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CHAPTER 17 
 

GENDER BALANCE IN THE 
BOARDROOM: AN ASSAULT ON THE 
FOUNDATIONS OF A FREE SOCIETY 

 
Few trends could so thoroughly undermine the very foundations of our 
free society as the acceptance by corporate officials of a social 
responsibility other than to make as much money for their stockholders 
as possible. 
Milton Friedman 1912-2006 American economist and statistician: Capitalism and Freedom 
(1962) 

 
Executive and non-executive directors – far fewer women than men 
want to be executive directors – the circular argument at the heart of the 
‘female role model’ proposition – positive discrimination for women – 
equal opportunities don’t necessarily lead to equal outcomes – degrees 
awarded to women in male-typical fields, 1973/2003 – women working 
in fields formerly identified as male, 1973/2003 – top 20 reasons why 
female executives are uncommon in the most senior levels of major 
businesses – the CBI’s shameful position on gender balance in the 
boardroom – an assault on the foundations of a free society     

 

For militant feminists the two major inequalities in the 

workplace are the gender pay gap and the gender imbalance in 

Britain’s boardrooms. We covered the first inequality in the last 

chapter, and we come on to the second. When militant 

feminists talk of gender imbalance in Britain’s boardrooms they 

are talking of gender imbalance among the executive directors 

of major organisations, usually the top 100 by market 

capitalisation (the ‘FTSE100’) or the top 250 (the ‘FTSE250’) – 

the country’s biggest employers. We need to distinguish at the 

outset between executive and non-executive directors. From 

Wikipedia:       

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Statistician
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The role of the Executive Director is to design, develop and 
implement strategic plans for their organization in a cost-
effective and time-efficient manner. The Executive Director is 
also responsible for the day-to-day operation of the 
organization, including managing committees and staff and 
developing business plans in collaboration with the board for 
the future of the organization. In essence, the board grants 
the executive director the authority to run the organization. 
 
A non-executive director (‘NED’) or outside director is a 
member of the board of directors of a company who does not 
form part of the executive management team. He or she is 
not an employee of the company or affiliated with it in any 
other way. They are differentiated from inside directors, who 
are members of the board who also serve or previously served 
as executive managers of the company (most often as 
corporate officers). 

NEDs have responsibilities in the following areas, according 
to the Higgs Report, commissioned by the British 
Government and published in 2003: 

  
Strategy: Non-executive directors should constructively 
challenge and contribute to the development of strategy. 

 
Performance: Non-executive directors should scrutinise the 
performance of management in meeting agreed goals and 
objectives and monitoring, and where necessary removing, 
senior management and in succession planning. 
 
Risk: Non-executive directors should satisfy themselves that 
financial information is accurate and that financial controls 
and systems of risk management are robust and defensible. 
 
People: Non-executive directors are responsible for 
determining appropriate levels of remuneration of executive 
directors and have a prime role in appointing, and where 
necessary removing, senior management and in succession 
planning. 
 
NEDs should also provide independent views on: 
 

 Resources 

 Appointments 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Board_of_directors
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inside_director
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_officer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Higgs_Report
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Government
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Government
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 Standards of conduct 
 
Non-executive directors are the custodians of the governance 
process. They are not involved in the day-to-day running of 
the business but monitor the executive activity and contribute 
to the development of strategy. 
 

We can expect executive directors to be highly experienced and 

successful business people, while non-executive directors need 

not be, and often aren’t. Non-executive directorships need not 

be onerous; a number of women manage to hold down several 

simultaneously. 

Most appointments of women to the boards of FTSE100 and 

FTSE250 firms have been NEDs. Feminists have criticised 

these appointments as ‘window dressing’, and for once I agree 

with them. But seeking an equal balance of men and women as 

executive directors is perverse if we are prepared to recognise an 

interesting phenomenon: the number of women who want to 

become executive directors of major firms is greatly 

outweighed by the number of men who wish to. So, even 

without consideration of the relative numbers of able and 

experienced men and women eligible for such roles, we should 

expect women to be greatly outnumbered in boardrooms. 

Feminists have a perennial response to the tricky issue of 

women not wanting such roles: more role models are required. 

This is a circular argument, of course; if women will only seek 

executive directorships when there is a pre-existing ‘critical 

mass’ of female directors, how will the critical mass be achieved 

in the first place? Who will be the role models’ role models? 

The critical mass has not been achieved through women 

exercising opportunities, so militant feminists are pursuing a 

course with determination: positive discrimination for women 

to improve their representation in the senior levels of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_governance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Strategy
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organisations. The introduction of ‘positive action’ in public 

sector organisations in the Equality Act 2010 is in reality the 

introduction of positive discrimination for women under 

another name.  

For gender balance in boardrooms to be achieved on the 

basis of merit rather than through positive discrimination there 

would have to be gender balance in the senior ranks just 

beneath the boardroom. But that has never existed and it never 

will; at least not without positive discrimination in favour of 

women. And what would positive discrimination result in? A 

large number of women who have no wish to be directors, or 

who do not have the necessary abilities, being forced by overt 

or covert pressures to become directors. Is this the victory of 

which militant feminists dream? It would be a hollow one; but 

maybe that matters little to them. 

Canadian psychologist Professor Susan Pinker wrote a highly 

illuminating book about men and women and their relationship 

to the world of work, The Sexual Paradox: troubled boys, gifted girls 

and the real difference between the sexes (2008). Pinker on the 

advancement of women in the workplace in recent decades: 

 
Gender equity legislation and the thinking behind second-
wave feminism, so formative for the baby-boom generation, 
had unintended effects. Together they created the impression 
that all differences between men and women were created by 
unjust practices and therefore could be eased by changing 
same. With new laws and policies in place and women making 
up almost half of the workforce, there was a leap of faith that 
it was only a matter of time before all occupations would be 
split 50-50. Equal numbers of men and women working side 
by side, doing exactly the same work for exactly the same 
number of hours and pay, seemed a logical extension of the 
sixties-based egalitarian ideal. 

