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n   Executive Summary

All discord, it has been said, is simply harmony misunderstood. And so it is with 
diverse boards.

Built around like-minded individuals and recruited largely from personal contacts, 
boardrooms were traditionally homogenous places – white males nearing 
retirement age with plc director experience, as Sir Derek Higgs reported in his 
2003 review.

For boards, diversity posed an unknown risk and threatened the tried and tested 
ways of doing business. Commercial success, however, is not sustainable in 
isolation. Against the backdrop of globalisation, diversity has become a defining 
feature of high performing organisations – it drives innovation, expands access to 
talent and encourages independent challenge and debate.

The promotion of women to corporate boardrooms is an enhanced area of focus 
for governments, the media and companies themselves. Research continues to 
show that gender diversity, appropriately managed, challenges ‘groupthink’ and 
appears tied to superior financial performance. 

Diversity however is not solely a gender issue. This paper, based on Odgers 
Berndtson’s extensive experience in helping boards recruit the most diverse 
teams, and our discussions with board directors, considers diversity more widely.  
Functional background, age, and cultural experience – as well as gender – are all 
important considerations in building diverse boards capable of providing a broad 
range of perspectives and challenge.

We conclude that creating a diverse, inclusive and distinctly talented board 
requires the leadership of a strong chair. He or she is tasked with managing the 
similarities and differences of the board to achieve enhanced business results.

No longer viewed as an indulgence or a commercial luxury, for global firms, diverse 
board composition is not a question of ‘if ’ but simply ‘when’.
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n   The Business Case

Malcolm Forbes describes it as “the art of 
thinking independently together.” For Bill 
Gates, it is “the collaborative energy that is 
created when talented people from different 
backgrounds come together.” Regardless 
of the interpretation you subscribe to, the 
business case for diversity is hard to deny.

The latest evidence suggests that diverse 
boards have quantifiable business benefits. 
Studies by the Harvard Business Review, 
McKinsey and others have found that, 
on average, organisations with a strong 
commitment to diversity outperform their 
peers. They are more productive, more 
innovative and generally more profitable. 

The history books of corporate governance 
are littered with failures on the part of 
management to consider differing points 
of view. A diverse mix of backgrounds 
and perspectives in the boardroom can 
help guard against this risk, and can help 
contribute to a culture which embraces 
debate, challenge and openness to different 
perspectives.

n   Women On Boards –    
 A Demand To Double The   
 Numbers

One aspect of board diversity – the number 
of women directors – is easily tracked and 
has long been a topic of hot debate.

The number of female board appointments 
has improved in recent years, but only 
slowly. Between 2003 and 2010 the 
percentage of women on the boards of FTSE 
100 companies rose by just four percentage 
points from 8.6% (101 directorships) to 
12.5% (135 directorships). 
The pressure is now on to make a step-
change in progress. The Davies Review, 
led by Lord Davies, former chairman of 

Standard Chartered and later a government 
business minister, has called for FTSE 
100 boards to achieve a minimum of 25% 
female representation by 2015. 

The ‘30% Club,’ backed by several FTSE 
chairs, seeks to go further and achieve 30% 
female representation on large company 
boards by the same 2015 deadline.

Davies has warned that, should his 
recommended targets not be achieved on a 
voluntary basis, then government-imposed 
quotas may follow, an approach either 
already adopted or being considered by 
several European governments, including 
Norway, France, Spain and Finland.
UK business has made its opposition 
to quotas clear – imposed targets were 
criticised as “demeaning to women” by the 
Institute of Directors and labelled as “bad 
for business” by the Confederation of British 
Industry. Such opposition only makes the 
need to achieve progress on a voluntary 
basis even more urgent.

n   Delivering Davies

The Davies Review proposes a regime of 
enhanced transparency and disclosure 
in order to encourage and spread best 
practice. 

His recommendations for companies, their 
boards, and chairs, are as follows:

• FTSE 100 boards should aim for a 
minimum of 25% female representation 
by 2015.

• Chairmen of FTSE 350 companies should 
disclose the percentage of women they 
aim to have on their boards.

• Quoted companies should disclose 
each year the proportion of women on 
the board, women in senior executive 
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positions and female employees in the 
organisation.

• Companies are also expected to disclose in 
the annual report meaningful information 
about the company’s appointment 
process and how it addresses diversity, 
including a description of the search and 
nominations process.

• Chief Executives should review the 
percentage of women they aim to have on 
their Executive Committees.

• In the search for new members, boards 
are encouraged to target female 
executives within the corporate sector as 
well as women from outside the corporate 
mainstream.

