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Members present 

Baroness O’Cathain (Chairman) 
Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe 
Baroness Buscombe 
Lord Clinton-Davis 
Lord Haskel 
Lord Kakkar 
Earl of Liverpool 
Baroness Scott of Needham Market 
Baroness Valentine 
________________ 

Examination of Witnesses 

Scarlet Harris, Women’s Equality Officer, Trades Union Congress; Karen Jochelson, 

Director of Policy, Employment and the Economy, Equality and Human Rights Commission; 

Dr Annette Lawson OBE, Chair, National Alliance of Women’s Organisations; and 

Professor Sylvia Walby OBE, UNESCO Chair in Gender Research, Lancaster University. 

 

Q82   The Chairman: Good afternoon. Thank you very much for coming and giving us 

your time. You know what this inquiry is all about and we are delighted that you are able to 

come and be witnesses to the Committee. All Members of the Committee will declare any 

relevant interests before they speak. The session will be recorded and webcast. A transcript 

will be produced and sent to witnesses; that will also be on the website and you can amend 

or change matters of fact if you think that they are incorrect. 

Before we start, I would like you to introduce yourselves and give your titles. If anyone 

wants to make an opening statement, because we are up against it as regards time, could you 

keep it to about two minutes? Dr Lawson, would you like to begin, as you are on the left-

hand side. 

Dr Annette Lawson: My name is Annette Lawson. I am currently chair of the National 

Alliance of Women’s Organisations. I am a past vice-president of the European Women’s 

Lobby and the Women’s National Commission, which was the advisory body to the 
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Government on issues of women and gender. It was abolished under the quangos abolition 

but I was chair of the international work on that commission and was chair of the 

commission for a short time. 

Do you want me to go on? 

Q83  The Chairman: Did you want to make an opening statement? 

Dr Annette Lawson: A short one. 

First, thank you for inviting NAWO to give evidence. NAWO is the National Alliance of 

Women’s Organisations that are headquartered in England. We work with sister 

organisations in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland to come together in the UK Joint 

Committee on Women, which is the co-ordinating body for the European Women’s Lobby. 

We all share a wish to see gender equality achieved and women’s access to their human 

rights also made a reality.  

I want to make three points before answering your questions. The very low proportion and 

the very low absolute numbers of women on the boards of companies in the UK, as well as 

in most countries of the EU, need to be understood in the context of low numbers and low 

proportions of women in all senior decision-making positions, including the political ones. 

We can look for experience, not only from the research that is done about boards and 

companies, both in the EU and here, but also strategies that have worked or not worked in 

other areas—such as women-only short lists for Parliament. 

We also think that we need quotas. 

Q84  The Chairman: That will come up in the questions. Is there anything that you would 

like to say in advance of that? Is there any addition to that? 

Dr Annette Lawson: Only to say that we think that the other measures that are also 

coming up in discussion around this are just as important. 

Q85  The Chairman: Good. Thank you. Ms Harris? 
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Scarlet Harris: My name is Scarlet Harris. I am the women’s equality officer for the TUC. 

Very briefly, the TUC represents some 6 million workers, of whom half are women. 

Obviously, the issue of women on boards is quite far removed from the day-to-day reality of 

many of our members. Nonetheless, the TUC thinks that it is important to address issues of 

gender equality and women’s representation in public life in general. That is why we are here 

today. 

Q86  The Chairman: Thank you very much. Ms Jochelson? 

Karen Jochelson: I am Karen Jochelson. I am the Director of employment and the economy 

for the Equality and Human Rights Commission. We are a non-departmental government 

body and we are here to make Britain a fairer and more successful country by holding 

people and organisations to account in the way in which they meet their equality and human 

rights standards, with my particular focus being on the private sector. 

I would like to make a very brief statement. Like Dr Lawson, we have had a long-running 

concern about the paucity of women’s representation at senior levels across society and we 

have published numerous publications around that. We think that it is a real loss to the 

economy when you have very successful young women graduate and then fall out of the job 

market when their careers should be progressing. I know that you are going to ask us our 

views about quotas but we believe that the road to improvement is through systemic 

change, which means looking not only at law but at a range of responsibilities of companies, 

including their investors and the recruiters. They all have a role to play in bringing improving 

in the field. 

Q87  The Chairman: Thank you. Finally, but by no means least, Professor Walby. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I am Sylvia Walby. I am a distinguished professor of sociology at 

Lancaster University and hold the UNESCO chair in gender research. I have an OBE for 

services to equality and diversity. I was the founding president of the European Sociological 
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Association in the mid-1990s. My contribution here will be as a social scientist rather than as 

someone representing a democratic body. I engaged in a research report on women in 

corporate boards; I will draw from that research report when I answer your questions. I 

have attempted to submit that document to the Committee for its consideration. 

The Chairman: That is very good of you. Thank you very much. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I should like to add a couple of points to your questions. Your 

questions are very much to the point about quotas. In the work which I have done, there 

were two main legitimations for increasing the proportion of women on these management 

and corporate boards of directors. One was the economic performance of the companies, 

which is of direct interest to the companies as well as to the whole economy. The second is 

the democratic interest, in that the forms of legal privileges which these companies have of 

limited liability and legal persona give a duty on these companies to meet standards of 

governance and an entitlement to democratic bodies to determine the practices of 

governance of bodies which can cause so much damage if they are not able to be effective. 

My work was particularly concerned with what works and whether voluntary mechanisms 

have ever worked. I will be answering your detailed questions on that. 

The Chairman: Thank you very much. That has been very helpful from all of you. As you 

probably know, the purpose of this is the directive from the European Union. Therefore, we 

have to keep it central to that point about quotas and whether we think that they are a good 

idea. It does not have to be narrowly about that—we obviously need to expand it—but I do 

not want us to be going off into other areas, because we have time pressures. First, Lady 

Scott.  

Q88  Baroness Scott of Needham Market: Perhaps I may start with the central 

question. The Government have made it clear that they prefer a business-led approach to 

that of quotas. I think that the Committee would like hear from each of you about whether 
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you think a business-led approach will work. Some of you have indicated that it will not and 

that quotas are necessary. But I should like you to address, if possible, why it is—given the 

clear evidence that there is a good business case for women on the boards and in senior 

positions of companies—that this has not happened until now and, from that, why you think 

that quotas are the only way forward, if that is what you believe. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: Yes, the contribution of business is obviously extremely important. 

A very wide range of mechanisms have been introduced by businesses and by wider 

corporate bodies to attempt to move this issue forward. There has been everything from 

mentoring to building databases of women. They have all made a contribution but none of 

them, in any country in the European Union, has been successful. The reason for looking 

carefully at quotas is that it has been only the introduction of legally binding quotas which 

has led to an increase in the proportion of women on these boards to 40%. What works is 

simply an empirical question. It has been quotas which have worked.  

Your question is why, given that there is a business case. Most clearly, there is a business 

case for engaging with the talents of women and with the way in which diversity on boards 

improves the quality of decision-making. We know from research evidence that a uniform 

body has poorer decision-making capacity than a body which has diversity, including gender 

diversity, ethnic diversity and other forms of diversity. So why do businesses not do it? We 

know that it is not only the question of the qualifications of women that is at stake. Indeed, 

we know from the research evidence that women recently appointed on corporate boards 

are better qualified than the men. They are better educated and more likely to have an MBA, 

for example, than men. Given the quality of the women coming forward, we must ask why 

businesses have not shown themselves competent to bring them in. At that point, we must 

look to mechanisms of closure and to the self-reproduction of these business groups which 

have chosen simply not to engage in best practice. Given the wider interest at this point, 
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pressure from outside bodies, including Parliament, would appear to be an effective way 

forward. 

The Chairman: Perhaps I may correct one statement that you made—namely, that it has 

not worked and that there has been no change et cetera. That is patently not true. We have 

more and more women on boards now than we ever had. When I first went on a board, I 

was the only woman on the board of a FTSE 100 company. Now there are quite a few. So 

they are making progress. Every year, the number of women is increasing. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: May I clarify my comments, where I was perhaps open to 

misunderstanding? I did not mean to say that the voluntary mechanisms did not have a 

contribution to make. They do have a contribution to make and have led to very small 

changes. My comment was as to whether any country had reached 40% of women on boards 

without quotas. It was solely that statistic that I was reporting on. At that point, only quotas 

have reached that. 

Q89  The Chairman: Thank you. Does anyone else want to comment? 

Dr Annette Lawson: You asked why, but it is a dreadful question to try to answer because 

it seems so self-evident. Partly, we have to talk about prejudice and a cultural shift that is 

seriously needed at the top of all kinds of institutions and right through the whole of society.  

When we look at some of the evidence of why the Norwegian example worked, it was not 

just because they brought in a quota, although that was extremely important. They also did a 

whole lot of other things, such as getting the media on their side. I went online and watched 

Lord Davies talking here last Monday. He is clearly an incredibly charismatic leader who is 

passionate. I suspect that a good deal of the improvement that we have seen in Britain as a 

result recently is because of the voluntary approaches of the executive search work and so 

on, but it is also because of him. Great as that is, it is not sustainable to have one person 
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with great charisma and lots of contacts who twists the arms of chairmen. We have to look 

for more. 

Q90   The Chairman: I take your point on that. But if you looked at the whole witness 

session, he said—and he was very firm on this—that it was not a one-off. He did not just get 

his report: he is going to meetings, having conferences and addressing boards. He is doing a 

fantastic job, which is reaping rewards. He was very firm on this. It is not just a one-off 

person. He has set a group of people in train who do all this work. Am I wrong about that? 