So when 50-50 didn’t happen in all jobs by the year 2000, 
there was a vast feeling of letdown. ‘Full equality is still a 
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distant promise,’ wrote British journalist Natasha Walters in 
2005, about the fact that women’s salaries when averaged are 
85 per cent of the average male salary… 

The assumption seemed to be that if the social order had 
really changed, women would be exactly like men by now. 
They’d make the same choices, opting in equal proportions 
for chief executive positions, careers in theoretical physics, or 
political office. Even among women who haven’t chosen such 
fields themselves, the wider the discrepancy from 50 per cent, 
the greater the sense of chagrin. That’s because it is largely 
taken for granted that gender discrimination is what is behind these 
numbers [Author’s italics]. 

Though discrimination still exists – both Wall Street and 
Wal-Mart have faced recent class action suits by women who 
feel their advancement has been blocked – as I talked to high-
achieving women and started to look at the data, it became 
clear that women’s and men’s interests and preferences are 
also skewing the picture. Equal opportunity doesn’t necessarily lead 
to equal results [Author’s italics]. In fact, women’s preferences 
stand out in higher relief precisely because they do have 
options. By looking at what has changed dramatically in 
thirty-odd years, and what has changed just a little, we can get 
a feeling for the pursuits women choose once doors are 
opened to them. 

One of the most remarkable transformations over this 
period has taken place on the university campus. In 1960, 39 
per cent of undergraduate students were female. Now 58 per 
cent of American university students are; indeed, women 
outnumber men on college campuses throughout the 
developed world. Their strong academic profiles – in 
everything from debating to building houses for Habitat for 
Humanity – have meant that high-achieving women have 
their pick of schools and disciplines. Professional degree 
programs in law, medicine, pharmacy, and biology, all fields 
formerly dominated by men, are now evenly divided or admit 
more women. Two highly competitive fields – clinical 
psychology and veterinary medicine – are now between 70 
and 80 per cent female. 

Clearly, girls and women are excelling in the classroom and 
making significant inroads outside it, so efforts to narrow the 
gender gap have succeeded in Western countries. 56 per cent 
of all high-paying professional jobs are now held by women, 
and women hold more than half of all professional and 
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managerial positions in Canada and Britain. [Author’s note: 
these data have to be taken with a pinch of salt, because the 
relative proportion of women to men in executive positions 
declines as we look at higher and higher levels in business. 
The inference in the line ‘women hold more than half of all 
professional and managerial positions in Canada and Britain’ 
appears to infer some degree of equivalence. But a person 
responsible for, say, three people is not equivalent to a person 
responsible for, say, 300.] Even at the top echelons of 
business, where female executives have been notoriously 
absent in the past, a 2006 study of Fortune 500 companies 
has uncovered an interesting phenomenon. While almost half 
the companies have no women at the helm [Author’s note: I 
assume the term ‘at the helm’ means ‘on the executive board’] 
the other half promote more women to executive officer 
positions, and they move them up faster – when they’re 
younger and have less experience than men in comparable 
positions (the women are promoted after an average of 2.6 
years on the job while in their forties, the men after 3.5 years 
and in their fifties). Currently, any gender gaps in pay are 
narrower than they have ever been. 

One reason for the continued hand-wringing is that though 
women have flooded certain disciplines where they had been 
rare a few decades ago, there are still noticeable discrepancies 
in others. More women are studying engineering, physics, and 
computer science than ever before, but they are not exactly 
falling over themselves to enter those fields the way they have 
in medicine and law. Even with dozens of task forces and 
millions consecrated to increasing gender diversity, female 
enrolment in engineering in most schools hasn’t budged past 
20 per cent. Men have entered teaching, nursing, and social 
work – but these, too, remain predominantly female enclaves. 
Even with more choices, women still cluster in certain 
occupations, just as men continue to hang together in others. 
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Table 11.1: The percentage of degrees granted to women 
in male-typical fields 

      

 1973 2003 

Veterinary medicine: Canada 
                                 US 

12 
10 

78 
71 

Pharmacy: US 21 65 

Law: UK 
         US 

… 
8 

63 
49 

Medicine: Canada 
                US 

17 
9 

58 
45 

Business: US 10 50 

Architecture: US 13 41 

Physics: US 7 22 

Engineering: US 1 18 

 
Table 11.2: The percentage of women working in fields 

formerly identified as male 
      

 1973 2003 

Orchestra musicians 10 35 

Lawyers: Canada 
               US 

5* 
5 

34* 
27 

Physicians: Canada 
                  US 

… 
8 

31 
26 

Federal judges: Canada 
                         US 

1 
… 

26 
23 

Employed in science and 
engineering 

8 26 

Legislators: Canada 
                   UN countries 
                   US 

7 
… 
3 

17 
16 
14 

Foresters and conservationists 4 13 

Aerospace engineers 1 11 

Telephone and computer line 
installers and repairers 

1 6 

Firefighters 0 3 

Manufacturers’ agents <1 3 

Electricians 0.6 2 

Plumbers and pipe-fitters 0 1 

 
… means no data available 

* Data were only available for the years 1971 and 2001 
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From my own experience of working in the private sector for 

33 years before taking early retirement in 2010 I believe there 

are numerous reasons why so few women are in evidence as we 

look at the senior reaches of companies, and this manifests 

itself most strikingly – as we might expect – in the boardrooms. 

I have seen the same reasons both when I started my career, 

and in more recent years. Most are attributable to women’s 

basic natures, so they cannot be expected to change. My ‘top 

20’ reasons are outlined in Table 11.3. I consulted widely with 

senior executives of both genders, and they were in broad 

agreement with the list. 

