The Higgs Review, London: Dept of Trade & Industry
Huse, M. (2005) Accountability and creating accountability. A framework for

exploring behavioural perspectives of corporate governance. British Journal of
Management, 16: s65-79.

Ibarra, H. (1992) “Homophily and differential returns: Sex differences in network
structure and access in an advertising firm.”, Administrative Science Quarterly, 37:
422–447.

Jensen, M., & Zajac, E. J. (2004) Corporate elites and corporate strategy: How
demographic preferences and structural position shape the scope of the firm.
Strategic Management Journal, 25: 507–524.

Johnson, G. (2000) “Strategy through a cultural lens: Learning from managers’
experience”, Management Learning, 31 (4) 403-426.

Kandola, R. & Fullerton, J. (1998). Diversity in action: Managing the mosaic (2nd ed.)
London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

Kanter, R.M. (1977) Men and Women of the Corporation, New York: Basic Books.
Kerfoot, D. & Knights, D. (1996) “The best is yet to come? The quest for embodiment

in managerial work”, in Collinson, D.L. & Hearn, J. (eds) Men as Managers,
Managers as Men, London: Sage.

Konrad, A. M. & Kramer, V.W. (2007) “How many women do boards need?” Harvard
Business Review, 84 (12): 22.

Kvande, E. & Rasmussen, B. (1991) Nye Kvinneliv: Kvinner I Menns Organisasjoner,
Oslo: Ad Notam, Gyldendal.

Kvande, E. (1999) “‘In the belly of the beast’: Constructing femininities in engineering
organizations”, European Journal of Women’s Studies, 6, 305-328.

LeBlanc, R. & Schwartz, M.S. (2007) “The black box of board process: Gaining
access to a difficult subject”, Corporate Governance, 15 (5) 843-851.

Lofland, J. & Lofland, L. (1995) Analyzing Social Settings, Belmont CA: Wadsworth.
Mainiero, L. (1994) “On Breaking the Glass Ceiling: The Political Seasoning of

Powerful Women Executives”, Organizational Dynamics, vol. 22, no. 4, pp. 4-20.
Marshall, J. (1995) “Working at senior management and board levels: Some of the

issues for women”, Women in Management Review, 10(3): 21-26.
Maznevski, M. L. (1994) “Understanding Our Differences: Performance in Decision-

Making Groups with Diverse Members”, Human Relations, Vol. 47, No. 5, pp531-
552.

McIlwee, J. & Robinson, J.G. (1992) Women in Engineering: Gender, Power and
Workplace Culture, New York, SUNY Press.

Meyerson, D.E. & Fletcher, J. (2000) “A modest manifesto for shattering the glass
ceiling”, Harvard Business Review, Jan-Feb, 126-136.

Meyerson, D.E. & Kolb, D.M. (2000) “Moving out of the ‘armchair’: Developing a
framework to bridge the gap between feminist theory and practice”, Organization,
7 (4) 553-572.

Miller, G.E. (2004) “Frontier masculinity in the oil industry: The experience of women
engineers”, Gender, Work & Organization, 11 (1) 47-73.



95

Ragins, B.R. & Sundstrom, E. (1989) “Gender and Power in Organizations: A
Longitudinal Perspective”, Psychological Bulletin, 105 (1) 51-88.

Ragins, B. R., Townsend, B. and Mattis, M. (1998) Gender Gap in the Executive
Suite: CEOs and Female Executives Report on Breaking the Glass Ceiling,
Academy of Management Executive, 12, 28–42.

Roberts, J., McNulty, T. & Stiles, P. (2005) “Beyond agency conceptions of the work
of the non-executive director: Creating accountability in the boardroom”, British
Journal of Management, 16, S5-S26.

Rosener, J. (1990), ‘Ways women lead’, Harvard Business Review, Nov/Dec, 119-
125.