Baroness Scott of Needham Market: No. 

The Chairman: No. I do not want it to go down on the record that he is the only one 

doing anything. 

Dr Annette Lawson: No, I did not mean that. I meant that he was a catalyst and that he is a 

charismatic leader who can get these things off the ground, but I do not know how 

sustainable that is over the longer term. 

The Chairman: I suspect that it is pretty sustainable. 

Karen Jochelson: Perhaps I may add to that. I agree on some of the comments around Lord 

Davies and his being very charismatic, but I think that he has done some significant things as 

well in terms of setting specific targets for the FTSE 100. We would like to see similar 

targets for the FTSE 350 across the board. 

We would also like to be thinking ahead to 2015 when we decide whether further targets 

are needed because there has been consistent progress over that time or whether the 

Government should consider whether they should be thinking through the quota option. As 

I understand it, Prime Minister Cameron has spoken about keeping that in reserve, but his 

focus is on ensuring that there is voluntary activity from the corporate sector. 

The other issue that we feel is really important to driving change in the sector—it is part of 

winning hearts and minds—is the transparency of the change that is taking place. Although 
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there has definitely been positive signs of more women taking on executive roles, as far as I 

am aware some of the reporting targets that were put in place have not been met quite as 

well. Possibly, things will change as the new corporate governance code comes into play and 

the Government’s report activities become more effective. 

To go back to the issue around why it has been so difficult to bring in change, you are right: 

there has been change, but it has been slow. This issue was on the agenda in 2003 with the 

Higgs and Tyson reports, which also spoke about the need to improve diversity on boards. I 

still think that there is a lot to do about winning hearts and minds, which comes not only 

from charismatic individuals but also from the market. The signals that the market sends, 

through investors and shareholders and the corporate responsibility movement, are all parts 

of driving change in this area. There is a lot to do with changing perceptions and changing 

prejudice. There has been a lot of discussion about whether there are sufficient, competent 

women around. Clearly, Cranfield’s research has shown that very many competent women 

are able to take on those kinds of roles. Our focus was looking at the barriers to accessing 

board appointments. We have published some research which we have submitted to the 

inquiry, which looks at the role of executive search firms. I know that you are going to ask a 

question on that later so I can hold off on explaining some of our findings, but they play a 

significant role, too. 

Scarlet Harris: I would like to support what has already been said. The trade union 

movement has been supportive of some of the voluntary measures that have already been 

taken. For example, for a long time we have called for more transparency in the 

appointment and recruitment of non-executive directors, to have an open recruitment 

process and for those posts to be advertised with person specifications and job descriptions. 

We have been very supportive of the work of Lord Davies, which we think has made some 

incremental changes and progress. However, as Professor Walby says, it seems that the only 
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country which has managed to make swift and significant changes, rather than slow 

incremental changes, has been Norway, which has implemented quotas.  

I think the question as to why the change is so difficult to make is complex. It is about 

culture change. I should like to draw some comparisons, strange as it may seem, with the 

trade union movement. For a long time, trade unions have had some of the same accusations 

thrown at them as the corporate world in terms of being boys’ clubs and being very white 

and male. The trade union movement has struggled with some of the same issues that 

perhaps are being grappled with here in terms of making culture change happen. We have 

some really good experience to draw on in terms of quotas, reserved seats and 

proportionality. It has not been an easy process, but some of those measures have been 

really effective in changing the face of trade union leadership and increasing gender diversity 

and equality. 

Q91  Lord Clinton-Davis: I am a believer in quotas, but the Government have 

determined on a voluntary approach. How long do you think that should persist? 

Scarlet Harris: As I have said, some of the voluntary measures are very welcome but we 

have seen that they have made slow progress. I think that we need to introduce a deadline 

and timetable for quotas by saying, for example, “In two years’ time quotas will come in if 

sufficient progress has not been made”. In a sense, I could not now give the exact timeframe 

that should be recommended— 

Q92   Lord Clinton-Davis: Roughly, what would that be? 

Scarlet Harris: Let us say two years. The threat of quotas being implemented itself may 

speed up the rate of change. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: If we look at the precedents on this, in Norway, as Scarlet Harris 

has suggested, the legislation laid down that there would be a period for voluntary activity. 

Only if companies did not succeed in getting the 40% target through voluntary means would 
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there be a legally binding quota. That was successful. There are 13 other countries which 

have been introducing legislation around the issue of the percentage of women and the 

gender proportion on corporate boards. They have all introduced this in stages allowing for 

a voluntary stage but writing into the legislation that there would be compulsion if the 

voluntary stage was not met. Such a balanced legislation would meet the arguments for both 

sides. If it would be possible for voluntary means to achieve the targets, the voluntary means 

could function with the fall-back mechanism of implementing quotas only if these targets 

were not met. But if this was in the same piece of legislation, the threat would be present, 

which would have a driving force. 

Q93   Lord Clinton-Davis: Do you agree that two years is appropriate? 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I understand parliamentary legislative timescales might be a little 

slower than that, but we are talking of a period of two, three or four years. That is the usual 

timescale in these matters. 

Q94   The Chairman: We have got our questions a bit mixed up. Can I ask whether work 

should be carried out at the EU level to improve the representation of women on boards? Is 

that something where the EU can and should play a role? If so, what should that role be? I 

really want snappy answers on that because we have got more meaty questions coming. 

Dr Annette Lawson: The EU can definitely play a role, as I think we have seen with its road 

maps for equality. I am not saying that those were specific to boards, but the same kind of 

leadership can be shown from Europe that makes member states sit up and take notice. That 

would have to have some of the sanctions and some of the “what will happen if” kinds of 

arguments made in it. Of course, it would be very difficult to get agreement across the EU, 

but it would be really useful. As Sylvia Walby said, at the minute we are having a good deal of 

different efforts to find voluntary ways of dealing with the issue, whereas it might be better if 
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we could see some kind of overarching goal that people were agreed on and which would 

come with a packet of measures and opportunities for meeting them.  

The Chairman: I take it that all three of you agree with that, do you? 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I would add that issues of equal treatment in the economy are 

already there within the EU legal remit, so it is appropriate for the EU to do it. But it is also 

appropriate for the UK to act independently.  

The Chairman: I take your point. Lord Brooke? 

Q95   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: I think that you have probably answered my 

question already. Will you say something about the research that you have done? We know 

quite a bit about what has been happening in Norway, but what has been happening 

elsewhere in Europe that may be of relevance to this inquiry that perhaps we might be 

directed towards? In turn, in the examples from elsewhere and if some good progress is 

being made, would it be beneficial for the UK to look at those? Is your published work 

coming into us? 

The Chairman: Is it all published?  

Professor Sylvia Walby: My report is published and is on my website. The report was done 

for the European Parliament and currently sits on the European Parliament website, where 

there is a link to my website that I have communicated to the Committee. I am hoping that 

the full report will come to you. It is a 30-page report, which reviews the research evidence 

on voluntary mechanisms and quotas. It gives a review of all the ways in which people have 

described and researched the voluntary mechanisms as well as the quotas. For example, we 

have: at the level of individual firms, accounts of how mentoring systems work; at the level of 

industry, how attempts to get positive recognition for achievements is working; and an 

account of the various databases which have been established in order to provide 

information about relevantly qualified women. For example, Norway has more than one of 
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those. The report provides an account of the repertoire of voluntary actions which have 

taken place, all of which are important but none of which, sadly, has led to as much or as 

rapid progress as most people would have wanted. 

Q96   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: So Norway, even though it is not in Europe, has 

been the outstanding country. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: Norway is the only country which has yet met its due date for its 

legislation on quotas. Some other countries have also legislated for quotas but have got a 

time period by which that comes into place, which has not yet been met. So we do not yet 

know what has happened in the other countries. Norway is the only country to have yet 

met its due date. 

Q97   The Chairman: Just to go back, could I ask the TUC and the EHRC for their views 

on EU action. Did you agree? 

Scarlet Harris: Yes, I agree that EU action is useful. Interest in this issue that we have 

already seen coming from Europe has in itself renewed interest in this issue in the UK and 

has created the debate. 

The Chairman: Does the EHRC agree? 

Karen Jochelson: Yes, we would also agree. In addition to the issues mentioned by my 

colleagues, we also thought that the EU has a role to play in monitoring, reporting and 

delivering best practice. The UK can evaluate its own progress against its European 

counterparts. 

Q98  Lord Haskel: We have had a discussion about strategies that work and strategies 

that do not work. We have touched on the executive search code and the corporate 

governance code. The Government approach focuses on improvements through the 

executive search code and the corporate governance code. Do you think this approach has 

been more successful or less successful? Would it be right in other EU countries? 
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Karen Jochelson: I shall briefly summarise some of the findings of our research. I am better 

qualified to talk about the role of the executive search firms rather than corporate 

governance. I think that the new requirements as regards the corporate governance code 

come into operation later this year. There is still some time to see what impact it has on 

companies and how investment firms begin to use their role as shareholders and push for 

change within those companies. For me that is still an open question. 

