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Foreword  
by Laura Carstensen

Increasing	diversity	at	board	level—and	throughout	companies—is	acknowledged	as	a	priority	by	
business,	government	and	regulators	as	well	many	shareholders	and	customers.	

Companies	have	made	welcome	progress	in	increasing	gender	diversity	on	boards	over	the	last	five	
years,	with	the	FTSE	100	sector	as	a	whole	meeting	the	25%	target	set	by	Lord	Davies	by	the	end	 
of	2015.	

However,	this	headline	achievement	masks	the	reality	of	how	individual	companies	are	performing:	
our	top	boards	still	remain	male	and	White,	and	the	lack	of	women	in	executive	director	roles	at	
Britain’s	biggest	companies	is	particularly	stark.	

Outdated	attitudes	and	opaque	selection	processes	make	improving	diversity	a	challenge.	Our	
inquiry	found	continuing	reliance	on	‘old	boys’	networks’	to	source	candidates,	reluctance	to	cast	
the	net	more	widely	and	selection	based	on	vague	notions	of	‘chemistry	and	fit’,	all	of	which	lead	to	
boards	recruiting	in	their	own	image.	Despite	the	evidence	that	many	firms	are	now	conducting	board	
evaluations	which	look	at	diversity,	too	few	actually	translate	these	into	setting	proper	targets	and	
action	plans.	And	a	worryingly	large	proportion	still	believe	that	positive	action	to	encourage		talented	
women	to	apply	for	roles,	or	provide	them	with	the	skills	to	do	so,	has	no	place	in	their	company.	

As	our	top	companies	compete	in	a	global	marketplace,	it	is	important	that	they	select	the	best	talent	
for	leadership	roles.	Research	has	shown	that	companies	with	more	diverse	boards	can	operate	
more	effectively,	by	understanding	their	customers,	and	more	innovatively,	by	being	more	open	to	
change.	This	can	in	turn	lead	to	increased	profits	and	returns	to	shareholders.	

But	this	is	not	just	about	company	growth;	it’s	about	doing	the	right	thing.	Equality	legislation	exists	to	
ensure	everybody	is	treated	fairly.	This	report	shows	that	while	there	has	been	progress	in	improving	
the	number	of	women	on	boards,	there	is	more	that	can	and	should	be	done.	Companies	need	to	
look	at	ways	of	improving	their	appointment	process	so	that	it	is	objective,	transparent	and	fair,	and	
selects	the	best	candidate	on	merit.	They	need	to	think	about	ways	of	broadening	the	candidate	
pool	so	they	consider	a	more	diverse	range	of	people	with	suitable	skills	and	experience.	And,	most	
challenging,	if	they	are	to	create	the	female	non-executive	and	executive	directors	of	the	future,	they	
need	to	consider	how	they	can	improve	the	diversity	of	their	talent	pipelines—and	this	means	thinking	
about	how	they	recruit,	retain,	develop	and	promote	employees.	

We	have	separately	published	‘How	to	improve	board	diversity:	a	six-step	guide	to	good	practice’.	I	
hope	this	inquiry	and	the	accompanying	guidance	will	be	useful	to	all	companies	trying	to	improve	
the	diversity	of	their	boards	and	their	pipeline.	British	companies	that	follow	our	approach	are	more	
likely	to	attract	the	best	talent	to	their	teams	and	grow	their	business	as	a	result.	

Laura Carstensen,  
Commissioner	at	the	Equality	and	Human	Rights	Commission
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Executive summary

Background 
In	July	2014	the	Equality	and	Human	Rights	Commission	(‘the	Commission’)	launched	
an	inquiry	into	how	the	UK’s	350	leading	companies	(the	FTSE	350),	and	the	executive	
search	firms	they	instruct,	recruit	and	select	people	for	board	director	roles.	Our	aim	was	
to	identify	whether	recruitment	and	selection	practices	are	transparent,	fair	and	result	in	
appointments	on	merit,	and	to	identify	areas	where	companies	and	their	agents	could	
make	improvements	to	these	practices	to	increase	the	diversity	of	company	boards.

We	wanted	to	examine	how	companies	used	the	legal	and	regulatory	framework	set	
out	in	the	Equality	Act	2010	and	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code,	to	facilitate	fairness,	
transparency	and	diversity	in	their	board	appointments.	

The	Equality	Act	2010	requires	that	employers	do	not	discriminate	in	recruitment	processes.	
It	also	allows	them	to	take	‘positive	action’	where	there	is	reason	to	think	that	a	particular	
group	is	under-represented.	The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	states	that	there	should	
be	a	formal,	rigorous	and	transparent	procedure	for	the	appointment	of	new	directors	to	the	
board	and	that	appointments	should	be	made	on	merit,	against	objective	criteria	and	with	
due	regard	for	the	benefits	of	diversity	on	the	board	(FRC,	2014,	p.11,	B.2).	

Our approach
Based	on	this	framework,	our	inquiry	examined	the	use	of:	

•	 board	evaluations	to	identify	required	skills,	experience	and	knowledge,	and	to	assess	
the	gender	balance	

•	 diversity	policies	that	include	aspirational	targets	for	increasing	the	number	of	women	at	
board	and	senior	management	level	

•	 role	descriptions	that	identify	required	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	
qualities

•	 search	processes	using	a	wide	range	of	channels,	including	advertising,	to	encourage	
applications	from	diverse	candidates	with	relevant	skills,	experience,	and	knowledge
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•	 selection,	interview	and	decision-making	processes	that	allow	for	objective	assessment	
of	candidates’	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	qualities

•	 nomination	committees	in	leading	appointments	and	their	awareness	of	equality	law,	
and

•	 activities	to	improve	diversity	in	the	talent	pipeline	and	to	widen	the	pool	of	candidates	
for	board	roles.

Our methodology
We	asked	all	the	FTSE	350	companies	and	executive	search	firms	that	were	signatories	
to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	for	Executive	Search	Firms	(which	set	out	best	practice	
in	gender	diversity	and	search)	to	provide	information	about	board	appointments	made	in	
the	12	months	preceding	the	launch	of	our	inquiry	in	July	2014.	We	received	responses	
from	92%	of	FTSE	companies	and	28	executive	search	firms	that	had	carried	out	board	
appointments	in	our	time	period.	

We	also	interviewed	company	and	executive	search	firm	representatives,	and	both	
successful	and	unsuccessful	applicants	for	board	roles.				

This	data	has	provided	a	strong	basis	for	making	the	findings	and	recommendations	in	our	
inquiry	report,	which	are	summarised	below. 

Our findings
Boards’ performance on gender diversity

We	examined	how	boards	are	performing	on	gender	diversity	in	light	of	the	October	2015	
announcement	by	Lord	Davies	that	the	FTSE	100	as	a	group	had	met	a	target	of	25%	
female	board	members,	the	FTSE	250	was	close	to	20%	and	the	FTSE	350	average	as	a	
whole	was	21.9%.	

We	found	that	this	headline	figure	concealed	wide	variations	in	the	performance	of	
individual	companies.	Most	companies	still	fell	below	the	25%	level.	Fifty-five	FTSE	100	
companies	had	reached	or	exceeded	the	25%	target,	but	45	had	not.	Two-thirds	(168)	of	
FTSE	250	companies	had	also	not	met	this	target.

While	47%	of	FTSE	350	companies	increased	their	female	board	representation	over	the	
period	of	our	review,	in	46%	of	companies	the	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards	either	
remained	the	same	or	even	decreased.
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Where	improvements	had	been	made,	this	was	as	much	due	to	a	trend	to	reducing	board	
size	as	it	was	to	appointments	of	women.	Of	150	companies	that	increased	the	proportion	
of	women	on	their	boards,	31%	(46)	had	done	so	just	by	reducing	their	overall	board	size	
-	they	had	reduced	the	number	of	men	on	the	board	but	made	no	female	appointments.	
Just	38%	of	these	companies	(58)	met	the	target	purely	by	appointing	women	and	not	
reducing	the	size	of	the	board.

The	lack	of	women	in	executive	director	roles	is	particularly	stark:	nearly	three-quarters	of	
FTSE	100	companies	and	90%	of	FTSE	250	companies	had	no	female	executive	director	
in	2013/14.	

Board evaluations 

Board	evaluations	are	an	important	method	of	assessing	skills,	experience	and	
knowledge	on	the	board,	and	reviewing	diversity.	Our	inquiry	reveals	while	over	half	of	
companies	had	carried	out	board	evaluations	which	took	into	account	gender	diversity,	
over	a	third	had	not.

Diversity policies and targets 

Where	women	or	other	groups	are	under-represented	at	board	level,	companies	can	
develop	a	policy	with	aspirational	targets	to	improve	the	diversity	of	the	board	over	a	
specified	timescale	and	establish	measures	to	assess	progress.	

Our	inquiry	found	that	three-quarters	of	companies	had	board	diversity	policies.	However,	
around	two-thirds	of	these	had	not	set	objectives	or	targets	to	increase	the	number	
of	women	on	their	board.	For	senior	management/executive	levels,	less	than	half	of	
companies	had	a	diversity	policy	and	less	than	two-fifths	had	set	gender	targets.	

Companies	with	a	higher	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	to	have	
a	diversity	policy	that	included	objectives	or	targets	for	their	senior	management	team.	
Companies	that	did	not	have	objectives	or	targets	for	their	board	or	senior	management	
level	were	most	likely	to	say	that	these	were	incompatible	with	appointment	on	merit	or	
they	did	not	believe	that	setting	objectives	or	targets	could	help	drive	improvement.

Role descriptions 

Role	descriptions	which	are	based	on	relevant	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	
qualities	that	are	objective,	necessary	and	justifiable	enable	applications	from	a	wider	
range	of	candidates	and	ensure	fair	and	consistent	assessment	during	the	selection	
process.	This	can	help	increase	diversity	of	appointments.	We	examined	documentation	
from	25	companies	that	included	role	descriptions.	We	found	that	some	companies	
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met	these	requirements.	However,	some	companies	had	set	requirements—such	as	
a	preference	for	candidates	of	a	particular	sex	or	age—	that	would	almost	always	be	
unlawfully	discriminatory.

Some	required	previous	FTSE	board	experience.	Making	FTSE	board	experience	a	
requirement,	rather	than	specifying	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	of	issues	such	as	
corporate	governance,	shareholder	relationships	or	global	operations,	risks	ruling	out	
suitable	candidates	from	other	sectors	and	could	discriminate	against	candidates	from	
groups	that	are	under-represented	on	company	boards.	

Some	role	profiles	required	‘chemistry’	or	‘fit’	with	other	board	members	but	left	these	
qualities	undefined	and	so	open	to	subjective	judgement.	This	could	lead	to	boards	
recruiting	members	in	their	own	image.	However,	some	companies	translated	‘chemistry’	
and	‘fit’	into	skills	or	personal	qualities	they	could	assess	in	the	selection	process	such	the	
ability	to	work	together,	use	judgement	and	contribute	to	constructive	debate	which	would	
be	beneficial	to	board	efficiency.		

Search process

Our	evidence	found	that	90%	of	companies	used	executive	search	firms	to	source	
candidates.	Boards	that	used	executive	search	firms	had	a	higher	percentage	of	female	
non-executive	and	executive	directors	than	those	that	did	not.	Many	executive	search	
firms	were	working	to	widen	their	databases	to	include	more	diverse	candidates.	

However,	some	companies	had	instructed	their	executive	search	firm	specifically	to	find	
women,	or	set	quotas	for	the	number	of	women	on	a	long	or	shortlist.	These	practices	
are	likely	to	be	unlawful	under	the	Equality	Act	2010	where	they	result	in	treating	better	
qualified	male	candidates	less	favourably	in	the	appointment	process.	

Publicising	roles	widely	using	different	channels	can	encourage	applications	from	diverse	
candidates	with	relevant	expertise.	Some	company	chairs	recognised	that	advertising	
could	open	up	board	opportunities	to	a	wider	pool	of	diverse	candidates.	However,	most	
FTSE	companies	rely	on	search	and/or	personal	networks	and	do	not	advertise	roles,	
meaning	a	wide	range	of	diverse	applicants	with	relevant	experience	have	no	opportunity	
to	apply	for	most	FTSE	board	roles.	

Almost	a	third	of	companies	using	personal	networks	did	not	use	any	other	means	of	
publicising	a	post.	We	found	virtually	no	advertising	of	board	roles	and	little	appetite	for	its	
use	among	executive	search	firms,	who	said	it	would	be	an	inefficient	method	of	selection	
and	that	advertising	a	sensitive	role	may	impact	on	share	price.	
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Selection 

Using	selection	processes	that	allow	for	objective	assessment	of	candidates’	skills,	
experience,	knowledge	and	personal	qualities	ensures	that	the	best	candidates	are	
appointed	on	merit.

Our	evidence	shows	that	many	companies	select	candidates	for	long	and	shortlists	based	
on	criteria	set	out	in	role	descriptions.	Most	companies	also	rely	on	different	types	of	
interviews	using	questions	based	on	the	role	descriptions	and	the	unique	experience	of	
candidates.		

However,	some	companies	did	not	have	a	transparent	and	objective	selection	process	for	
non-executive	appointments,	relying	on	personal	recommendation	without	competition,	or	
informal	interviewing	unrelated	to	criteria	in	the	role	profile.	Informal	interviewing	could	result	
in	inconsistent	assessment	and	allow	room	for	‘unconscious	bias’	to	affect	judgements.	
Female candidates	were	sometimes	asked	questions	about	balancing	work	and	family	
responsibilities,	implying	stereotypical	assumptions	about	their	capabilities,	which	could	lead	
to	legal	challenge	from	candidates.			

Most	companies	assessed	‘chemistry’	and	‘fit’	of	candidates	throughout	the	appointment	
process	and,	as	these	terms	were	vague	and	undefined,	this	could	lead	to	inconsistent	
assessments	and	recruitment	of	board	members	in	their	own	image.

The nomination committee 

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	the	nomination	committee	take	
responsibility	for	board	appointments.	Our	evidence	shows	that	in	around	a	quarter	of	non-
executive	director	appointments	the	board	chair	and/or	nomination	committee	chair	and	
nomination	committee	members	were	involved	in	all	stages	of	the	selection	process.	Just	
4%	of	companies	relied	solely	on	the	company	and/or	nomination	committee	chair.

Some	respondents	thought	it	was	appropriate	that	board	chairs	played	a	significant	role	
in	appointments.	Others	believed	that	too	much	power	lay	in	the	hands	of	the	company	
chair	when	he	or	she	also	chaired	the	nomination	committee,	and	that	separating	the	
roles	of	the	chair	and	nomination	committee	might	encourage	more	debate	about	role	
requirements	and	the	merits	of	selecting	particular	candidates.	

Companies	with	a	higher	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards	had	more	women	on	their	
selection	panels,	ensuring	that	diverse	perspectives	inform	appointments.

Half	of	companies	with	no	women	on	their	board	said	that	they	did	not	use	a	specialist	
advisor	or	provide	any	training	about	discrimination	to	those	involved	in	board	
appointments.	Just	13%	of	companies	provided	training	on	equality	law	and	avoiding	
unconscious	bias	to	those	involved	in	the	appointment	process.	
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Improving diversity in the talent pipeline and candidate pool

Companies	and	executive	search	firms	said	the	limited	pool	of	suitably	qualified	female	
candidates	was	their	greatest	challenge	to	improving	the	proportion	of	women	on	boards.		

Our	inquiry	found	little	knowledge	of	the	range	of	positive	action	companies	could	take	
to	encourage	women	to	apply	for	roles	or	to	help	them	gain	skills	to	enable	them	to	
compete	on	merit	on	an	equal	footing	with	others.	There	was	also	little	use	of	the	‘tie-break	
provision’,	a	specific	form	of	positive	action	which	can	be	used	to	appoint	a	candidate	from	
an	under-represented	group	where	there	are	two	or	more	candidates	who	are	equally	
qualified.	

For	most	companies,	their	only	action	to	encourage	applications	from	women	was	telling	
their	executive	search	firm	to	include	women	on	the	candidate	list.	Around	half	indicated	
that	they	had	targeted	specific	women,	asked	for	all-female	lists,	or	for	women	to	be	
included	on	the	long	or	shortlists,	which	risks	unlawfully	discriminating	against	any	better	
qualified	male	candidates.	

Some	companies	encouraged	diverse	applications	by	ensuring	they	had	the	right	internal	
processes,	such	as	having	a	policy	or	guidelines,	setting	targets,	conducting	their	own	
searches	or	benchmarking	their	performance	against	other	companies.

Companies	with	25%	or	more	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	to	have	appointed	
executive	or	non-executive	directors	from	outside	the	FTSE	350	than	companies	with	no	
women	on	their	boards,	suggesting	that	companies	seeking	suitably	qualified	candidates	
from	a	wider	pool	are	able	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	appointing	a	woman	to	their	board.	
Most	companies	and	executive	search	firms	said	candidates	from	outside	the	FTSE	
350	were	unlikely	to	have	the	appropriate	skills,	experience,	knowledge	or	‘fit’,	such	as	
financial	skills,	experience	of	corporate	governance	and	shareholder	relationships,	or	
knowledge	of	an	industry.	However,	companies	that	had	recruited	from	outside	the	FTSE	
350	reported	benefits	in	terms	of	additional	skills	and	perspectives	these	appointments	
bought	to	the	board.

To	encourage	the	development	of	women	throughout	the	company,	and	particularly	at	
senior	levels,	some	companies	used	positive	action	such	as	training,	development	and	
leadership	programmes,	and	provision	of	mentoring	and	networking	opportunities	for	
women.	They	also	had	good	management	practices	that	helped	them	retain	female	staff,	
such	as	offering	flexible	working	and	support	when	women	returned	from	pregnancy.	
However,	many	companies	were	resistant	to	using	positive	action	measures	because	of	
concerns	about	fairness	and	merit.



Recommendations

Board evaluations

•	 Use	a	board	evaluation	to	assess	the	balance	of	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	on	
the	board	and	to	obtain	information	about	its	diversity	composition.

Diversity policies and targets 

•	 Use	information	about	under-representation	to	create	a	diversity	policy	for	the	board	
and	senior	management	which	includes	aspirational	targets	unique	to	the	company.

•	 Make	sure	targets	reflect	realistic	expectations	of	what	can	be	achieved	and	do	not	
result	in	pressure	to	take	potentially	unlawful	steps.

•	 Report	annually	on	progress	in	meeting	these	targets.

Role descriptions 

•	 Ensure	role	descriptions	describe	necessary	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	
qualities	for	the	role,	identified	by	the	board	evaluation.

•	 Avoid	potentially	discriminatory	requirements,	such	as	a	preference	for	candidates	of	a	
particular	age	or	sex,	previous	FTSE	board	experience	where	not	justifiable,	or	using	
terms	such	as	‘chemistry’	or	‘fit’	which	are	subjective	and	undefined.

Search process

•	 Select	an	executive	search	firm	that	can	demonstrate	its	effectiveness	in	improving	
diversity	in	appointments.

•	 Avoid	giving	unlawful	instructions	to	an	executive	search	firm,	such	as	requesting	an	all-
woman	longlist	or	shortlist.

•	 Broaden	your	candidate	pool	by	advertising	appointments	widely	through	appropriate	
channels,	unless	a	role	is	business-sensitive.

•	 Avoid	relying	only	on	personal	networks	to	identify	potential	candidates.	

13



14

Selection

•	 Assess	candidates	consistently	against	objective	criteria	identified	in	the	role	description	
throughout	the	appointment	process.

•	 Avoid	questions	about	irrelevant	factors	that	may	introduce	bias	into	the	assessment	
process.

•	 Ensure	selectors	discuss	their	individual	assessments	where	selection	is	based	on	
one-to-one	or	informal	interviews,	to	ensure	consistency	and	reduce	the	impact	of	bias	
based	on	irrelevant	factors	or	stereotypes.	

•	 Define	the	skills,	knowledge,	experience	and	personal	qualities	that	give	rise	to	
‘chemistry’	and	‘fit’	and	assess	candidates	against	these	criteria.

The nomination committee 

•	 Ensure	the	nomination	committee	is	involved	in	the	appointments	process	alongside	the	
chair.

•	 Ensure	that	the	nomination	committee	and	selection	panels	are	diverse	to	bring	different	
perspectives	to	the	selection	process.

•	 Provide	training	to	everyone	involved	in	the	appointments	process	on	equality	law	and	
avoiding	unconscious	bias.		

In	addition,	the	FRC	should	clarify	the	role	and	remit	of	the	nomination	committee	and	its	
chair	in	relation	to	diversity	and	board	appointments	and	its	disclosure	requirements	in	the	
annual report.
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Improving diversity in the talent pipeline and candidate pool

•	 Encourage	executive	search	firms	to	identify	ways	of	attracting	more	applications	from	
women,	and	question	the	firms	about	their	efforts	if	the	candidate	list	is	not	diverse.	

•	 Widen	the	candidate	pool	for	board	roles	by	considering	suitably	qualified	individuals	
from	outside	the	FTSE	350,	such	as	the	professions,	the	not-for-profit	and	public	
sectors,	and	academia.		

•	 Use	positive	action	measures	to	encourage	individuals	from	under-represented	groups	
to	apply	for	roles	or	to	help	them	gain	skills	which	will	enable	them	to	compete	on	
merit	on	an	equal	footing	with	others,	such	as	training,	development	and	leadership	
programmes,	mentoring	and	networking	opportunities.

•	 Use	the	tie-break	provision	to	select	a	candidate	from	an	under-represented	group	
where	there	are	two	or	more	candidates	who	are	equally	qualified.

•	 Adopt	management	practices	that	support	women’s	retention,	such	as	improved	
management	of	women	who	are	pregnant	or	return	from	maternity	leave,	flexible	
working	and	flexible	career	paths.	

We	expand	on	these	recommendations	in	this	report	and	in	our	guidance	‘How	to	improve	
board	diversity:	a	six-step	guide	to	good	practice’.	
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‘Despite women making up 
over half the population, 
completing higher levels of 
education than men, and 
entering business and the 
professions in increasing 
numbers, they are still 
under-represented in senior 
management roles and on 
the boards of the UK’s top 
companies.’
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Chapter 1: Setting the scene
Despite	women	making	up	over	half	the	population,	completing	higher	levels	of	education	
than	men	(ONS,	2001–14)1	and	entering	business	and	the	professions	in	increasing	
numbers	(ONS,	2001;	2015),	they	are	still	under-represented	in	senior	management	roles	
and	on	the	boards	of	the	UK’s	top	companies.	Since	Lord	Davies’	call	for	action	in	2010,	
the	number	of	women	in	non-executive	board	roles	has	increased	markedly,	though	not	
the	number	in	executive	roles.	

Between	2010	and	October	2015,	there	was	an	increase	in	women	on	the	boards	of	the	
UK’s	350	leading	companies	(the	FTSE	350)	from	289	to	682–from	9.5%	to	21.9%–and	
the	number	of	all-male	boards	fell	from	152	to	15	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	
and	Skills,	2015).	However,	men	still	held	2,434	FTSE	350	director	roles	in	2015	(78%).		