• Non-executive board positions should 
periodically be advertised.

Meeting Lord Davies’ target of 25% by 
2015 is a tough challenge. However, 
since his recommendations were first 
introduced in early 2011, there has been a 
marked increase in the number of female 
appointments to FTSE 100 and FTSE 250 
boards.  

The percentage of female directors on FTSE 
100 boards now stands at 17.3% (up from 
12.5%), while the percentage of FTSE 250 
female directors is 12% (up from 7.8%).  
In addition, there are only eight all-male 
boards in the FTSE 100 (down from 21), 
while the FTSE 250 has seen the number of 
all-male boards decrease from 131 to 79. 

Regulators have also paid attention. 
In September 2012, the UK Corporate 
Governance Code was revised to require 
companies to publish their policy on 
boardroom diversity and report against it 
annually.

Although these early indications suggest 
that Lord Davies’ recommendations are 

being heeded in Britain’s boardrooms, the 
current pace of change must be maintained 
if the target of 25% is to be reached by 
2015.

n   Widening The Pool – Start   
 With The Brief

Lord Davies rightly argues that boards 
should consider talented women from the 
corporate sector as well as looking beyond 
the corporate mainstream. In order to 
attract such individuals, it is important 
that candidate briefs or job specifications 
are not drafted in such a way that have the 
inevitable effect of excluding women.

Many nomination committees say that 
they only wish to consider experienced 
non-executive directors for a given 
appointment (though there are clearly 
circumstances where this is the right 
approach), or candidates who have been 
an executive director of a quoted company. 
Narrowing the selection criteria in this way 
immediately limits the pool of candidates 
and is unhelpful to the cause of increasing 
the number of female board appointments.

Once the ‘must have prior board experience’ 
requirement is lifted, a wealth of new talent 
becomes available. Professional advisers, 
whether corporate financiers, lawyers, 
accountants or strategy consultants, have 
knowledge and experience from a wide 
range of business and sectors that can make 
them valuable non-executive directors.
 
Equally, human resources directors have 
experience in some of the thorniest 
issues the board has to deal with, namely, 
remuneration, succession planning, 
integration and restructuring.

Given the increasing pressure that 
remuneration committees find themselves 
under, appointing HR Directors to non-
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executive positions makes good sense. 
Indeed, it is noteworthy that several 
prominent HR Directors have recently been 
appointed to their first non-executive role.

n  Beyond Gender

Raising the number of women on boards 
is an important, perhaps critical, aspect of 
boardroom diversity. But it is not the only 
one.

Euleen Goh, non-executive director of 
Singapore Airlines, says: “When looking at 
diversity, gender diversity tends to be the 
easiest. The most obvious statistic is that 
half of the world is female, and half of the 
world’s customers are women.” 

It is vital that boards view diversity through 
the broadest possible lens. As Sir Martin 
Broughton, Chairman of British Airways, 
has said: “It may be gender diversity, it 
may be a racial mix and it may just be a 
background mix. What you don’t want are 
clones, you want a wide range of expertise.”

This ‘wide range of expertise’ can be 
considered in a number of ways, including 
experience of varied industries or 
corporate functions, age, or knowledge of 
international markets and cultures.

n   Broad Commercial    
 Experience

A board where the non-executive directors 
consist solely of current or former chief 
executives cannot be considered diverse, 
no matter how talented the individuals 
concerned. Equally, a board of directors 
drawn from a narrow range of sectors 
may carry with it a set of assumptions and 
prejudices.

As companies look for new ways to leverage 
knowledge and experience for competitive 
advantage, the board directors of 
tomorrow are likely to come from different 
commercial backgrounds. Wendy Becker, 
non-executive director at Whitbread, told 
us: “Being a successful NED is about asking 
questions. Having experience in different 
contexts and visibility across all functions 
throughout your career can assist in this 
regard.”

To this end, boards may wish to draw 
on candidates with an understanding of 
communications, human resources, or 
strategic development to ensure a breadth 
of experience among the non-executive 
directors.

Academics or scientists may have a valuable 
contribution, depending on the company 
and its sector. Equally, public sector 
experience may be desirable. Not only are 
public sector boards a good training ground 
for corporate boards, they often involve 
managing complex situations where there 
is a high level of risk. For boards seeking 
greater engagement or influence with 
government, former government ministers 
or officials can make useful additions to the 
board.

Entrepreneurs who have founded and run 
their own business tend to be overlooked 
for board positions. But, as competition 
for resources, talent and opportunities 
intensifies, innovation remains a 
key element for long term growth. 
Entrepreneurs can provide companies 
with a different business perspective – that 
creative spark or independent voice your 
board may be lacking.