 
Table 11.3: Top 20 reasons why female executives are 

uncommon in the most senior levels of major businesses 
 

1. Many women have alternative options to work for 
attaining a high standard of living 

2. Women seek a satisfying work/life balance 
3. Women are not interested in business 
4. Women are more motivated than men by the social 

engineering potential of business 
5. A private sector worker is 43.3% more likely to be a man 

than a woman 
6. Women take educational choices unlikely to lead to senior 

executive positions  
7. Women are more likely than men to ‘step off the 

executive treadmill’ 
8. Women don’t like to make decisions for which they 

might be criticised 
9. Women are more likely to have empathising natures than 

systemising natures 
10. Women have to take career breaks if they decide to care 

for their young children full-time  
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11. Women are less independently-minded, confident, 
innovative and entrepreneurial than men, and more risk-
averse and gullible   

12. Women value happiness over power 
13. Women prefer to ascend the corporate hierarchy on the 

coat-tails of men rather than through their own merits  
14. Women treat the working environment as a social club 
15. Women visibly suffer in the workplace when under stress 
16. Women don’t like working for women 
17. Women lack the ruthlessness required to lead large teams 
18. Women who require role models to inspire them are 

followers, not leaders 
19. Women prefer to promote women rather than men 

20. Women perceive the battle for senior positions in gender 

terms, not individual terms  

Taking each of the reasons in turn: 

 

1. Many women have alternative options to work for attaining a high 

standard of living 

Many women and – let’s be honest – very attractive women in 

particular, especially if well-educated, can attain high standards 

of living through relationships with prosperous men. How 

much more pleasant and less onerous that must be compared 

with working hard for many years in the (possibly futile) hope 

of ascending a corporate hierarchy. If and when these women 

marry and subsequently divorce, their financial positions may 

still be attractive. The appealing option of having a prosperous 

partner finance a high standard of living is rarely available to 

men, given that women don’t like supporting men financially. 

 

2. Women seek a satisfying work/life balance 

People are generally free to pursue whatever work/life balance 

they wish. But pursuing a more satisfying balance usually 
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means doing less work and having more life: in short, being 

less valuable to the firm. In the competitive worlds we are 

considering, this must result in a competitive disadvantage for 

the individual in question. If you’re a director of a major 

company, and two senior employees of equal abilities 

respectively work 40 hours and 60 hours per week, who is 

going to be contributing more and therefore be a more likely 

candidate for promotion? An insistence on work/life balance 

must become increasingly disadvantageous as we ascend the 

corporate ladder. 

Certain aspects of life in the senior levels of businesses seem 

particularly objectionable to women: such jobs commonly 

require that the executive travels widely and frequently, often 

alone, staying away from home for extended periods. 

Relocation is frequently required. Male executives are more 

prepared than female executives to make these sacrifices.       

 

3. Women are not interested in business 

Because women have no interests that compare in intensity 

with their interest in relationships, it follows – as night follows 

day – that they’re less interested in business per se than in their 

relationships with work colleagues. They’re not interested in 

the ‘big picture’ changes in markets and business options, 

knowledge of which is vital to making and keeping major 

organisations competitive. 

Women are intrinsically less businesslike than men, and I’ve 

came across curious examples of this phenomenon when I’ve 

considered publishing talented but previously unpublished 

authors. In the past year I’ve been approached by two male 

authors and two female authors wishing me to publish their 

first books. One of the male authors’ books was totally 
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uncommercial in my view, and while he didn’t agree with my 

assessment, he accepted my position with good grace. The 

other male author’s book was of more interest but we couldn’t 

agree on commercial terms, and our discussions came to an 

amicable end. 

My experience with the aspiring female authors was very 

different. Female author #1 had written an interesting light-

hearted book about her life on the French Riviera, and she 

accepted my quotation for transforming her manuscript from a 

very sorry state into something approaching readiness for 

publication. I spent two weeks working on the book then sent 

her the revised files, only to be informed that she’d changed 

her mind, and would now be publishing the book herself. She 

hoped I hadn’t spent too long working on it, and ended with 

‘Kind regards, Anne xxx’. 

Female author #2 told me she had almost given up hope of 

seeing her (cookery) book in print. She’d spent almost a year 

trying to work out how to self-publish the book, and had made 

little progress. I had the benefit of two years’ experience of 

publishing five books at that point, and she soon realised I was 

the key to her realising her book publishing dream. In the light 

of my experience with female author #1, I explained to her that 

I would only proceed with the project upon her written 

agreement to contract terms, which included the financial 

aspects of the deal. She readily agreed and I sent the contract to 

her along with a letter recommending she take legal advice on 

any terms which weren’t perfectly clear. Three or four days 

later the contract was returned, signed, so I set to work. The 

contract stipulated that I would receive no payment for the 

work but would receive a proportion of the profits from the 

sales of the book, if there were any.    
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The manuscript was in a very sorry state, the formatting was 

dire, and errors of spelling and grammar littered every page. 

Through working hard for a month – during which time she 

changed her mind on every aspect of the book, necessitating a 

good deal of extra work on my part – I managed to get the 

book’s content into a fit state for publication, and sent her (as 

email attachments) the final files for proofing. 

Within an hour of receipt of the files she called me to say she 

was thrilled with the book, thanked me for all my work, but 

she’d looked again at the contract terms and decided that she 

couldn’t accept term 5.2(ii). This term happened to be the one 

which would result in my receiving income, as the publisher, 

from any sales of the book. She kept bleating that it wasn’t 

‘fair’, whereupon I explained it was perfectly fair; apart from 

which, the right time to query it would have been before I 

worked on the book for a month. I enquired whether any 

comment had been made about the term when she sought legal 

advice, to be met with, ‘Oh, I can’t afford legal advice, I just 

thought we’d chat about any areas I wasn’t happy with. 

Anyway, it’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.’ 

I was so incensed that I lost my customary cool and tore up 

the contract while we were still talking on the telephone. The 

woman had benefited from my two years’ experience of book 

publishing and my month’s hard work developing a publishable 

manuscript, whilst paying me nothing upfront and wishing to 

deny me income post-publication. 

A few weeks later she published the book herself. I emailed 

her to ask whether, in the light of my efforts (without which 

her book would never have seen the light of day) she might be 

kind enough to send me a complimentary copy. She sent one, 

and it had clearly been carefully selected: it had a torn page. I 
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won’t be offering to work for other female authors any time 

soon.     

   

4. Women are more motivated than men by the social engineering potential 

of business 

This motivation is evident in how women operate within their 

firms, and how they work with parties which come into contact 

with them. Within the firm, women’s ingrained desire for 

equality, fairness, justice, blah, blah, blah, results in a range of 

actions which make the firm less efficient and effective. One 

obvious area is the promotion of individuals deemed to be in 

‘oppressed minorities’ – women, ethnic minority groups etc. 