Gender	imbalance	is	just	one	way	in	which	company	boards	fail	to	reflect	the	diversity	
of	British	society.	Of	the	FTSE	100	companies,	62	have	an	all-White	board	(Green	Park	
Interim	and	Executive	Search,	2015).	No	data	is	collected	on	the	numbers	of	disabled	
board	members,	or	on	other	characteristics	such	as	age	or	sexual	orientation.

Inquiry focus
In	July	2014,	the	Commission	launched	an	inquiry	into	how	the	FTSE	350,	and	the	
executive	search	firms	they	instruct,	recruit	and	select	people	for	board	director	roles.	Our	
aim	was	to	identify	whether	recruitment	and	selection	practices	are	transparent,	fair	and	
result	in	selection	on	merit,	and	to	identify	areas	where	companies	and	their	agents	could	
make	improvements	to	support	more	diverse	appointments	to	company	boards.

We	asked	companies	and	executive	search	firms	to	provide	information	about	
appointments	made	in	the	12	months	preceding	the	launch	of	our	inquiry.	This	has	
enabled	us	to	examine	how	well	the	appointments	process	has	used	the	provisions	of	the	
Equality	Act	2010	and	the	recommendations	in	the	Financial	Reporting	Council’s	(FRC)	
UK	Corporate	Governance	Code2	to	address	the	under-representation	of	women	on	
boards	(see	Annex	1	for	the	terms	of	reference).		

The	Commission	decided	to	focus	on	the	recruitment	and	selection	of	women	as	a	way	of	
examining	the	broader	issue	of	the	lack	of	diversity	on	boards.

1	Based	on	the	percentages	of	women	and	men	aged	16–64	with	a	higher	educational	qualification	or	
equivalent.

2	See:	https://www.frc.org.uk/Our-Work/Publications/Corporate-Governance/UK-Corporate-Governance-
Code-2014.pdf	[accessed:	16	March	2016]
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The impact of board diversity 
In	the	UK,	company	boards	consist	of	executive	and	non-executive	directors	who	set	and	
monitor	corporate	strategy	and	performance.	Executive	directors	lead	operations	and	
delivery	within	the	company.	Non-executive	directors	are	independent	and	expected	to	
challenge	the	executive	directors	in	a	constructive	way.	Both	executive	and	non-executive	
directors	have	a	duty	to	act	in	the	best	interests	of	shareholders.	

Diversity	on	boards	is	not	simply	an	issue	of	fairness:	research	suggests	that	more	diverse	
boards	bring	positive	benefits	to	businesses.	A	number	of	studies	show	an	association	
between	the	numbers	of	women	on	FTSE	boards	and	improved	financial	performance	
(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2011;	McKinsey	&	Company,	2007).	
There	is	also	widespread	agreement	that	diverse	boards	reflect	good	corporate	
governance	and	better	decision	making.	The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recognises	
that	diversity	enables	constructive	dialogue	and	challenge,	and	prevents	the	‘groupthink’	
that	hinders	the	efficient	operation	of	a	business	(FRC,	2014).	More	diverse	boards	
also	reflect	companies’	ability	to	draw	from	the	widest	talent	pool	in	their	appointments	
(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2011).	

(FTSE 100 = 26.1%, FTSE 250 = 19.6%)

to 21.9%9.5%

Between 2010 and October 2015, the number of women  
on FTSE 350 boards increased from 289 to 682
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Non-regulatory levers for change 
Given	the	role	and	significance	of	boards,	they	have	frequently	come	under	critical	scrutiny	
by	Government.	The	Higgs	Review	(Higgs,	2003)	and	Tyson	Report	(Department	of	Trade	
and	Industry,	2003)	looked	at	boardroom	effectiveness,	the	roles	and	responsibilities	of	
non-executive	directors,	and	their	recruitment	and	development.	Both	reports	called	for	
greater	diversity	in	non-executive	directors’	backgrounds,	skills	and	experience	to	enhance	
the	value	and	efficacy	of	boards	by	bringing	a	wider	range	of	perspectives	and	knowledge	
to	bear	on	company	performance,	strategy	and	risk.	The	reports	called	for	more	diversity	
in	the	talent	pools	from	which	non-executive	directors	were	recruited.	They	noted	that	
most	appointments	were	made	informally,	using	personal	contacts,	and	that	to	access	a	
more	diverse	range	of	talent,	organisations	would	have	to	improve	the	transparency	of	the	
appointment	process.	For	this	reason,	both	reports	highlighted	the	role	executive	search	
firms	could	play.	

By	2010,	some	European	countries	were	introducing	quotas	to	improve	the	proportion	
of	women	on	boards.	The	UK	Government	was	reluctant	to	go	down	a	regulatory	route	
and	invited	Lord	Davies	of	Abersoch	to	carry	out	a	review	to	identify	factors	preventing	
more	women	from	becoming	board	members	and	to	develop	a	strategy	to	increase	their	
representation.	His	report	set	out	10	recommendations	to	address	the	gender	imbalance,	
including	setting	a	target	for	the	FTSE	100	to	achieve	a	minimum	25%	representation	of	
women	on	boards	by	2015.	He	also	recommended	that	companies	should:	

•	 disclose	the	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards,	senior	management	teams	and	
across	their	organisation,	and	report	on	this	

•	 advertise	non-executive	positions,	and

•	 enhance	the	executive	pipeline	by	developing	senior	members	of	staff.

In	addition,	he	urged	the	executive	search	firm	sector	to	develop	a	voluntary	code	of	
conduct	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2011).	

Lord	Davies	extended	the	target	to	achieve	a	minimum	25%	representation	of	women	to	
the	FTSE	250	in	2013	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2013).	

In	Scotland,	the	Smith	Commission	set	out	a	commitment	in	2014	to	introduce	gender	
quotas	for	public	boards	as	part	of	further	devolution	of	powers	to	the	Scottish	Parliament.3 
The	Scottish	Government	also	set	up	‘Partnership	for	Change’	in	2015	to	encourage	

3	The	Smith	Commission	published	its	report	detailing	Heads	of	Agreement	on	further	devolution	of	powers	
to	the	Scottish	Parliament.	Once	it	passes,	the	Scotland	Act	2016	will	enable	the	Scottish	Parliament	to	
legislate	to	change	the	process	of	public	appointments	to	increase	diversity	on	boards.
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public,	private	and	third	sector	organisations	in	Scotland	to	commit	to	achieving	parity	
between	men	and	women	on	their	boards	by	2020.	Like	the	Davies	Review,	this	is	
voluntary.4

By	2015,	the	FTSE	100	group	overall	had	met	the	25%	target	and	the	proportion	of	
women	on	the	boards	of	the	FTSE	250	group	stood	at	19.6%.	Over	80	executive	search	
firms	signed	up	to	a	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	in	2011	and	17	to	an	Enhanced	Voluntary	
Code	in	2014	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2015).	In	October	2015,	
Lord	Davies	increased	the	target	for	women	on	boards	to	33%	by	2020	for	the	FTSE	350	
companies.		

Lord	Davies’	work	demonstrates	the	success	of	a	voluntary	approach,	but	has	also	
prompted	debate	about	the	transparency	of	the	appointment	process.	It	highlights	the	
challenges	and	barriers	to	opening	up	board	roles	to	more	diverse	potential	candidates	
and	to	developing	a	pipeline	of	future	diverse	talent.	It	also	raises	questions	about	the	use	
of	targets	and	whether	these	run	the	risk	of	becoming	the	highest	numbers	companies	aim	
to	reach,	that	is,	becoming	fixed	into	‘ceilings’.

‘Lord Davies’ work demonstrates 
the success of a voluntary approach, 
but has also prompted debate about 
the transparency of the appointment 
process.’

4	See:	http://onescotland.org/equality-themes/5050-by-2020/	[accessed:	1	March	2016]	
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The legal framework
The	lack	of	diversity	on	boards	in	the	UK	is	problematic	to	explain	given	the	strong	
legal	and	regulatory	framework	set	out	in	the	Equality	Act	2010	and	the	UK	Corporate	
Governance	Code	to	facilitate	fairness	and	transparency.

The Equality Act 2010	provides	protection	from	discrimination	on	the	grounds	of	nine	
‘protected	characteristics’,5	such	as	sex,	race	and	disability.	This	includes	making	it	
unlawful	to	discriminate	against	people	seeking	employment	or	appointments	to	personal	
office,	such	as	non-executive	directorships	on	company	boards.	Companies	and	their	
agents	must	treat	applicants	fairly	and	not	discriminate	in	any	arrangements	for	making	
appointments.	The	Equality	Act	2010	allows	the	use	of	positive	action6	to	address	under-
representation	of	women	in	senior	management	and	board	roles.	

The UK Corporate Governance Code sets	corporate	governance	standards.	 
If	companies	do	not	comply	with	the	standards,	they	are	required	to	explain	why.	 
The	Code	recommends	that	the	appointment	process	should	be	formal,	rigorous	and	
transparent,	with	appointments	made	‘on	merit	against	objective	criteria	and	with	due	
regard	for	the	benefits	of	diversity	on	the	board,	including	gender’	(FRC,	2014,	p.11,	B.2).	
It	also	recommends	that	the	nomination	committee,	a	sub-committee	of	the	board,	should	
lead	the	process	for	board	appointments	and	make	recommendations	to	the	board.	 
It	should	evaluate	the	balance	of	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	independence	on	the	
board	as	a	basis	for	preparing	a	description	of	the	role	and	capabilities	for	a	particular	
appointment	and	to	inform	succession	planning.		

The	Equality	Act	2010	and	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	together	provide	a	clear	
framework	for	merit-based	appointment	processes	that	are	likely	to	generate	more	diverse	
candidate	pools	and	appointments.

5	These	‘protected	characteristics’	are:	age;	disability;	gender	reassignment;	race;	religion	or	belief;	sex;	
sexual	orientation;	marriage	and	civil	partnership;	and	pregnancy	and	maternity.	

6	Positive	action	measures	may	be	used	at	any	stage	of	a	selection	process	to	encourage	people	in	
protected	groups	to	apply	for	roles	or	to	help	them	gain	skills	that	will	enable	them	to	compete	on	merit	on	
an	equal	footing	with	others.	The	aim	is	to	widen	the	pool	of	applicants	so	that	an	employer	can	select	the	
best	talent.	The	‘tie-break	provision’	is	a	specific	form	of	positive	action	that	can	be	used	where	there	are	two	
or	more	candidates	who	are	equally	qualified	to	be	recruited	or	promoted.	In	these	circumstances,	a	person	
with	a	particular	protected	characteristic	can	be	selected	if	people	who	share	that	characteristic	are	under-
represented	or	disadvantaged.



Our approach 
Our	inquiry	looked	at	how	well	companies	have	used	the	Equality	Act	2010	and	the	
UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	to	increase	gender	diversity	when	making	board	
appointments.	We	examined	if	companies	demonstrated	use	of:	

• board	evaluations	to	identify	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	requirements	and	to	
assess	the	gender	balance

• diversity	policies	that	include	aspirational	targets	for	increasing	the	number	of	women	 
at	board	and	senior	management	level	

• role	descriptions	that	identify	required	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	
qualities	

• search	processes	using	a	wide	range	of	channels,	including	advertising,	to	encourage	
applications	from	diverse	candidates	with	relevant	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	

• selection,	interview	and	decision-making	processes	that	allow	for	objective	assessment	
of	candidates’	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	qualities	

• nomination	committees	in	leading	appointments	and	their	awareness	of	equality	law,	and

• activities	to	improve	diversity	in	the	talent	pipeline	and	to	widen	the	pool	of	candidates	
for	board	roles.

Each	chapter	of	this	report	considers	a	different	aspect	of	the	appointment	process	and	
assesses	our	evidence	against	the	provisions	of	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	and	
the	Equality	Act	2010,	and	makes	recommendations	for	improvements.

152 15

152 15

to

Between 2010 and October 2015 the number of all-male  
boards fell from 152 to 15. 

However, men still held 2,434 FTSE 350 director  
roles in 2015 (78%). 
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Gathering evidence
During	January	to	September	2015,	we	gathered	evidence	to	inform	our	inquiry.	We	
surveyed	all	FTSE	350	companies	about	their	board	appointment	activities	in	the	annual	
reporting	period	2012/13	to	2013/14	and	92%	of	those	companies	responded.	This	
reduced	the	possibility	of	non-response	bias	to	a	minimum.	The	survey	therefore	provided	
a	strong	basis	for	making	findings	and	recommendations	on	the	appointments	practice	of	
FTSE	350	companies.	

We	also	surveyed	28	executive	search	firms	that	carry	out	board-level	vacancy	searches	
for	FTSE	companies	and	are	signatories	to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	and/or	the	
Enhanced	Voluntary	Code	for	executive	search	firms.	We	analysed	key	documents	from	
recruitment	processes	and	conducted	interviews	with	company	and	executive	search	firm	
representatives.	We	also	interviewed	successful	and	unsuccessful	board	candidates.			

We	used	our	evidence	to	compare	the	activities	of	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies.	
We	also	compared	the	appointment	processes	of	companies	with	no	women	on	their	
boards	with	those	of	companies	with	1-24%	women	or	with	25%	or	more	women	on	their	
boards.	Further	details	of	our	research	methodology	are	set	out	in	Annex	2.		

An	inquiry	under	section	16	of	the	Equality	Act	2006	is	a	formal	legal	process.	The	
Commission	can	compel	respondents	to	provide	evidence	to	an	inquiry.	A	small	number	of	
companies	and	executive	search	firms	chose	not	to	provide	the	evidence	we	requested.	
We	decided	on	this	occasion	not	to	use	our	powers	to	compel	them	to	do	so	due	to	
resource	prioritisation	considerations	and	the	high	degree	of	confidence	in	the	results	due	
to	the	high	response	rate.	We	have	listed	those	who	did	not	respond	in	Annex	3.	
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‘‘As of October 
2015, 137 FTSE 
350 companies had 
reached or exceeded 
the 25% target, but 
213 had not.’
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Chapter 2: Boards’ performance on 
gender diversity
When	Lord	Davies	concluded	his	work	in	2015,	the	FTSE	100	as	a	group	had	met	the	
target	for	25%	of	board	members	to	be	women	and	the	FTSE	250	as	a	group	was	close	
to	20%.	Yet	this	overall	success	rate	hides	the	variability	in	performance.	As	of	October	
2015,	55	FTSE	100	companies	had	reached	or	exceeded	the	25%	target,	but	45	had	not.	
Moreover,	82	FTSE	250	companies	had	25%	or	more	women	on	their	boards,	but	168	had	
not	met	this	target	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2015).	

Our	data	explores	the	reasons	for	these	differences	in	performance.	

Meeting the 25% target 
There	has	been	a	gradual	increase	in	the	number	of	companies	in	the	FTSE	350	that	
have	met	or	exceeded	the	25%	target.	However,	by	October	2015,	most	companies	still	
fell	below	the	25%	level.	Figure	2.1	shows	this	improvement	by	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	
companies.	Across	the	FTSE	350,	137	(39%)	companies	had	25%	women	or	more	on	
their	boards,	but	213	(61%)	fell	below	the	25%	mark	by	October	2015	(Department	for	
Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	2015)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A2.1).

Figure 2.1:	FTSE	companies	with	25%	or	more	women	on	boards
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One	hundred	and	fifty	of	the	FTSE	350	companies	(47%)	increased	the	proportion	
of	women	on	their	board	in	the	review	period,	while	46%	of	companies	maintained	or	
decreased	the		proportion	of	women	on	their	board	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A2.3).

To	understand	this	further	we	explored	what	happened	with	the	150	companies	that	had	
increased	the	proportion	of	women	on	their	board	in	2013/14.	Figure	2.2	shows	that	
31%	of	these	companies	(46)	did	so	by	reducing	their	board	size,	that	is,	by	reducing	the	
number	of	men,	and	not	by	appointing	women.	This	is	in	keeping	with	a	trend	over	the	past	
10	years	to	reduce	board	size	to	improve	board	governance	(London	Stock	Exchange,	
2012;	Higgs,	2003).	The	remaining	69%	of	companies	(104)	increased	the	proportion	of	
women	on	their	boards	by	appointing	women,	but	just	38%	of	companies	(58)	appointed	
women	and	did	not	reduce	their	board	size.

Figure 2.2:	How	did	FTSE	350	boards	increase	the	proportion	of	women 
between	2012/13	and	2013/14?

Women	appointed	and	reduced	
board	size

Women	appointed	with	no	board	
size	reduction

Reduced	board	size	only	 
(no	women	appointed)31%

38%

31%

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2012/13	and	2013/14).	

Base: 150	FTSE	350	companies	that	increased	the	female	board	representation	between	2012/13	to	
2013/14.
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Figure	2.3	shows	that	progress	on	tackling	under-representation	has	been	met	largely	
through	an	increase	in	women	in	non-executive	director	roles.	Of	the	138	FTSE	350	com-
panies	that	made	non-executive	director	appointments,	100	(73%)	appointed	at	least	one	
female	non-executive.	Of	the	30	companies	that	made	executive	director	appointments,	12	
(40%)	appointed	a	female	executive	director	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A2.2).	

Figure 2.3:	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies	making	appointments	between	2012/13	
and	2013/14,	and	the	effect	on	the	number	of	women	on	boards	(by	non-executive	
directors	and	executive	directors)

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2012/13	and	2013/14).	

Notes: NED	=	non-executive	director,	ED	=	executive	director.	

Base: 150	FTSE	350	companies	that	increased	the	female	board	representation	between	2012/13	
to	2013/14.
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Figure	2.4	shows	that	nearly	all	FTSE	100	companies	had	at	least	one	female	non-
executive	director,	but	nearly	three-quarters	had	no	female	executive	directors	in	2013/14.	
Figure	2.5	shows	that	almost	90%	of	FTSE	250	companies	had	at	least	one	female	non-
executive	director,	but	no	female	executive	directors.	This	demonstrates	that	companies	
face	significant	challenges	in	developing	a	pipeline	of	women	who	are	ready	for	executive	
director	roles.	

Figure 2.4:	Proportion	of	women	in	executive	and	non-executive	director	roles	in	 
FTSE	100	companies	in	2013/14
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Base: FTSE	100	companies	=	95	companies	that	responded	to	the	inquiry	survey.

Our data: between 2012/13 and 2013/14
Of the 150 companies that improved the representation 

of women on their boards 

31% 38% 31%
had done so by reducing 

their board size
by making a female 

appointment
by making a female 

appointment and reducing 
board size



29

Figure 2.5:	Proportion	of	women	in	executive	and	non-executive	director	roles	in	FTSE	
250	companies	in	2013/14
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).		

Base: FTSE	250	companies	=	218	companies	that	responded	to	the	inquiry	survey.
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We	used	our	data	to	identify	how	many	board	roles	were	held	by	women	or	men	relative	
to	board	size.	In	our	sample	the	average	board	size	was	9.2	(see	Annex	4,	Figure	A2.1).
Figure	2.6	shows	that	of	308	companies	that	provided	us	with	sufficient	data	for	2013/14,	
24	(8%)	had	no	women	on	their	board	and	242	(79%)	had	two	women	or	fewer.	6%	of	
companies	have	more	than	three	women,	but	96%	have	more	than	three	men	on	their	
boards.	Just	seven	FTSE	350	boards	have	five	female	members,	but	these	boards	range	
in	size	from	11	to	18	so	all	have	a	male	majority.	

Figure 2.6:	Number	of	men	and	women	holding	executive	or	non-executive	director	roles	
on	FTSE	350	boards	in	2013/14
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31

Despite	some	improvement	in	the	absolute	number	of	women	on	FTSE	350	boards,	these	
boards	remain	overwhelmingly	male.	Although	the	number	of	women	holding	non-executive	
or	executive	roles	increased	from	461	in	2013	to	682	by	2015,	and	the	number	of	men	fell	
from	2,674	to	2,434,	men	remained	in	the	significant	majority	(Department	for	Business,	
Innovation	and	Skills,	2015).

Conclusions 
While	the	FTSE	350	overall	have	improved	the	representation	of	women	on	their	boards	over	
the	past	five	years,	there	is	considerable	variation	among	companies.	Most	still	have	not	met	
the	25%	target	introduced	by	the	Davies	Review.	Where	improvements	have	been	made,	
this	has	been	as	much	due	to	reductions	in	board	size	as	it	has	to	appointments	of	women.	
The	improvement	has	also	been	largely	in	non-executive	rather	than	executive	appointments,	
showing	the	challenges	companies	face	in	developing	a	pipeline	of	future	women	leaders.	
Progress	has	been	too	slow	and	there	is	much	work	still	to	be	done	to	improve	the	numbers	
of	women	on	boards,	with	the	added	benefits	this	will	bring	to	companies.	
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‘Company board 
evaluations should 
consider the balance 
of skills, experience 
and knowledge of 
board directors, the 
diversity of the board, 
how the board works 
together as a unit.’



Chapter 3: Board evaluations 
The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	company	board	evaluations	
should	consider	the	balance	of	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	of	board	directors,	the	
diversity	of	the	board,	how	the	board	works	together	as	a	unit,	and	other	factors	that	will	
support	board	effectiveness.	As	such,	evaluations	of	board	effectiveness	are	an	important	
fi	rst	step	in	the	board	appointment	process	and	for	succession	planning.	Companies	
should	undertake	an	internal	board	evaluation	annually	and	an	evaluation	conducted	by	an	
external	party	every	three	years	(FRC,	2014,	pp.11	and	14,	B.2.2	and	B.6).	

We	assessed	whether	companies	had	carried	out	board	evaluations	that	identifi	ed	skill	
and	knowledge	gaps	and	analysed	the	balance	of	men	and	women	on	the	board.

Approaches to board evaluation 
Our	data	show	that	62%	of	companies	had	carried	out	an	evaluation	of	board	
effectiveness,	which	included	taking	into	account	the	gender	composition	of	the	board.	
There	was	little	difference	between	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies	(Annex	4,	Table	
A3.1).	38%	of	companies	reported	not	carrying	out	a	board	evaluation.	Figure	3.1	shows	
that	these	were	more	likely	to	be	companies	with	25%	or	more,	or	1-24%,	women	on	their	
boards	than	no	women	(41%,	38%	and	25%	respectively).	This	suggests	that	once	boards	
have	met	the	25%	target	or	are	close	to	doing	so,	they	may	stop	considering	their	gender	
composition	and	what	a	desirable	target	for	their	particular	company	would	be.

had carried out an evaluation of 
board eff ectiveness which included 

taking into account the gender 
composition of the board

did not consider the composition 
of their boards within evaluations

62% of FTSE 350 
companies

38% of FTSE 350 
companies 
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Figure 3.1:	Companies	that	have	evaluated	board	effectiveness	including	male/female	
composition,	by	proportion	of	women	on	boards	

Yes No

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

% of organisations

1-24% female 
board representation

≥ 25% female 
board representation

All respondents

0% female 
board representation

62.2% 37.8%

58.6% 41.4%

62.1% 37.9%

25%75%

Source:	FTSE	inquiry	data	based	on	responses	to	survey	(2013/14	period).	The	particular	question	asked	was	
Q27:	Has	your	company	carried	out	an	evaluation	of	board	effectiveness	that	takes	into	account	the	gender	
composition	of	the	board?	