Luke Johnson, Chairman of Risk Capital 
Partners, a prominent entrepreneur and 
experienced non-executive director, told 
us: “If the plc world continued to rely on a 
relatively small gene pool, none of whom 
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has been a founder or owner of a business 
then that’s not a recipe for business success 
in the 21st century.”

He argues that entrepreneurs can bring 
a dynamic additional quality to a board. 
“There is a tendency for boards to become 
bureaucratic. They take few or no risks, play 
it safe, fail to innovate and allow decision-
making to become smothered by committee. 
An entrepreneur can bring a sense of 
urgency. They have dynamism, decisiveness 
and innovative abilities that are crucial to 
any successful organisation.”

n   World View

While all politics is said to be local, business 
is increasingly global. It is estimated that 
more than 75% of the revenues of FTSE 
100 companies derive from outside the UK. 
There can be few companies who remain 
unaffected by the growth of China, India and 
other emerging markets.

To stay competitive in this marketplace, 
boards should consider individuals with 
experience in international markets 
and environments. Euleen Goh says: 
“International board members understand 
the culture, have the networks and 
appreciate the nuances of doing business 
in different markets. It’s embedded in the 
psyche.”

While there are difficulties associated with 
appointing non-executive directors who are 
physically located in a variety of different 
time zones, there are an increasing number 
of UK-based non-executive directors 
with extensive international experience, 
language skills and empathy for different 
business cultures.

Fields Wicker-Miurin, an experienced non-
executive director who also offers first-hand 
knowledge of the US, Europe and emerging 

markets, told us that this international 
experience was at least part of the reason 
for her appointment at a company that 
sought to expand overseas. She says: “The 
board hoped I would bring an in-depth 
understanding of other cultures and 
how business gets done in very different 
environments around the world. This is a 
critical area for any company that operates 
internationally.”

She added: “It’s about more than knowing 
other countries – it’s about having deep 
empathy for a world view that is not Anglo-
American. It can be difficult for an expat 
employee of a large multinational to achieve 
that, since often expats live in a parallel 
reality to what is happening under the radar 
screen in a country.”

n   Age Range

The range of directors’ ages on a board is a 
further aspect of diversity. An individual’s 
age is likely to inform some of the attitudes 
that they bring to the boardroom and hence 
the perspective they offer.  

At one end of the spectrum, this may 
mean encouraging younger non-executive 
directors. Research from Odgers Berndtson 
has found that in AIM-listed companies, 197 
(10.8%) executive directors and 92 (4.7%) 
non-executive directors are aged 40 or 
under. 

In the FTSE 250, 38 (5.4%) executive 
directors and nine (0.8%) non-executive 
directors are aged 40 or under while in the 
FTSE 100, the numbers fall further, with 27 
(5%) executive directors and only seven 
(1%) non-executive directors below that 
age. 

Plainly, larger and more complex companies 
need non-executives with broader 
experience; we certainly do not advocate 
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FTSE 100 companies appointing a raft of 
young non-executive directors for the sake 
of it. Nevertheless, companies for whom the 
rise of social networking or sustainability 
concerns are business-critical trends may 
well see value in introducing younger blood 
to the board.

At the other end of the scale, boards should 
be conscious to avoid ageism. In the past, 
any director aged 70 or above was obliged 
to submit him or herself to annual re-
election of shareholders, a requirement that 
needlessly drew attention to a director’s 
age. 

Under new Code rules, however, the full 
board is submitted for annual re-election, 
rendering the ‘70-and-above’ rule moot. 
As life expectancy continues to rise, there 
is obvious value in tapping the wisdom, 
experience and energy that seasoned 
directors can offer. 

n   Managing Diversity

While there are compelling arguments in 
favour of broadly diverse boards, diversity 
for its own sake will not improve board 
effectiveness. Wendy Becker argues that 
although ‘groupthink’ can be harmful, a 
board incapable of agreeing a common view 
is likely to be equally weak.
 
She says: “If diversity is not handled 
properly it can be confusing. A diverse 
board must work together as a team to be 
helpful to the management. In this sense, 

being an NED is not just about saying yes or 
no, but instead, is about influencing over the 
long term to shape the company’s agenda.”

Luke Johnson argues that entrepreneurs 
can make a vivid contribution as non-
executives, but notes that many will need 
to adapt their style to be effective on a plc 
board. He says: “It’s a matter of education. 
Entrepreneurs need to learn the rules – they 
can’t call the shots or simply demand things. 
Entrepreneurs must recognise that they are 
one of many on the board and that decisions 
are achieved via consensus.”