Often the conceit of ‘all else being equal’ is used: if a man and a 

woman, say, are deemed equally worthy of promotion, the 

woman should be promoted: low-level positive discrimination.  

In all my years of interviewing hundreds of applicants for 

jobs, or existing staff for promotion, I never once faced the 

problem of two candidates of equal merit. Positive 

discrimination results in individuals being promoted in 

preference to colleagues where their lesser capabilities are not 

so glaring as to invite outright scorn. And so the balance of 

gender, race, or whatever is ‘improved’, but at an invisible cost 

to the organisation. 

Women’s social agendas extends outside the firm too, and 

they are happy to compromise the interests of the firm in 

pursuing the agendas. I worked in procurement for most of my 

career, buying goods and services for major organisations. 

More and more women have been entering the field of 

procurement in recent years, and the result has been 

predictable. They are manipulating their firms to buy goods and 

services from women-owned or minority-owned businesses, 
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they’re enthusiastic supporters of corporate responsibility 

programmes, and so on. It seems to me that most of these 

women don’t understand what makes capitalism works; and if 

they do, they’re hostile to it.               

 

5. A private sector worker is 43.3% more likely to be a man than a 

woman 

Women represent 65.2% of public sector workers and 41.1% 

of private sector workers (source: Unison). So men represent 

58.9% of private sector workers. Roughly speaking, for every 

two private sector workers who are women, three are men. 

This alone would be expected to lead to a marked gender 

imbalance in the senior reaches of companies.  

 

6. Women take educational choices unlikely to lead to senior executive 

positions 

The optimal educational choice for a person wishing to reach 

the senior levels in business is a business degree from a leading 

institution, such as The London Business School. From Steve 

Moxon’s The Woman Racket : 
 
The London Business School’s female intake is only one in 
five of the total [Author’s note: the proportion is higher in 
American business schools] and this is mirrored in business 
schools nationwide. There is subsequent heavy attrition in 
numbers of females, not just owing to their family 
commitments, but also, compared to men, through their 
having less focus and more other interests that conflict with 
both the desire and the effort necessary to climb the 
hierarchy. And this does not take into account the high 
proportion of men who will get there through other, less 
direct or riskier routes, who never went to business school. 
Business is the field of the entrepreneur after all, who is born 
with the attitude and the drive. He’s not a product of a college 
course. Just ask Sir Richard Branson or Sir Alan Sugar. 
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We’ll be considering the subject of entrepreneurship later in 

this chapter. 

 

7. Women are more likely than men to step off the executive treadmill 

We’ll be returning shortly to Susan Pinker’s The Sexual Paradox, 

which provides insights into the world of the female senior 

executive. But for now let me just state something I’ve seen in 

many major organisations: women are far more likely than men 

to simply abandon their careers when it suits them. Companies 

invest heavily in their senior executives’ development and it 

follows that positive discrimination for women – who are more 

likely than men to abandon their careers – flies in the face of 

the economic interests of the firm, and in turn the interests of 

the firm’s owners, its shareholders.   

 

8. Women don’t like to make decisions for which they might be criticised 

This is a curious one, but I came across it all the time in my 

business career. I would ask a female executive with an 

impressive-sounding job title for a decision on something – 

possibly something trivial – and would be met with, ‘I’ll have to 

speak to Bob and get back to you on this.’ Now this may be 

partly attributable to the scourge of job title inflation – when 

did you last meet a secretary? – but I think there’s more to it. 

Over many years I came to the conclusion that women are 

happier than men to do jobs where they don’t have to use their 

discretion in making decisions; they prefer to work within a 

clearly defined framework of policies and guidance. And I 

suspect the reason is that so long as they stay within that 

framework, they are largely immune from criticism. Men seem 

more prepared than women to use their judgement and accept 

criticism when they make poor decisions. 
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9. Women are more likely to have empathising natures than systemising 

natures 

The matter of empathising and systemising natures was 

covered at length in chapter 2. The reason for raising it in this 

context is to state what I see as a blindingly obvious truth: the 

higher in a hierarchy a person works, the greater will be the 

need to use systemising capabilities, and the lesser will be the 

need to use empathising capabilities. It follows that an 

increasingly higher proportion of men than women should be 

expected as we ascend corporate hierarchies, and of course this 

is exactly what we see. 

  

10. Women have to take career breaks if they decide to care for their young 

children full-time 

The sheer frequency with which women debate the issue of 

mothers with young children working or not working is a clear 

indication of the angst that the question creates in the mind of 

women lucky enough to enjoy the choice. But of course there’s 

no easy answer. Taking years off from their careers may well 

hamper women’s prospects of advancement. It would be the 

same for men, if they took such breaks: but they don’t. The 

option to take lengthy career breaks, or not to take them, is 

limited to women alone.   

 

11. Women are less independently-minded, confident, innovative and 

entrepreneurial than men, and more risk-averse and gullible 

Women are often highly opinionated about the smaller matters 

in life, but rarely as opinionated about the larger matters. Their 

instinct is to seek other people’s opinions when presented with 

challenging problems, even in circumstances where their own 

experience and expertise should enable them to make up their 
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own minds quickly. Women tend to have less confidence than 

men on the same organisational level as themselves. One 

practical consequence of women’s need to consult widely is, 

hardly surprisingly, a lack of decisiveness. It may be increased 

by women’s fears of making mistakes. 

When problems or opportunities present themselves, 

women’s instincts are to consider what has worked in similar 

circumstances before, and simply repeat it. They’re less likely 

than men to formulate innovative solutions. An ability to 

innovate in business is merely an expression of creativity; and 

in all fields where creativity is important, men make up the 

majority of leading practitioners. Why should business be any 

different in this respect than, say, the visual arts, music etc.? 

An aptitude for innovation is linked, I think, to a relish for 

taking risks. In the corporate levels just below boardroom level, 

executives with a track record of making poor decisions about 

risk will have been eliminated, leaving those with a good track 

record. Innovativeness is linked to independence of thought; 

and men are more independent-minded than women. 