Base: All	respondents	=	317,	≥25%	female	board	representation	=	99,	1-24%	female	board	representation	=	188,	
0%	female	board	representation	=	24,	unknown	female	board	representation	=	6	(excluded	from	chart).

We	found	that	82%	of	companies	had	undertaken	a	board	skills	audit	when	considering	
board	appointments,	with	little	variation	between	the	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	(see	Annex	
4,	Table	A3.2).	

Interviews	with	company	chairs	and	other	representatives	showed	that	views	differed	
about	the	benefits	of	board	evaluations.	A	company	chair,	who	had	experienced	numerous	
externally-facilitated	board	evaluations,	stated	that	they	are	‘a	really	good	idea,	because	
if	we	try	and	do	it	ourselves	…	you	tend	to	pat	yourself	on	the	back.’	(Chair,	FTSE	250,	
1-24%	female	board	representation,	male,	interview	response).	
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One	nomination	committee	and	company	chair	was	less	positive	about	their	impact	and	
labelled	the	internal	annual	review	as	‘mostly	lip	service’	and	the	externally-facilitated	board	
evaluation	as	‘useless’.	The	chair	felt	that	the	company	‘never	really	gets	anything	out	of’	
the	process,	but	concluded	that	evaluations	were	‘sometimes	useful	only	at	the	level	of	
confirming	that	one	is	looking	at	things	in	the	right	way	already.’	(Chair	of	the	board	and	
nomination	committee,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	male,	interview	
response).	

Some	companies	reported	that	they	did	not	use	board	evaluations	to	assess	whether	
diversity	was	significant	for	succession	planning:	

‘The board effectiveness evaluation was generally reviewed in 
relation to succession planning. Diversity was not highlighted 
as an issue. Specifications for board appointments are open 
with no positive bias and appointments are made on merit.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response).
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Benefits of board evaluations  
As	part	of	the	skills	and	experience	audit,	two	companies	with	a	high	proportion	of	women	
on	their	boards	provided	examples	of	purposeful	and	effective	evaluations	that	assessed	
the	board’s	diversity:		

‘The company maintains a matrix 
covering the skills that the individual 
board members bring to the table, 
including commercial sector-specific 
skills, regulatory skills, government 
or political skills and experience 
… over their career, public, private, 
other, and we do a third dimension 
– we look at their diversity in terms 
of their gender but also in terms of 
their geographic origin, trying to map 
that against what we see as being 
our priorities in the delivery of group 
strategy.’ 

(Group	company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	
≥25%	female	board	representation,	
male,	interview	response)

‘The most recent report by an 
external provider noted the need to 
increase the gender diversity of the 
board.’

(FTSE	250,	0%	female	board	
representation,	survey	response)

Other	companies	reported	that	the	board	evaluation	they	had	undertaken	had	identified	its	
lack	of	diversity:

‘[Our model] is a way of regularly 
reviewing the composition of 
the board to ensure that we’re 
achieving best practice with 
regards to diversity and skill set. 
[There are] eight main factors … 
age, … gender, … nationality, …
professional background, … ethnic 
group, … independent and non-
independent, … executive, non-
executive, and finally, … tenure’. 

(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	 
board	representation,	female,	 
interview	response)

‘The 2013 board evaluation exercise 
revealed a general consensus 
of the need to increase diversity 
particularly in terms of female and 
international perspectives.’ 

(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	
representation,	survey	response)		
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Conclusions  
Most	companies	had	evaluated	their	boards	and	considered	the	composition	of	men	 
and	women.	However,	around	40%	had	not	assessed	gender	balance	in	their	evaluations	
of	board	effectiveness.	Most	companies	had	undertaken	a	skills	audit,	but	around	20%	
had not. 

Companies	were	divided	about	the	benefits	of	undertaking	board	effectiveness	
evaluations.	Some	used	the	evaluation	to	reflect	on	the	composition	of	their	current	board	
and	whether	they	needed	to	take	action	to	improve	women’s	representation,	sometimes	
in	light	of	their	diversity	targets.	Other	companies	did	not	consider	gender	balance	in	their	
evaluation	as	they	felt	the	selection	process	was	open	to	all.	

We	recommend	companies	take	the	following	action	to	improve	diversity	on	their	boards:	

•	 Use	a	board	evaluation	to	assess	the	balance	of	skills,	experience	and	knowledge	on	
the	board	and	to	obtain	information	about	the	diversity	composition	of	the	board.		
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Chapter 4: Diversity policies  
and targets 
A	company’s	board	evaluation	may	identify	that	women	are	under-represented	on	the	
board,	at	senior	management	levels	or	throughout	the	company.	To	help	set	a	direction	
and	monitor	progress,	a	board	may	develop	a	diversity	policy	and	set	aspirational	targets	
for	itself,	senior	management,	and	the	company’s	workforce	to	improve	the	proportion	of	
women	over	a	specified	timescale.	

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	companies	describe	their	diversity	
policy,	any	measurable	objectives	for	implementing	the	policy	and	progress	on	achieving	
these	objectives	in	their	annual	reports	(FRC,	2014,	p.12,	B.2.4).	As	outlined	in	Chapter	1,	
the	Equality	Act	2010	allows	employers	to	undertake	positive	action.	Setting	aspirational	
targets	for	increasing	the	proportion	of	an	under-represented	group	in	a	specified	
timescale	can	be	a	form	of	positive	action	permitted	by	the	Act.

We	assessed	whether	companies	had	diversity	policies	and	whether	these	included	
targets	or	objectives	for	increasing	the	number	of	women	at	board	and	senior	
management	levels.	We	also	looked	at	the	impact	of	such	targets.	

Board diversity policies
Most	FTSE	350	companies	(76%)	reported	having	a	policy	on	boardroom	diversity.	There	
was	little	difference	between	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies,	or	between	companies	
analysed	by	the	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards.	Where	companies	had	diversity	
policies,	94%	of	the	FTSE	350	explicitly	mentioned	gender,	with	little	variation	between	
the	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	or	by	proportion	of	women	on	the	board	(see	Annex	4,	Table	
A4.1).	

Two	companies	that	had	gender	diversity	policies	told	us	that	they	had	introduced	these	as	
a	result	of	the	Davies	Review	recommendations	and	their	perception	that	it	was	important	
to	publicly	support	this	agenda.	One	company	said	that	its	boardroom	diversity	policy	was	
‘important	reputationally’	and	was	key	to	‘giving	visibility,	both	internally	and	externally,	to	
the	achievement	of	a	[balanced]	and	diverse	board’	(Group	company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	
≥25%	female	board	representation,	male,	interview	response).
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The	other	company	said	that	a	diversity	policy	demonstrated	their	commitment	to	a	board	
that	has	‘the	right	sort	of	representation’	for	a	workforce	with	‘a	pretty	high	female	content’	
(Chair	of	board/nomination	committee,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	
male,	interview	response).			

24%	of	companies	did	not	have	a	board	diversity	policy,	with	little	difference	between	
FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies	or	by	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards.	
Companies	without	a	diversity	policy	were	most	likely	to	explain	this	by	saying	that	they	
set	out	their	commitment	to	diversity	in	their	annual	report	or	that	they	made	appointments	
based	on	merit.		

Board diversity targets
The	intention	of	setting	an	aspirational	diversity	target	is	to	provide	a	company	with	a	clear	
goal	to	work	toward	and	against	which	to	measure	its	progress.					

Even	where	companies	had	board	diversity	policies,	these	usually	did	not	translate	into	
targets	or	objectives.	Figure	4.1	shows	that	just	38%	of	companies	with	a	diversity	policy	
also	had	gender	diversity	targets,	and	this	was	more	likely	among	FTSE	100	than	FTSE	
250	companies	(48%	and	35%	respectively).	This	may	reflect	the	impact	of	earlier	focus	
on	the	FTSE	100	following	the	Davies	Review	in	2011.	Figure	4.2	shows	companies	with	
no	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	to	have	gender	targets	than	companies	with	
1-24%	or	25%	or	more	women	on	their	boards	(44%,	35%	and	42%	respectively).	This	too	
may	reflect	the	considerable	public	scrutiny	on	companies	without	women	on	their	boards	
and	their	effort	to	use	a	target	to	drive	improvement.
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Most	companies	with	a	boardroom	diversity	policy	(62%)	had	not	set	gender	diversity	
targets	or	objectives.	The	most	commonly	cited	reason	was	that	they	believed	setting	
targets	would	undermine	their	intention	to	appoint	on	merit.	For	example,	companies	
stated:

‘Given our commitment to appointing the best people 
and ensuring that all employees have an equal chance of 
developing their careers within the Group we do not think it is 
appropriate to set targets for board appointment.’ 
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

‘The company’s policy is to make appointments on merit and 
for this reason the setting of specific, measurable targets is 
not considered to be appropriate.’ 
(FTSE	250,	0%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Figure 4.1:	Companies	with	a	board	diversity	policy	that	includes	a	gender	objective	or	
target,	by	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies	

Yes - includes objectives or 
targets for gender diversity

No - does not include objectives 
or targets for gender diversity

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Notes:	The	particular	questions	asked	were	Q6:	Does	your	company	have	a	policy	on	boardroom	diversity?	and	
Q10:	Does	your	company’s	policy	on	boardroom	diversity	include	objectives	or	targets	for	gender	diversity	in	the	
boardroom?

Base: All	respondents	=	317,	FTSE	100	=	95,	FTSE	250	=	218.



Figure 4.2:	Companies	with	a	board	diversity	policy	that	includes	a	gender	objective	or	
target,	by	proportion	of	women	on	the	board	

Yes - includes objectives or 
targets for gender diversity

No - does not include objectives 
or targets for gender diversity
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Notes:	The	particular	questions	asked	were	Q6:	Does	your	company	have	a	policy	on	boardroom	diversity?	
and	Q10:	Does	your	company’s	policy	on	boardroom	diversity	include	objectives	or	targets	for	gender	
diversity	in	the	boardroom?

FBR	=		female	board	representation.

Base: All	respondents	=	246,	≥25%	FBR	=	74,	1-24%	FBR	=	151,	0%	FBR	=	18,	unknown	FBR	=	3	
(excluded	from	chart).



Diversity policies and targets for senior 
management teams
Our	data	showed	that	men	outnumber	women	in	senior	positions	in	the	FTSE	350	by	a	
ratio	of	approximately	4:1.	In	2013/14,	227	of	the	FTSE	350	reported	that	they	employed	
1,440	women	and	4,476	men	in	senior	management	or	executive	committee	positions.7 

This	shows	that	companies	face	a	considerable	challenge	to	improve	the	proportion	of	
women	in	their	talent	pipeline,	and	ultimately	the	proportion	of	women	in	executive	director	
board	roles.	

Almost	half	of	companies	(47%)	had	diversity	policies	on	the	composition	of	their	senior	
management	teams,	which	is	30%	less	than	those	with	boardroom	diversity	policies	(see	
Figure	4.3	and	Annex	4,	Table	A4.3).	FTSE	100	companies	were	more	likely	than	FTSE	
250	companies	to	have	a	policy	(57%	and	42%	respectively).	Companies	with	25%	or	
more	and	1-24%	of	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	to	have	a	policy	to	increase	
diversity	in	their	senior	management	and	executive	committees	than	companies	with	no	
women	on	their	boards	(53%,	44%	and	35%	respectively)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A.4.3).	
This	may	again	reflect	the	impact	of	early	public	scrutiny	on	FTSE	100	boards	following	
the	Davies	Review	in	2011,	and	companies’	realisation	that	they	should	try	to	improve	the	
proportion	of	women	in	their	executive	director	pipeline.	
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7	Our	data	covers	227	of	the	FTSE	350	companies.	Investment	trusts	did	not	provide	data	because	they	
do	not	have	an	executive/senior	management	structure.	The	investment	trust	manager	is	accountable	to	a	
board	of	non-executive	directors.			
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Figure 4.3:	Companies	with	a	senior	management	diversity	policy,	by	FTSE	100	and	
FTSE	250	

Yes - have policy to increase 
diversity ar senior 
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Notes:	The	particular	question	asked	was	Q17:	Does	your	company	have	a	policy	to	increase	diversity	at	
senior	management/executive	level?
Investment	sector	excluded	as	there	were	no	senior	management	positions.

Base: All	respondents	=	284,	FTSE	100	=	95,	FTSE	250	=	185.
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Of	the	companies	with	a	senior	management	diversity	policy,	only	38%	had	set	gender	
diversity	targets.	Figure	4.4	shows	that	more	FTSE	100	than	FTSE	250	companies	have	
gender	targets	for	senior	management	(46%	and	32%	respectively).	Figure	4.5	shows	that	
half	of	companies	with	25%	or	more	women	or	no	women	on	their	boards	have	diversity	
targets,	as	do	30%	of	companies	with	1-24%	female	board	representation.	

Figure 4.4:	Companies	with	a	senior	management	diversity	policy	and	a	gender	objective	
or	target,	by	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Notes:	The	particular	questions	asked	were	Q17:	Does	your	company	have	a	policy	to	increase	diversity	at	senior	
management/executive	level?	and	Q21:	Does	your	company’s	policy	to	increase	diversity	at	senior	management/
executive	level	include	objectives	or	targets	for	gender? 
Investment	sector	excluded	as	there	were	no	senior	management	positions.

Base: Respondents	to	Q17	(that	have	a	senior	management	policy)	=	132,	FTSE	100	=	54,	FTSE	250	=	77.		
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Figure 4.5:	Companies	with	a	senior	management	diversity	policy	and	a	gender	objective	
or	target,	by	proportion	of	women	on	the	board

Yes - policy has gender 
target/objective

No - policy does not have 
gender target/objectives

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

% of organisations with senior management diversity policy

1-24% FBR

≥25% FBR

All

0% FBR

30% 70%

50% 50%

37.8% 62.2%

50%50%

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).	

Notes:	The	particular	questions	asked	were	Q17:	Does	your	company	have	a	policy	to	increase	diversity	at	
senior	management/executive	level?	and	Q21:	Does	your	company’s	policy	to	increase	diversity	at	senior	
management/executive	level	include	objectives	or	targets	for	gender? 
FBR	=	female	board	representation. 
Investment	sector	excluded	as	there	were	no	senior	management	positions.

Base: All	respondents	=	135,	≥25%	FBR	=	46,	1-24%	FBR	=	80,	0%	FBR	=	6,	unknown	FBR	=	3	(excluded	
from	chart).	



The	most	frequent	reasons	given	by	companies	for	not	setting	senior	management	gender	
targets	were	that	targets	were	incompatible	with	recruitment	on	merit	and	a	gender	target	
might	mean	treating	people	with	other	protected	characteristics	less	favourably.	For	
example:

‘We agree that there are benefi ts to having women 
represented across all management levels but do not 
believe that targets or quotas would be appropriate for 
increasing representation. We recruit on the basis of 
merit and qualifi cation alone.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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10%
Just 8 of 76 companies (10%) had targets of over 25% (usually 30% or 33%). 

45%
Yet 21 of the 47 (45%) companies with a 25% target had already met this in 2013/14



Do targets make a difference?  
Impact on boards across the FTSE 350 sector

The	25%	target	set	by	the	Davies	Review	in	2011	has	helped	to	improve	the	proportion	
of	women	on	FTSE	350	boards	as	a	whole.	Our	evidence	suggests	that	a	publicly	visible	
sector	target	drives	company	performance	to	meet	it,	and	most	companies	chose	to	set	
the	25%	target	rather	than	one	that	might	reflect	their	particular	circumstances	(see	Annex	
4,	Table	A4.2).	Of	76	companies	that	provided	information	about	their	board	target,	62%	
(47)	set	their	target	at	25%	in	line	with	the	Davies	Review	recommendation	and	this	was	
more	common	among	FTSE	100	than	FTSE	250	companies,	reflecting	the	initial	focus	of	
public	scrutiny	on	the	FTSE	100.	

For	some	companies	the	target	of	25%	was	still	out	of	reach.	Of	76	companies,	27%	(21)	
had	a	target	of	less	than	25%	and	this	was	more	common	in	FTSE	250	than	FTSE	100	
companies.	Our	data	also	showed	that	companies	with	no	women	on	their	boards	were	
more	likely	to	have	a	gender	diversity	policy	with	targets	than	those	with	women	on	their	
boards,	suggesting	that	targets	helped	focus	board	attention	on	necessary	change	–	even	
where	the	pressure	was	externally	driven.	

Our	evidence	also	suggests	that	sector	targets	might	limit	the	ambition	of	companies	that	
are	already	close	to	reaching	25%.	Just	8	of	76	companies	(10%)	had	targets	of	over	25%	
(usually	30%	or	33%),	yet	21	of	the	47	companies	(45%)	with	a	25%	target	had	already	
met	this	in	2013/14.	When	asked	about	the	choice	of	their	target,	companies	described	
‘maintaining	25%’	or	‘compliance	with	the	Davies	Review’,8	suggesting	most	were	happy	
to	settle	for	this	rather	than	setting	an	aspirational	target	on	a	realistic	assessment	of	what	
can	be	achieved.

Thus,	voluntary	targets	for	a	sector	can	have	a	positive	impact	in	encouraging	
improvement.	However,	they	may	act	as	a	‘ceiling’	for	further	progress	and	limit	the	
ambition	of	companies	that	have	already	met	it.	There	is	also	a	risk	that	targets	may	
drive	unlawful	behaviour,	such	as	recruitment	based	on	the	protected	characteristics	
of	candidates	(see	Chapter	6),	or	may	not	reflect	a	realistic	expectation	of	what	can	be	
achieved.	
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8	Based	on	open-ended	responses	to	Q13:	What	is	your	company’s	boardroom	gender	diversity	target/
objective?			



Conclusions   
Policies	and	targets	help	companies	to	recruit	more	women	by	identifying	the	obstacles	
impeding	their	progress,	widening	the	pool	of	applicants	and	making	the	talent	pipeline	
more	diverse.	Targets	also	allow	companies	to	measure	their	progress,	review	when	
further	action	is	needed,	or	acknowledge	when	an	intervention	has	been	successful.	

Our	evidence	suggests	that	most	companies	have	diversity	policies	at	board	level	and	half	
at	senior	management	level,	but	the	majority	do	not	translate	these	into	internal	targets	to	
improve	the	proportion	of	women.	Nevertheless,	sector	targets	set	by	the	Davies	Review	
have	had	a	positive	impact	in	encouraging	board	diversity	and	this	has	possibly	resulted	
in	a	trickle-down	effect	in	talent	pipelines.	Some	companies	believed	targets	undermine	
appointments	on	merit;	this	suggests	a	lack	of	understanding	of	positive	action.	

We	recommend	that	companies	take	the	following	actions	to	promote	board	and	senior	
management	diversity:

•	 use	information	about	under-representation	to	create	a	diversity	policy	for	the	board	and	
senior	management,	which	includes	aspirational	targets	unique	to	the	company

•	 make	sure	targets	reflect	realistic	expectations	of	what	can	be	achieved	and	do	not	
result	in	pressure	to	take	potentially	unlawful	steps,	and

•	 report	annually	on	progress	in	meeting	targets.	
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9	The	exception	would	be	where	having	a	particular	protected	characteristic	is	a	genuine	requirement	 
of	the	job	(an	occupational	requirement)	and	the	requirement	is	a	proportionate	means	of	achieving	a	 
legitimate	aim.			

Chapter 5: Role descriptions 
The	role	description	defines	the	skills	and	qualities	a	board	believes	it	needs	for	a	
particular	director	appointment	and	sets	the	criteria	for	assessing	candidates	on	merit.	
These	criteria	should	be	objective,	relevant	and	unrelated	to	the	protected	characteristics	
under	the	Equality	Act	2010,	such	as	sex,	race	and	disability	(see	Chapter	1	for	a	full	list).	

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	tasks	the	nomination	committee	with	preparing	a	
description	of	the	role	and	capabilities	for	a	particular	board	appointment	based	on	the	
board	evaluation	(FRC,	2014,	p.11,	B.2.2).	The	Equality	Act	2010	requires	that	employers	
do	not	discriminate	when	making	appointments.	This	means	that	an	employer	cannot	
require	a	person	to	have	a	particular	protected	characteristic	(except	in	very	specific	
circumstances).9	Job	descriptions	and	role	profiles	must	not	contain	requirements	that	
are	an	unjustifiable	barrier	to	application	for	people	with	certain	protected	characteristics,	
and	recruiters	must	not	make	assumptions	about	whether	someone	would	fit	in	with	the	
existing	workforce	because	they	have	a	particular	protected	characteristic.

We	assessed	whether	companies	had	prepared	a	role	description	that	set	out	the	specific	
requirements	for	a	board	role	and	identified	relevant	skills	that	were	objective,	necessary	
and	justifiable.	We	focused	on	non-executive	director	role	descriptions.

51



10	Executive	directors	have	a	strategic	and	operational	role	and,	as	a	result,	their	role	descriptions	contain	
specifi	c	core	skills.	These	include	experience	of	different	business	functions,	sector-related	skills	and	
technical	knowledge,	and	fi	nance	and	profi	t	and	loss	experience.	Non-executive	directors	provide	strategic	
oversight	and	guidance	to	the	company.	As	well	as	sector	or	business	expertise,	non-executive	directors	
also	require	a	wide	range	of	generic	skills	that	allow	them	to	play	this	role	effectively,	such	as	good	
communication	and	the	ability	to	challenge,	knowledge	of	corporate	governance	and	strategic	insight.			

Analysis of skills requirements of 
non-executive role descriptions
Companies	reported	that	they	used	information	from	board	evaluations	and	succession	
planning	to	inform	the	requirements	for	each	director	role,	as	recommended	by	the	UK	
Corporate	Governance	Code.		

Companies	and	executive	search	fi	rms	described	different	skills	requirements	for	
executive	and	non-executive	director	roles	and	suggested	that	non-executive	roles,	
which	rely	on	a	wide	range	of	generic	skills,	were	likely	to	offer	more	scope	to	widen	the	
candidate	pool.10  

We	analysed	non-executive	role	descriptions	provided	by	25	companies	to	assess	how	
these	described	skills,	knowledge,	experience	and	personal	qualities	for	non-executive	
director	roles.	We	excluded	any	chair	or	chair	of	committee	roles	where	additional	
technical	skills	would	be	required,	for	example,	for	the	audit	or	remuneration	committees.		
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Table 5.1:	Most	common	skill	descriptions	in	non-executive	role	descriptions

Table	5.1	shows	that	the	most	commonly	required	skills	for	non-executive	directors	were	
for	generic	‘business	experience’	and	previous	experience	as	a	non-executive	or	executive	
director.	This	was	followed	by	role	or	sector-specific	skills,	such	as	requirements	for	
‘finance’,	‘commercial’	or	‘PLC’	experience.	Over	50%	of	documents	used	these	terms.		

Over	40%	of	the	documents	required	people	of	a	particular	sex	or	age	and	28%	
required	‘cultural	fit	/chemistry’	or	‘interpersonal	skills’.	Other	less	frequently	mentioned		
requirements	were	for	personality	traits	such	as	‘gravitas’,	‘stature’,	‘low	ego’,	
‘trustworthiness’	and	‘good	sense	of	humour’,	and	for	communication	and	influencing	
skills.	