We undertook some research late last year and earlier this year to look at the role of the 

executive search firms in recruitment, whether they were a barrier or an enabler and 

whether they had found the voluntary code useful. We interviewed 10 firms but those 10 

firms controlled about 80% of the board appointment recruitment process, so I would 

imagine that they would give a good commentary on the state of the field. They were fairly 

positive about the impact of the code. They talked about the code almost giving them 

permission to approach the chairs and to talk to them about the fact that the issue of 

women on boards was now on the agenda. Many of them had approached boards that had 

no women at all in order to raise the issue with them. They felt the focus on successful 

planning meant that they could have conversations that looked at the skills that a company 

might need in three to five years hence rather than just that someone was going and that the 

company needed to find like for like. That is a more thoughtful process of looking at the 

composition of the board. They emphasised that there was now a shift from looking for 

people who were “like us”, the current incumbents, or looking for previous board 

experience, to focus on skills and competence and having quite detailed discussions about 

what that might mean when they were drawing up the brief. That was something they felt 

would open up the field to better consideration of female candidates. 

Many of the search firms spoke about their efforts to broaden the pool of candidates, which 

ranged from anything, such as developing longer term relationships with young women 
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whom they thought were potential contenders a couple of years from now, to networking 

and nurturing current senior executives. One of the things that came across to us was that it 

is not necessarily that there is a shortage of women but that it is the way in which talent is 

defined, which is far too narrow. There are a whole range of other pools of senior, very 

capable women who work in other sectors and who bring a range of international or 

executive experience that would be a welcome addition to a board. They spoke about the 

need for transparent recruitment.  

From their own end, some of the firms had developed long lists of women. The issue they 

raised was that it was very easy to draw up a long list: the issue was how many women got 

put on the short list. There was a suggestion that they should be monitoring the progress of 

women from the long list to the short list to eventual appointment, which would give a real 

sense of whether their efforts to change the recruitment process were being effective. 

Some of our interviewees felt that the code is too lenient. We thought that there is room 

for reviewing the code and strengthening some of the definitions around the intrinsic 

characteristics that boards look for. We felt that it was not sufficiently transparent about 

monitoring the activities of the executive search firms and the impact of what they were 

doing and that we needed to continue monitoring that. At the moment, we are considering 

whether we should do further work on that, but it is still fairly early days on that account. 

The Chairman: I just want to go to Baroness Scott because she has a question about 

public sector experience. 

Q99   Baroness Scott of Needham Market: Yes. I come from a public sector 

background. My personal experience has been that the private sector tends to discount 

experience that has been gained in the public sector, such as among chief executives of local 

authorities and so on. I have found a sense that it is not valued or understood. I wondered 

whether I was just unlucky in that or whether it is a widespread issue. 
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Karen Jochelson: Our interviewees mentioned that. They spoke about the fact that there 

are very capable people in the public sector and in the voluntary sector where you have 

people running very large charities, which effectively are small businesses. They thought that 

there was a need to look across those sectors as well. 

Q100  Baroness Buscombe: I want to ask Karen Jochelson whether she feels that these 

executive search firms were being genuine or whether they were just talking the talk. It is 

very easy to talk about it, is it not? It is very easy to say what should be happening. But were 

they giving you statistics in terms of their success rate—how many women they were getting 

on to boards—as individual firms? 

Karen Jochelson: Not from memory, but I would have to reread our research. What struck 

me from the report was that some of our interviewees were clearly self-critical and were 

looking at their performance relative to the code and feeling that the code could push them 

and some of their colleagues further. That seemed to suggest that more work could be done 

in that area.  

Professor Sylvia Walby: To add to your report, which was an excellent piece of research, 

quite often they blamed the chairman for the criteria which were being asked for rather than 

blaming themselves. 

Q101   Baroness Buscombe: It is an interesting dichotomy: when you talk to the 

executive search firm, it says that it is working for the company and not for the candidates. 

That is something of which we have to be aware. Perhaps there is an issue there in terms of 

the ability of the executive search firms to have a stronger influence with the chairmen of 

boards et cetera to encourage them to have a mind shift. 

Karen Jochelson: That issue certainly came across. We had one interviewee saying that she 

or he felt that their role was to help to back up the chairman when he faced a conservative 

board. Therefore, if it came down a short list that included women, there may be a 
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tendency, if a board was conservative, to go back to what they were used to. Sometimes it 

was useful for them to have an executive search firm to remind them about their objective. 

Q102   Baroness Valentine: I perhaps should know the answer to this question, but does 

the executive search code strongly recommend a diverse short list? It seems absolutely 

critical in this that, when you have got down to the last three or whatever, there is not only 

a woman but someone who is not a white male on the short list? Is that recommended by 

the executive search code? 

The Chairman: We have a copy of that, but it does not seem to be in it. 

Baroness Valentine: That seems to me to be an absolutely critical issue in enforcing and 

confronting some of those things. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: To add to that, there might be an issue of writing into this, as a 

code of practice, such diversity criteria. You are right that it does not yet exist and there is 

not really that kind of binding commitment. On the other hand, it might be considered that 

not to treat these issues appropriately is already to fall foul of the equal treatment law, 

which treats indirect discrimination as illegal. There perhaps is an issue there which could be 

further looked at. 

The Chairman: I do not want to create the impression that it does not mention diversity. 

It states: “When taking a specific brief, search firms should look at overall Board 

composition and, in the context of the Board’s agreed aspirational goals on gender balance 

and diversity more broadly, explore with the Chairman if recruiting women directors is a 

priority on this occasion”. But it is words. 

Q103   Baroness Scott of Needham Market: I wonder whether, in any of the 

interviews that you did, there is an issue about the way in which interviews are conducted—

namely, that you get the women there but the interviews are carried out in a particular way. 

My sense is that sometimes women answer these sorts of questions differently. Perhaps they 
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take a more collegiate approach and sound a bit less dynamic, and it turns against them. I 

wondered whether that was an issue that came up. 

Karen Jochelson: It worked both ways. There was some commentary about potential 

candidates needing some training so that they were aware of the kind of questions that they 

would be asked, but I think that there was also training required on the other end. Some of 

the search firms talked about a fairly informal approach of a board when it considered 

applicants. Rather than holding to the brief and looking at people’s competence and 

experience, it became quite a personal discussion, which effectively sounded like “Who do 

you know?” That would create the same kind of old boys’ network. 

Q104  Earl of Liverpool: Some people have argued that quotas are, in effect, patronising 

to women. I wonder whether you could perhaps say whether you agree or disagree with 

that. 

Dr Annette Lawson: I profoundly disagree with that. I do not think that it is patronising to 

women. I know that a lot of the research says that perhaps some 99%—I do not know 

exactly how many—of women do not want quotas, but I do not think that it is in the least 

patronising to take effective steps to address the current bias in favour of men. We have had 

exactly that. We have had an assumption that the right people for these kinds of jobs are 

male. The problem is that we do not have a level playing field. It is not cricket. A lot of 

women feel, as I have experienced myself, that somehow they are being treated as second-

class citizens if someone else says, “At least 40% of this board”—or 25% in the case of the 

current targets—“should be female”: but why? I think that it is rather a female thing; I 

wonder if men would feel like that if it was always the other way around and we had in place 

largely female boards. If someone said, “This is wrong. We need to change the system so 

that we tap the talent of all those brilliant men out there and create a more equal situation 

where we get different perspectives being drawn in to make seriously good decisions at the 
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top”, would anyone say that that was patronising? I do not believe so. I am totally opposed 

to that. 

Perhaps I may give a small personal story. My background is academic and I was the only 

woman and non-professor asked to sit on the board to implement the cuts at my university. 

I knew that it was a token thing, as it did not have a woman or a non-professor. I went to 

the room for the first meeting and I was completely ignored. They handed out the chapters 

that were going to be written in this report—we had not had a single discussion about how 

to do the cuts—and they gave nothing to me. I said, “Excuse me, what chapter am I writing?” 

“Oh, we didn’t think you’d want to be bothered”. I said, “I certainly want to be bothered 

and the chapter I want to write is about how you have voluntary redundancy before we 

decide on the compulsory redundancy in order to get rid of the so-called dead wood”. I 

went off to see the accountants and we had a chapter which eventually became the policy of 

my university and was praised for having been the first to decide on how it was going to do 

it. I am not saying that to talk myself up; I am saying that that is a common experience. That 

might lead people to say, “That is because I am only a token woman and I do not like being 

patronised”, but once you are there, you are there. In my belief, the talent of the women is 

such that they will make sure that people do not see them as tokens or feel that they should 

not be there. I think that that is the experience of women. 

Q105  The Chairman: Does anyone have anything to add? 

Karen Jochelson: My feeling is that it is not the quota that is patronising; what is patronising 

is the fear that there are insufficient capable women out there to take on these posts or the 

views of companies when women want to change their pattern of work during the period 

when they may have young children. I think it is patronising to regard that as not being a fair 

player in the workplace. For me, there are a range of other attitudes towards women that 

are quite patronising that hold them back in their careers, rather than the issue of quotas. 
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Scarlet Harris: I agree. I do not think that it is patronising. As has already been said, we do 

not have a level playing field. It would be patronising if we were suggesting that there are not 

competent women and we need somehow to create a special advantage for incompetent 

women to gain access, but we are saying that there are lots of competent women who are 

being blocked from reaching these most senior levels in the corporate world. Something has 

to be done in order to level that playing field. I do not believe that that is patronising. 

Q106   The Chairman: Lord Brooke wants to come in, but before that I am conscious 

that Professor Walby has not commented on this. Would you like to comment? 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I do not think that it is patronising. It is a matter of public interest 

that we should have appropriate gender balance on bodies that are engaged in economic 

governance.  