Outside the world of conventional large businesses, men’s 

lesser aversion to risk and greater aptitude for innovation are 

evident in the field of entrepreneurship: men being 

overwhelmingly more likely than women to be entrepreneurs, 

whether successful or not.   

  Onto another topic which militates against women attaining 

high office: gullibility, which is partly evidence of a lack of 

independence of thought. As is often the case we need to 

consider how women act and not at what they say. The 

producers of commercials aimed at women conduct much 

research into what persuades women to buy products. And 

what seems to work with women is some sort of curious 
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transference process. When a woman is exposed to an advert 

for face creams, she looks at the model on the screen, poster, 

or whatever, and thinks, ‘You’re incredibly beautiful, you have 

the flawless skin which I’d like, and although you look about 

17 years old and I’m 52, you attribute your alabaster skin to 

Gloreal Pro-Jeunesse 217K Face Sculpting Serum. So if I use 

the product, my skin will look the same. What’s that? 73 out of 

98 women agreed it improved the appearance of facial lines? 

Scientific proof! I must have it… after all, I’m worth it!!!’      

How could a mind capable of such mind-numbing gullibility 

be trusted to make the rational decisions which are required in 

the most senior positions in business? It couldn’t. 
     

12. Women value happiness over power 

We return to Canadian psychologist Susan Pinker’s The Sexual 

Paradox (2008). She makes it clear that women are ‘under-

represented’ at senior levels in organisations only because they 

are exercising choice. I wrote to Harriet Harman (appendix 6) 

enclosing a copy of the book but, surprisingly, I didn’t receive a 

reply. An illuminating excerpt from the book: 

 
The personal story on the newspaper’s back page was 
headlined, ‘My Glass Ceiling Is Self-Imposed’, and it pinged 
my eyes open faster than the black coffee I had just poured 
down my throat. A female executive on the fast track (to the 
Chief Executive Officer’s position) had refused a promotion 
to vice president in a multinational company earning billions 
and felt she needed to explain why, though she was writing 
under a pseudonym. Methodically, systematically, she detailed 
how her company provided every possible perk to promote 
women’s success, including networked home offices so they 
could telecommute, flex hours, no pressure to put in face 
time, an in-house dry cleaner and gym, an income supplement 
for a nanny, and on-site care for sick children. Her company 
was rated one of the top hundred companies to work for in 
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the United States, and one of the top hundred in Europe. Still 
this executive had stalled her own advancement just when she 
was expected to rise like a helium balloon. Her promotion 
would have put her third from the top in a company of 
12,000 employees with offices in more than 60 countries, and 
on the short list to become the company’s CEO within a few 
years.         

        

Pinker tracked the woman down and met up with her. She 

continues: 
 

She was a business person who got straight to the point, 
telling me within five minutes that aside from a job she loved, 
she also had two small children, a husband, and parents, all of 
whom were central to her happiness and to one another’s. A 
promotion would require moving to another city, and while it 
would boost her status and salary, it would destabilize her 
family. If she enjoyed her work, was respected for it, and had 
a well-rounded personal life, why jinx things by climbing yet a 
rung higher? Still a director of her company, she didn’t regret 
turning down the opportunity to become vice president for a 
minute, she said. ‘My husband loves his work, my children are 
very happy and settled, and I love my job. My long-term 
future is not as strong as it might have been, but I derive my 
happiness and sense of self-worth from much more than just 
my career.’ 

Her explicit message: work is essential, but so are the needs 
of her family. The subtext? Saying so is somehow shameful – 
hence the pseudonym, both for the newspaper and for this 
book. It’s not a wise gambit to turn down a promotion, much 
less ascribe one’s reasons to the time-warped notion that the 
feelings of loved ones matter to you as much as achievement 
at work.  

 

Pinker wondered if the woman in question could be 

representative of other highly placed women, and we shouldn’t 

be too surprised by what she writes on the subject: 

 
There’s plenty of evidence that many more women than men 
refuse promotions out of considerations for family, including 
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women at the top of their game. In 2006, when investment 
analyst Carolyn Buck Luce and economist Sylvia Ann Hewlett 
tried to get to the bottom of the ‘hidden brain drain’ of 
female talent by surveying 2,443 women with graduate or 
professional degrees, they discovered that one in three 
women with MBAs chose not to work full-time – compared 
with one in 20 men with the same degree – and that 38 per 
cent of high-achieving women had turned down a promotion 
or had deliberately taken a position with lower pay. Instead of 
being forcibly barred from top positions, these women were 
avoiding them. [Author’s italics].  

When the researchers looked at women’s motivations to 
work, they discovered that having a powerful position was the 
lowest-ranked career goal of highly qualified women in every sector 
[Author’s italics]. For 85 per cent of the women, other values 
came first: the ability to work with people they respect, to ‘be 
themselves’ at work, and to have flexible schedules.         

 

The most talented senior businesswoman I came across in 33 

years in business resigned from her company in her mid forties 

and bought and subsequently managed a small upmarket 

lingerie shop. She tells me she’s never been happier.   

 

13. Women prefer to ascend the corporate hierarchy on the coat-tails of 

men rather than through their own merits 

A sizeable proportion of senior female executives owe their 

positions to close relationships with one or more senior male 

executives, and this can be a source of resentment among the 

women’s male and female colleagues. A problem arises when 

the male executive(s) in question leave(s) the organisation, 

because the female executives have not built up the credibility 

to continue working at a high level without strong executive 

sponsorship.    
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14. Women treat the working environment as a social club 

Women are not, of course, alone in treating the working 

environment as a social club. Many men do so too, but on a far 

lesser scale. 

About ten years ago I was working on an assignment with a 

medium-sized retailer. One day I was using a desk in the 

Human Resources department, and spent the afternoon 

working on my laptop. Two women, maybe in their late forties 

or early fifties, were at their adjoining desks in the department. 

One of them was the deputy Human Resources Director. 

From lunchtime until 5p.m., with only a few short telephone 

interruptions, the two women gossiped non-stop about their 

partners, children, friends, shopping, television programmes, 

celebrity news, and other matters of no relevance to their work. 