Number of 
occurrences 
in documents

39

19

14

13

12

9

9

8

Number  of 
documents 
using this 
terminology

16

13

9

11

10

8

7

7

% of 
companies 
using term

64%

52%

36%

44%

40%

32%

28%

28%

Words/phrases

Business experience

Previous experience in 
board role – NED/ED

Finance experience/
financial management

Commerce/commercial 
experience

Woman/age criteria 
requirement

PLC experience

Cultural fit/chemistry

Interpersonal skills
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Source:	Non-executive	director	role	descriptions	analysis	(2013/14).

Notes:	Table	restricted	to	terminology	used	by	more	than	25%	of	companies	in	the	sample.	NED	=	non-
executive	director,	ED	=	executive	director

Base: 25	FTSE	companies,	each	providing	a	document	(25	documents	containing	36	non-executive	director	
roles).	Non-executive	director	roles	that	included	additional	chairing	requirements	were	excluded.



Requirements for people with specific 
protected characteristics
A	role	description	that	requires	applicants	to	be	male	or	female,	or	of	a	particular	age,	
is	almost	always	directly	discriminatory	and	unlawful	under	the	Equality	Act	2010.	Such	
requirements	exclude	suitably	qualified	individuals	from	applying	for	these	roles	because	
they	do	not	have	the	required	protected	characteristic.	

Our	analysis	found	that	10	of	25	documents	specified	a	preference	for	a	candidate	of	a	
particular	age	or	sex.	For	example:

‘There is currently only one female director who is  
non-executive and [the company] would like to appoint an 
additional female non-executive director.’  
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	role	description)

‘All the candidates are likely to be between their late  
forties and very early sixties.’  
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	role	description)
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Requirements for previous board experience
If	a	requirement	in	a	job	description	particularly	disadvantages	women	as	a	group,	it	will	
only	be	lawful	if	it	is	a	proportionate	way	of	meeting	a	legitimate	aim.		

Our	analysis	found	that	13	out	of	25	documents	identified	a	preference	for	previous	board	
experience	in	their	non-executive	director	role	descriptions.	For	example:

‘Previous plc main board experience as an independent 
director a must.’   
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	role	description)

Executive	search	firms	told	us	that	companies	favoured	candidates	with	previous	
non-executive	or	especially	executive	board	experience	in	FTSE	350	companies	
(and	sometimes	explicitly	FTSE	100	companies).	They	said	that	companies	viewed	
candidates	without	previous	board	experience	as	‘a	gamble’	or	‘risky’.	Similarly,	business	
organisations11	said	the	requirement	for	previous	FTSE	experience	gave	companies	
assurance	that	appointees	had	the	appropriate	skills	to	meet	the	requirements	of	
regulatory	bodies.12  
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11	The	Commission	hosted	roundtable	sessions	to	share	and	discuss	evidence	and	emerging	findings	from	
the	inquiry	with	representatives	of	leading	business	organisations.			

12	In	the	banking	sector,	the	Prudential	Regulatory	Authority	and	Financial	Conduct	Authority	approve	non-
executive	director	appointees	for	the	roles	of	board	chairman,	senior	independent	director	and	chairs	of	the	
risk,	audit,	remuneration	and	nomination	committees.



Some	role	descriptions	indicated	a	preference,	but	not	an	explicit	requirement,	for	previous	
board	experience	or	stated	that	a	company	would	consider	candidates	without	board	
experience	where	this	already	existed	on	the	board.	For	example:

‘Prior plc board experience or non-executive experience is not 
a prerequisite.’   
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	role	description)

‘As the current non-executive directors were all experienced at 
working with listed companies, the company would consider 
candidates who had little plc board experience providing they 
had the appropriate skills.’  
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	role	description)

However,	this	more	flexible	approach	was	the	exception	and	previous	board	experience	
seems	to	be	a	key	determinant	of	success	in	attaining	a	non-executive	role.	Research	
shows	that	in	2014,	60%	of	all	non-executive	director	positions	went	to	individuals	who	
had	already	held	either	non-executive	or	executive	director	roles	in	listed	companies	(Korn	
Ferry	Institute,	2015).

A	requirement	that	appointees	have	knowledge	of	corporate	governance,	regulatory	
requirements,	shareholder	relationships	and	experience	of	managing	organisations	that	
are	financially	and	organisationally	complex	clearly	fulfils	a	legitimate	aim.	Previous	
membership	of	a	FTSE	board	could	be	one	way	of	demonstrating	that	requirement	is	
met.	However,	as	women	are	under-represented	on	FTSE	350	boards,	they	are	less	
likely	as	a	group	to	have	that	experience	than	men.	Making	previous	FTSE	board	
membership	the	only	way	of	demonstrating	that	the	requirement	is	met	will	be	unlawful	
indirect	discrimination,	unless	in	relation	to	the	particular	role	it	is	a	proportionate	means	
of	achieving	a	legitimate	aim.	This	means	that	a	company	would	need	to	demonstrate	
that	the	role	required	skills	or	competencies	which	could	only	be	gained	through	previous	
FTSE	board	experience.

By	defining	the	specific	knowledge,	skills	and	experience	required	for	the	role,	such	as	
knowledge	of	corporate	governance	and	shareholder	relationships,	rather	than	a	narrow	
requirement	for	previous	FTSE	experience,	companies	may	be	able	to	widen	the	pool	of	
applicants	who	can	demonstrate	the	requirements	in	different	ways.
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Chemistry and fit
Role	descriptions	that	rely	on	undefined,	poorly	defined	or	subjective		criteria	may	
disadvantage	female	candidates	in	the	selection	process,	as	these	criteria	may	give	rise	to	
unquestioned	assumptions	and	judgements	about	women’s	capabilities.	

Our	analysis	showed	that	seven	out	of	25	documents	identified	cultural	fit	or	chemistry	
in	their	non-executive	director	role	requirements.	Most	companies	interpreted	chemistry	
and	fit	as	personality	and	cultural	similarity	to	the	existing	board	members.	The	survey	
provided	many	examples	of	this	approach.	For	example,	companies	said	that	when	they	
assessed	shortlisted	candidates	who	had	the	right	skills,	their	decisions	then	were	based	
on	the	following	assessments:	

‘Assessing the fit of the person to ensure the right boardroom 
dynamics can be maintained or enhanced.’ 
(FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

‘Character and personality to ensure a proper fit with existing 
board members and to ascertain their ethos and motivation are 
aligned with that of the company.’
(FTSE	250,	0%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Companies	and	executive	search	firms	agreed	that	board	members	needed	to	work	
together,	use	judgement	and	contribute	to	debate	in	a	constructive	way,	therefore	personal	
skills	and	qualities	are	essential.	However,	they	recognised	that	the	terms	risked	potential	
bias	against	female	candidates	and	made	the	appointment	of	candidates	similar	to	existing	
board	directors	more	likely:			

‘Chemistry is polite code for the selector’s bias and it is a 
barrier to diverse representation if the selector or selecting 
panel has that bias.’ 
(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	roundtable	response)
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‘Gender diversity has become one of the top priorities for 
many businesses, or at least they say it is. However the 
reality is often different, when people just recruit in their own 
likeness, or someone with a similar background they feel 
comfortable with.’ 
(Executive	search	firm,	survey	response)	

Only	a	few	companies	had	translated	chemistry	and	fit	into	the	skills	and	competences	
which	gave	rise	to	the	qualities	they	were	seeking.	For	example:		

‘The Nomination Committee evaluates candidates based 
on behaviours consistent with company values, personal 
attributes including sharp intellect, critical assessment and 
judgement, openness, honesty and tact, their ability to listen 
actively, develop relationships and build trust, and possessing 
the courage to suggest changes to stated strategy and be able 
to develop sound alternatives.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

A	FTSE	chair	identified	the	skills	implicit	in	chemistry,	fit	and	values	as	‘challenging	and	
collegiate,	high	level	of	confidence	but	low	ego’,	which	were	‘things	that	could	be	explicitly	
set	out.’	(Chair,	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	roundtable	response).	

A	clear	definition	of	the	skills	and	experience	that	enable	chemistry	and	fit	is	more	likely	to	
reflect	requirements	identified	in	a	board	evaluation,	and	also	to	allow	for	a	more	objective	
assessment	of	candidates.	Subjective	assessments	of	candidates’	personality,	chemistry	
or	fit	with	existing	board	members	may	put	women	at	a	disadvantage	in	the	appointment	
process	when	determined	by	a	largely	male	board	and	lead	to	recruiting	board	members	in	
their	own	image.
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Conclusions
Our	evidence	found	that	some	companies	created	role	descriptions	that	set	out	objective	
and	justifiable	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	qualities	needed	for	the	role.	

However,	some	companies	set	requirements	that	were	potentially	discriminatory.	Some	
indicated	a	preference	for	candidates	of	a	particular	sex	or	age,	potentially	disadvantaging	
those	without	these	protected	characteristics.	More	than	half	required	previous	FTSE	
board	experience.	In	some	cases	this	may	be	justifiable	to	complement	existing	skills	
on	the	board,	or	for	the	specific	type	of	role.	However,	in	other	cases	this	requirement	
may	indirectly	discriminate	against	suitably	qualified	female	candidates	because	women	
are	under-represented	as	a	group	on	company	boards.	Some	companies	required	
‘chemistry’	or	‘fit’	with	other	board	members	rather	than	defining	the	skills	and	personal	
qualities	that	lay	behind	the	terms.	Using	such	undefined	criteria	for	a	selection	process	
may	disadvantage	female	candidates	where	these	criteria	could	lead	to	bias	based	on	
unquestioned	stereotypes	about	women’s	capabilities.	

We	recommend	that	companies	take	the	following	actions	to	improve	their	role	
descriptions	as	a	way	to	widen	the	pool	of	applicants	and	avoid	excluding	suitably	qualified	
candidates:	

•	 Ensure	role	descriptions	describe	necessary	skills,	experience,	knowledge	and	personal	
qualities	for	the	role,	identified	by	the	board	evaluation.

•	 Avoid	potentially	discriminatory	requirements,	such	as	a	preference	for	candidates	of	a	
particular	age	or	sex,	previous	FTSE	board	experience	where	not	justifiable,	or	using	
terms	such	as	‘chemistry’	or	‘fit’	which	are	subjective	and	undefined.
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‘Relying on personal 
networks to identify 
potential candidates, 
or not advertising 
a role, will limit 
the diversity of the 
candidate pool.’



Chapter 6: The search process 
Several	independent	reviews	have	recommended	that	companies	use	executive	search	
firms	to	improve	objectivity,	transparency	and	diversity	in	the	appointment	process	(Higgs,	
2003;	Tyson,	2003;	Davies,	2011).	Many	companies	now	use	executive	search	firms	to	
recruit	for	board	director	roles.	

The	role	of	companies	and	executive	search	firms	in	the	search	process	and	their	
relationship	should	be	guided	by	principles	set	out	in	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	
and	the	Equality	Act	2010.	

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	the	search	for	and	appointment	
of	board	members	should	be	made	on	merit,	against	objective	criteria	and	recognising	the	
benefits	of	diversity	on	the	board,	including	gender	(FRC,	2014,	p.11,	B.2).	Companies	
should	identify	in	their	annual	report	any	external	search	firm	used,	or	give	an	explanation	
if	they	have	not	used	one	or	not	advertised	the	appointment	(FRC,	2014,	p.12,	B.2.4).		

The	Equality	Act	2010	requires	that	employers	do	not	discriminate	in	the	recruitment	
process,	whether	undertaken	by	themselves	or	an	agent,	such	as	an	executive	search	
firm.	This	means	that	employers	should	not	instruct	or	cause	an	executive	search	
firm	to	discriminate	by	suggesting	that	they	prefer	to	appoint	a	person	with	particular	
protected	characteristics.	Publicising	a	role	widely	through	a	range	of	channels,	including	
advertising,	will	help	broaden	the	pool	of	candidates	and	increase	diversity	as	it	enables	
individuals	from	under-represented	groups	to	apply	for	roles	which	they	are	otherwise	
unlikely	to	find	out	about.	Relying	on	personal	networks	to	identify	potential	candidates,	or	
not	advertising	a	role,	will	limit	the	diversity	of	the	candidate	pool.	A	recruitment	process	
that	excludes	particular	protected	groups	may	be	potentially	unlawful	if	the	circumstances	
are	not	justifiable.	

We	assessed	how	companies	instruct	executive	search	firms	and	both	use	networks	and	
advertising	in	the	search	process.	We	considered	whether	the	use	of	executive	search	
firms	had	improved	objectivity	and	transparency,	and	had	encouraged	diverse	applicants	
with	relevant	experience	to	apply	for	board	roles.
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The use of executive search firms
Most	FTSE	350	companies	(91%)	used	executive	search	firms	for	executive	and	non-
executive	appointments.	This	was	more	likely	in	FTSE	100	than	FTSE	250	companies	
(96%	and	89%	respectively),	and	in	companies	with	25%	or	more	and	1-24%	of	women	
on	their	boards,	than	companies	with	no	women	on	their	boards	(95%,	90%	and	71%	
respectively)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A6.1).	29%	of	companies	did	not	use	executive	search	
firms	at	all	for	executive	director	appointments	and	13%	did	not	use	them	for	non-
executive	director	roles	(see	Annex	4,	Tables	A6.2	and	A6.3).

The	use	of	executive	search	firms	has	had	a	positive	impact	on	the	diversity	of	some	
appointments.	In	2012/13	and	2013/14,	companies	that	used	them	were	statistically	more	
likely	to	have	a	higher	proportion	of	women	on	their	boards	than	companies	that	had	not	
(see	Annex	4,	Tables	A6.4	and	A6.5).			

The	positive	association	may	partly	reflect	that	just	over	half	of	companies	(55%)	required	
their	executive	search	firm	to	be	a	signatory	to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct,13 which	
they	saw	as	an	indicator	of	best	practice	(see	Figure	6.1	and	Annex	4,	Table	A6.6).				

13	The	Davies	Review	(2011)	recommended	executive	search	firms	draw	up	a	voluntary	code	of	conduct	to	
address	best	practice	in	gender	diversity	and	search.	The	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct,	published	in	2011,	
does	this.	The	Enhanced	Code,	published	in	July	2014,	set	out	higher	standards	and	an	accreditation	
process	to	recognise	executive	search	firms	that	had	a	strong	track	record	in	gender	diversity	and	board	
appointments.					
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Figure 6.1:	FTSE	companies	who	require	the	executive	search	firms	they	use	to	be	
signatories	to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	proportion	of	women	on	boards

ESFs used are required 
to be signatory of the 
Voluntary Code of Conduct

ESFs used are not required 
to be signatory of the 
Voluntary Code of Conduct

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

% of FTSE Companies

1-24% FBR

≥25% FBR

All respondents

0% FBR

106 (61.6%) 66

44 (46.8%) 50

158 (54.9%) 130

125 (29.4%)

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).		

Notes:	The	particular	question	asked	was	Q35:	Does	your	company	require	its	executive	search	firms	to	be	a	
signatory	of	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	for	Executive	Search	Firms?	 
FBR	=	female	board	representation	in	2013/14. 
ESFs	=	executive	search	firms.

Base:	All	respondents	=	288,	≥25%	FBR	=	94,	1-24%	FBR	=	172,	0%	FBR		=	17,	unknown	FBR	=	5	(excluded	
from	chart).
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Companies	that	did	not	stipulate	that	their	executive	search	firm	should	be	a	signatory	
to	the	Voluntary	Code	said	this	was	because	they	only	used	high	quality,	reputable	firms	
whom	they	expected	to	operate	in	line	with	good	practice,	so	this	wasn’t	necessary.	A	few	
companies,	mostly	in	the	FTSE	250,	were	unaware	of	the	Voluntary	Code.

Companies	said	that	executive	search	firms	had	‘access	to	a	wider	pool	of	people’	than	
individual	companies	(Company	secretary,	FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	
female,	interview	response).	Companies	also	told	us	that	executive	search	firms	offered	
an	independent	viewpoint	and	by	clarifying	the	role	brief	and	searching	more	widely	were	
‘ensuring	that	the	old	boy’s	network	is	not	being	used	to	source	new	directors’	(Group	
company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board).	They	also	acted	as	‘an	impartial	
arbiter’	(Company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board)	where	board	members	might	
have	more	traditional	views	about	the	appropriate	characteristics	of	candidates	for	a	role.	

Company instructions to executive search 
firms on diversity
Companies	can	use	executive	search	firms	to	help	identify	a	broader	range	of	candidates,	
including	women,	for	board	appointments.	However,	it	would	be	unlawful	for	a	company	
to	instruct	an	executive	search	firm	to	find	a	female	non-executive	director	or	to	fulfil	a	
target	or	quota	where	that	means	treating	better	qualified	candidates	with	the	protected	
characteristic	less	favourably.

Of	165	companies	that	described	their	instructions	to	executive	search	companies14:

•	 41	instructed	or	discussed	their	diversity	aspirations	with	the	executive	search	firm	

•	 37	gave	instructions	about	the	gender	composition	of	the	list	

•	 22	provided	an	explanation	or	copy	of	their	board	or	diversity	policy,	and		

•	 10	stated	a	preference	for	a	female	candidate	with	particular	skills,	with	a	very	small	
number	specifying	the	name	and	gender,	or	the	gender	and	location,	of	specific	
candidates.

14	Based	on	responses	to	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	Q40:	Please	provide	examples	of	the	
instructions	provided	by	your	company	to	its	executive	search	firms	regarding	the	specific	gender	diversity	
aspirations	of	the	board.	An	explanation	of	where	documentation	outlining	these	instructions	can	be	sent	will	
be	included	at	the	end	of	the	survey.	Base	=	209.	
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Some	companies	instructed	the	executive	search	firm	specifically	to	find	women	or	set	
quotas	of	women.	This	would	be	unlawful	under	the	Equality	Act	2010	where	that	meant	
treating	better	qualified	candidates	without	the	targeted	characteristic	less	favourably.

‘In one case, we specifically sought a Continental European-
based woman to fill a non-executive director role. In another 
case, we specifically asked for a UK-based woman to fill a  
non-executive director role, who could take on the 
chairmanship of our Audit and Compliance Committee.’ 
(FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)		

‘Executive search firms are asked to provide long lists of 
potential candidates which are as diverse as possible. We also 
request lists composed of only female candidates.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Executive	search	firms	reported	that	some	companies	linked	their	aspirations	for	female	
candidates	to	the	under-representation	of	women	on	their	boards,	but	considered	male	
and	female	candidates	in	a	similar	way.	Other	companies	expressed	a	preference	for	a	
candidate	of	a	particular	gender	or	age.	This	would	almost	always	be	unlawful	under	the	
Equality	Act	2010	as	this	excludes	suitably	qualified	individuals	from	applying	for	these	
roles	because	they	do	not	have	the	required	protected	characteristic:

‘There was an explicit concern that the board was dominated 
by men and required a female director. There was little appetite 
for an additional man to join the board and so the candidates 
considered at long and shortlist were exclusively female.’ 
(Executive	search	firm,	survey	response)	
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The executive search firm commitment  
to diversity
Executive	search	firms	believed	that	their	commitment	to	improving	gender	diversity	and	
their	methods	of	searching	had	widened	candidate	pools	and	enabled	more	women	to	fill	
board	positions	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A6.7):	

•	 89%	had	a	policy	to	improve	gender	diversity	in	their	board	recruitment	exercises	

•	 70%	had	measurable	objectives	for	improving	gender	diversity	in	their	board	
recruitment	exercises,	and	

•	 68%	indicated	on	their	website	that	they	were	signatory	to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	
Conduct	for	Executive	Search	Firms.	

However,	some	companies	took	a	more	critical	view	of	the	commitment	of	executive	
search	firms	to	increasing	the	number	of	women	in	the	candidate	pool.	A	few	companies	
suggested	that	they	simply	provided	candidates	already	on	their	books	who	met	their	
perception	of	suitability	rather	than	searching	more	widely:	

‘They just haven’t got the time for people outside of who they 
think they should be using.’
(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	female,	interview	response)

Many	companies	also	had	long-standing	relationships	with	executive	search	firms	which	
they	felt	helped	the	firm	understand	the	needs	of	the	business.	The	selection	of	an	
executive	search	firm	was	rarely	a	competitive	tender.	Some	companies	recognised	that	
this	overly	close	relationship	might	result	in	an	opaque	recruitment	process	and	lack	of	
diverse	search	networks.	For	example:

‘We have been loyal to one search firm for some years: but … 
their networks do dry out and you need to cast your net wider.’ 
(Chief	people	officer,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	roundtable	response)
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‘It is still very clubby. There is a very close connection between 
chairman and executive search firm. ... it is very much run as a 
closed shop.’ 
(CEO,	business	representative	organisation,	roundtable	response)

This	suggests	that	despite	considerable	progress,	the	relationship	between	a	company	
and	an	executive	search	firm	is	not	as	transparent	as	it	could	be.	In	some	cases	this	
may	have	a	negative	impact	on	companies’	efforts	to	improve	the	diversity	of	their	board	
appointments,	as	there	is	no	incentive	for	the	executive	search	firm	to	continually	improve	
their	search	networks.	The	close	relationship	also	means	they	are	less	likely	to	challenge	a	
chair’s	traditional	expectations	about	a	director	appointment.

Some	candidates	also	had	a	critical	perspective	on	the	role	of	executive	search	firms.	
Candidates	told	us	that,	in	their	experience,	some	had	invested	time	in	identifying	a	
diverse	candidate	pool,	while	others	had	put	little	effort	into	finding	‘unknown	candidates’.	A	
few	candidates	described	‘cold	calling’	recruiters	but	nearly	all	those	who	were	successful	
had	been	approached	by	executive	search	firms	for	specific	vacancies,	or	following	
recommendations	from	individuals	already	in	the	executive	search	firm’s	network.		

Candidates	were	also	concerned	whether	an	approach	from	an	executive	search	firm	was	
genuine	and	based	on	skills	fit	or	a	means	to	meet	a	quota:

‘I was very much put off by [Firm X]. ..  the chap there started 
with, they’re looking for a woman ... that’s the last thing I want 
to hear. I’m a business person first, I happen to be a woman,  
I don’t define my skill set as my gender.’ 
(Non-executive	director	candidate,	female,	interview	response)
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Widening the search process
Companies	and	executive	search	firms	wanted	to	widen	the	pool	of	applicants.	Executive	
search	firms	said	they	used	a	range	of	methods	to	identify	candidates	for	a	candidate	pool.	
This	included	searching	the	internet,	internal	and	external	databases,	talking	to	clients	and	
using	personal	references	and	recommendations.		

However,	relying	only	on	personal	networks	and	not	advertising	vacancies	will	limit	the	
diversity	of	potential	candidates.	These	approaches	are	potentially	unlawful	if	they	exclude	
particular	protected	groups	from	the	recruitment	process.	

