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Catch 22 for women Neds

How can female executives join a board? Cranfield thinks it may have the
answer with a list of 100 hopefuls

Carly Chynoweth Published: 8 September 2013
&= Print

Women should do what gets them recognised, adwises Direct Line s Angela Mormison (Dan Lewis)

When Christine Tacon asks chairmen for advice on securing her firstrole as a
non-executive director (Ned) in a public company, she receives a consistent response:
get ple board experience.

There seems to be less interest in candidates whose experience has been gained in
other ways, said Tacon, who was managing director of Co-operative Farms before
moving to a portfolio career.

This, she thinks, is because there are so many people locking for Ned appointments
that companies feel they can hold out for “safe” candidates rather than take a risk on
someone who is interesting but does not fit the standard mould.

“] have had meetings and dinners — I am not getting the cold shoulder — but there is
an enormous swell of people looking for Ned positions now,” said Tacon, who holds a
number of public appointments, including being a Ned at the Met Office and the
government’s Groceries Code Adjudicator, or supermarket ombudsman. “There is a big
pool of talented people who are interested, so companies have a huge amount of choice.
They are locking for people who are perfect.”

Hunada Nouss, chief financial officer of the Children’s Investment Fund Foundation
and a former director of the Department for Work and Pensions, can tell a similar
story: “It’s very much that headhunters go for round pegs in round holes, and I've never
regarded myself as a round-peg person.

“And there are more people looking for opportunities. I have male friends who tell me
that it is quite tough out there and that, unless you are on the A-list, vou are fishting to
get noticed.”

Kate Grussing, managing director of Sapphire Partners, a search firm, agreed: “There
are many more women seelking board roles . . . [and] boards are being far more specific
with the criteria they are giving headhunters about the competences they are looking
for. That's a good thing that is being driven by better board evaluation.”

However, this does not mean recruiters should look for those skills only in the usual
places, she added. More can be done to encourage chairmen and reeruiters to think
creatively about how and where they might be found.

That is one of the reasons why Cranfield University’s International Centre for Women
Leaders publishes an annual list of 100 Women to Watch, said Professor Susan
Vinnicombe, the centre’s director. The list contains the names of women who sit on
FTSE 100 executive committees or hold very senior positions in other organisations.
“These women are an immediate pool of talent who deserve serious consideration.

“We did not want companies just to recyele women who were already there, as
happened in Norway when it brought in a quota,” said Vinnicombe, who was a
member of the Davies steering committee which recommended that FTSE 100 boards
comprise 25% women directors by 2015. “But search companies were telling us that
there were not enough women available, which got us very irritated.”

The list appears to have had some success in getting recruiters’ attention, or at leastin
identifying women who are of interest to boards, with seven women from the 2012 list
securing a first board appointment — six in Ned roles and one in an executive
directorship.

This number “isn’t exactly great”, said Vinnicombe. “It is a bit disappointing when you
set it alongside other evidence that two-thirds of the women appointed to the FTSE 100
recently were new to its boards but the majority had held board appointments
elsewhere — for example, in companies listed abroad. People aren’t really looking
beyond the usual experiences; they still want that safety factor.”

The best chairmen are open to candidates from less obvious backerounds, said
Grussing. “When headhunters or chairmen say that they have looked and there is just
no one out there, they have to look harder. You have to bring a lateral perspective. For
example, someone might not have chief executive or finance director experience on a
ple board, which is always the dream background for a Ned, but they might have done
it at a huge division or subsidiary of a big, complex multinational, which I would argue
is pretty compelling experience.”

Apart from being “a goldmine” of names, the list of 100 Women to Watech could also
add a stamp of approval to women who might be perceived as less obvicus choices, said
Grussing. “Chairmen and headhunters are by their nature risk-averse — you want
prudent people on boards — so [the realisation] that the women have appeared on the
list does give them a degree of comfort,” she said.

On Thursday, the women on this year’s list, including Tacon and Nouss, will be
celebrated in an event at the House of Commeons. Grussing is a big supporter of the
event, but she also wants to make sure that people do not focus so sharply on Ned
issues that questions about the number of women appointed to executive directorships
get drowned out.

“It’s high time for some of the oxygen from this debate to be devoted to the women who
are going to be our future chief executives and chief financial officers,” she said. “If I
had the choice between contacting a woman for a Ned role or a chief executive role, I
would counsel her on the steps to take to become chief executive.”

Put your head over the parapet

Angela Morrison, chief information officer at Direct Line and one of this year's 100
Women to Wateh, took a one-year career break between leaving JSainsbury and joining
the insurer two years ago.

“During that time I looked at whether I should consider plural opportunities or take
another executive role, and all the feedback I got was in favour of executive,” she said.

The role she took includes a seat on the company’s executive committee, and Paul
Geddes, her chief executive, is supporting her in her search for a Ned position on
another ple board. She has had some interest already but does not want to rush into
things.

“You have to be very selective about the role you take,” Morrison said. “It needs to be
the right fit for your skills and vou need to know that you will get along with the others
on the board.”

Being on the list of 100 Women to Watch has raised her profile but she is not relying on
that alone. Networling, she believes, is vital in ensuring that people know you are
interested in opportunities.

“My advice to other women is to be bold,” she said. “Make sure that you do things that
get you recognised. Women tend not to do that. But if vou want to be up there, you
have to put your head above the parapet and take a few risks.”
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