At precisely 5p.m., as they were preparing to leave, I was 

privileged to overhear the following:   

 
‘Anne, are you planning to apply for the HR director vacancy 
when Mr D leaves?’ 
‘No, I want to move to part-time working so I can spend 
more time with the grandkids and potter about the garden. 
My roses are a picture this year!’ 
‘OK. Still, with the glass ceiling being what it is, you might 
not have got the job anyway!’ 
‘Too right. It’s still a man’s world, isn’t it?’ 

 

I once had a lodger of the female persuasion, who in her mid-

thirties had a new (female) boss appointed. For some months 

the two of them had Friday afternoons set aside so that the 

latter could mentor the former with respect to management 

skills. Some months into the arrangement I asked my lodger 

how the arrangement was progressing. ‘Brilliant!’, she said with 
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relish. ‘She’s the best boss ever – we spend Friday afternoons 

shopping!’ 

 

15. Women visibly suffer in the workplace when under stress 

A few years ago I carried out a consulting assignment in the 

London headquarters of a major service company. The deputy 

Finance Director was a single woman in her mid-thirties with 

no children, well versed in all the accounting skills required for 

her job. Both she and I reported to the Finance Director, an 

overbearing man disliked both inside and outside his 

department and (being short in stature) nicknamed ‘Napoleon’. 

To say that working for Napoleon was stressful would be an 

understatement; his penchant for demanding endless revised 

versions of complex spreadsheets, so as to improve their 

accuracy by a fraction of a percentage point, would have made 

even a nun kick a sickly puppy into a fast-flowing river. But the 

pay was good, and I tried to take the stress in my stride. I 

found that a large measure of Talisker or Lagavulin Scotch 

Whisky in the evenings soon put Napoleon out of my mind. 

Alcohol has long been the self-medication of choice for men 

seeking to cope with stress, and it’s increasingly the self-

medication of choice for women coping with stress too. 

Working in the corner of an open plan office, with her staff 

in close proximity, my female colleague was frequently and 

visibly highly stressed, often to the point of being tearful; and 

occasionally she did burst into tears. On one of these occasions 

I took her for a coffee and asked her why she put herself 

through the stress rather than confronting her boss or 

resigning. She replied along the following lines: 
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I recently bought a flat and a new car, the costs of which 
requires me to earn a good salary, and that only comes with 
jobs like this, which are highly stressful. But I really hate this 
job. I’d give it up tomorrow to be a mother and housewife, if 
the option presented itself.     

 

To militant feminists, this woman – by virtue of holding down 

a well-paid, pressurised job – would be viewed as a success. But 

the woman knew otherwise, every working day of the week. A 

man who was so visibly stressed during his working day would 

be relieved of his duties, but some misplaced sense persuades 

us to allow women to carry on, if they’re prepared to. It’s no 

wonder that so many female executives are absent from work 

on stress- or depression-related grounds. 

Apart from the impact on the individual, what is the impact 

on the firm of allowing a person insufficiently robust for their 

work to continue working? Colleagues will not want to add to 

their stress and will shy away from dealing with them in a 

businesslike manner, which can only damage the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the firm.      

 

16. Women don’t like working for women 

I’ve often come across this phenomenon, but I was in two 

minds about including it in my ‘top 20’. My own experience is 

that women like working for women when they enjoy a good 

personal relationship; but when they don’t, they dislike working 

for them for one or more of three reasons: they find women 

bosses dour, ungrateful, and spiteful. One said to me, ‘Bad 

female bosses are like elephants: if they don’t like you, and you 

make a mistake, they’ll never let you forget it, even years later. 

Male bosses tend to be more generous. They’ll point out you’ve 

made a mistake, ensure you’ve learned from it, and that will be 

that. Case closed, never to be reopened.’ 
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From a section titled, ‘Women tend to revile women bosses’, 

in The Woman Racket: 
 
It might be expected that, with the separate social 
organisation of the sexes, having a boss of the opposite sex 
might be problematic, and that with women sticking together 
the most benign arrangement is women working for a woman 
boss. Paradoxical though it seems, nothing could be further 
from the truth. Organisations function best where bosses are 
male – whether their underlings are male or female – and 
worst when bosses are female. They function worst of all 
when a woman manages women. 

Research reveals that women overwhelmingly prefer not to 
work under another female. This is a profoundly negative 
feeling about women as line managers and not a positive 
feeling about men in the role. A useless male boss is preferred 
to a competent female one. It’s not just an issue of women 
not liking working for women superiors, but that they don’t 
want to co-operate with or even acknowledge them (Molm, 
1986). Some female secretaries actually walk out of 
recruitment when they find that their prospective boss is a 
woman. (The squabbling on The Apprentice came to a head 
when Miranda Rose got the boot for disloyalty after being 
appointed P.A. by the power-hungry Adele Lock. The job 
appeared to have no purpose other than to improve Ms. 
Lock’s level of self-esteem and had disastrous consequences 
for the female social network as well as for the ‘enterprise’.) 

A survey for the Royal Mail in 2000 reported that only 
seven per cent of women preferred a female superior. In a 
1991 survey, of women who had worked through the Alfred 
Marks agency under both men and women, less than a fifth 
said they would want a woman line manager in future, and 
two-thirds said they would never work under a woman again 
and wanted their boss to be male. Almost the same 
proportion (three in five) expressed just the same to 
researchers for Harper’s Bazaar magazine in 2007 – and these 
were professional women in top jobs. 

Women’s unwillingness to work for a woman line manager 
is greater compared to men’s (Mavin, Sandra & Lockwood, 
2004; Mavin, Sharon & Bryans, 2003). Women can positively 
welcome work beyond their job description when it’s for a 
male boss. However hidden, it appears that a sexual frisson – 
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which can be very widely manifested, in many not overtly 
sexual ways – makes a dull job sparkle. Inter-sexual social 
reality is what is most salient. 

Women complain that female bosses have favourites and 
are inconsistent because they deal in personal relationships 
instead of focusing on the job, whereas women feel they get 
fair treatment from male bosses. The predominantly personal 
dimension of women’s managerial style leads to sniping or 
awkwardness; or a sense of superiority and trying to prove a 
point when giving out work. 