Personal networks

Nearly	a	third	of	companies	(32%)	reported	using	the	personal	networks	of	current	and	
recent	board	members	to	identify	potential	candidates	(see	Figure	6.2).	This	was	more	
common	in	companies	with	no	women	on	their	boards	(67%)	than	in	companies	with	
1-24%	and	25%	or	more	women	on	their	boards	(33%	and	25%	respectively).	FTSE	250	
companies	were	more	likely	than	FTSE	100	to	use	personal	networks	(37%	and	20%	
respectively).	Use	of	personal	networks	was	more	common	for	non-executive	director	than	
executive	director	appointments	(32%	and	19%	respectively)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A6.8).
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Figure 6.2:	FTSE	companies	using	networks	of	current	and	recent	board	members	to	
advertise	board	vacancies,	by	proportion	of	women	on	the	board

Either executive director or 
non-executive director

Non-executive director 
appointments

Executive director 
appointments

0%

% of FTSE companies

1-24% FBR

≥25% FBR

All

0% FBR

32.2%
31.5%
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24.5%
23.5%

16.3%

33.2%
32.0%

18.5%
66.7%

58.3%
33.3%
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14).		

Notes:	The	particular	question	asked	was	Q32:	For	each	type	of	board	director,	how	does	your	company	
advertise	board	vacancies?	-	Networks	of	current	and	recent	board	members	(included	answers	referring	to	
networks	in	‘Other	please	specify’). 
FBR	=	female	board	representation	in	2013/14.

Base:	All	respondents	=	317,	≥25%	FBR	=	99,	1-24%	FBR	=	189,	0%	FBR	=	24,	unknown	FBR	=	5	(excluded	
from	chart).



Almost	a	third	of	companies	using	personal	networks	did	not	use	any	other	means	of	
advertising	the	post	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A6.9).	For	example:	

‘For all our non-executive appointments in recent years… 
a board member has either known them, or they’ve been 
recommended by somebody that we know.’ 
(Chair	of	the	board	and	nomination	committee,	FSTE	100,	≥25%	female	board	
representation,	male,	interview	response)

 ‘I knew one of our female non-execs personally … and she 
had a very senior position, and I simply called her and said 
I need to have lunch with you. And I simply asked her if she 
would please join the Board.’ 
(Chair	of	the	board	and	nomination	committee,	FSTE	250,	≥25%	female	board	
representation,	male,	interview	response)

Many	executive	search	firms	said	that	they	relied	on	informal	and	occasionally	formal	
networks	to	widen	their	searches.

Candidates	we	interviewed	said	that	personal	connections	to	FTSE	board	chairs	and	
board	members	opened	the	appointment	process.	The	majority	had	executive	search	firm	
or	FTSE	board	contacts	prior	to	their	first	appointment.	

‘I applied because people called me and asked me to. Because 
so little of the listed world is advertised, it all came through a 
head hunter mentioning it to me. … I went to see [a contact]. 
… he introduced me ... to one of the head hunters…Within 
an hour the [headhunter] had phoned up. … they were told, 
[named contact] had said, oh, [she] is worth putting into that 
process.’ 
(Non-executive	director	candidate,	female,	interview	response)
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Formal networks 

Executive	search	firms	told	us	that	it	was	important	for	women	to	join	formal	networks	to	
make	themselves	visible	and	to	ensure	‘board	readiness’.	We	were	told	about	a	number	
of	formal	networks	run	by	professional	services	and	accountancy	firms	or	by	executive	
search	firms.	Some	networks	were	only	for	women	(and	are	a	form	of	positive	action	to	
develop	and	widen	the	talent	pool).	Other	networks	were	only	open	to	people	already	
holding	board	roles.

Female	candidates	we	interviewed	said	the	networks	were	useful	for	acquiring	skills	but	
not	for	developing	contacts	that	led	to	the	approach	from	executive	search	firms:	

‘You need to network with the men. So the female  
networking events are … interesting and sometimes allow  
you to… share your experiences, but in terms of  
networking, not desperately helpful.’ 
(Non-executive	director	candidate,	female,	interview	response)

Only	female	candidates	reported	using	formal	groups.	Men	said	they	relied	on	personal	
contacts.	Recent	research	on	routes	to	the	boardroom	found	that	successful	candidates	
had	powerful	sponsors	who	put	them	forward	for	roles	and	that	men	were	more	likely	than	
women	to	be	put	forward	in	this	situation	(Sapphire	Partners,	2015).	

Use of advertising 

Advertising	roles	in	a	diverse	range	of	media	can	lead	to	a	more	diverse	range	of	
applicants	and	potentially	to	the	appointment	of	more	women	to	boards.	Yet	our	research	
showed	that	just	2%	of	companies	publicised	non-executive	director	appointments	on	their	
external	corporate	websites,	in	newspapers	or	using	social	media,	and	only	1%	did	this	
for	executive	director	roles.	55%	of	companies	reported	that	they	did	not	advertise	board	
appointments	(whether	executive	or	non-executive),	a	further	29%	only	publicised	them	
through	executive	search	firms	and	6%	only	through	personal	networks	(see	Annex	4,	
Table	A6.10).	Not	widely	publicising	roles	means	that	qualified	individuals	do	not	have	the	
opportunity	to	apply	for	them	and	the	pool	of	potential	applicants	is	limited.	This	makes	it	
more	difficult	to	improve	the	diversity	of	the	applicant	pool	and	final	appointments.	
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Companies	said	that	they	did	not	advertise	board	roles	because	they	relied	on	executive	
search	firms	to	source	suitable	candidates	and	they	were	concerned	that	advertising	might	
attract	the	wrong	type	of	candidate.	For	example:	

‘You’d probably get … a larger candidate list … but [the 
company] really don’t have the time to go through all that … 
we try to keep the costs down where we can.’ 
(Head	of	company	secretariat,	FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	male,	
interview	response)	

‘We are much keener on pinpointing the candidates ourselves 
… than being inundated with … a lot of no-hopers. You know 
the cultural fit here is very important.’ 
(Chair	of	board	and	nomination	committee,	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	
representation,	male,	interview	response)	

‘You never want as a board member somebody who is in the 
business of trying to find themselves board memberships.’ 
(Chair	of	board	and	nomination	committee,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	
male,	interview	response)

Most	executive	search	firms	also	were	not	in	favour	of	advertising.	They	believed	a	
targeted	approach	using	contacts,	social	media	and	their	own	databases	was	more	likely	
to	be	successful,	as	finding	suitable	candidates	was	‘a	search	process	not	an	application	
process.’	(Executive	search	firm,	roundtable	response).				
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Executive	search	firms	told	us	that	advertising	was	inefficient	in	terms	of	cost	and	time,	
could	raise	potential	confidentiality	issues15	and,	given	searches	were	sometimes	global,	
it	was	unclear	where	to	place	an	advert	to	reach	appropriate	candidates.	They	also	
questioned	whether	advertising	improved	the	quality	of	candidates	or	increased	the	
number	of	female	candidates:				

‘There are roles for which we do advertise, exec roles 
sometimes… where a client … wants to advertise …  
but the higher up you get… the narrower the field of people 
who would really be relevant for it, the less valuable and 
insightful it really is.’  
(Executive	search	firm,	interview	response)	 

‘In our experience, advertising the role does not lead to an 
increase in the number of women in the candidate pool …  
than is the case when women are approached proactively 
about the role by us.’ 
(Executive	search	firm,	survey	response)

Candidates	reported	that	without	advertising,	the	only	way	to	put	themselves	forward 
for	positions	was	to	try	to	build	their	visibility	and	credibility	with	executive	search	firms,	
which	was	difficult	without	personal	recommendations	from	sponsors.	This	is	a	particular	
disadvantage	for	women	who,	research	suggests,	use	their	networks	for	advice	rather	
than	sponsorship	(Sapphire	Partners,	2015).
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15	Executive	search	firms	suggested	that	publicity	about	recruitment	of	a	company	chair	or	CEO	might	have	
an	impact	on	a	company’s	share	price.	Publicity	about	recruitment	to	replace	a	retiring	non-executive	director	
widely	known	to	be	reaching	the	end	of	their	fixed	term	would	not	have	the	same	negative	effect.	



A	few	companies	favoured	using	advertising	to	widen	the	candidate	pool.	One	company	
chair	stated	the	tenure	of	board	appointments	was	time	limited	and	published	in	annual	
reports,	so	future	appointments	were	‘not	terribly	secret	or	sensitive’	and	it	was	possible	
to	‘mak[e]	it	more	transparent	when	those	positions	are	coming	up	…because	there	
is	no	good	reason	why	it	is	not	transparent.’	(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	
representation,	female,	interview	response).		

These	companies	regarded	advertising	as	a	way	to	reduce	reliance	on	limited,	personal	
networks	and	attract	new	potential	candidates:

‘I don’t subscribe to people bringing in their friends, or people 
they know from others … The only way to open up [the board 
appointment process] is by … public advertising and using a 
recruitment company that will find [more diverse candidates] 
not just the ones that we all see coming up again and again 
but different kinds.’ 
(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	female,	interview	response)

‘[The recruitment process] is just too opaque … All board 
positions should be publically advertised, then suddenly 
everybody can see much more clearly when there are 
positions available.’ 
(Chair,	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	female,	interview	response)

Some	companies	said	they	would	consider	advertising	if	suggested	by	the	executive	
search	firm	and	as	a	way	of	widening	the	applicant	pool.	One	executive	search	firm	was	
positive	about	the	benefits	of	advertising	and	described	it	as	‘a	very	crude	tool,	but	part	of	
the	spectrum’	to	identify	candidates	(Executive	search	firm,	roundtable	response).
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We	asked	the	Public	Appointments	Commission	about	the	impact	of	advertising	all	public	
appointments	and	were	told	that	this	had	not	caused	a	flood	of	candidates	applying	for	
roles	or	any	resourcing	issues.	The	consequence	of	this	approach	was	that	Government	
was	close	to	meeting	its	aspiration	for	women	to	be	half	of	new	appointees	to	public	
boards	by	2015	(Commissioner	for	Public	Appointments,	2015).16	This	demonstrates	how	
wider	advertisement	of	board	vacancies	can	lead	to	organisations	successfully	recruiting	
more	female	board	members	and	improving	board	diversity.	
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Of 165 companies that described their 
instructions to executive search firms about their 

gender aspirations or requirements:

instructed or discussed their diversity 
aspirations with the executive search firm 

gave instructions about the gender 
composition of the list 

provided an explanation or copy of 
their board or diversity policy  

stated a preference for a female 
candidate with particular skills, and a 
very small number specified the name 
and gender or the gender and location of 
specific candidates

41
37
22
10

16	Women	made	up	45%	of	public	board	appointments	and	36%	of	chair	appointments	in	October	2015.		



Conclusions
Most	FTSE	350	companies	used	executive	search	firms	and	many	required	these	
firms	to	be	a	signatory	to	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct.	We	found	that	these	factors	
had	a	positive	association	with	the	appointment	of	women	to	boards.	Some	executive	
search	firms	were	trying	to	extend	their	sources	and	databases	to	include	more	female	
candidates,	and	were	working	with	companies	to	encourage	them	to	consider	a	wider	
range	of	talent	–	sometimes	with	positive	results.	However,	in	some	cases	longstanding,	
overly	close	relationships	between	companies	and	executive	search	firms	might	result	in	
an	opaque	recruitment	process	and	lack	of	diverse	search	networks.	

Some	companies	also	instructed	executive	search	firms	to	find	a	female	candidate	or	
provide	female	long	and	shortlists,	which	would	be	unlawful	under	the	Equality	Act	2010.	
Companies	and	executive	search	firms	were	reluctant	to	publicise	vacancies	more	widely	
and	some	relied	heavily	on	using	personal	networks	to	identify	potential	candidates.	These	
limit	the	pool	of	potential	candidates,	making	it	more	difficult	to	improve	the	diversity	of	the	
applicant	pool	and	ensure	the	merit	of	the	final	appointment.	

We	recommend	that	companies	take	the	following	actions	to	improve	transparency	and	
diversity	in	the	search	process:

•	 Select	an	executive	search	firm	that	can	demonstrate	its	effectiveness	in	improving	
diversity	in	appointments.

•	 Avoid	giving	unlawful	instructions	to	an	executive	search	firm,	such	as	requesting	an	 
all-women	longlist	or	shortlist.	

•	 Broaden	your	candidate	pool	by	advertising	widely	through	appropriate	channels,	
unless	a	role	is	business-sensitive.

•	 Avoid	relying	only	on	personal	networks	to	identify	potential	candidates.
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Chapter 7: Selection  
To	select	the	best	candidate	based	on	merit,	an	employer	should	have	an	objective,	
consistent	and	fair	selection	process.	This	means	the	job	description	and	person	
specification	should	set	out	clear	requirements	for	candidates’	skills,	knowledge,	
experience	and	personal	qualities,	and	employers	should	assess	these	rigorously	in	
interviews	or	other	forms	of	assessment.	Selecting	the	best	candidate	for	a	role	also	
requires	competitive	appraisal	against	a	wider	pool	of	potential	candidates,	which	gives	
anyone	with	suitable	experience	the	opportunity	to	apply.	

The	principles	of	fairness,	consistency	and	transparency	underpin	the	UK	Corporate	
Governance	Code	and	the	Equality	Act	2010.	The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	(2014,	
B.2,	p.11)	recommends	that	companies	have	formal,	rigorous	and	transparent	procedures	
for	the	appointment	of	new	directors	to	the	board.	The	Equality	Act	2010	prohibits	
discrimination	in	the	recruitment	process.	This	means	that	employers	must	assess	
applicants	objectively	against	role	requirements,	and	assessment	criteria	or	questions	
should	not	disadvantage	people	because	of	protected	characteristics.	Employers	must	
not	base	their	selection	decisions	on	stereotypical	assumptions	or	prejudice.	A	recruitment	
process	that	excludes	or	disadvantages	people	with	particular	protected	characteristics	is	
likely	to	be	unlawful.	

We	looked	at	whether	companies	objectively	assessed	candidates’	skills,	knowledge,	
experience	and	personal	qualities	during	longlisting,	shortlisting	and	the	interview	process.

For both non-executive and 
executive director roles, most 

companies relied on a competency 
and skills-based interview 

and around half used the same 
questions for each candidate to 
ensure consistent assessment



Selection for longlists and shortlists
Some	companies	provided	very	little	detail	about	their	processes	for	selecting	candidates	
for	a	longlist	or	shortlist	for	executive	or	non-executive	director	roles,	or	so	little	as	to	
imply	there	was	no	rigorous	process	in	place.17	Other	companies	did	describe	a	clear	and	
rigorous	selection	process.	

Where	boards	relied	on	personal	networks	to	identify	candidates	for	non-executive	roles	
they	sometimes	had	no	competitive	assessment	process.	For	example:

‘The Board discussed a potential candidate for directorship 
who has very strong credentials and it was agreed that the 
Chairman would approach this candidate confidentially. … The 
… outstanding nature of the candidate precluded the need  
to use head-hunters or the creation of a potential list  
of candidates.’
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

This	type	of	approach	could	be	unlawful	if	it	excluded	people	sharing	particular	protected	
characteristics.

For	executive	director	roles,	many	companies	identified	potential	candidates	in	their	own	
internal	talent	pool	and	through	succession	planning.	As	a	result,	a	few	companies	said	
assessment	and	longlisting	were	‘not	applicable’.		

Whether	for	executive	or	non-executive	roles,	the	absence	of	a	competitive	selection	
process	based	on	clear,	objective	criteria	may	mean	that	the	chosen	candidate	is	not	
necessarily	the	best	for	the	role.	
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17	Based	on	analysis	of	open-ended	responses	to	Q46:	How	do	you	assess	the	suitability	for	the	role	of	all	
candidates	on	the	longlist	for	a	non-executive	board	director	role?,	Q47:	How	do	you	assess	the	suitability	for	
the	role	of	all	candidates	on	the	shortlist	for	a	non-executive	board	director	role?,	Q54:	How	does	your	company	
assess	the	suitability	of	all	candidates	on	the	longlist	for	executive	board	director	roles?	and	Q55:	How	does	
your	company	assess	the	suitability	of	all	candidates	on	the	shortlist	for	executive	board	director	roles?



Companies	instructing	executive	search	firms	for	executive	and	non-executive	board	
appointments	relied	on	the	firm	to	screen	potential	candidates	against	the	agreed	role	
description	to	create	a	longlist.	Companies	then	assessed	the	longlisted	candidates	
against	the	role	description	and	some	took	into	account	candidates’	interview	performance	
to	identify	a	shortlist.18	A	few	companies	also	considered	diversity,	‘fit’	and	personality,	
references	and	industry	reputation,	and	networks	or	existing	relationships	with	board	
members.	

For	executive	appointments,	companies	said	they	assessed	operational	and	technical	
competencies.	To	do	this,	the	selection	process	often	included	psychometric	testing	and	
psychological	assessments	and,	in	some	cases,	bespoke	skills	assessments.	A	few	
companies	said	that	they	benchmarked	internal	candidates	against	external	candidates	
and	relied	on	executive	search	firms	to	create	a	broader	candidate	pool	reflecting	wider	
talent	in	the	market.	They	then	compared	the	internal	and	external	candidates.	

‘The search firm will … map … the market selecting candidates 
with the requisite skills and experience based on the role 
specification …. The search firm will interview and review the 
CVs before presenting a summary of this … to the company. 
The HR director will review the long list and compare with 
any internal candidates who have been similarly assessed 
to create a full picture of potential candidates. This is then 
discussed with the CEO to finalise the long list.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

This	approach	allows	for	consistent	assessment	of	a	wider	pool	of	potential	candidates,	
ensuring	selection	of	the	successful	candidate	is	based	on	merit.	It	also	opens	up	the	
application	process	to	external	candidates,	some	of	whom	may	be	women.	
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18	Based	on	responses	to	the	following	questions	in	the	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14):	Q46	and	Q47:	How	
do	you	assess	the	suitability	of	candidates	on	the	longlist	and	shortlist	for	non-executive	director	board	roles?;	
Q54	and	Q55:	How	do	you	assess	the	suitability	of	candidates	on	the	longlist	and	shortlist	for	executive	director	
board	roles?



Interviews
Companies	reported	a	wide	variety	of	different	interview	approaches	including	formal	
and	informal	interviews,	one-to-one	and	panel	interviews.	Some	companies	conducted	
one	round	of	interviews,	but	most	carried	out	several	rounds.	Executive	search	firms	
reported	that	candidates	were	often	interviewed	informally	throughout	the	recruitment	
process	through	‘fireside	chats’,	dinners	with	company	chairs	or	meetings	with	other	board	
members.	

Companies	said	interviews	usually	covered	criteria	in	the	person	specification	and	
examined	the	candidates’	experience,	skills	and	knowledge,	as	well	as	insight	into	the	
company	and	sector,	and	their	fit	with	the	board.	

For	both	non-executive	and	executive	director	roles,	most	companies	relied	on	a	
competency	and	skills-based	interview	and	around	half	used	the	same	questions	for	each	
candidate	to	ensure	consistent	assessment.	There	was	little	difference	by	FTSE	Index	or	
proportion	of	women	on	boards	(see	Annex	4,	Tables	A7.1	and	A7.2).	

A	third	of	companies	said	they	used	different	questions	for	each	candidate.	In	some	cases,	
this	allowed	interviewers	to	probe	into	candidates’	particular	skills	and	experience.	

‘This would be a combination of core questions which are the 
same for each candidate plus tailored questions relevant to the 
individual background of each candidate.’ 
(FSTE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

However,	in	other	cases	interviewing	was	informal	and	did	not	clearly	relate	to	the	criteria	
in	the	job	description.	Companies	described	this	as	‘conversations	rather	than	interviews’	
or	‘non-scripted	conversations’.	

‘Every interview and every candidate is different so there is no 
set formula.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)	

Where	selection	is	by	a	series	of	one-to-one	interviews	rather	than	a	panel	interview,	
ensuring	that	selectors	discuss	their	individual	assessments	may	reduce	the	risk	of	
inconsistency	and	the	impact	of	bias	based	on	irrelevant	factors.	
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Chemistry and fit
Companies	told	us	that	informal	assessments	allowed	them	to	explore	the	‘chemistry	
and	fit’	of	candidates	shortlisted	for	an	executive	or	non-executive	director	role.	Executive	
search	firms	said	that	chemistry	was	an	important	element	of	the	interview	and	provided	
candidates	and	board	members	with	an	opportunity	to	assess	each	other.	Some	executive	
search	firms	reported	that	cultural	fit	was	more	important	than	skills	and	experience	at	
the	shortlisting	stage.	However,	using	undefined,	poorly	defined	or	subjective	criteria	
may	result	in	inconsistent	assessment	of	candidates,	and	may	also	disadvantage	female	
candidates	where	these	criteria	are	based	on	unquestioned	stereotypes	about	women’s	
capabilities.

As	discussed	in	Chapter	5,	most	companies	had	not	defined	criteria	or	qualities	in	their	
role	descriptions	that	might	indicate	‘chemistry	or	fit’	and	this	was	also	reflected	in	their	
description	of	how	they	interviewed	candidates	to	assess	this.	Some	companies	said	they	
looked	at	candidates’	‘level	of	interest	in	the	role	and	the	group’,19	others	talked	of	‘cultural	
fit’,20		‘compatibility’,21		or	‘personality	and	fit’.22		But	very	few	respondents	described	
qualities	or	experience	that	might	sit	behind	these	and	make	for	a	more	effective	board	
member.

We	asked	individuals	who	had	applied	for	board	roles	about	their	experience	of	being	
interviewed.	One	candidate	said	questions	about	her	personal	interests	and	circumstances	
were	a	reasonable	way	to	create	common	ground	for	dialogue.	Another	regarded	these	
questions	as	irrelevant	to	her	ability	to	perform	a	non-executive	director	role:

‘What did I do in my spare time? … What did my husband do? 
Which is hardly relevant. … And obviously exploring a little  
bit of my professional background but not in any detail…  
Did I play golf?’ 
(Non-executive	director	candidate,	female,	interview	response)
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19	FSTE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response. 
20	FSTE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response. 
21	FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response. 
22	Group	company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	female,	interview	response.



Several	female	candidates	said	they	were	asked	questions	they	thought	male	candidates	
were	unlikely	to	face.	For	example:	

‘The first thing he said was I see you have two teenage girls. 
That must be hard work doing that holding down a full-time 
job. And I just thought well I won’t be getting a non-executive 
director through you then. …. It was unconscious obviously,  
it wasn’t intended. But it was just immediately that, how on 
earth does a woman have a career when you’ve got these 
children. You’ve clearly got bias. … I didn’t follow up with 
them. That sort of put me off.’ 
(Non-executive	director	candidate,	female,	interview	response)

Some	candidates	preferred	more	formal	assessments	because	they	felt	that	informal	
discussions	were	linked	to	questions	about	their	personal	situation,	which	they	felt	allowed	
for	biased	assumptions	about	their	ability	to	perform	in	the	role.
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Conclusions 
Our	evidence	shows	that	most	companies	select	candidates	for	longlists	and	shortlists	based	
on	criteria	set	out	in	executive	and	non-executive	role	descriptions.	Most	companies	also	
rely	on	different	types	of	formal	interviews	using	questions	based	on	the	role	descriptions.	
This	allows	for	a	consistent	and	fair	selection	process	and	may	reduce	the	opportunity	for	
selection	decisions	affected	by	irrelevant	factors	(often	based	on	a	candidate’s	protected	
characteristics)	or	assumptions	about	their	ability	to	perform	in	the	role.	