Rosenbaum, J. E. (1989) .”Organization career systems and employee
misperceptions”. In: M. B. Arthur, D. T. Hall and B. S. Lawrence (Eds) Handbook
of Career Theory, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 437-453

Schein, E.H. (1992) Organizational Culture and Leadership, Jossey-Bass, CA.
Schein, V.E., Mueller, R., Lituchy, T. and Liu, J. (1996) “Think Manager - think Male:

A Global Phenomenon”, Journal of Organizational Behavior, 17 (1) 33-41.
Sealy, R. & Singh, V. (2008) “The importance of role models in the development of

leaders’ professional identities.” In James, K. & Collins, J. (Eds) Leadership
Perspectives: Knowledge into Action, London: Palgrave.

Simpson, R. & Lewis, P. (2005) “An investigation of silence and a scrutiny of
transparency: Re-examining gender in organization literature through the
concepts of voice and visibility”, Human Relations, 58 (10) 1253-1275.

Singh, V., Bains, D. & Vinnicombe, S. (2002) “Informal Mentoring as an
Organisational Resource”, Long Range Planning, 35 (4) 389-405

Singh, V. & Vinnicombe, S. (2000) “Gendered Meanings of Commitment from High
Technology Engineering Managers in the UK and Sweden”, Gender, Work &
Organization, 7 (1) 1-19

Singh, V. and Vinnicombe, S. (2006) The Female FTSE Report, 2006, Cranfield
School of Management.

Singh, V., Kumra, S. & Vinnicombe, S. (2002) “Gender and Impression
Management: Playing the Promotion Game”, Journal of Business Ethics, 37
(1) 77-89

Singh, V., Vinnicombe, S. & Terjesen, S. (2007) “Women advancing onto the
corporate board”, in D. Bilimoria & S.K. Piderit (Eds.) Handbook on Women in
Business and Management, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 304-329.

Spence, J., Helmreich, R. & Stapp, J. (1975) “Ratings of self and peers on sex role
attributes and their relation to self-esteem and conceptions of masculinity and
femininity”, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 32 (1) 29-39.

Vinnicombe, S., Singh, V. & Kumra, S. (2004) Making Good Connections: Best
Practice for Women’s Corporate Networks, Opportunity Now, London.

Vygotsky, L. (1978) Mind in Society: the Development of Higher Mental Processes,
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Ward, A.J., Lankau, M.J., Amason, A.C., Sonnenfeld, J.A. & Agle, B.R. (2007)
“Improving the performance of top management teams”, MIT Sloan
Management Review, 48 (3) 2007, pp. 85-90.



96

Westphal, J.D. & Milton, L.P. (2000) “How experience and network ties affect the
influence of demographic minorities on corporate boards”, Administrative Science
Quarterly; Jun 2000; 45, 2; 366 – 398.

Yin, R.K. (1994) Case Study Research: Design and Methods, London: Sage.



97

Appendix 1

Boardroom Culture Case Studies
Five case studies were conducted for this project, representing science, engineering
and technology sectors; public and private sectors; multinational and local
organizations; and boards with women directors and all-male boards.

1 The EngCon Boardroom Case Study
The EngCon boardroom culture was described by its members as open and
challenging, well-informed and respectful, with serious, creditable and honourable
members. Directors reported that the board was intelligently chaired. Male directors
felt that women would not find it difficult to make a contribution there, but some
senior females forecast that women would not enter the boardroom in their career
lifetime. However the company recently appointed women to both corporate and
executive boards. Senior women commented that board members were somewhat
remote, political and sometimes patriarchal in their attitudes to women, “a bit of an
old boys club”. Whilst all male boards were seen by directors as a limitation in terms
of perspective and decision-making, they explained that the board composition was
a result of what they described as the “left brain” culture, and the normality of
maleness. Another director said that they were not even aware that they were
appointing in their own image.