Something powerful is at play here. Women have an acute 
awareness of the separate worlds of the sexes. Underlying the 
negative feelings women have for same-sex bosses, is that 
they are aware of the instrumental motivation of women to 
try to travel up organisational structures, of being more in the 
company of higher-status men. From the perspective of 
evolutionary psychology, women don’t acquire status, except 
in the sense of acquiring it indirectly from their long-term 
mates; so women placing themselves over other women 
according to the criteria of a male competitive status hierarchy 
may be seen by their female underlings as incongruous – 
cheating even. Women’s natural predisposition to networking 
exacerbates this. A female boss is not centred on the 
workplace as a coalition as are men; instead being more 
concerned with what she perceives as her ‘in-group’ of 
women, most of whom are likely outside the organisation, 
with whom the women under her may well have no 
connection. 

The women bosses with their favoured women underlings 
stick together, and the selective bias women have for other 
women will come out in interviews for promotion. There is 
an irony that women, as the people women least want to see 
manage them, will tend to end up with positions of 
responsibility, thus driving further workplace discord amongst 
women, and further discrimination against men. 

 

17. Women lack the ruthlessness required to lead large teams 

With an in-built strong concern for people’s feelings and a  

preference for being liked over being respected, female bosses 

are increasingly hampered as they ascend the corporate 
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hierarchy. I’ve lost count of the number of times senior female 

executives have delayed firing incompetent employees, 

believing that miraculous transformations will occur, or that 

more training courses will turn them into competent people. 

 

18. Women who require role models to inspire them are followers, not 

leaders 

The most frequently cited reason for using positive 

discrimination to drive up the number of female executive 

directors in major firms is to provide role models for women to 

follow. Truly talented and hard-working female executives are 

generally insulted by the idea of positive discrimination. One, 

expecting to land a FTSE250 executive directorship within the 

coming two years, told me: 

 
‘I hate this notion that women need role models to inspire 
them. Leaders don’t want or need role models, only followers 
do. And executive directors, above all else, need to be leaders 
and not followers. Maggie Thatcher didn’t need a female role 
model, did she? I’ve met numerous women who talked about 
the need for more role models. Not one of these women had 
the slightest grasp of how business works at senior levels – 
hardly surprising, as they had no personal experience of it. 
Campaigning for positive discrimination for women, with the 
aim of having more female directors, is demeaning to women 
and ultimately counter-productive.’         

 

19. Women prefer to promote women rather than men 

From The Woman Racket, a section titled, ‘Women’s preference 

for their own sex: serious sex discrimination against men’: 
 
The fourfold female preference for their own sex, and the ‘in-
group’ / ‘out-group’ differences between men and women 
means that employers entrusting recruitment to women are 
likely to get not the best man for the job but more likely a 
mediocre woman. It also means potential problems of female 
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performance in the job, irrespective of ability. The upshot for 
men is serious sex discrimination against them. 

In recruitment, whereas women candidates will tend on 
average not to suffer discrimination – even if the interview 
panel is all-male – men candidates will probably suffer worst 
outcomes the greater is the proportion of female interviewers. 
If the panel is all-women, then not only is this effect at its 
maximum, but there is no male perspective to counteract it. 
Women interviewers will prefer women (even aside from any 
feminist political attitudes, or any acceptance of notions of 
supposed oppression of women, or pressure through equal-
opportunities policies). There would seem to be two 
complementary reasons for this. First, the interviewer tends 
to feel a potential personal connection with any and every 
female applicant, even though she may be a complete stranger 
– there need be no shared ‘in- group’ for this to occur, as 
would be the case for men. Second, prejudicial preference will 
go relatively unchecked (compared to how men would feel) 
given that women have a very different sense of ‘in-group’, 
and so will be less concerned about the impact of making a 
decision that may not be in the best interests of the work 
group… 

Performance in the job by female workers will tend to be 
problematic because of the relative failure to identify with the 
‘in-group’ of fellow workers, and to focus instead on personal 
connectedness rather than the task at hand. This will reduce 
efficiency in the workplace directly, but there is also a further 
impact in that those members of the work group that the top 
clique of female workers do not feel personally related to, will 
feel rejected. As a result, they will either become de-
motivated, or work more for themselves and competitively 
against the group. This is the opposite of how male workers 
would tend to behave. Men experience a mutually reinforcing 
sense of belonging to a group, and competitiveness on behalf 
of the group (as well as individual effort within it to try to rise 
to the top). 

The current notion, though, is that women make better 
employees than men. Men are thought to be ‘bolshy’ and 
women compliant. Yet the more rule-based existence of men 
– apparent right from the days of school playground team 
sports – makes them likely to be more predictable and 
reasonable than women. Countless television advertisements 
(exemplified by the excruciating BT ‘work smarter’ series, but 
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long ubiquitous), proclaim a contest of male ‘dimwits’ versus 
female ‘smarties’… 

Some think that men are too status-orientated, without 
seeing that there is a problem with women employees being 
too person-centred. Both male and female sex-typical 
behaviours could be regarded either as distractions from or 
contributions to the work culture, but employers certainly do 
prefer women (as a 1996 Rowntree report showed). Yet it is 
men who have the additional clear attributes of being both 
task-centred and of forming teams within the workplace, 
rather than personal networks that may well be more 
connected with life outside – though sometimes female work 
teams are as effective as male ones… 

Conclusive evidence of widescale discrimination against 
men at the job application stage was uncovered in 2006 by 
Peter Riach and Judith Rich, ‘An Experimental Investigation 
of Sexual Discrimination in Hiring in the English Labour 
Market’. They had sent pairs of resumés to employers: one 
from a mythical applicant called ‘Phillip’ and another from a 
no less fictitious ‘Emma’, differing from each other only in 
the most minor details, but sufficient to ensure they would 
not be detected as being identical. The experience, 
qualifications, age, marital status, socio-economic background 
– every relevant detail – were as near to identical as could 
make no difference. They awaited the offer of an interview 
(or a request for a telephone discussion) or a rejection note 
(or silence). 