He adds: “It is important that there is good 
communication before a board takes on 
a proven entrepreneur as an NED, so that 
expectations are clearly understood. An 
entrepreneur needs to understand the 
rigmarole that comes with the territory of a 
plc board and may need to adjust their style 
to ensure that they fit. The diplomacy bit 
can be hard.”

Ensuring that board diversity leads to 
harmony and not cacophony is plainly one 
of the chairman’s core responsibilities. As 
the revised Code makes clear: “The onus is 
on the chairman to create an effective board 
and set the tone of the company’s values, 
culture and behaviour.”

A chair must ensure the board is sufficiently 
diverse to consider varied perspectives 
and grasp new opportunities, and yet 
equally able to reach decisions and set the 
company’s direction clearly. The best chairs 
and nomination committees are adept at 
maintaining this balance.
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n   Making Diversity Work

Over the past 20 years, boards and chairs 
have moved from appointing directors who 
they already know to seeking individuals 
who will independently and constructively 
challenge the status quo where necessary.

Equally, it is now well accepted that the 
best boards are those that bring a range of 
perspectives, skills and experiences to bear.

While the number of women directors is an 
important element of board diversity, and 
a topic currently attracting a high degree of 
attention from policymakers and the media 
alike, it is just one aspect of the issue.

Chairmen and nomination committees 
should adopt a wide interpretation of 
diversity to include a mix of cultural, 
functional and generational experience. As 
the Davies Review makes clear, “greater 
emphasis should be placed on a broader 
mix of skills and experience” on the board.

Boards that are not only gender diverse, 
but possess a range of human capital 
qualities are more likely to be in touch with 
customers’ demands, investor expectations, 
and the concerns of staff. They can also 
provide enhanced understanding of 
emerging markets, specialist knowledge 
and new industry trends.

The role of the chair is critical in ensuring 
diverse perspectives are integrated without 
destabilising existing board dynamics. Get it 
wrong and the board can lack cohesion and 
harmony. Get it right and the deliberative 
powers and commercial abilities of the 
board are enhanced. 

Diversity, properly considered in the 
broadest sense, is therefore not an 
additional compliance burden but a route 
to better board decision-making and, 
ultimately, commercial success.
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n   About Odgers Berndtson

Odgers Berndtson is one of the leading 
international executive search firms and 
the largest in the UK. Our reputation 
for excellence and integrity has been 
established over 40 years. We act as trusted 
advisors to clients who need help recruiting 
for important positions.

Odgers Berndtson’s Board Practice is 
responsible for some of the most important 
recent Chairman and Non-Executive 
Director appointments as well as for 
executive board roles.

As part of a truly global firm, the Board 
Practice spans all major markets. We work 
with a wide range of FTSE and AIM-listed 
companies, international groups, private 
equity-backed businesses, family-owned 
organisations, and small and medium sized 
enterprises.

We have a thorough understanding of 
board and committee structures, and board 
dynamics. Our team includes experienced 
directors of publicly quoted and privately 
held companies. In short, we know how 
boards work.

Odgers Berndtson has been an influential 
voice in the corporate governance debate. 
We understand how the principles of good 
governance, applied practically and not by 
rote, can help create strong, effective boards 
that add real value to an organisation.

Our wide experience and deep knowledge 
is brought to bear on every board 
appointment we undertake.

n   Our People

n Virgina Bottomley 
Virginia chairs the Odgers 
Berndtson Board Practice. 
The Board Practice 
conducts searches for 
chairs, chief executives and 

non-executive directors for plcs and private 
companies. 
virginia.bottomley@odgersberndtson.com

n Kit Bingham 
Kit is Partner and Head of 
the Chair & Non-Executive 
Director Practice. He joined 
after a career in financial 
journalism and financial 

public relations. He is a member of the 
Business Committee of Policy Exchange, the 
think-tank. 
kit.bingham@odgersberndtson.com

n Susanne Thorning-Lund 
Susanne is a Principal in the 
Chair and Non-Executive 
Director Practice. She has 
over ten years experience 
of advising on senior board 

appointments in family-owned businesses 
and pan-European engagements, working 
with our international partnership. 
Susanne.Thorning-Lund@odgersberndtson.
com

n Rachel Slattery 
Rachel is a Consultant in 
the Board Practice, working 
on executive, chair and 
nonexecutive appointments 
in all sectors. She read 

Economics at Cambridge before joining 
Arthur Andersen. Her executive search 
career began in 2000. 
rachel.slattery@odgersberndtson.com

n Contact Details
Tel: 020 7529 1111
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