“Diversity has never figured in my time, very largely because there is no
perception that it is so male dominated. Well, male dominated is the wrong
term, it is statistically male.” (Male NED, EngCon)
“There is a great act of willingness to create some great female engineers who
can go all the way straight to the board.” (Male Director, EngCon)

The executive board was seen by its members and by senior women as open and
challenging, with often hot-headed debate, a younger and informal style, a board still
in its formative period. Women commented that the style had lightened up recently,
and that more feminine values were coming into play. Attitudes towards women in
the company were becoming more positive but there was much more to do. The
energetic, friendly and visionary chief executive was seen to be the key to the
positive changes, alongside the influential HR director, and divisional managing
directors were emulating this more modern style. However, senior women felt that
the company was insufficiently flexible about women returners who wanted to
resume ambitious career paths, and hence lost or did not develop a lot of its talent.

2 The UtilityCo Boardroom Case Study
The corporate board, led by its very experienced chair, was not just open and
challenging, according to other directors, but also reportedly “courteous” and
considerate in its conduct, as well as being rigorous and robust in its style. Directors
commented that the chair did not allow any impoliteness in the boardroom; it was
disciplined, and debate on difficult decisions was carefully managed by the chair and
chief executive to allow for consultation and achieve consensus.
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“The board sets the drum beat for the organization in terms of delegation,
empowerment of directors. You hold them accountable but you give them
responsibility, you give them authority, and you define that authority and
responsibility down the line and you expect them to follow through. If it’s a well
balanced board, it will really help reinforce the values into the organization.”
(Chair, UtilityCo)

An important aspect of the culture of this company’s board is that it is connected to
the executive and senior management. The chief executive said: “We take the board
out of the ivory tower”. The new chief executive brought enormous inspiration,
energy and passion to the company, according to both men and women
interviewees. The executive board culture was still forming, but reportedly had a
dynamic positive energy, a willingness to take risks and a young informal style that
was striving to be emotionally intelligent as well as performing well. The chair and
chief executive had set up tailored induction courses for non-executive and executive
directors that were praised by a number of interviewees. They also had a rigorous
succession planning system that connected board members to the developing talent
pool of men and women. These two key figures had very different and
complementary working styles, and both were personally engaged in actively
shaping the board and executive board culture.

This utility company has two women on the corporate board, as well as a female
company secretary, but no females on the executive board. From women non-board
directors, there was a sense that women were progressing, they were being
recognised publicly as role models and they were involved in leadership. A very high
proportion (75%) of women surveyed felt that their top women engaged frequently
with women lower down. The big issue according to the women was how to get the
generalist experience that led to executive board positions. But women also wanted
more flexibility and better career support for women returners.

3 The Scotoil Boardroom Case Study
This oil and gas exploration company had a female finance director who sat on the
corporate board and the executive board. The chief executive was the founder of the
firm, and he played a strong role in setting the culture of the whole organization
based in Edinburgh but operating in South Asia.

“Nothing mysterious about the board, it is a very collegiate and consensus-
driven style, with a lot of the business done at the pre-board dinner, which is an
opportunity to air and discuss things without minute takers.” (Female executive
director)
“The culture is a very open one and a positive one and it encourages
contribution from others. With the board, there are lots of people who are not
board members who come in, for example, to present on key things and
important issues, so they do very much listen to that team beneath them,
around them, that are supporting them as well as taking their own decisions.”
(Female non-board director)
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The boardroom culture was said to be collegiate and informal, “not a bunch of
shrinking violets”, as the chair commented, “not a set of clones”. There were
reported to be few confrontations, and not much politicking. There was a strong
emphasis on finance and risk. The board frequently invited senior executives into
boardroom discussions and strategic reviews, so there was no mystery about what
went on. The female finance director commented that she felt quite comfortable on
her promotion as she knew all the directors well and had been involved in so many
board meetings beforehand. The chair and directors were connected to others
across the company, people knew who they were and there was little social distance.
There were women at all levels of management, and it seemed that gender diversity
had ceased to be a major issue for the senior women. There was a strong culture
driven by the CEO, drawing on his experience in the sporting world, of stretching
people when they were young, encouraging them to take risk, and preparing them
for more senior positions.