The Chairman: Lord Brooke, you wanted to ask a question. 

Q107   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Back in my union days, I spent a lot of time trying 

to get more equality and I came up against the allegation all the time that I was a patroniser. 

Consistently when surveys are done, women tend to share the view that they do not want 

quotas because it would be patronising. Has any research been done into the reasons why 

women produce these results, which in turn are then held against them? 

Karen Jochelson: I am not sure that I understood your question. 

The Chairman: It was a statement from his own experience. 

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Has any research been done on the survey work done on 

women and whether they want quotas and why they come up with the view that they do 

not want quotas? Has any deeper survey work been done on why they produce those 

results, which conflict entirely with what women are saying today? 

Karen Jochelson: I am personally not aware of it. The only information I am aware of is 

totting up answers to various consultations that have occurred in the past few years. I also 
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have a research background and I would not call that representative of women’s opinion. 

We have looked at the field.  

Professor Sylvia Walby: I think the question is most often raised in anecdotal form rather 

than on the basis of solid, substantial research that this is what women think.  

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Lord Davies pointed to evidence on those lines—whether 

it was anecdotal or not. I thought that it was. 

Q108   The Chairman: I thought that it was research too. Talking about Lord Davies, in 

his report he recommended 25% as an initial target for women on boards. The Commission 

has recommended 40%. What do you believe should be the aim at the EU and national level, 

and what does success look like? I want quick answers. Are we just juggling with figures, or 

do you think that it might be a good idea to try to get 25% quickly and thoroughly and then 

build on it from there, which would give much more confidence to the women out there 

that they have the right to be on the board? 

Dr Annette Lawson: I think that that is a perfectly okay target on the way to something 

better. The danger is if we say that that is where we want to get to. Why? We are 51% of 

the population. Now, we are better educated than most men. We are getting much more 

experience because much higher proportions of women are employed. They may not always 

be full time but they are in employment in society as a whole. What is happening is this 

constant stepping down rather than stepping up as women get more senior posts. Given that 

we are 51% of the population, I cannot see any reason why the target should not be 50:50. 

But there is something to be said for the EU’s, “Let us go to 40%”. I would like it expressed 

as 40% at least of each of men and women. Then it would not matter if one was 60% and the 

other 40%. 

Scarlet Harris: There is a strong argument for targets to be achievable, but for them to be 

meaningful they also have to stretch and challenge. The TUC and the European TUC 
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responded to the EC consultation on this, calling for 40% to 60%—so, 50% with a 10% 

margin either way. The reason for this is that we are not telling you to do something that we 

are not telling ourselves. This was based on the European TUC’s policy of promoting gender 

equality within our own ranks, which is what we are looking to. As has been said, we are 

51% of the population, so why should we not be aiming for more? 

The Chairman: For 60%? 

Scarlet Harris: For 40% to 60%. That is not necessarily 60% women. It means 40% to 60% 

gender balance.  

Karen Jochelson: I think that we would also see 25% as a starting point and we would be 

looking to seek parity and a phased approach towards doing that. 

I should like to add one other issue about what we would term success. We are focusing 

just on women appointed to boards. In effect, that is the aspirational end-point in many 

women’s careers, but we should be looking for parity all the way through people’s career 

progression. We need to look at women in executive positions in senior management as 

well as at the graduate intake and how women progress.  When you have parity across all 

those levels, we will know that we have success.  

Professor Sylvia Walby: Like my colleagues, I think that 25% is a good stepping stone 

towards a target of 40%. I would not use the word “women”; I would use “minority gender”. 

The Chairman: Excuse me. We are not a minority gender. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: The point of the 60% was simply to make sure that it did not go 

the other way. If we are going to write this into legislation in an appropriate way, that is 

simply the terminology and why the TUC ends up with the 60% figure. The academic 

literature behind it concerns the concept of critical mass. It points to the difficulty faced 

when you put only one or two women on to an otherwise all-male body and the difficulty 

that those women have, often but not always, in expressing their opinions in ways which get 
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taken seriously. There is a question in the literature as to at what point you tip into a 

percentage where it becomes normal. The percentage is usually higher than 25%. Some 

people have said that it is 30%. This is work by Rosabeth Moss Kanter, who is a management 

expert at Harvard. The originating figure is based on her work. It certainly was higher than 

25%, which is why people are reaching for 40%. 

Q109   Baroness Valentine: I was going to ask a question along those lines. There is a 

point at which, allegedly, people are no longer regarded as a minority, which is typically 

around one-third, which seems to be a target for one point. So, if it is true that there is 

currently prejudice and if once you get to 32% there is no longer prejudice—I understand 

that that is a big “if”—there is a different point to a target of 50% or 51%, which is just 

proportionate to the people out there. Presumably, the first step therefore is to get over 

the cultural prejudice, which would suggest the logic that you are all saying is closer to 30% 

than 25%, if there is the number that you are talking about where the minority is no longer 

regarded as a minority.  

Professor Sylvia Walby: The figure is certainly higher than 25%. Since the EU has produced 

a figure of 40%, I think that it is appropriate to go with that. 

Baroness Valentine: And you regard that as the point where a minority is no longer 

regarded as a minority—40% rather than 30%? 

Professor Sylvia Walby: Yes. I think that the research is not quite so conclusive that I 

would want to pin myself to either 30% or 40%, but I certainly would say that it is more than 

25%. 

The Chairman: Would you go for 35%? 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I am a pragmatist on compromise. 

Dr Annette Lawson: Can I come back on why that is important? We have not talked about 

the fact that people come and go on boards as they do everywhere else. The career pattern 
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of women, if they want to have children, has to take account of gaps and changes in the need 

for flexible and part-time working and whatever way in which these problems can be solved. 

Those are the other measures I talked about right at the beginning. Therefore, you need to 

have strategies that will embed the proportions that you are trying to reach. Within the 

board, you need to allow for women to leave and to come back in the way that men do. 

Having a very low level is very difficult because what are you going to do when you lose just 

one or two on, say, a 10-man board? 

Q110  Baroness Valentine: To which boards should measures to increase the 

representation of women apply? Should measures apply to both executive and non-executive 

positions? 

Karen Jochelson: We would like to see some of the targets applied across the board to all 

the FTSE 350 rather than the initial targets focusing on the FTSE 100. We would also like to 

see targets and reporting on the proportion of women at executive and senior management 

level.  

Professor Sylvia Walby: While the focus of this Committee is on corporate boards, I 

wonder whether it might be appropriate to add economic and financial governance 

committees, given the current developments in the economy, and whether these targets 

might be applied more broadly to financial governance and to the committees which the 

Government set up in order to regulate finance and the economy. My first point would be 

to broaden it. 

Secondly, I would make a distinction between the executive and the non-executive. The non-

executive positions have a duty to consider the outward public face, which makes it a 

greater entitlement for the public to insist on a rapid achievement of an appropriate 40% or 

so of women on these boards. The executive positions are more individual career positions. 

I think that one might have anticipated a slower progressing towards the targets there. I 
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would make a slight difference here based on the extent to which one category—non-

executive directors—bears more of this public duty. 

The Chairman: Yes, okay, fine. 

Scarlet Harris: I would agree that these measures should be applied across the board. I 

would also say that more of the TUC’s work has been around non-executive directors—

that is, as I said, transparent recruitment processes and producing person specifications and 

job descriptions. It is important that these targets are also applied to executive boards but 

there are perhaps slightly different issues at play that need to be considered in terms of 

progression within companies. 

Dr Annette Lawson: I agree with that. It goes right back to the beginning when I said, “Yes, 

we are in favour of quotas but there has to be another set of measures that are taken at the 

same time”. That particularly applies to the question of executives and executive boards. 

That is where you might not have the pool of women that you want because they are not in 

the CEO positions or they are not in the senior management positions that would be 

considered capable of going straight into executive roles on the main board. In my opinion, 

that should not apply because there are many pools in many other kinds of organisations, 

like the public sector and the NGO world, where you could get all the talent that you could 

possibly want for better decision-making. After all, we are talking about better decision-

making. That is where we want to get to. 

I would love to see it across the board. As I said at the beginning, I think that this whole 

business of getting more women on boards has to be seen in the context of women’s 

absence in many, many areas of decision-making. Someone made a point earlier about 

transparency in the recruitment process, proper training for the way that CVs are 

presented, the specification for the job and the ways that the interviews are conducted and 

so on. That is incredibly important. It is not only about the board. It is about seeing women 
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rising in every sphere of decision-making and some of the same rules apply. We are seeing a 

big improvement among, for instance, the police. It is partly because a lot of training has 

gone into trying to change the way in which the police are recruiting and interviewing, not 

just for women but for diversity as a whole. Of course, if you have more women, you can 

have many different kinds of diversities represented too. 

The Chairman: Thank you very much. Are there any other questions before I go to the 

final question? 

Q111   Earl of Liverpool: I was thinking that I might come in after the final question but 

shall I ask my question now? This is not directly related to the previous question. I just want 

to ask Professor Walby if she could help me on something. I quickly read the report in which 

she participated for the European Parliament. I just skimmed through it quickly before this 

meeting. In the conclusion, it says, “The use of voluntary measures as an accompaniment to 

legal instruments is widely supported.” I wondered whether you are one of those who agree 

with that. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: Absolutely. The combination is the most effective way forward. 