Some	companies	did	not	have	a	transparent	and	objective	selection	process	for	non-
executive	appointments,	relying	instead	on	personal	recommendation	without	competition,	
or	informal	interviewing	unrelated	to	criteria	in	the	role	profile.	Female	candidates	were	
sometimes	asked	questions	about	balancing	work	and	family	responsibilities	which	may	
place	them	at	a	disadvantage	by	allowing	stereotypes	to	inform	selectors’	judgments.	An	
informal	and	inconsistent	assessment	process	is	unlikely	to	support	the	appointment	of	the	
best	candidate	on	merit.	

Most	companies	assessed	chemistry	and	fit	of	candidates	throughout	the	appointment	
process.	Board	members	need	to	work	together	and	debate	in	a	constructive	way,	so	
personal	qualities	are	an	essential	element	of	being	an	effective	board	member.	However,	
many	companies	did	not	identify	the	criteria	that	would	lead	to	effectiveness	as	a	board	
member.	Using	undefined	criteria	may	result	in	subjective	and	inconsistent	assessment	
of	candidates,	and	may	also	disadvantage	or	discriminate	against	women	where	these	
criteria	are	based	on	unquestioned	stereotypes	about	their	capabilities.	

We	recommend	that	companies	and	executive	search	firms	take	the	following	actions	to	
improve	the	rigour	of	their	selection	process:

•	 Assess	candidates	consistently	against	objective	criteria	identified	in	the	role	description	
throughout	the	appointment	process.

•	 Avoid	questions	about	irrelevant	factors	that	may	introduce	bias	into	the	assessment	
process.

•	 Ensure	selectors	discuss	their	individual	assessments	where	selection	is	based	on	
one-to-one	or	informal	interviews,	to	ensure	consistency	and	reduce	the	impact	of	bias	
based	on	irrelevant	factors	or	stereotypes.

•	 Define	the	skills,	knowledge,	experience	and	personal	qualities	that	give	rise	to	
‘chemistry’	and	‘fit’,	and	assess	candidates	against	these	criteria.	
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‘We looked at whether 
nomination committees 
were addressing the 
under-representation of 
women and promoting 
diversity on their 
boards in the way they 
made and reported on 
appointments.’  



Chapter 8: Nomination committees
The	nomination	committee	is	responsible	for	considering	diversity	as	part	of	its	role	in	
leading	the	board	appointment	process.	To	make	fair	and	transparent	appointments	on	
merit,	its	composition	should	be	a	balance	of	men	and	women,	able	to	apply	equality	law	
and	corporate	governance	requirements	to	the	process.		

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	companies	have	a	nomination	
committee	headed	up	by	the	board	chair	or	an	independent,	non-executive	director	who	
should	lead	the	board	appointment	process	and	make	recommendations	on	suitable	
candidates.	Company	boards	should	satisfy	themselves	that	plans	are	in	place	for	orderly	
succession	for	appointments	to	the	board	and	the	senior	management	team.	The	UK	
Corporate	Governance	Code	requires	companies’	annual	reports	to	include	a	separate	
section	describing	the	work	of	the	nomination	committee	(FRC,	2014,	p.11	and	p.14,	B.2.1	
and	B.2.4).	

We	looked	at	the	role	of	nomination	committees	in	the	appointment	process,	the	
composition	of	selection	panels,	and	their	knowledge	of	equality	and	corporate	
governance	requirements.				
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The role of the nomination committee  
Figure	8.1	shows	that	in	25%	of	companies	the	company	chair	and/or	nomination	
committee	chair	and	nomination	committee	members	were	involved	in	all	stages	of	the	
selection	process	for	non-executive	director	appointments.	However,	in	4%	of	companies	
only	the	company	chair	and/or	nomination	committee	chair	were	involved	in	all	stages.23 
About	60%	of	companies	relied	on	the	company	chair	and/or	nomination	committee	chair	
with	nomination	committee	members	for	some	stages	of	the	selection	process,	namely	
identifying	the	role	brief,	long	or	shortlisting	and	interviewing.	In	around	15%	of	companies,	
however,	the	company	chair	and/or	nomination	committee	chair	undertook	these	activities	
without	involvement	of	nomination	committee	members.		
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23	Our	data	only	identified	where	there	was	a	nomination	committee	chair	that	was	different	to	the	company	
chair.	It	does	not	differentiate	between	company	chairs	that	did	or	did	not	have	nomination	committee	chair	
responsibilities.		 
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Figure 8.1:	Use	of	company	chair	and/or	nomination	committee	chair	and/or	nomination	
committee	members	in	non-executive	director	appointments	in	FTSE	companies	
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Notes:	Company	chair	refers	to	just	that	role,	whereas	company	chair	or	nomination	committee	chair	(where	
different)	refers	to	either	of	the	two	roles	and	includes	companies	that	used	both	or	either	of	these	roles	in	
the	appointment	process.



Executive	search	firms	and	the	full	board	of	directors	also	played	roles	at	specific	stages	of	
the	selection	process24	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A8.1).

For	executive	director	roles,	48%	companies	reported	using	the	CEO	and	41%	the	
company	chair	at	every	stage,	assisted	in	some	stages	by	the	nomination	committee	and	
advised	by	the	HR	director	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A8.2).	

Some	respondents	thought	it	was	appropriate	that	board	chairs	played	a	significant	role	
in	appointments.	The	board	chair	was	responsible	for	creating	an	effective	board	that	
supported	the	long-term	success	of	a	company,	and	the	chair	needed	to	be	confident	that	
directors	could	work	together.	

Others	believed	that	too	much	power	lay	in	the	hands	of	the	company	chair	when	he	or	
she	also	chaired	the	nomination	committee,	for	example:

‘There are some chairmen who clearly use the nom co as a fig 
leaf for their own decisions which is wrong.’ 
(Managing	partner,	executive	search	firm,	male,	roundtable	response)

Others	felt	separating	the	roles	of	the	chair	and	nomination	committee	might	encourage	
more	diversity	in	appointments:	

‘We are all tailored by our own experience and you can call 
that bias if you like, but if you have a broader group, and 
certainly led by a non-exec, other than the chairman, you have 
more chance of getting constructive challenge as a criterion as 
opposed to: [he] is a good old chap or she is a good...’ 
(Chair,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	male,	roundtable	response)

Although	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	gives	the	nomination	committee	the	
responsibility	for	leading	on	board	appointments,	some	respondents	described		it	as	‘the	
poor	relation’	of	board	committees	with	less	rigorous	disclosure	requirements	than	those	
for	the	audit	and	the	remuneration	committees.	One	company	chair	called	reports	from	the	
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24	Executive	search	firms	were	most	often	involved	in	identifying	the	role	brief,	long	and	shortlisting,	and	to	
a	lesser	extent	in	interviewing.	The	full	board	of	directors	was	most	often	involved	in	identifying	the	role	brief,	
interviewing	and	the	final	appointment. 



nomination	committee	‘anodyne’25	and	a	business	organisation	described	them	as	‘boiler	
plating’,26	as	the	reports	did	not	provide	much	detail	about	the	appointment	process	or	how	
it	had	taken	diversity	into	account.	

Some	respondents	also	reported	that	nomination	committees	did	not	manage	succession	
planning	effectively	and	could	do	more	to	hold	the	executive	team	to	account	on	
developing	diversity	in	the	talent	pipeline:

‘The nomination committee should be focusing much more 
on really interrogating management on the targets they 
are setting, the measures they are putting in place and the 
progress they are making in terms of the executive pipeline.’
(Managing	partner,	executive	search	firm,	male,	roundtable	response)

Composition of appointment panels
For	non-executive	director	appointments,	women	made	up	18%	of	selection	panels,	
making	longlisting,	shortlisting	and	final	decisions	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A8.3).	The	
proportion	of	women	on	selection	panels	was	higher	in	FTSE	100	than	FTSE	250	
companies	(21%	and	16%	respectively).	As	might	be	expected,	companies	with	25%	or	
more	women	on	their	boards	had	a	higher	proportion	of	women	on	their	selection	panels	
(22%),	in	comparison	to		those	with	1-24%	of	women	on	their	boards	(13%)	or	no	women	
on	their	boards	(1%)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A8.4).	

For	executive	director	roles,	women	made	up	24%	of	all	selection	panels	(see	Annex	4,	
Table	A8.4).	Companies	in	the	FTSE	100	and	with	a	higher	proportion	of	women	on	their	
boards	had	selection	panels	with	higher	proportions	of	women	on	them	(see	Annex	4,	
Tables	A8.5	and	A8.6).	

The	data	on	executive	and	non-executive	appointment	panels	suggests	that	companies	
with	more	women	on	their	boards	are	ensuring	that	their	perspective	is	used	on	board	
appointment	panels.				

Some	respondents	suggested	that	the	nomination	committee	could	use	external	advisors	
to	improve	the	diversity	of	their	composition	and	that	of	selection	panels.	
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25	Chair,	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	female,	interview	response.

26	Business	organisation,	interview	response. 



Knowledge of equality and corporate 
governance requirements
Figure 8.2:	Training	for	those	involved	in	the	appointment	process	to	ensure	awareness	of	
relevant	legislation,	by	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250
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Figure	8.2	shows	that	just	under	10%	of	companies	reported	that	they	provided	no	training	
to	people	involved	in	the	appointment	process	on	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	or	
discrimination	in	recruitment.	They	described	themselves	as	content	that	their	board	had	
sufficient	experience	and	awareness.	Just	13%	companies	provided	training	on	equality	
law	and	avoiding	unconscious	bias,	and	FTSE	100	companies	were	more	likely	than	
FTSE	250	companies	to	report	this	(18%	in	comparison	with	11%).	44%	of	companies	
provided	training	on	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code.	

52%	of	companies	said	that	they	used	specialist	advisors	to	guide	them	on	equality	and	
corporate	governance	and	this	was	higher	for	companies	with	25%	or	more	and	1-24%	
women	on	their	boards,	compared	to	companies	with	no	women	on	their	boards	(60%,	
51%	and	21%	respectively).	Nearly	50%	of	companies	with	no	women	on	their	board	did	
not	use	specialist	advisors	or	provide	training	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A8.7).	

These	findings	were	confirmed	by	executive	search	firms’	perceptions	about	their	FTSE	
350	clients:	62%	reported	that	in	their	experience	their	clients	were	aware	of	the	UK	
Corporate	Governance	Code	requirements	on	diversity	‘to	a	great	extent’,	31%	were	
‘somewhat’	aware	and	8%	have	‘very	little’	awareness.	In	addition,	58%	of	executive	
search	firms	reported	that	in	their	experience	their	clients	were	‘somewhat’	aware	of	the	
way	the	Equality	Act	2010	applied	to	the	board	appointment	process,	27%	that	they	were	
aware	‘to	a	great	extent’	and	15%	that	they	have	‘very	little’	awareness	(see	Annex	4,	
Table	A8.8).

Some	companies	survey	responses	indicated	that	they	were	unaware	of	the	implications	
of	equality	law	for	their	appointment	process.	For	example:	

‘[The Equality Act is] Not relevant as the last appointment 
made was as the result of a personal introduction by an 
existing Board member.’ 
(FTSE	250,	0%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Several	companies	reported	that	they	had	no	particular	knowledge	about	equality	law	 
but	relied	on	‘the	professionalism	of	the	headhunter’27	or	‘appropriate	guidance’28	from	 
the	executive	search	firm,	and	that	training	was	not	needed	given	board	appointments	
were	few.

In	contrast,	some	companies	provided	training	or	in-house	expertise	on	equality	and	
diversity:

‘The Nominations Committee who is in charge of Board 
appointment process is fully trained in all relevant legal 
requirements. In addition, both the Company Secretary and the 
General Counsel support the Committees.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Conclusions
We	found	that	in	most	companies	the	company	chair	and/or	chair	of	the	nomination	
committee,	as	well	as	other	members	of	the	nomination	committees,	were	involved	in	
the	board	appointment	process.	A	small	proportion	of	companies	relied	solely	on	their	
chairs	with	no	involvement	of	the	nomination	committee	when	identifying	the	role	brief	
description,	at	long	and	shortlisting	stages,	and	during	interviewing	stages.		

Some	respondents	suggested	separating	the	company	chair	and	nomination	committee	
chair	role	to	ensure	that	the	selection	process	did	not	reflect	the	bias	of	the	company	chair	
and	their	views	were	open	to	discussion.	

We	found	that	the	percentage	of	women	on	nomination	committee	selection	panels	was	
higher	in	companies	with	a	higher	percentage	of	women	on	their	boards.	This	suggests	
these	companies	are	able	to	bring	women’s	perspectives	to	the	board	appointment	
process.			

27	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response.

28	FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response.	 
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Most	companies	did	not	provide	training	to	nomination	committee	members	or	those	
involved	in	the	appointment	process	about	avoiding	discrimination	or	the	impact	of	
unconscious	bias	in	the	selection	process.	However,	nearly	half	of	companies	provided	
training	on	the	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code.	Half	of	companies	with	no	women	on	
their	board	said	that	they	did	not	use	a	specialist	advisor	or	provide	training.	

We	recommend	that	companies	take	the	following	actions	to	reduce	the	potential	for	bias	
in	decision	making	and	improve	their	appointments	process:	

•	 Ensure	the	nomination	committee	is	involved	in	the	appointments	process	alongside	the	
chair.

•	 Ensure		that	the	nomination	committee	and	selection	panels	are	diverse	to	bring	
different	perspectives	to	the	selection	process.

•	 Provide	training	to	everyone	involved	in	the	appointments	process	on	equality	law	and	
avoiding	unconscious	bias.

In	addition,	the	FRC	should	clarify	the	role	and	remit	of	the	nomination	committee	and	its	
chair	in	relation	to	diversity	and	board	appointments,	and	its	disclosure	requirements	in	the	
annual report.
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‘Widening the pool 
of applicants enables 
employers to access 
the best talent from 
which to select on 
merit.’



Chapter 9: Improving diversity 
in the talent pipeline and the 
candidate pool  
If	companies	are	to	successfully	address	the	under-representation	of	women	on	their	
boards,	they	need	to	maximise	the	number	of	suitably	qualified	female	applicants.	
Widening	the	pool	of	applicants	enables	employers	to	access	the	best	talent	from	which	to	
select	on	merit.	In	the	short	term,	companies	can	do	this	by	seeking	candidates	from	other	
sectors	who	meet	their	requirements.	In	the	longer	term,	they	need	to	address	the	under-
representation	of	women	in	their	talent	pipeline	and	at	senior	levels,	and	consider	how	
recruitment,	retention	and	promotion	practices	may	facilitate	this.	

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	recommends	that	companies	make	board	
appointments	with	due	regard	for	the	benefits	of	gender	diversity	(FRC,	2014,	p.11,	B.2).	
In	prohibiting	discrimination	in	the	making	of	appointments,	the	Equality	Act	2010	allows	
employers	to	take	positive	action	to	enable	or	encourage	people	in	protected	groups	to	
apply	for	roles,	so	that	they	can	compete	on	merit	on	a	equal	footing	with	others.	Positive	
action	is	voluntary	and	can	cover	any	activity	outside	the	recruitment	or	promotion	
decision-making	process,	provided	it	is	reasonable	to	think	that	the	group	is	under-
represented	and	that	the	activity	is	proportionate.	For	something	to	be	proportionate,	it	
should	be	balanced	against	its	impact	on	other	people.	For	example,	it	is	lawful	positive	
action	to	encourage	women	to	apply	for	roles	where	they	are	under-represented,	but	it	
would	not	be	lawful	to	deter	male	applicants.	The	Equality	Act	2010	also	contains	a	‘tie-
break	provision’	which	can	be	used,	where	proportionate,	in	recruitment	or	promotion	
decisions	to	select	a	person	from	a	protected	group	when	two	or	more	candidates	are	
equally	qualified.

We	looked	at	the	extent	to	which	companies	were	addressing	the	under-representation	
of	women	on	their	board	by	encouraging	applications	from	women	with	suitable	skills	or	
experience	and	by	looking	to	sectors	outside	the	FTSE	350	to	broaden	the	candidate	
pool.	We	also	looked	at	whether	companies	were	developing	internal	talent	with	a	view	to	
improving	the	gender	balance	in	the	executive	pipeline,	and	we	considered	companies’	
approaches	to	positive	action.
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Challenges to increasing the representation 
of women in the candidate pool
The	difficulties	companies	have	faced	trying	to	improve	the	number	of	women	on	their	
boards	reflects	a	broader	challenge	–	that	of	women	being	under-represented	in	the	pool	
from	which	appointments	are	made.	The	under-representation	of	women	in	senior	roles	in	
some	sectors	and	in	some	business	functions	shows	that	companies	do	not	recruit,	retain	
or	promote	women	in	similar	numbers	to	men	throughout	the	talent	pipeline.	This	means	
that	the	pool	of	suitably	qualified	candidates	for	board	roles	is	disproportionately	male.	

Most	companies	identified	the	limited	pool	of	female	candidates	or	limited	number	of	
women	in	the	talent	pipeline	with	the	required	skills	and	experience	as	their	greatest	
challenge.

‘There aren’t as many females out there with the experience 
and skill levels as there are men.’ 
(Company	secretary,	FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	male,	interview	
response)	

‘The pool of well qualified and available women candidates 
with relevant skills and experience has proven disappointing.’ 
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Companies	also	reported	that	historically	predominantly	male	sectors	(for	example,	
mining,	computing	and	technology)	found	it	particularly	hard	to	identify	women	with	the	
appropriate	industry	experience.	

Some	companies	told	us	that	the	greatest	challenge	was	organisational	cultures	that	
were	not	open	to	attracting	a	diverse	workforce	and	were	unlikely	to	appeal	to	or	develop	
women:
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‘You will get some businesses which have quite an embedded 
male culture in them. … [P]eople recruit people who are like 
them, who think like them, who behave like them, and then the 
organisational structure of the business tends to support the 
particular culture of the business, and the training and the  
in-work development of individuals will again tend to conform 
with the culture of the business.’ 
(Chair	of	the	board	and	nomination	committee,	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	
representation,	interview	response)

Companies	also	recognised	that	they	often	lose	talented	women	as	a	result	of	‘life	
choices’,	when	women	exit	or	downgrade	their	careers	to	balance	their	work	and	family	
lives,	or	work	part-time	and	then	find	it	hard	to	resume	their	careers	a	few	years	later.	One	
company	commented	that	‘certain	levels	of	management	[clash]	with	certain	aspirations	
in	life	at	certain	ages	[and]	it	does	create	a	challenge.’	(Company	secretary,	FTSE	100,	
≥25%	female	board	representation,	male,	interview	response).	

Executive	search	firms	also	noted	that	many	women	interrupted	their	careers	in	their	mid-
to-late	thirties,	and	so	missed	a	decisive	stage	in	their	career	development.	

‘…the challenge is to keep those women [in their mid-to-late 
thirties] in the workplace and give them bigger and bigger 
roles, and more and more responsibility…so that they, in 10 
years, are ready to become CEO…What we’ve seen historically 
is that we lose those women.’ 
(Executive	search	firm,	interview	response)

We	looked	at	whether	companies	were	taking	action	to	address	these	challenges	and	
support	more	women	into	senior	roles	which	provide	the	skills	and	experience	that	make	
board	roles	more	achievable.			
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Encouraging applications from women for 
senior and board appointments
41%	of	companies	reported	that	they	undertook	activities	to	encourage	applications	from	
women	for	senior	level	or	board	appointments.	Of	these,	FTSE	100	companies	were	more	
likely	than	FTSE	250	companies	to	have	undertaken	any	activities	(55%	in	comparison	
to	35%;	see	Figure	9.1).	There	was	little	difference	between	companies	according	to	the	
proportion	of	women	on	their	board	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.1).		

Figure 9.1:	Activities	to	encourage	applications	from	women	for	senior	and	board	
appointments,	by	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	responses	to	Q60:	When	recruiting,	does	your	company	carry	out	
any	specific	activities	to	encourage	applications	from	women	for	senior	and	board	appointments?	
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Encouraging applications for non-executive director roles 

Of	the	131	companies	that	said	they	undertook	activities	to	increase	applications	from	
women,	77%	relied	on	an	executive	search	firm.	This	outweighed	all	other	activities	
combined	(including	improving	internal	processes	such	as	policy	or	training,	or	using	
networks)	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.2).

53%	of	companies	indicated	that	they	had	explicitly	asked	for	female	candidates	in	order	
to	improve	the	gender	composition	of	a	board.	Selecting	candidates	because	they	are	
women	would	be	unlawful	as	it	discriminates	against	male	candidates	who	may	be	better	
qualified.	It	would	also	be	unlawful	for	a	company	to	instruct	an	executive	search	firm	to	
discriminate.	For	example,	some	companies	asked	for	a	woman,	some	for	all-female	lists,	
and	others	for	women	to	be	included	on	the	long	or	shortlists.	

‘Recruitment consultant instructed to include, where possible, 
female candidates on long and shortlists.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

A	few	companies	engaged	executive	search	firms	with	a	good	track	record	in	diverse	
appointments	and	then	questioned	their	efforts	if	the	candidate	list	was	not	diverse.	In	
our	view	this	approach	helps	companies	deliver	their	commitment	to	gender	diversity	and	
encourages	good	practice	by	executive	search	firms.

‘We engage one of the leading executive search firms which 
has a strong history of helping clients appoint diverse 
candidates, both as to gender and culture.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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‘Our Board diversity policy and the measurable objectives 
… are communicated to the executive search firm for 
implementation during the recruitment process.   …Search 
firms are required to submit a gender diverse shortlist. Where 
these are not provided, the search firms are required to explain 
why they were unable to source/attract females’.  
(FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Companies	also	mentioned	taking	action	internally	to	ensure	they	had	appointment	
processes	that	supported	applications	from	women.	Examples	of	this	include	having	a	
policy	or	guidelines,	setting	targets,	conducting	their	own	searches	or	benchmarking	their	
performance	against	other	companies.	Although	the	numbers	were	small,	this	was	more	
frequently	mentioned	by	FTSE	250	than	FTSE	100	companies	(16%	compared	to	8%).	

A	few	companies	(12,	or	9%)	mentioned	using	their	own	personal	or	professional	networks	
and	contacts	to	seek	out	suitable	female	candidates.

Encouraging applications for executive director roles

Fewer	companies	(103)	described	activities	to	attract	applications	from	women	for	
executive	director	roles	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.3).	Companies	most	frequently	cited	the	
use	of	executive	search	firms	as	the	means	to	attract	more	female	applicants	(59%).

40%	of	companies	specifically	requested	female	candidates	(this	was	lower	than	the	
53%	requesting	these	for	non-executive	roles)	but	a	similar	proportion	asked	for	broader	
diversity	(17%).