4 The ITCO Boardroom Case Study
In the technology case study firm, ITCO, which had been founded by a woman, and
which for many years had a female dominated board, there was now only one
female NED on the corporate board, and one female director on the executive team.
As the board membership had changed, and the former female founder partnership
style (where the women understood each others’ perspectives so well that they
needed less discussion) disappeared, directors reported that there was now more
openness in discussions. Senior women outside the board felt that there was less of
a supportive culture than before, and less visible evidence that women could make it
to the top.

“It’s perhaps a little more outspoken than it was when there were so many
women. When almost all the women were founder members of the business, it
was more difficult for them to accept that one should do things differently. I
don’t think gender is the issue really, it was much more that they had worked
together, they’d built it up over the years.” (Female NED)

The chair had recently become acting chief executive, and both he and the
managing director were seen as inspiring leaders. The board was reported by
directors to be very formal and process oriented, and non-executives did not get
involved outside the boardroom. Hence it was perceived by outsiders as not
connected to the day to day operation of the firm. However, the chair was trying to
create more opportunities for board member interaction, for example having
occasional board meetings in India, and encouraging directors to talk to staff at the
office, to provide opportunities for conversation, to break down the barriers and allow
better communication. He also felt that boards were best run with a courteous culture
that was inclusive.

“I think every Board that I’ve been on, there is a courtesy within the Board
which would make sure that there wasn’t any reason why people couldn’t
speak their minds.” (Chair)
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Senior women felt that the diversity issue now focused on ethnic rather than gender
diversity as the company’s international base expanded, leaving less support for
women’s issues. On the positive side, there was good flexibility that benefited
everyone, drawing on the IT to make it happen. There were flexible reward packages
too, with people able to select options that fitted their family circumstances. There
was a new comprehensive leadership assessment programme, and senior
executives, male and female, were encouraged by the chair to find themselves one
non-executive directorship in a smaller company to develop their capabilities as
directors. The female NED also recommended this to women.

5 The Sciorg Boardroom Case Study
In this case study, with a public sector ‘Council’ rather than a corporate board, the all
male executive board was perceived by women just below board level to be very
homogeneous, very competitive and aggressive, with big egos fighting for their turf.
The male directors generally did not see the culture as aggressive, although
previously there had been some territorialism and competition for scarce resources,
but the directors did feel that they could be open and highly critical in the boardroom
without people taking it personally.

“Very clever scientists with very strong characters who have got to be
approached very carefully, lots of egos, and the politics is a bit scary.” (Senior
female)
Board culture is “more about showing your intellectual prowess in meetings and
the robustness of your argument rather than getting the job done and achieving
an outcome.” (Senior female)

There were very few opportunities for outsiders to come and present their work, so
there was a perceived distance and mystery about what went on in the boardroom.
Nonetheless, three women had made presentations to the board and one actually
enjoyed it. But one reported that they were “a nice bunch of guys” but she didn’t
know the protocol, they were all very clever, and there wasn’t any room for people
with weak arguments, (“they love arguments”) so she feared that she would not be
able to put her points lucidly enough.

Male directors felt that women were not ambitious enough, and that this was holding
them back. Women scientists reported that they really wanted to be part of the
decision-making structures, and they were ambitious for promotion to this board
despite their perceptions about how difficult that would be. Although they felt that
their individual ambitions were not recognised, they reported being well supported by
their line managers and generally by other directors. Diversity was considered
appropriate by the senior males if it was not in conflict with meritocracy. A recent
diversity drive led by the chief executive had opened up the debate, and his efforts
as champion for diversity were much appreciated by all the women.

This organization appeared to be the most flexible of the case studies, with women
scientists able to have families and continue or resume their careers, making
considerable progress up to the perceived barrier of the board. Following a recent



101

restructuring of their organization, the women were concerned about the additional
layer introduced between the board and the band where the senior-most women
were located.
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