Even if there were quotas, it would be most appropriate to have the full range of voluntary 

measures to assist the process of effectively putting the best qualified women on the boards. 

Q112   Baroness Buscombe: I am going to ask the final question, which in large part has 

probably already been answered so perhaps I may add a little twist to it. A lot of attention is 

drawn to issues of “supply”. Do you believe that there is currently a problem here? Is there 

a role for the EU in ensuring that there is a supply of female candidates as much as a 

demand?  

Perhaps I may add to that. I was told something some time ago, which I have often thought 

about—namely, that there is an issue with the whole interview process. Let us take it as 

read that there is the supply. However, a few years ago a woman with great experience in 
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this sphere told me that one of the key issues is that women fall at the last or the 

penultimate fence. Women are there in supply, which let us take as read means absolutely 

brilliant quality, experience and sagacity and they have a real contribution to make to 

whichever board they are applying. One of the problems is that when they are being asked 

questions about their commitment, they, for example, start to self-question. Where a man 

would say, “Absolutely, can do—no question”, women sometimes just think, “Do you know 

what, am I good enough for this?” I think that that is something we should not lose sight of. 

Do you agree? 

Karen Jochelson: Absolutely. Quite a lot has been written about that particular issue. For 

me, that is eminently solvable through training, mentoring and networking. It is another skill 

you learn. Some of the recruiters to whom we spoke in our research mentioned that as an 

issue and were trying to develop programmes where they worked with prospective 

candidates, which seems to me to be a good way of solving that problem. It is a matter of 

self-presentation. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: I think that there are three components of why we do not 

currently see so many women on corporate boards. There is human capital, discrimination 

and networks.  The qualifications of the women currently coming on boards exceeds that of 

men coming on to boards. We know that women are extremely well qualified in terms of 

formal education. There is a question as to whether they are deemed to have as much 

experience on boards as men simply because they have not been on boards before.  

The Chairman: It is Catch-22. 

Professor Sylvia Walby: The discrimination question has also been raised. One of the 

further questions on supply is that of networks. Women are less likely to be in the networks 

and to know the people who would lead to them being invited to apply for these jobs. That 

is where quotas come in. Quotas push people, recruiters, to actively seek people where they 
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could easily have previously filled a position out of people they already know. Quotas 

address the question of the issue of the network problem. One of the voluntary mechanisms 

which has been really important as a contribution, both where there are quotas and where 

there are not, has been the building of the databases of qualified women. Norway has got at 

least three examples. We could put the EU there as well. But the building of the databases, 

which serves to ensure that there is information about the qualified women, is an 

appropriate additional mechanism to deal with the questions of the networks. In terms of 

basic qualifications, I do not think that women today, especially young women, have those 

problems. 

The Chairman: On that positive note, I thank you all very much. It has been a very useful 

session and you will certainly contribute to our thought processes when we draw up the 

report. Thank you.  
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Examination of Witnesses 

Liz Murrall, Director, Corporate Governance and Reporting, Investment Management 

Association; Joanne Segars, Chief Executive, National Association of Pension Funds; and 

Otto Thoresen, Director General, Association of British Insurers. 

 

Q113  The Chairman: Good afternoon. I thank all three of you for coming. I just want to 

make a couple of opening statements. Members of the Committee should provide data on 

any relevant interests before they speak—although I do not think that they necessarily have 

any. The session is being webcast live and a transcript will be produced, which will be sent to 

witnesses and put on the website. 

Perhaps our witnesses could introduce themselves briefly. If they want to make a short 

statement—of no more than two minutes, because we are under time pressure—that is fine, 

too. 

Liz Murrall: I am Director of corporate governance and reporting at the Investment 

Management Association, which is the trade association that represents the UK fund 

management industry. Our members have £4.2 trillion of assets under management and 

basically have an interest in 40% of the UK market. 

As major investors in companies, our members have an interest in boards and the diversity 

of boards. What I would say at the outset is that the most important thing for our members 

is that a board is effective: a board needs to be the best fit for a company, and a cross-

section of ideas, skills and experience can bring an awful lot of benefit to a company to 

ensure its future growth and profitability. That can ensure challenge and less groupthink so 

that the board can embrace new ideas easily and deal more readily with the interests of a 

variety of stakeholders. There is also evidence that diversity has a positive impact on 
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performance. However, I do not think that diversity is just a gender issue; diversity goes 

wider than gender, and other issues—such as having people from different countries and 

with different skill sets—are also important to the effective functioning of boards. 

Joanne Segars: I am the Chief Executive of the National Association of Pension Funds. The 

NAPF is also a trade association, which represents workplace pension providers in the UK, 

including employers and trustees who provide occupational pensions or workplace pensions 

for their employees. The NAPF represents 1,200 pension schemes, which provide pensions 

for 15 million people, with assets of £900 billion under management. 

Like the IMA, as major institutional investors we have a very significant interest in the 

effectiveness of boards and we believe that there are a number of benefits associated with 

board diversity. As Liz Murrall has mentioned, one of those is cutting through groupthink; 

another is that, we believe, the evidence is very compelling to show that more diverse 

boards are also better-performing boards. Better-performing boards are exactly what we 

are looking for to deliver better-performing companies and to deliver returns to pension 

funds and onwards to pension scheme members. We also agree that it is very important that 

that diversity does not come at the expense of skills and experience. We are also very clear 

that this is not a matter to be regulated. We also agree that it is important that the issue of 

diversity is not confined just to gender, as there are wider considerations to be taken into 

account. 

Otto Thoresen: I am Director General at the Association of British Insurers. I could cover 

more or less the same ground that you have heard twice over, so I will choose not to do so 

in the interests of time. Clearly, I am here primarily as DG of the ABI, but I have been a 

CEO in the commercial sector for 30-odd years and have operated both under the unitary 

boards system in the UK and under the two-tier supervisory boards system in Europe. Some 

of that experience may be relevant to the discussion as we move on. 
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The Chairman: I am sure that it will. In view of your name, can I just ask whether you 

would happen to come from Norway? 

Otto Thoresen: My father was Norwegian and my mother Scottish. Clearly, I know that in 

certain parts of this agenda— 

The Chairman: Norway keeps coming up all the time, so I just thought that we might be 

able to kill two birds with one stone—I do not really mean kill—but obviously not. Your 

experience is not actually in running boards in Norway. 

Otto Thoresen: I am afraid that I am a UK man through and through. 

Q114   Lord Kakkar: We have heard that a more diverse board is a better-performing 

board, and there appears to be a consensus with regard to that. Does it make a substantial 

difference to investors looking at an investment opportunity that there is a diverse board 

present? If so, do they look purely at the performance in terms of better returns from 

investing in that particular company, or do they look at other aspects with regard to a 

diversity agenda? 

Otto Thoresen: I will kick off and I will try to keep my answer brief. The way that we look 

at it is that we put a lot of emphasis on the effectiveness of the chairman in chairing the 

board, and part of the responsibility of the chairman is to ensure that the resource that he 

can call upon to provide that oversight to executive management is as broadly experienced 

as possible and operates in a way that, as has already been said, minimises the risk of 

groupthink. So there is a significant element to this that is about risk management. 

The agenda on this has somewhat been dominated by the financial sector over recent years, 

for obvious reasons. I have to say that that has potentially not been entirely helpful because 

the other side of the issue is, if you like, how well our businesses can compete globally, their 

understanding of global market requirements and how well they can work across different 

cultures—a significant issue here is the culture of the business—and with their customers. 
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Clearly, customers of firms are not all men of a certain age with a certain background. 

Around that whole agenda there is value in having diversity for an effective board. 

Joanne Segars: I very much agree with that. Pension fund investors are looking for high-

quality boards and, as Otto Thoresen has said, the role of the chair is absolutely critical in 

that. When we are looking at companies in which to invest, we want high-quality, high-

performing boards, because we know that those are likely to deliver the better long-term 

returns and, as long-term investors, that is important to us. They will deliver the longer-term 

returns for pension scheme members. 

Q115   Lord Kakkar: When you are looking at those investment opportunities and you 

have these discussions with the chairmen of boards, if there is not diversity on the board do 

you say to them, “Look, we do not think that this is appropriate. If we are going to invest in 

your business, we would like to see more diversity”? 

Liz Murrall: I think that the main thing is whether or not a board is operating effectively. It 

may be that the best fit for a particular board, depending on the industry, may be an all-male 

board; in others, to match the customer base—say, for Marks & Spencer—it will make sense 

to have a more diverse board. What is important is that the board is effective. 

Q116   Lord Kakkar: Would you support the concept of quotas, which is being suggested 

at the moment? If so, is the way in which the quota is reached important? Should there be a 

role for investors to demand that, or should the matter be left primarily on the basis that 

boards are constructed to deliver the best value for the company and for investors? 

Liz Murrall: On the issue of quotas, I would say that the one good thing about them is that 

the Norwegian experience showed that they work, but I think that there are too many 

downsides to quotas. The important thing is that you develop people in the pipeline; you 

cannot go and just say, “We are going to have 40% of the football team from ethnic 
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minorities” and then wonder why the performance fails. You need to develop people so that 

they can fulfil those roles. Quotas do not do that. 