For	executive	director	roles,	companies	were	more	likely	to	report	developing	female	
candidates	internally	as	part	of	training,	mentoring	or	succession	planning.	FTSE	
100	companies	reported	this	more	often	than	FTSE	250	companies	(34%	and	14%	
respectively).	15%	of	companies	said	they	were	addressing	and	improving	internal	
processes	to	encourage	female	applicants.	

Only	five	companies	indicated	that	they	used	networks	for	executive	appointments.	The	
same	number	suggested	that	their	current	reputation	would	be	an	incentive	for	applicants.
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Widening the candidate pool beyond the 
FTSE 350
To	address	the	under-representation	of	women	on	boards,	companies	can	try	to	widen	
the	pool	of	potential	candidates	by	encouraging	applications	from	women	with	relevant	
experience	but	backgrounds	in	different	sectors.	

Our	data	suggests	that	companies	that	seek	suitably	qualified	candidates	from	a	wider	
candidate	pool	are	able	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	appointing	a	woman	to	their	board.

39%	of	all	companies	had	made	an	appointment	from	sectors	outside	the	FTSE	350,	such	
as	the	not-for-profit	sector,	academia,	the	public	sector	or	the	professions	(see	Annex	4,	
Figure	A9.1).	Women	made	up	55%	of	non-executive	and	33%	of	executive	appointments	
with	a	background	outside	the	FTSE	350.	There	was	little	difference	between	FTSE	100	
and	FTSE	250	companies	in	the	proportion	of	appointments	of	people	with	a	non-FTSE	
350	background	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.4).	

However,	a	higher	proportion	of	companies	with	25%	or	more	and	1-24%	women	on	their	
boards	appointed	non-executive	directors	from	outside	the	FTSE	350	than	companies	
with	no	women	on	their	boards	(64%,	51%	and	0%	respectively).	Despite	lower	numbers	
of	women	appointed,	the	pattern	was	similar	for	executive	directors	(39%,	32%	and	0%	
respectively)	(see	Figures	9.2	and	9.3).			
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Figure 9.2:	Non-executive	director	appointments	made	from	outside	the	FTSE	350,	by	
gender	of	appointment	and	proportion	of	women	on	the	board	

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	responses	to	Q66:	If	your	appointments	include	people	from	the	
not-for-profit	sector,	the	public	sector,	academia,	the	professions	or	companies	from	outside	the	FTSE	350.	
Please	provide	the	number	of	successful	appointees	from	each	sector	during	your	company’s	2012/2013	to	
2013/2014	annual	reporting	period.	

Notes:	FBR	=	female	board	representation.	NED	=	non-executive	director.

Base:	All	appointments	made	(All	respondents	=	208,	≥25%	FBR	=	80,	1-24%	FBR	=	121,	0%	FBR	=	7).	
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Figure 9.3: Executive	director	appointments	made	from	outside	the	FTSE	350,	by	gender	
of	appointment	and	proportion	of	women	on	the	board

Over	half	(53%)	of	all	executive	and	non-executive	appointments	of	individuals	with	
backgrounds	outside	the	FTSE	350	came	from	other	private	companies.	A	further	25%	
were	drawn	the	professions	(law	and	accountancy).	The	remaining	22%	were	from	the	
public	sector	(9%),	the	not-for-profit	sector	(7%)	and	academia	(6%).	

The	numbers	of	men	and	women	with	a	private	company	or	professional	background	were	
similar.	More	women	than	men	were	appointed	from	the	not-for-profit	sector	and	the	public	
sector	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.5).

Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	responses	to	Q66:	If	your	appointments	include	people	from	the	
not-for-profit	sector,	the	public	sector,	academia,	the	professions	or	companies	from	outside	the	FTSE	350.	
Please	provide	the	number	of	successful	appointees	from	each	sector	during	your	company’s	2012/2013	to	
2013/2014	annual	reporting	period.

Notes:	FBR	=	female	board	representation.	ED	=	executive	director.

Base:	All	appointments	made	(All	respondents	=	208,	≥25%	FBR	=	80,	1-24%	FBR	=	121,	0%	FBR	=	7).
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Company views on widening the pool beyond the FTSE 350

The	UK	Corporate	Governance	Code	states	that	sufficient	diversity	on	a	board	can	
encourage	constructive	debate	and	help	avoid	‘group	think’	(FRC,	2014,	p.2).		Some	
companies	also	regarded	widening	the	candidate	pool	and	appointing	more	diverse	board	
members	as	bringing	positive	benefits,	ranging	from	different	perspectives	to	technical	
skills:

‘We seek to appoint candidates who will add value to 
our Board and are agnostic to the sectors in which such 
candidates have previously worked. The challenge is to 
produce a well-balanced slate of directors with a range of 
relevant experience. Prime consideration is diversity of 
thought and having people coming at issues and decisions 
from different perspectives.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Other	companies	were	open	to	any	candidates	who	could	meet	the	skills	requirement	for	 
a	role	and	did	not	see	background	as	an	impediment.	They	mentioned	that	candidates	
with	backgrounds	outside	the	FTSE	350	offered	‘a	blend	of	skills’,29	‘diversity	of	
professional	experience’,30	‘international	and	marketing	skills’,31	as	well	as	accounting	
skills.	For	example:

‘For many appointments we are looking for experience of 
our industry and/or experience of running large international 
businesses … This naturally leads to an emphasis on the 
‘for profit’ sector. However this does not preclude others for 
certain roles, particularly … finance and risk and controls 
oversight.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

104

29	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	company	survey	response.

30	FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	company	survey	response.

31	FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	company	survey	response. 



However,	many	companies	did	not	regard	applications	from	outside	the	FTSE	350	as	an	
effective	way	of	widening	the	candidate	pool.	These	companies	said	candidates	from	other	
sectors	were	unlikely	to	have	the	appropriate	skills,	experience	or	cultural	fit	they	required.	
They	suggested	that	such	candidates	would	lack	financial	experience,	experience	of	
corporate	governance	and	shareholder	relationships	and	knowledge	of	an	industry.	
Some	felt	it	was	not	cost-effective	to	screen	a	wider	pool	of	candidates	given	their	likely	
limitations:

‘I have never worked anywhere that would look to those 
sectors for possible recruitment, not in any commercial 
environment. The culture gap is generally too wide.’ 
(FTSE	250,	0%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

‘They are frequently not literate in accounting, have limited 
experience of working in teams focused on outputs and have 
no base established through working their way up through 
comparable organisations.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Developing the talent pipeline
The most popular activities were: 

Considering women for internal promotions at senior 
management levels	(79%)	

Offering flexible working and part-time working at 
senior management levels	(75%)	

Providing networking opportunities for women	(68%)	

Providing mentoring and sponsorship programmes 
for women	(61%)	

Providing flexible career paths to complement life 
cycle choices	(46%)



‘Financial literacy can be a challenge, as well as lack of 
experience of managing a P&L32 in a business and lack of 
experience working in our industry.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Executive	search	firms	told	us	that	they	included	candidates	from	outside	the	FTSE	
350	as	part	of	their	standard	practice	and	as	a	way	of	‘broadening	the	pool	to	…	identify	
the	candidates	with	the	most	relevant	skills	and	experience’	for	a	particular	role	and	to	
avoid	‘recycling	the	same	limited	pool	of	candidates.’	(Executive	search	firm,	interview	
response).	Even	so,	they	felt	that	in	many	cases	candidates	outside	the	FTSE	350	were	
unlikely	to	have	appropriate	skills	and	experience:

‘There is something in having experience in a large 
corporation at a high level that is very hard to replicate  
if you come from a very small company or very sort of  
niche company.’
(Executive	search	firm,	interview	response)

Our	evidence	shows	that	companies	that	had	appointed	women	with	backgrounds	from	
outside	the	FTSE	350	said	that	these	high-calibre	individuals	provided	the	board	with	
different	perspectives	and	relevant	skills	and	technical	knowledge.	This	suggests	that	
seeking	suitably	qualified	women	in	sectors	outside	the	FTSE	350	is	a	way	to	open	up	
opportunities	to	a	wider	and	more	diverse	range	of	candidates,	allowing	for	a	fairer	and	
merit-based	recruitment	process.	However,	some	companies	were	reluctant	to	view	it	in	
this	light	and	did	not	recognise	the	potential	benefits	it	could	bring.

Developing the female talent pipeline  
within the company 
Most	companies	said	their	greatest	challenge	to	improving	board	diversity	was	the	under-
representation	of	women	in	the	talent	pipeline.	This	had	an	impact	on	the	proportion	of	
women	in	senior	management	roles	that	might	in	time	take	up	executive	or	non-executive	
director	roles.

106

32	P	&	L	refers	to	the	profit	and	loss	statement	that	summarises	the	revenues,	costs	and	expenses	incurred	
during	a	specific	period	of	time	and	provides	information	about	a	company’s	ability,	or	lack	thereof,	to	generate	
profit	by	increasing	revenue,	reducing	costs,	or	both.	 



Company activities to attract and develop women

Figure 9.4:	Activities	undertaken	to	attract	and	develop	female	talent	by	FTSE	100	and	
FTSE	250	

Figure	9.4	shows	of	the	range	of	activities	undertaken	by	companies	to	attract	and	develop	
female	talent	within	their	organisation.	The	most	popular	activities	were:	

• considering	women	for	internal	promotions	at	senior	management	levels	(79%)	

• offering	flexible	working	and	part-time	working	at	senior	management	levels	(75%)	

• providing	networking	opportunities	for	women	(68%)	

• providing	mentoring	and	sponsorship	programmes	for	women	(61%),	and	

• providing	flexible	career	paths	to	complement	life	cycle	choices	(46%).
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	responses	to	Q63:	To	improve	the	representation	of	women	at	
senior	management	and	board	levels,	does	your	company	carry	out	any	of	the	following	activities	to	attract	
and	develop	female	talent	within	the	company?	Please	select	all	that	apply.	

Notes:	PT	working	=	part-time	working.	

Base:	All	respondents	to	Q63	=	232,	FTSE	100	=	83,	FTSE	250	=	146,	83	companies	provided	no	response	
(11	from	FTSE	100	and	72	from	the	FTSE	250).
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FTSE	100	companies	were	more	likely	than	FTSE	250	companies	to	report	providing	
networking	opportunities	(85%	in	comparison	with	58%),	mentoring	programmes	(81%	in	
comparison	with	49%)	and	training	on	board	leadership	(36%	in	comparison	with	18%)	for	
women.	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies	both	offered	flexible	working	at	senior	levels	
(76%	and	74%	respectively),	but	FTSE	100	were	more	likely	to	offer	flexible	career	paths	
to	complement	life	cycle	choices	(58%	in	comparison	with	40%).

Figure 9.5: Activities	undertaken	to	attract	and	develop	female	talent,	by	proportion	of	
women	on	the	board	
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Source:	FTSE	company	survey	(2013/14)	responses	to	Q63:	To	improve	the	representation	of	women	at	
senior	management	and	board	levels,	does	your	company	carry	out	any	of	the	following	activities	to	attract	
and	develop	female	talent	within	the	company?	Please	select	all	that	apply.			

Notes:	FBR	=	female	board	representation.	PT	working	=	part-time	working.				

Base:	All	respondents	to	Q63	=	232,	≥25%	FBR	=	72,	1-24%	FBR	=	143,	0%	FBR	=	13,	unknown	FBR	=	
4	(excluded	from	chart).	83	companies	provided	no	response	(27	from	≥25%	FBR,	46	from	1-24%	FBR,	11	
from	0%	FBR).
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Companies	with	25%	or	more	or	1-24%	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	than	
companies	with	no	women	on	their	boards	to	provide	networking	opportunities	(72%,	69%	
and	38%	respectively),	mentoring	opportunities	(67%,	62%	and	23%	respectively)	or	to	
reserve	training	on	board	leadership	courses	(28%,	24%	and	0%	respectively)	(see	Figure	
9.5).	These	differences	may	reflect	the	impact	of	earlier	scrutiny	on	FTSE	100	companies	
in	meeting	the	Davies	Review	25%	sector	target,	and	efforts	adopted	by	these	companies	
to	widen	the	candidate	pool.	

All	companies	encouraged	women	to	apply	for	internal	promotions,	but	companies	with	
over	25%	or	1-24%	women	on	their	boards	were	more	likely	than	companies	with	no	
women	on	their	boards	to	offer	flexible	working	(79%,	74%	and	54%	respectively)	or	
flexible	career	paths	(53%,	43%	and	31%	respectively)	than	companies	with	no	women	
on	their	boards	(see	Annex	4,	Table	A9.6).	Although	female	board	representation	tells	us	
little	about	the	overall	representation	of	women	within	a	company,	the	wide	differences	
in	the	level	of	action	to	develop	the	female	talent	pipeline	between	companies	with	no	
women	on	their	boards	and	others	may	suggest	very	different	organisational	cultures	and	
priorities.	This	was	more	evident	when	companies	described	the	rationale	and	aims	of	
their	activities.	

Some	companies’	corporate	diversity	policies	had	led	to	programmes	to	develop	female	
talent	at	different	levels	of	the	company.	The	companies’	commitment	to	improving	
diversity	was	reflected	in	oversight	by	the	executive	team	and	the	board.	For	example:	

‘Our … Programme is aimed at women working below the 
senior executive level who have been identified as having the 
future potential. … We [also] operate a cross Group talent and 
succession process for the top 300 managers which explicitly 
includes reviewing and monitoring  progress of female talent. 
This is reviewed at both Executive Board and the Nomination 
Committee on behalf of the Board. We monitor diversity of 
participant nominations to senior leadership development 
programmes, and actively ensure female representation on 
each course.’ 
(FTSE	250,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Some	companies	described	management	and	leadership	training	programmes	that	
included:	recruitment	and	development	across	an	employee’s	career	from	entry	
upwards;	high	potential	acceleration	programmes;	training	and	mentoring;	and	personal	
development	plans.	Companies	said	these	programmes	were	open	to	men	and	women,	
but	in	some	cases	–	though	not	all	–	they	also	provided	specific	female	leadership	
programmes	to	encourage	more	women	into	senior	roles.	Women-specific	programmes	
sometimes	focused	on	developing	skills	to	help	women	overcome	perceived	hurdles	to	
self-development:	

‘We are currently… implementing… work which will: …provide 
an in-depth understanding of the issues senior women face; … 
[g]roup coaching to provide these women with strategies and 
alternative thought processes and behaviours to assist them 
in having successful careers …; and to foster an environment 
in which they can support, mentor and coach each other; 
[and to] …[p]rovide the board with insight into how they can 
support these women and set them up for success.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

Some	companies	encouraged	senior	managers	to	attend	board	meetings	or	to	put	
themselves	forward	for	appointment	to	other	company	boards	as	part	of	their	personal	
development.

Just	one	company	had	an	initiative	to	develop	women’s	operational	experience	so	that	it	
was	more	equivalent	to	their	male	peers:		

‘A lateral moves programme for high potential women is 
being trialled to address the issue of inadequate operational 
experience for women as a barrier to progression.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Managerial policies to retain women 

Companies	also	can	have	an	impact	on	the	retention,	development	and	promotion	of	
women	through	the	way	they	manage	those	who	are	pregnant	and	return	from	maternity	
leave	(Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills	and	EHRC,	2014),	and	the	way	they	
retain	and	develop	women	who	have	children.	They	can	do	this	by	offering	flexible	working	
or	flexible	career	paths	that	make	allowances	for,	for	example,	periods	of	part-time	work	or	
reduced	ability	to	travel	due	to	child	care	needs.	

Many	companies	offered	(or	said	they	were	planning	to	offer)	flexible	working	patterns	to	 
all	employees,	including	at	senior	management	and	executive	level.	They	recognised	
that	this	and	the	use	of	technology	could	help	them	retain	staff,	and	allow	employees,	
particularly	women,	to	manage	their	caring	and	work	aspirations:

‘[We]…have developed a range of flexible working options to 
help us both recruit and retain a broader range of staff. … [Our] 
staff survey shows in its results that a culture is developing 
which embraces women and means they want to stay.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

A	few	companies	said	they	had	projects	to	retain	women	who	returned	to	work	after	
maternity	or	shared	parental	leave:			

‘[We have] a career continuity initiative …providing support to 
women during maternity leave, with the objective of retaining 
and supporting women as they “step off” and “step on” their 
career.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Companies’ understanding of positive  
action  
Some	companies	had	linked	their	corporate	diversity	policies	to	programmes	to	develop	
women	in	order	to	remedy	their	under-representation	or	disadvantage	in	the	pipeline.		
However,	our	evidence	suggests	that	many	are	uncertain	of	how	to	use	positive	action.	

Some	companies	believed	that	an	equal	opportunity	approach	required	them	to	offer	
men	and	women	exactly	the	same	development	opportunities,	and	that	opening	specific	
opportunities	to	protected	groups	would	undermine	merit-based	recruitment.	

‘[We offer] nothing specifically aimed at women, we are an 
equal opportunities employer.’
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)	

 ‘We recruit based on merit and do not positively discriminate.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

‘As a member of the senior management team in the Group, 
I would be very concerned to think I had been appointed to 
“quota” feed. I would find it patronising as would my female 
colleagues. The women in the Group at every level are 
appointed because they are the best candidates for the job 
and do not need assisting in meeting their ambitions or career 
aims.’ 
(FTSE	250,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)

112



A	few	companies	thought	that	the	positive	action	provisions	were	not	applicable	to	them.	
Others	were	unclear	when	activities	to	encourage	and	develop	women	were	lawful,	or	
were	resistant	to	using	them	because	of	concerns	about	fairness	and	merit.	

Some	companies	said	the	positive	action	‘tie-break	provision’	was	impractical	as	selection	
was	always	based	on	merit:	

‘We do not build the positive action provision into our 
processes as it is our belief that, especially at such senior 
levels, the chance of two candidates being equally suitable 
in terms of knowledge, perspectives, experiences and style 
is unlikely to ever occur. We are committed to achieving 
gender balance at the very top of our organisation whilst also 
employing the best person for the job.’ 
(FTSE	100,	≥25%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)			

  

Some	companies	described	activities	that	did	not	meet	the	criteria	for	positive	action	and	
were	potentially	unlawful:	

‘As females are under-represented on the Board it is legal to 
positively discriminate in recruitment, hence our requests for 
female candidates to executive search firms.’ 
(FTSE	100,	1-24%	female	board	representation,	survey	response)
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Conclusions 
Companies	and	executive	search	firms	said	the	limited	pool	of	suitably	qualified	female	
candidates	was	their	greatest	challenge	to	improving	the	proportion	of	women	on	boards.	
Yet	most	companies	had	relied	on	telling	their	executive	search	firm	to	include	women	on	
the	candidate	list	as	the	only	action	to	encourage	applications	from	them.	

Most	companies	had	not	looked	more	widely	at	sectors	outside	the	FTSE	350	to	widen	
the	pool	of	candidates.	This	was	despite	evidence	that	this	had	proven	to	be	a	successful	
strategy	to	increase	diversity	and	different	perspectives	on	the	board,	and	appointees	also	
had	technical	skills	or	expertise	relevant	to	the	business.		

Few	companies	reported	taking	positive	action	or	understood	how	they	could	use	it	to	
tackle	the	under-representation	of	women	on	their	board	or	in	their	talent	pipeline.	Some	
offered	mentoring,	board	leadership	training	and	networking	to	encourage	women	to	apply	
for	board	roles.	These	approaches	were	more	evident	in	companies	with	more	women	on	
their	boards,	possibly	reflecting	the	impact	of	scrutiny	on	companies	in	meeting	the	Davies	
Review	25%	target.	Some	companies	offered	specific	programmes	to	women	to	develop	
their	leadership	potential	where	women	were	under-represented	at	senior	levels,	but	few	
realised	this	was	a	form	of	positive	action.

Companies	also	offered	flexible	working	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	flexible	career	paths	and	
policies	and	programmes	to	encourage	retention	of	women	with	caring	responsibilities.

We	recommend	that	companies	take	the	following	actions	to	widen	the	candidate	pool	and	
develop	the	talent	pipeline	for	senior	management	and	board	roles:

•	 Encourage	the	executive	search	firm	to	identify	ways	of	attracting	more	applications	
from	women	and	question	the	firm	about	its	efforts	if	the	candidate	list	is	not	diverse.

•	 Widen	the	candidate	pool	for	board	roles	by	considering	suitably	qualified	individuals	
from	outside	the	FTSE	350,	such	as	the	professions,	the	not-for-profit	and	public	
sectors,	and	academia.

•	 Use	positive	action	measures	to	encourage	individuals	from	under-represented	
groups	to	apply	for	roles	or	to	help	them	gain	skills	which	will	enable	them	to	compete	
on	merit	on	equal	footing	with	others,	such	as	training,	development	and	leadership	
programmes,	mentoring,	and	networking	opportunities.

•	 Use	the	tie-break	provision	to	select	a	candidate	from	an	under-represented	group	
where	there	are	two	or	more	candidates	who	are	equally	qualified.

•	 Adopt	management	practices	that	support	women’s	retention,	such	as	improved	
management	of	women	who	are	pregnant	or	return	from	maternity	leave,	flexible	
working,	and	flexible	career	paths.
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Annex 1: Terms of reference for  
the inquiry 
The	Equality	and	Human	Rights	Commission	will	examine	how	FTSE	350	companies	
carry	out	recruitment	and	make	decisions	on	suitability	for	board	director	roles	in	light	of	
the	provisions	of	the	Equality	Act	2010	and	the	Financial	Reporting	Council’s	Corporate	
Code	of	Governance	(as	amended	September	2012).	The	Commission	will:	

•	 use	evidence	of	appointments	made	in	the	past	12	months	to	examine	how	the	FTSE	
350	listed	companies	and	their	agents	make	decisions	about	the	appointment	of	board	
directors	including	examining	the	key	decision	points	and	the	roles	and	practices	of	
decision	makers	and	their	agents	throughout	the	process

•	 examine	whether	those	recruitment	practices	are	transparent	and	fair	and	result	in	
selection	based	on	merit,	and	

•	 identify	where	improvements	to	recruitment	practice	are	needed	to	ensure	recruitment	
practices	utilise	to	best	effect	the	provisions	of	the	Equality	Act	2010,	and	the	equality	
requirements	in	the	Financial	Reporting	Council’s	Corporate	Code	of	Governance	(as	
amended	September	2012)	with	the	aim	of	achieving	better	representation	of	women	at	
board	level.	

Definitions  
For	the	avoidance	of	doubt	we	have	defined	FTSE	350	companies	as	those	companies	
listed	on	the	London	Stock	Exchange	website	on	24	July	2014.	

This	inquiry	is	conducted	in	accordance	with	Schedule	2	to	the	Equality	Act	2006	the	effect	
of	which	is:

a.	 to	require	the	Commission	to	publish	the	terms	of		reference	of	the	inquiry	and	give	notice	
of	them	to	any	persons	they	specify	(paragraph	2)

b.	 to	require	the	Commission	to	make	arrangements	to	give	persons,	particularly	those	
specified	in	the	terms	of	reference,	the	opportunity	to	make	representations	(paragraph	6)	

c.	 to	empower	the	Commission	to	serve	a	notice	on	any	person	or	organisation	requiring	the	
production	of	information,	documents	or	evidence	in	their	possession	(paragraphs	9	and	10)

d.	 to	require	the	Commission	to	report	on	the	inquiry’s	findings	(paragraph	15),	and

e.	 to	empower	the	Commission	to	address	recommendations	to	any	party	(paragraph	16).