Quotas can also mean that the people who are appointed are treated as token appointees, 

which can make it difficult for them to be effective. They can also be a deterrent for females 

wanting to follow the executive route, from which the majority of non-executives are 

recruited, because they could just go into these non-executive director roles. In Norway, 

what happened was quite often that some very effective directors had to leave in order to 

fulfil the quota, and the women quickly became known as the “golden skirts”. People also 

became “overboarded”—you would get a woman who would sit on seven or eight boards. 

That was not really an experience that we think should be repeated. 

Joanne Segars: From our perspective, we share the view that quotas are not the right route 

to take. They are a very blunt instrument that, from our perspective, address only the 

symptoms of the problem rather than the cause. For us, it is about ensuring that there is a 

pipeline of female talent coming up through corporates and coming up through senior 

executive roles. I think that the Norwegian experience is very telling, in that we saw lots of 

women coming on as board directors but we have seen very little movement in Norway in 

terms of women fulfilling roles at corporate executive level, which I think is really very 

important. If we are to crack through this problem, ensuring that we can develop female 

talent coming through companies at higher levels—where actually, compared to some 

European countries, we are doing rather well—is going to be absolutely critical. 

Q117   The Chairman: Can I just ask for clarification on that? Do you have any evidence 

that shows that women are suffering at the executive director level? Is there evidence that 

women in Norway are not going there but straight to the non-executive positions on 

boards? 

Joanne Segars: I have some figures, but I am not sure that I can quite find them now. 
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The Chairman: Do not worry about it now. They could be in the submission that you 

gave us. 

Joanne Segars: The figure that I have is that women make up only 2% of CEOs in Norway 

and 10% of executive committee members. That is really rather low in comparison with the 

non-executives. 

The Chairman: By comparison, they make up 30% or 40% of the non-execs. 

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: What was the quota? 

Joanne Segars: The quota was 40%. 

Q118   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Is this an issue of the quota being 40% or 30% or 

35%, or is it due to other factors? You mentioned the downsides of having such quotas. 

Joanne Segars: I do not have the information for that. 

The Chairman: An interesting aside is that, if we are so insistent on getting women at the 

non-executive level on the corporate boards, we are not doing much for women if they are 

not being encouraged to come at it by getting on to the management boards of companies. 

Otto Thoresen: For me, that is exactly the challenge. One of the issues about progress in 

the UK towards the targets is about the supply-side issue, whereas there is an acceptance 

that this is something positive and beneficial to the effectiveness of the boards. 

Q119   Lord Kakkar: Perhaps I may come back on this very important point. We have 

heard what I think is a consensus that these quotas may not be a good idea from the point of 

view of investors, who are looking primarily for boards that have the skill and capacity to 

deliver the effective governance of the company and the appropriate returns. Do investors 

have a role, though, in having this sort of conversation with the boards of companies to 

encourage diversity and to help them identify the routes by which they might achieve that? 

Joanne Segars: Absolutely, and I think that those discussions are happening. As we made 

clear in our evidence to the Committee, we see an important role for institutional investors 
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in starting to effect some of that change, but I think that all of us here agree that the targets 

that have been set by Lord Davies are very new and need time to bed in and bed down. 

Against those targets, we are making some very rapid progress. 

Liz Murrall: You will have heard of the 30% Club, which is a group that brings together 

women and investors with the aim of ensuring that women make up 30% of the membership 

of boards in the UK. Last November, the 30% Club launched a separate investor sub-group, 

which contains 11 of the largest investors. We have 180 members who have £4.2 trillion of 

assets under management, and this sub-group has £1.3 trillion. They are very much involved 

in promoting this in their engagement policies and in their engagement with companies: they 

will ask companies what they are doing about diversity and, in particular, gender. 

Otto Thoresen: Perhaps I could add one thing that is helpful. We provide a voting 

information service to institutional investors, which leads to the famous blue, amber and red 

tops that come out of the ABI. Following on from that, as part of the analysis, we look at the 

reporting, at the evidence on succession planning and succession management in firms and at 

the progress that is being made towards creating diversity. Our early analysis for 2012 

suggests that, whereas in 2011 only around 20% of FTSE 100 companies talked about what 

they were doing with the diversity agenda, in 2012 that number has gone up to nearly 80%. 

You could say that that is only a piece of reporting, but it is definitely a sign that more 

people are taking this seriously. That also gives us something to engage around as to 

whether that looks like legitimate action that will lead to improvement. That is quite a good 

sign of movement that is not visible in terms of the numbers as yet. 

Q120   Baroness Valentine: On a point of clarity, you have emphasised that you are keen 

on effective boards and that is part of your logic against quotas, but I could take that as a 

logic against targets as well. Do you support Lord Davies’s targets? 
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Liz Murrall: We support an approach involving voluntary targets. We have seen a lot of 

development: the fact that the proportion of female directors in FTSE 100 companies has 

gone up from 12.5% to 16.7% in a very short space of time shows that those voluntary 

targets are having an impact and are affecting the male domination of boards, which was an 

issue in the past. 

Q121   Lord Clinton-Davis: Member states apply different policies in relation to quotas. 

Does that affect investment decisions in any way? 

Liz Murrall: No. Only if those quotas meant that the boards were not particularly effective 

would that be an issue. 

Joanne Segars: I would agree with that. 

The Chairman: Does Otto Thoresen agree also? 

Otto Thoresen: Yes. 

Q122   Baroness Valentine: The report from Lord Davies says that investors play a 

“critical role” in engaging with company boards. How engaged are investors with diversity at 

present? How do you see that this role differs across the EU? 

Otto Thoresen: The second part of that is more difficult to evidence in terms of EU-wide 

activity, because there are quite different shareholding and board structures across the EU. 

My experience from the UK is that, particularly in the financial sector because of the 

challenges around risk management in that sector over the past three to five years, there has 

been a significant engagement around this. Now that we are beginning to get more evidence 

across the population of companies, as I mentioned earlier, I think that we will have the 

opportunity to draw out from those trends what good practice looks like, which will help 

our investment members to engage more specifically around the issues that they feel 

uncomfortable with. However, I think that the issue of diversity comes up very quickly in any 

discussion with a chairman of a board of a quoted company. 
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Q123   Baroness Valentine: Do you see yourselves as advocates of diversity? 

Otto Thoresen: Yes, very much so, I think. 

Baroness Valentine: Provided that the board is effective? 

Otto Thoresen: I think that it is always linked. When I find myself talking about the subject, I 

talk about why it is important and I talk about what kind of diversity we look for and the 

role of gender within that. That is the way that we consistently talk about it, but we talk 

about it with some enthusiasm. I would regard us as advocates. 

Joanne Segars: I very much agree with that. When pension funds engage with companies, 

that is one of the regular questions that we put to boards in the UK. I think that the 

increased reporting that we get on this, not just within the UK but across the EU, will help 

us to build a fuller picture and will help us to ensure that we see continued improvement 

where those practices differ across Europe. 

Liz Murrall: As I said, our members have £4.2 trillion of assets, but they have €420 billion in 

European companies. Obviously, engagement is not as easy when it is not on your native 

shores, but they will generally seek to engage and ask questions around these issues. 

The Chairman: That is interesting. 

Q124   Baroness Scott of Needham Market: I am very interested and encouraged to 

hear about what you have just described as your advocacy role. How long have you felt 

yourself to be an advocate? To what extent—if I may put it challengingly—is your 

engagement being driven by the fact that, if they do not sort themselves out, quotas will be 

imposed? How much of a driver is that for you? How do we keep up the momentum on 

this? 

Otto Thoresen: Well, I think that is a fair challenge. Over the years, an awful lot of the 

engagement with investors and the boards of companies has been behind the scenes and 

privately. A catalyst to make that change has been the focus on executive remuneration, 
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which has clearly brought an awful lot of that more into the public domain, but I think that it 

is correct to say that the practice of engagement around what an effective board looks like 

has developed—broadly over the past three to four years perhaps—with a greater degree of 

science, and I think that gender and diversity is part of that. The understanding that a large 

source of potential talent is not being called upon—not just not going on to the boards of 

companies, but not moving through middle management and senior management and on to 

the executive committees of companies—is causing people to think again. Mostly, that is 

driven more by market issues and the consumer. Who controls consumption? Who is your 

customer? What kind of thinking do you need to be able to be effective in engaging with 

those customers? That is what is shaping much of this agenda, too. In recent months and 

years, the focus has tended to be on financial businesses and risk, but I think that we will see 

that broaden out. 

Q125   Lord Kakkar: Might there be a fear that quotas could have a detrimental effect in 

undermining the governance and value of companies? 

Joanne Segars: Yes, that is an issue not just with diversity but with voting and other issues 

as well. We are concerned that we do not revert to a tick-box mentality, whether it is on 

gender or the requirement to vote or many other aspects of corporate governance, at the 

expense of the qualitative aspect, which is much more judgmental, if you like, or value 

driven. That is why the NAPF has been very wary of the move to quotas and that sort of 

tick-box approach to governance, which has not proved to work very well elsewhere. 

Liz Murrall: The whole thing about corporate governance and an effective board is really 

about behaviours. You cannot really legislate for good behaviours. 

Q126   The Chairman: You said that quotas affect investment only where there was an 

impact on board effectiveness. Is their effectiveness affected by quotas? Are French and 

Norwegian companies worse investment candidates than, say, British companies? 
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Liz Murrall: We have not any evidence to that effect, but it would be a concern in that it 

could drive a board not to have the best fit necessarily for that company and the operation 

of that board. 

Q127   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Is there evidence that such quotas are working 

detrimentally? 

Liz Murrall: I do not have that evidence. 

The Chairman: In Norway, for example, are quotas working detrimentally? 

Otto Thoresen: It might be a stretch to suggest that this is evidence, but there is certainly 

hearsay that suggests that the pool of talent being used—the “golden skirts” described 

earlier by Liz Murrall, who would perhaps find it easier than me to use such an expression—

is being put under some pressure. To be a non-executive director is not a small undertaking; 

it is a massive commitment and, certainly in the regulated industries, is becoming even more 

so. 

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: For years, we have had men who were on scores of 

boards. 

The Chairman: But not any longer. I was about to make the same point. At one stage, the 

marvellous Professor Smith was on, I think, 36 boards. There was also the chap who was on 

the board of Lonrho, who was on something like 28 boards. 

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: And those boards were seen as being very effective by the 

pensions industry. 

Q128   The Chairman: To be fair, I think that things have changed over the past 30 years 

and the institutional investors now have some teeth—all the better for overall 

performance—whereas they were previously much more laid back. I knew that Lord Brooke 

was going to come up with that statement, but it is no longer true. 
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Can you sufficiently compare the efforts made to increase diversity in companies based in 

different member states at present? Should there be EU-wide monitoring or reporting 

activities to facilitate robust comparisons? In other words, do you actually look at French, 

German and Swedish groups? 

Joanne Segars: From our perspective, we perceive that across Europe reporting is getting 

better. Clearly, different countries have different approaches, and all those approaches are 

really quite new. In France, Italy and Belgium, for example, the quota laws are really very 

new, so we are really waiting to see how all this beds in. Hopefully, we will be able to make 

some comparisons with those data. 

Otto Thoresen: It will be quite difficult, though. When you have such a difference in the 

structure of shareholdings and a difference in the corporate governance model that applies, 

it is very difficult to try to untangle what is cause, what is effect and what things are proving 

to be positive for outcomes for shareholders, employees and customers. Certainly from my 

experience, what makes the UK quite different is the unitary board structure combined with 

the diversity of share ownership—the fact that there are many institutional shareholders 

with relatively small shareholdings. The approach that you take must take that into account. 

While it is inevitable that there will be tracking—and so there should be—we need to be 

careful about what conclusions we draw from the evidence that is thrown up. 

Joanne Segars: For that reason, we would be very wary of a one-size-fits-all approach. 

The Chairman: Subsidiarity, in other words. 

Liz Murrall: I think that it is very difficult to compare the position across Europe. If you look 

at reporting requirements, you have international accounting standards that set the 

requirements for the back of the accounts but national standards cover all the narrative 

reporting. As part of its drive to improve the narrative reports, the UK Government 

consulted on requiring listed companies to disclose the proportion of female directors and 
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females in the workforce, and we are awaiting the outcome of that. There is not a uniform 

approach across Europe on those issues. 

It is worth highlighting that in March this year the European Round Table of Industrialists 

launched two initiatives. First, it got three of the main search companies in the EU to list 

their nominated female candidates for board appointments so that people could look at 

those lists. Secondly, it has undertaken to publish tables every year whereby those 

companies that have signed up will publish their total female headcount in the workforce, the 

number of women in leading positions and what their targets are. Each year, those tables will 

be updated and they will be public information. I think that 32 companies have signed up to 

that, including Siemens, Total, Telefónica, BASF and Philips. 

Q129  The Chairman: That is very interesting. Would you recommend that for every 

country in Europe? 

Liz Murrall: That is a Europe-wide initiative, which I think is very much welcome. 

The Chairman: Should there be an EU approach to reporting everything like that? Should 

it be mandatory? We do not want more regulation from the EU, but it seems like best 

practice. 

Liz Murrall: Best practice is finding its own solution. 

Q130   Lord Kakkar: In terms of making investment decisions, would it matter if we did 

not have a way of making these EU-wide comparisons? 

Otto Thoresen: If the question is about how an institutional investor makes a decision about 

investing in share X or share Y, where share X is UK based and share Y is France based, the 

approach that the investor will take to evaluating the investment case will of course include a 

multitude of different dimensions but there will definitely be a piece about the approach to 

governance, how effective the board structure looks and how committed the non-executives 

are to providing that oversight in the right way. Having that oversight in place is a critical 
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part of a business’s success and, as we have already discussed, this dimension is a critical part 

of that working well. Anything that helps investors to make that decision against some sort 

of benchmark that they have in their head about what good looks like will contribute to the 

decision. However, as I said earlier and as has been reflected by other panel members, other 

factors in that corporate governance discussion are also important, so one statistic on its 

own does not give you enough of an answer—there is not enough richness in that. 

Q131   The Chairman: Can I just ask an additional question? In your experience, do 

boards ever say, “Well, 74% of the purchasing decisions about our products are made by 

women. What is the perception out there among our consumers or customers about 

whether we are female oriented or whether we regard women as sentient human beings 

with brains?” Does that ever come into their thought processes? 

Otto Thoresen: Absolutely it does, but it varies by sector. Some of the analysis that I saw in 

preparation for today showed quite a different mix in terms of penetration of females at 

board level within the retail sector, especially when you move into fashion and related 

sectors. Where your business strategy has a strong retailing component and your ability to 

position your organisation effectively in the market is critical to success, this is already part 

of the conversation. In organisations where historically results have been driven more by 

financial performance and financial performance is more about your ability to manage a 

balance sheet or to manage margin, perhaps that has been less so. However, I think that that 

is changing, because the piece that is also being focused on now is the culture of the firm—

that is particularly topical, given some of the discussions that are going on currently—and 

culture is something that is many-faceted and is controlled by so many elements of the way 

that a business is run. The tone of the board’s engagement is very much a part of that. So 

that is becoming far more a part of the discussion, whether from the customer perspective 

or the cultural perspective, than would have been the case a decade ago. 
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The Chairman: That is very interesting. 

Q132   Earl Liverpool: You may have answered this slightly already when you said that 

there is not a consistent approach across Europe. Given that there is not a consistent 

approach across Europe, how else but through EU legislation can we ensure that there is 

Europe-wide engagement with the diversity agenda? 

Liz Murrall: The voluntary, market-led approach has worked in the UK. A number of EU 

member states have equivalent corporate governance codes, and I think that is something 

that we would prefer to see given time to take effect. All this is very new. If it does not 

work, perhaps in three to five years we could revisit the situation. 

Joanne Segars: I very much agree with that. I think that we are seeing uptake of these issues 

across Europe. I have already talked about a number of countries that have introduced 

quotas. Other countries, such as Sweden, have a more “comply or explain” type regime 

similar to ours. I think that we are seeing this work its way across Europe. I very much agree 

with Liz Murrall that we need to let the rules that are there within member states, which 

have been designed around the corporate governance structures and the other corporate 

laws within those member states, bed down and start to have some effect before we 

consider such a regulatory approach.  

Otto Thoresen: I think that we are all saying the same thing. Given the way that our 

markets operate, it is better to have the statement of intent and the clarity at European level 

of what is required and what we are trying to get to but then allow the individual countries, 

given their background history and structures, to move in the way that they see as most 

effective. 

Q133   Baroness Scott of Needham Market: I am just curious about the reservations 

that have been expressed about what has happened in Norway. If similar quotas were rolled 

out to other countries in Europe, is there a danger that, five years down the road, we will be 
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saying, “All this stuff about getting women on boards has been a dreadful and dismal failure”, 

and that will just be a reason to ignore it? That is perhaps the other side of the danger of 

waiting five years. I do not know, but I just want to put that point to you. 

Otto Thoresen: Perhaps I could answer that from a UK perspective, because I do not feel 

qualified—despite my parentage—to comment very much more on the non-UK aspects of 

this. I have no fears of the approach that we are currently taking in the UK; I see it as 

massively positive. I think that it is positive at many levels, not just because the diversity issue 

around the board table is being given far more emphasis with some very specific areas being 

focused on with a view to trying to improve the mix but because the issue is also beginning 

to trickle down into a far clearer approach within firms on how they can bring through more 

of their female talent. That is now beginning to move into a broader diversity discussion 

around talent. For me, that is wholly positive and I see no real risk in that. If you were to 

apply a quotas approach, I would start to become concerned about the loss of talent that 

already sits around board tables and the artificiality that would be constructed around that. 

Joanne Segars: I think that that is absolutely right. What we really need to focus on is how 

we bring up talent through the ranks, whether that is female talent rather than aspects of 

diversity that we have not really talked about and where the political debate has not focused 

either. For me, it is about how we increase the potential pool of boardroom talent through 

the executive directors route and to focus much more on how we build a broader diversity 

approach to boardroom composition. 

Liz Murrall: I do not have much else to add, other than to say that member states are at 

differing levels in terms of the number of women in the pipeline. Scandinavian companies are 

much more receptive, given the planning and flexibility that they offer. I think that it would 

be very difficult to impose a one-size-fits-all approach. 



 44 

Q134   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Coming back to the Davies approach, what 

difference will the changes to corporate governance codes made by Lord Davies, particularly 

on “narrative reporting”, make to the role of institutional investors? Would you support 

these systems being in place throughout the EU? 

Liz Murrall: I think that the FRC has put the recommendations that Lord Davies made into 

the code, although they will not be effective until the financial year beginning on or after 

October this year, so we have not yet seen what impact that will have. There are already 

requirements in the code for companies to explain their nominations process. However, on 

the need to consider gender diversity as part of the search, Lord Davies’s recommendations 

have not yet been made effective. 