Annex 2: Methodology – inquiry 
evidence-gathering and analysis
Introduction
The	Commission	launched	its	inquiry	on	23	July	2014.	This	report	is	based	on	quantitative	
and	qualitative	evidence	collected	specifically	for	the	inquiry.	The	quantitative	evidence	
is	based	on	a	survey	of	appointment	practices	by	FTSE	350	companies	and	a	similar	
survey	of	executive	search	firms.	The	qualitative	evidence	is	based	on	interviews	with	
representatives	from	FTSE	350	companies,	executive	search	firms	and	candidates,	as	
well	as	analysis	of	documents	provided	by	FTSE	350	companies	and	executive	search	
firms.

We	commissioned	Matrix	Insight	Ltd	(an	independent	research	consultancy)	on	13	
October	2014	to	prepare	all	samples	and	research	tools,	and	to	carry	out	the	fieldwork	and	
basic	analysis	of	all	sources.	

The	following	sections	describe	each	of	these	sources.	The	survey	instruments	and	
interview	guides	are	available	on	the	Commission’s	website	at	www.equalityhumanrights.
com/womenonboards.

FTSE 350 company survey
This	survey	asked		FTSE	350	companies	to	provide	information	about	appointments	
made	in	the	12	months	preceding	the	launch	of	our	inquiry,	that	is	between	2012/13	and	
2013/14.	Changes	within	FTSE	350	companies	over	time	meant	that	the	survey	captured	
responses	from	four	companies	which	were	no	longer	in	the	FTSE	350	at	the	time	of	the	
survey,	but	they	were	at	the	point	of	the	sample.33 

The	survey	questionnaire	was	developed	by	the	Commission,	a	panel	of	experts	and	the	
study	team,	and	then	piloted	with	a	selection	of	field	experts,	including	some	professional	
services	companies,	the	Department	for	Business,	Innovation	and	Skills,	and	the	
Government	Equalities	Office.	

We	sent	out	invitations	to	take	part	in	the	SurveyMonkey	survey	by	email	on	8	January	
2015,	with	a	closing	date	of	6	February	2015.	The	invitation	included	a	link	to	the	survey,	
a	PDF	copy	of	the	survey	and	instructions.	Responses	were	made	online	and	additional	
documentation	returned	by	email.	
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The	Commission	wrote	to	all	the	FTSE	350	companies	on	3	February	2015	to	clarify	
practical	issues	raised	by	some	respondents.	On	18	March	2015	the	Commission	
contacted	all	companies	by	letter	to	ensure	they	had	received	the	documentation.	We	also	
contacted	companies	by	telephone	that	thus	far	had	failed	to	reply	to	ensure	they	had	the	
opportunity	to	do	so.	We	extended	the	survey	deadline	to	allow	for	this	and	it	closed	on	19	
May	2015.	

We	received	responses	from	317	companies	and	stored	the	data	in	an	Excel	file.	We	
carried	out	basic	statistical	analysis	in	Excel,	with	additional	logistic	regression	analysis	
using	Generalised	Estimating	Equations.34  

Open-ended	response	questions	which	contained	write-in	answers	were	coded	and	
analysed	using	Nvivo	10,	and	later	manually	quality	checked.

We	use	‘FTSE	company	survey’	where	we	refer	to	data	from	this	source	in	the	report	and	
indicate	to	which	period	the	data	refers	(2012/13	or	2013/14),	as	some	questions	required	
both	to	be	provided	to	enable	us	to	look	at	change	between	2013	and	2014.

Findings	that	refer	to	all	companies	or	‘all	respondents’	where	the	base	is	317	companies	
will	include	the	findings	from	the	four	companies	no	longer	in	the	FTSE	350.	If	findings	
are	presented	as	from	the	FTSE	350,	FTSE	250	or	FTSE	100	they	exclude	the	responses	
from	the	four	companies	whose	response	indicated	they	were	no	longer	in	those	Indices.

Executive search firm survey
This	survey	asked		executive	search	firms	to	provide	information	about	their	involvement	in	
appointments	made	in	the	12	months	preceding	the	launch	of	our	inquiry,	that	is	between	
2012/13	and	2013/14.	Initially	we	identified	64	executive	search	firms,	all	of	whom	were	
signatories	of	the	Voluntary	Code	of	Conduct	for	Executive	Search	Firms,	to	receive	the	
survey.	Twenty-six	firms	were	identified	as	being	exempt	because	they	had	not	been	
involved	in	FTSE	350	board	appointments	during	the	period,	leaving	38	in	scope	of	the	
survey.

The	survey	questionnaire	was	developed	by	the	Commission,	a	panel	of	experts	and	the	
study	team,	and	then	piloted	with	a	selection	of	field	experts,	as	above.	

We	sent	out	invitations	to	take	part	in	the	SurveyMonkey	survey	by	email	on	8	January	8	
2015,	with	a	closing	date	of	6	February	2015.	The	invitation	included	a	link	to	the	survey,	
a	PDF	copy	of	the	survey	and	instructions.	Responses	were	made	online	and	additional	
documentation	returned	by	email.	

34	A	statistical	procedure	for	analysing	data	where	there	are	two	possible	outcomes.	In	this	case,	each	post	can	
be	held	by	a	man	or	woman,	which	allows	for	correlation	between	clusters	of	observations,	in	this	case	between	
directorships	within	the	same	company. 
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The	Commission	wrote	to	all	executive	search	firms	on	3	February	2015	to	clarify	practical	
issues	raised	by	some	respondents.	We	also	contacted	companies	that	thus	far	had	failed	
to	reply	to	ensure	they	had	the	opportunity	to	do	so.	We	extended	the	survey	deadline	to	
allow	for	late	responders	and	it	closed	on	29	May	2015.		

We	received	responses	from	28	executive	search	firms	and	stored	the	data	in	an	Excel	
file.	We	carried	out	basic	statistical	analysis	in	Excel.	Open-ended	response	questions	
which	contained	write-in	answers	were	coded	and	analysed	using	Nvivo	10,	and	later	
manually	quality	checked.

We	use	‘Executive	search	firm	survey’	where	we	refer	to	data	from	this	source	in	the	
report.

FTSE 350 company interviews
Matrix	Insight	Ltd	carried	out	interviews	between	March	and	June	2015	with	a	sample	of	
25	individuals	who	were	either	a	nomination	committee	chair,	company	chair	or	company	
secretary	in	a	FTSE	350	company.	The	sample	included	companies	from	the	FTSE	
100	and	250,	13	different	sectors,	and	from	companies	with	25%	or	more,	1-24%,	or	no	
women	on	their	boards.	

Interviews	were	carried	out	using	an	interview	guide	developed	by	the	inquiry	team	and	
recorded	using	WebEx,	an	online	audio	conferencing	system.	

Transcripts	were	uploaded,	coded	and	analysed	using	Nvivo	10.

Executive search firm interviews
Matrix	Insight	Ltd	conducted	interviews	from	March	to	April	2015	with	a	sample	of	15	
executive	search	firms	that	were	signatories	of	the	Voluntary	or	Enhanced	Voluntary	Code	
of	Conduct	for	Executive	Search	Firms.

Interviews	were	carried	out	using	a	semi-structured	interview	guide	and	recorded	using	
WebEx,	an	online	audio	conferencing	system.	Transcripts	were	uploaded,	coded	and	
analysed	using	Nvivo	10.
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Candidate interviews
Matrix	Insight	Ltd	carried	out	interviews	between	January	and	June	2015	with	a	sample	
of	17	candidates	who	had	applied	for	executive	or	non-executive	director	posts	available	
from	July	2013	to	July	2014.	Male	and	female,	successful	and	unsuccessful	candidates	
were	recruited	using	a	snowball	approach,	and	following	contacts	from	professional	and	
personal	networks,	executive	search	firms,	recently	appointed	candidates	and	social	
media.

Interviews	were	carried	out	using	a	semi-structured	interview	guide	and	recorded	using	
WebEx,	an	online	audio	conferencing	system.	Transcripts	were	uploaded,	coded	and	
analysed	using	Nvivo	10.

Document analysis
Companies	and	executive	search	firms	supplied	a	range	of	documents	on	a	voluntary	
basis	when	completing	one	of	the	quantitative	surveys	between	8	January	2015	and	29	
May	2015.	

We	did	an	initial	analysis	of	170	documents	received	before	31	March	2015,		uploading,	
coding	and	analysing	them	using	Nvivo	10.

By	29	May	2015	we	had	received	231	documents	from	88	companies,	10	executive	
search	firms	and	three	candidates.	Of	the	231	documents,	there	were	120	executive	
and	non-executive	role	descriptions,	71	diversity	policies,	27	company	reports	and	three	
candidate	selection	notes.	

We	did	further	analysis	of	non-executive	role	specifications.	We	excluded	role	descriptions	
for	chairs	of	boards,	audit	and	remuneration	committees,	and	analysed	the	remaining	
36	non-executive	role	descriptions	provided	by	25	companies.	The	analysis	used	coding	
developed	in	the	initial	analysis	and	was	quality	assured.

Roundtables
The	Commission	hosted	three	roundtable	sessions	to	discuss	emerging	findings	from	
the	inquiry.	These	were	attended	by	the	chairs	of	FTSE	100	and	FTSE	250	companies,	
company	secretaries,	representatives	of	business	organisations	and	executive	
search	firms.	They	took	place	on	9	September	2015	(FTSE	companies	and	business	
organisations)	and	10	September	2015	(executive	search	firms).

The	sessions	were	transcribed.															
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Annex 3: FTSE 350 companies and 
executive search firms who did not 
respond to the Commission’s survey 
and those who did respond
Non-respondents (FTSE 100) 

List of FTSE 100 companies as at 18 July 2014

Dixons	Carphone
Johnson	Matthey	
Randgold	Resources	Plc
Sports	Direct	International	Plc	

Non-respondents (FTSE 250) 

List of FTSE 250 companies as at 18 July 2014

Afren	Plc
BH	Global	Ltd
BH	Macro	Ltd
Cranswick	Plc
CSR Plc
DCC Plc
Domino	Printing	Sciences	Plc
Domino’s	Pizza	UK	&	Ireland	Plc
DS	Smith	Plc
Genesis	Emerging	Markets	Fund
Grafton	Group	Plc
Halfords	Group	Plc
Imagination	Technologies	Group	Plc
JD	Wetherspoon	Plc
JPMorgan	Emerging	Markets	Investment	Trust	Plc
Man Group Plc
Perform	Group	Plc
Rotork Plc
SOCO	International	Plc

NOTE:	A	few	FTSE	companies	as	listed	in	the	FTSE	350	on	18	July	2014	were	exempted	from	
responding	to	the	survey	and	are	not	listed. 
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Non-respondents (executive search firms) 
Alpine	Executive
Cornforth	Consulting
CT	Partners	
Drax	Executive	Ltd
Drayton	Finch
Page Group
Palm	Mason
Sapphire	Partners
The	Ashton	Partnership
Wyatt	&	Jaffe

NOTE:	Executive	search	firms	exempted	from	responding	to	the	survey	are	not	listed.

Respondents (FTSE 100) 

List of FTSE 100 companies as at 18 July 2014

3i	Group	Plc
Aberdeen	Asset	Management	Plc
Admiral	Group	Plc
Aggreko Plc
Anglo	American	Plc
Antofagasta	Plc
ARM	Holdings	Plc
Ashtead	Group	Plc
Associated	British	Foods	Plc
AstraZeneca	Plc
Aviva	Plc
Babcock	International	Group	Plc
BAE	Systems	Plc	
Barclays	Plc
BG Group 
BHP	Billiton	Plc
BP Plc
British	American	Tobacco	Plc
BT Group Plc
Bunzl	Plc
Burberry	Group	Plc
Capita	Plc
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Carnival	Plc
Centrica	Plc
Coca-Cola HBC AG
Compass	Group	Plc
CRH Plc
Diageo	Plc
Direct	Line	Insurance	Group	Plc
easyJet	Plc
Experian	Plc
Fresnillo	Plc
G4S	Plc
GKN Plc
GlaxoSmithKline	Plc
Glencore Plc
Hammerson	Plc
Hargreaves	Lansdown	Plc
HSBC	Holdings	Plc
IMI Plc
Imperial	Tobacco	Group	Plc
Inmarsat
InterContinental	Hotels	Group
International	Consolidated	Airlines	Group,	S.A.



Intertek Group Plc
Intu	Properties	Plc
ITV	Plc
J	Sainsbury	Plc
Kingfisher	Plc
Land	Securities	Group	Plc
Legal	&	General	Group	Plc
Lloyds	Bank	Plc
London	Stock	Exchange	Group	
Marks	and	Spencer	Group	Plc
Meggitt	Plc
Mondi	Plc
National	Grid	Plc
Next	Plc
Old Mutual Plc
Pearson
Persimmon	Plc
Petrofac	Services	Limited
Prudential	Plc
Reckitt	Benckiser	Group	Plc
RELX	Group	
Rio	Tinto	Plc
Rolls-Royce	Holdings	Plc
Royal Dutch Shell Plc
Royal	Mail	Plc
RSA	Insurance	Group	Plc

Respondents (FTSE 250) 

List of FTSE 100 companies as at 18 July 2014

3i	Infrastructure	Plc
A.G. Barr Plc
Aberforth	Smaller	Companies	Trust	Plc
Acacia	Mining	Plc
Al	Noor	Hospital	Group	Plc
ALENT	Plc
Alliance	Trust	Plc
Amec	Foster	Wheeler	Plc
Amlin	Plc

AO World Plc
Ashmore	Group	Plc
AVEVA	Group	Plc
Balfour	Beatty	Plc
Barratt	Developments	Plc
BBA	Aviation	Plc
Beazley	Plc
Bellway	Plc
Berendsen	Plc

SABMiller	Plc
Schroders	Plc
Severn	Trent	Plc
Shire	Plc
Sky Plc
Smith	&	Nephew	Plc
Smiths	Group	Plc
SSE Plc
St.	James’s	Place	Plc
Standard Chartered Plc
Standard	Life	Plc
Tesco	Plc
The	British	Land	Company	Plc
The	Royal	Bank	of	Scotland	Group	Plc
The Sage Group Plc
The	Weir	Group	Plc
Travis	Perkins	Plc
TUI	Travel	Plc
Tullow	Oil	Plc
Unilever
United	Utilities	Group	Plc
Vodafone	Group	Plc
Whitbread	Group
Wm	Morrisons	Plc
Wolseley	Plc
WPP Plc
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Betfair	Group	Plc
Big	Yellow	Group	Plc
BlackRock	World	Mining	Trust	Plc
BlueCrest	AllBlue	Fund	Limited
Bodycote Plc
Booker Group Plc
Bovis	Homes	Group	Plc
Brewin	Dolphin	Holdings	Plc
Brit	Plc
British	Empire	Securities	&	General	Trust	
Plc
Britvic	Plc
BTG Plc
bwin.party	digital	entertainment	Plc
Cable	&	Wireless	Communications	Plc
Cairn	Energy	Plc
Caledonia	Investments	Plc
Capital	&	Counties	Properties	Plc
Carillion	Plc
Centamin	Plc
Cineworld	Group	Plc
Close	Brothers	Group	Plc
Cobham	Plc
Colt Group SA
Computacenter Plc
Countrywide	Plc
Crest	Nicholson	Holdings	Plc
Croda	International	Plc
Daejan	Holdings	Plc
Dairy	Crest	Group	Plc
De	La	Rue	Plc
Debenhams	Plc	
Dechra	Pharmaceuticals	Plc
Derwent	London	Plc
Dignity	Plc
Diploma	Plc
Drax	Group	Plc
Dunelm Group Plc
Electra	Private	Equity	Plc
Electrocomponents	Plc
Elementis	Plc
EnQuest	Plc

Enterprise	Inns	Plc
Entertainment	One	Ltd
Essentra	Plc
esure	Group	Plc
Euromoney	INstitutional	INvestor	Plc
Evraz	Plc
Exova	Group	Plc
Fenner	Plc
Ferrexpo	Plc
Fidelity	China	Special	Situations	Plc
Fidelity	European	Values	Plc
Fidessa	group	Plc
FirstGroup	Plc
Foreign	&	Colonial	Investment	Trust	Plc
Foxtons	Group	Plc
Galliford	Try	Plc
Genus	Plc
Grainger	Plc
Great	Portland	Estates	Plc
Greencore Group Plc
Greene	King	Plc
Halma Plc
Hansteen	Holdings	Plc
Hays	Plc
HellermannTyton Group Plc
Henderson	Group	Plc
Heritage	Oil
HICL	Infrastructure	Co	Limited
Hikma	Pharmaceuticals	Plc
Hiscox
Hochschild	Mining	Plc
Home	Retail	Group	Plc	
HomeServe	Plc
Howden	Joinery	Group	Plc
Hunting	Plc
ICAP Plc
IG	Group	Holdings	Plc
Inchcape Plc 
Infinis	Energy	Plc
Informa	Plc
Intermediate	Capital	Group	Plc
International	Personal	Finance	Plc
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International	Public	Partnerships	Ltd
Interserve	Plc
Investec	Plc
IP Group Plc
ITE Group Plc
James	Fisher	and	Sons	Plc
Jardine	Lloyd	Thompson	Group	Plc
JD	Sports	Fashion	Plc
John	Laing	Infrastructure	Fund	Limited
John Wood Group Plc
JPMorgan	American	Investment	Trust	Plc	
Jupiter	Fund	Management	Plc
Just	Eat	Plc
Just	Retirement
KAZ	Minerals	Plc	(formerly	named	
Kazakhmys	Plc)
Keller Group Plc
Kennedy	Wilson	Europe	Real	Estate	Plc
Kier	Group	Plc
Ladbrokes	Plc
Laird	Plc
Lancashire	Holdings	Limited
LondonMetric	Property	Plc
Lonmin	Plc
Marston’s	Plc
Melrose	Industries	Plc
MERLIN	ENTERTAINMENTS	Plc
Michael	Page	International	Plc
Micro	Focus	International	Plc
Millennium	&	Copthorne	Hotels	Plc
Mitchells	&	Butlers	Plc
Mitie	Group	Plc
Moneysupermarket.com	Group	Plc
Morgan	Advanced	Materials	Plc
Murray	International	Trust	Plc
N BROWN GROUP Plc
National	Express	Group	Plc
NB	Global	Floating	Rate	Income	Fund
NMC Health Plc
Northgate Plc
Ocado Group Plc
Ophir	Energy	Plc

Oxford	Instruments	Plc
Pace Plc
PayPoint	Plc
Pennon Group Plc
Perpetual	Income	and	Growth	Investment	
Trust	Plc
Personal	Assets	Trust	Plc
Petra	Diamonds	Limited
Pets	at	Home	Group	Plc
Phoenix	Group	Holdings
Playtech Plc
Polar	Capital	Technology	Trust	Plc
Polymetal	International	Plc
Poundland Goup Plc
Premier	Farnell	Plc
Premier	Oil	Plc
Provident	Financial	Plc
PZ	Cussons	Plc
QinetiQ	Group	Plc
Rathbone	Brothers	Plc
Redefine	International	Plc
Redrow	Plc
Regus	Plc
Renishaw	Plc
Rentokil	Initial	Plc
Rexam	Plc
Rightmove	Plc	
RIT	Capital	Partners	Plc
Riverstone	Energy	Limited
RPC Group Plc
RPS Group Plc
Savills	Plc
Scottish	Mortgage	Investment	Trust	Plc
Segro Plc
Senior	Plc
Serco Group Plc
Shaftesbury	Plc
SIG Plc
Spectris	Plc
Spirax-Sarco	Engineering	Plc
Spirent	Communications	Plc
St.	Modwen	Properties	Plc
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Stagecoach Group Plc
SuperGroup Plc
SVG	Capital	Plc
Synergy Health Plc
Synthomer Plc
Talk Talk
Tate	&	Lyle	Plc
Taylor	Wimpey	Plc
Ted Baker Plc
Telecity	Group	Plc
Telecom	Plus	Plc
Temple	Bar	Investment	Trust	Plc
Templeton	Emerging	Markets	Investment	
Trust	Plc
The	Bankers	Investment	Trust	Plc
The	Berkeley	Group	Holdings	Plc
The	City	of	London	Investment	Trust	Plc
The	Edinburgh	Investment	Trust	Plc
The Go-Ahead Group Plc
The	Mercantile	Investment	Trust	Plc
The	Monks	Investment	Trust	Plc

Brookleigh	Services	Ltd
Buchanan	Harvey
CNA	International	part	of	Pertemps
Egon	Zehnder
Fidelio	Partners	
Hanson	Green
Harvey	Nash
Heidrick	&	Struggles
Inzito	Ltd
JCA Group
Korn	Ferry
Lygon	Group
MWM	Consulting
Norman	Broadbent

Odgers	Berndtson
Per	Ardua	Associates	Ltd
Ridgeway	Partners	Ltd
Rowley	Williams	Limited
Russell	Reynolds	Associates	Ltd
Society
Spencer Stuart
Stonehaven
The	Ashton	Partnership
The	Curzon	Partnership	LLP
The	Miles	Partnership
The	Zygos	Partnership
Trust	Associates
Warren	Partners

Respondents (executive search firms) 

The	Paragon	Group	of	Companies	Plc
The Rank Group Plc
The	Restaurant	Group	Plc
The	Scottish	Investment	Trust	Plc
The	Unite	Group	Plc
Thomas	Cook	Group	Plc
TR	Property	Investment	Trust	Plc
Tullett	Prebon	Plc
UBM Plc
UDG Healthcare Plc
UK	Commercial	Property	Trust	Limited
Ultra	Electronics	Holdings	Plc
Vedanta	Resources	Plc
Vesuvius	Plc
Victrex	Plc
WH	Smith	Plc
William	Hill	Plc
Witan	Investment	Trust	Plc
Workspace	Group	Plc
Worldwide	Healthcare	Trust	Plc
WS	Atkins	Plc
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Contacts
This	publication	and	related	equality	and	human	rights	resources	are	
available	from	the	Commission’s	website: www.equalityhumanrights.com

For	advice,	information	or	guidance	on	equality,	discrimination	or	human	
rights	issues,	please	contact	the	Equality Advisory and Support Service,	 
a	free	and	independent	service.

Website	 www.equalityadvisoryservice.com

Telephone 0808 800 0082

Textphone	 0808 800 0084

Hours	 09:00 to 20:00 (Monday to Friday) 
10:00 to 14:00 (Saturday)

Post	 FREEPOST Equality Advisory Support Service FPN4431

Questions	and	comments	regarding	this	publication	may	be	 
addressed	to:	correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com.  
The	Commission	welcomes	your	feedback.

Alternative formats
This	guide	is	available	as	a	PDF	file	and	as	a	Microsoft	Word	file	 
from	www.equalityhumanrights.com.	For	information	on	accessing	
a	Commission	publication	in	an	alternative	format,	please	contact:	
correspondence@equalityhumanrights.com
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