The Chairman: But they definitely will be. 

Liz Murrall: Yes. 

Otto Thoresen: As I said earlier, I think that we are beginning to see signs of businesses 

responding even though the full weight of the law is not there yet. We have not yet had a 

chance to study how good the quality of that is. The quality of these explanations is 

everything. It is one thing to put in a boiler-plate statement, but that is not really taking you 

very far. 

Joanne Segars: I absolutely agree with that. I think that those will give us some basis on 

which, as institutional investors, we can really start engagement with companies going 

forward. 

The Chairman: That is all very encouraging. This is really the voluntary approach working 

effectively—at least we hope. 

Otto Thoresen: As I say—this is probably where we need to push things on a bit—in 

addition to tracking women’s progress at non-executive level on boards, we also need to 

begin to see what is happening within firms with the supply side, if you like, so that they 
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create an environment where people can prosper and break through to be the talent that 

will move on to boards in the future. 

Q135   Baroness Scott of Needham Market: This question follows on, really. In terms 

of sticks and carrots, the National Association of Pension Funds raises the possibility of 

voting against the re-election of the chairman of the nominations committee if it looks as 

though gender diversity is not being taken seriously. I am curious to hear how widespread 

support for that sort of approach is. Should that kind of approach be formalised in any way, 

at either national or EU level? 

Joanne Segars: Certainly, that is one of the features of our own corporate governance 

guidelines and corporate governance policies. Of course it is always open to institutional 

investors to vote against particular policies with which they are not content—we have seen 

that over the course of the “shareholder spring”, I suppose. As institutional investors, we 

hope that we will not get to that because we will have had good and meaningful engagement 

with companies and, as a result of what they have heard from institutional investors—

whether they are pension funds, insurance companies or asset managers—will have 

responded to what they are hearing from their owners or shareholders. However, it is 

always open to institutional investors to vote against the reappointment of the nominations 

committee or chair or what have you. For us, that is the ultimate sanction—I suppose the 

other ultimate sanction is to disinvest from that company—but we would hope that we 

would not get to that. As long-term investors, we want to be long-term holders of assets 

and see long-term improvements in corporate performance, which is what will deliver good 

returns to pension funds and pension fund members. 

Liz Murrall: Very often, the whole nominations process in companies is not necessarily as 

transparent to investors as some would like. Following changes to the corporate governance 

code, in 80% of boards in the FTSE 350 all directors stand for re-election every year so 
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shareholders have much more say on who is on the board. As regards voting against the 

chair of the nominations committee, I would say that if the nominations committee has failed 

to put in place a board that was the best fit for the company, it would be appropriate to 

vote in that way. 

Otto Thoresen: The discussion has been quite positive and upbeat up to this point. I sense 

that the way that this begins to make a difference is by providing us with better information 

on how things are developing and where the trends are to allow us to have an engagement 

with the board and with the nominations committee chair around why they are thinking the 

way that they are thinking and why they are perhaps not making as much progress as one 

would like. I think that there is quite a bit of time between now and when you will start to 

see significant numbers of nominations committee chairs being voted out on an issue like this 

because, to be honest, there is so much in the context of this and there is so much to 

making the right decision for the good of the board in terms of the skills available now as 

well as the business of the future. But I think that the basis of engagement with the board 

will become much richer as this process moves forward. For me, that is the most important 

first step. 

Q136  Baroness Valentine: Talking about boards that are fit for purpose—you were 

talking about some of the different sectors—if you took a typically very male sector such as 

the transport sector, surely 50% of the customers in that sector will be female. If there is no 

female on the board, do you automatically think, “Maybe there is a problem here”, or are we 

talking about a different set of skills such as knowing how to make trains or something? 

Joanne Segars: Again, I suspect that that might vary from company to company. It is really 

about the quality of the board. I am sure that there are many excellent women engineers—

again, that is one of the things that the country needs more of—but it is about the quality of 

the board. 
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Q137   Baroness Valentine: I am trying to differentiate between the right words to say 

and the reality, but it seems to me that there is quite a big question about certain types of 

transport companies, where more or less 50% of the customers will be female. You would 

have thought that, where there is an all-male board, there should be quite a big question 

about whether the mix is right. 

Otto Thoresen: Earlier we were talking about the financial sector and we talked about risk, 

and risk tends to be characterised in terms of business failure or failure to meet customers’ 

expectations in terms of promises. In the transport sector, risk might mean the accident 

record and the health and safety of employees, so it is not too difficult to get to a place 

where you can begin to see that that diversity agenda absolutely fits full square with the firm. 

That will differ from sector to sector, and the balance of what makes a well-run board will 

be slightly different for each of those sectors, but I think that there will be very few sectors 

where there will not be a very strong argument that diversity is right. Whether the number 

of non-executives on the board who do not fit the classic male stereotypes should be 10% 

or 20% or 5% is where the discussion comes in, because of the skills balance that you are 

trying to create within the firm. 

Joanne Segars: Yes, we need to think about diversity across the piece, not just in terms of 

male/female. 

The Chairman: Also, we are falling into the trap of looking for the board members to have 

the attributes that everybody accepts are more female than male. One really good way on to 

the board of a corporate is to have a first-class finance person, and women are pretty good 

at finance. We also have women engineers. We have women personnel people. Where you 

have these huge organisations with more than 100,000 employees and there is nobody on 

the board with any personnel experience from somewhere else, that is an issue. And then 

there is the transference of skills and knowledge across boards. You can put someone like a 
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finance director—I know this—on to the board of an airline and suddenly this finance 

director becomes an expert in safety because you are hearing all these reports and 

passenger complaints. We should not think of women on the boards as bringing a special 

woman’s perspective; they are bringing skills. I think that we should not fall into that trap. 

That is just an observation. 

Joanne Segars: I absolutely agree with you. There is a view that we will end up with women 

on the boards of sort of female-type companies. 

Q138   The Chairman: When I was mentioning about women being responsible for 74% 

of purchasing decisions, I was actually thinking of male things such as motor cars. Even when 

there was a huge business component in motor car sales, it was the women who always 

made the final decision—the wives at home said, “I don’t want a blue car; I want a red one.” 

That is taking it to the ridiculous, but the reality is that the women do have this huge effect. 

They use things in their brains that are not necessarily female, because they are specific 

about what is going on. I just do not want us to fall into that trap. 

Anyway, the last question now falls to me. Is there any role for an accreditation system to 

demonstrate easily whether a company is taking diversity seriously, along the lines of 

Investors in People? If so, should that be at an EU or national level? 

Liz Murrall: I suppose in a way that the initiative that I referred to—the European Round 

Table of Industrialists—is developing its own market-led solution. 

Joanne Segars: I think that we would be very cautious of an Investors in People-style 

approach at this stage. I think that a market-led solution such as Liz Murrall mentioned will 

be one way to go. Of course, the FRC has started to produce some good meaningful data, 

on which we can really have those valuable engagements with companies. 
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Otto Thoresen: Certainly the first step for me would be the quality of the explanations, the 

clarity of intent and the clear adoption of the purpose behind this, which is a more effective 

board and a more successful business. 

Q139   Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: Going back to the Davies report and the initiatives 

that he has taken, we are now seeing—to use your phrase—very rapid progress and it looks 

as if the target set for 2015, certainly for the FTSE 100 companies, may be met. If in fact the 

target of 15% is being met and then we hear from other evidence that there is a fear that 

this may not be sustainable because it is done on a voluntary basis, would you raise 

objections to putting the target, which will have been hit, into legislation as a quota? 

Otto Thoresen: From our point of view, the arguments that we have been making for the 

past 45 minutes would still hold. I think that it will be fantastic if we make that progress, but 

I suspect that it will be progress in some segments and not all. It is not necessarily the case 

that the progress will be easily sustained because the supply pipeline is still— 

Q140  Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: If that is the issue, is that not a case for quotas? 

Otto Thoresen: I disagree. I think that makes a case for focusing far more of our attention 

on what is being done to improve and increase the supply side, which is what gives you 

sustainability. Action is already being taken in the best firms on this stuff and more of it 

needs to be done. 

Lord Brooke of Alverthorpe: But Lord Davies tells us that the supply is phenomenal. 

Joanne Segars: If that is the case, that is an excellent thing, but I very much agree with Otto 

Thoresen that this is about how we build sustainability. We have a very good pool of women 

at the moment who are on boards. I am encouraged by the data coming from the 30% Club 

that shows that 60% of board appointments are not from the “usual suspects” of board 

appointees, so we are broadening out and getting a more diverse cross-section of women on 
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boards, which I think is excellent. We have to focus on how we build that supply chain of 

talent coming through. For me, that is absolutely critical. 

The Chairman: Liz Murrall will have the last word. 

Liz Murrall: We need diversity in boards, but we also need diversity among boards. It 

should not be that one size fits all. 

The Chairman: I am sure that the Committee will agree that this has been a wonderful 

session. Thank you very much. You have been very helpful and you have certainly clarified 

many of the points that were outstanding in our minds. As I said, you will receive a transcript 

of today’s session, but if you also think—I usually end up by saying this—that there was a 

question or questions that we should have asked but did not ask, please ask us to ask them 

or write to us with supplementary evidence. Every bit of information that we have—we are 

not going to print it all, of course—will help us. Thank you very much indeed. 