Nobody was prepared for the result. Not even the direction 
of it, let alone the size. It was not women but men who got 
the fewer offers, and by not a small margin but by a massive 
factor of four. Uncannily, this is precisely the same factor by 
which women prefer other women to men, as discovered in 
research into the female social psychology of ‘in-group’. Have 
workplaces completely capitulated to basing their hiring 
entirely on female prejudice? (HR is a predominantly female 
profession.) 

 

Women’s preference for promoting women over men leads to 

justifiable resentment among men. It also sends an unfortunate 

message to women, ‘You don’t need to be as good as a man to 

get ahead.’   
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Men are also more often disadvantaged than women by the 

irrational or shallow grounds used by some women for 

accepting or rejecting job applicants. I had heard that some 

women made decisions on the basis of criteria such as 

handwriting, but refused to believe it. So I was interested in the 

following article by the journalist and former magazine editor 

Rowan Pelling in The Daily Telegraph of October 13, 2010: 

 
Handwriting is as distinguishing a mark of personality and 
aptitude as a person’s voice, manner and qualifications. My 
reverence for the power of the hand-inked word is so great 
that I could never love a man whose script was diabolical. The 
men I know feel just as passionately about a woman’s hand. 
That’s why fountain pens make perfect tokens of love. 

When I ran my own office, the first thing I would examine 
when a CV arrived was the handwriting on the envelope. If it 
was an elegant flow of dark ink, it leapt to the top of the pile; 
but if there was an ugly scrawl then out it went. 

 

20. Women perceive the battle for senior positions in gender terms, not 

individual terms  

Maybe it’s attributable to feminism and its focus on gender and 

power, but women tend to see the battle for senior positions as 

one facet of ‘the battle of the sexes’. This may account for their 

perceiving a common cause with other women. If so, they’re 

wasting their time and energies. The people who run major 

businesses have little or no genuine interest in gender politics. 

All they’re interested in is, ‘Can this person do the job?’ A 

woman who campaigns for women will unwittingly be sending 

out the message, ‘I may not be much myself, but just look at 

what a wonderful gender I belong to!’ How pathetic is that? 

 

Why would businesses accept positive discrimination for 

women and thereby appoint women who are less capable than 
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available men for senior positions? To do so would be to strike 

at the heart of the capitalist model of business, and thereby at 

the heart of a free society. But businesses have contributed to 

the public’s expectation that they act in uncommercial ways. 

Recent years have seen an explosion in the ‘Corporate Social 

Responsibility’ or ‘Corporate Responsibility’ industries. Firms 

seek to be more environmentally-friendly than their 

competitors, more enthusiastic about ‘fair trade’, gender 

balance and a range of other left-wing causes. The underlying 

message is that capitalism needs to be on the defensive, as if 

being the sole creator of real employment and wealth is not in 

itself a sufficiently laudable achievement.  

Forcing gender balance in the boardrooms of major 

corporations would be a social engineering experiment – and 

an irreversible one, possibly – which could well go badly 

wrong. It is, after all, forcing organisations to adopt a measure 

to placate feminists whose ideology is Marxism. You couldn’t make 

it up, could you? No socialist or communist regime even 

managed to design and manufacture a car which its citizens – 

or at least its citizens with the option of buying a car built in 

another country’s private sector – would want. 

Measures to promote more gender balance in the boardrooms 

of major organisations are currently being considered by the 

coalition government. So what is the position of the leading 

employers’ representative body in the UK, the CBI? The CBI 

represents employers which collectively employ a third of the 

country’s private sector workers. From their website Cbi.org.uk, 

a section on ‘Policy and lobbying work’: 

 
A core element of the CBI’s work is its much-respected 
lobbying – an ongoing activity allowing members to drive 
change to the legislative and regulatory framework in which 
they have to operate, and backed by our 80-strong policy 
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engine which works full-time on the issues directly affecting 
business. All government departments can affect business, 
but the potential impact of legislation isn’t always understood 
by those who devise it. The CBI’s unique relationship with 
business means we know exactly how it can be affected by 
government legislation, communicating this through our 
equally unique relationship with government. And our 
influence is such that government takes notice. 

No other business organisation can match our extensive 
network of contacts with government ministers, MPs, civil 
servants, advisers, opinion formers and media commentators.           

 

Interested to learn the organisation’s position on gender 

balance in the boardroom, I wrote to the Director-General, 

Richard Lambert, and received a reply shortly after – 

appendices 9 and 10. From his reply we learn that the CBI 

believes ‘enforced quotas are not the answer’, which is 

encouraging, but much of the remainder of the letter could 

have been penned by a militant feminist, including: 

 
Diverse boards have many benefits that include promoting 
more robust challenge in the boardroom, helping to reduce 
group-think as well as ensuring companies are in touch with 
their customers, all important themes in the wake of the 
financial crisis. 

  

Given the lack of diversity in the boardrooms of Britain’s 

major companies, these views – presented as facts – are 

speculative to say the least. I wouldn’t have been surprised to 

find them in materials from Harriet Harman or The Fawcett 

Society. But they come from the Director-General of the 

country’s leading employers’ organisation. It would be difficult 

to imagine a clearer indicator of the country’s slow and lazy 

drift to left-wing habits of thinking over the past decade; and it 

is, ironically, an example of the very ‘group-think’ which it 

claims is present in boards which are not diverse. 
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If gender balanced boardrooms were ever legislated for in the 

private sector – a triumph of Marxist ideology in a supposedly 

free society – the immediate impact might not be negative. The 

new female directors could be expected to consult widely – as 

is the female habit – with experienced business people who, by 

definition, would mostly be men. But over time a female trait 

would become ever more apparent: risk aversion. The long-

term profitability of our major companies could be expected to 

decline as a result, because in comparison with companies in 

developing countries which enjoy low costs, companies in 

developed countries need to be relatively less risk averse and 

more entrepreneurial. 

But here’s the big question: could the legislation enforcing 

gender-balanced boards be reversed, even if damage to 

companies suggested the need to do so? Militant feminist 

campaigning organisations would be up in arms, denying the 

possibility of a link between gender balanced boards and 

reduced profitability. By their very natures feminists can’t be 

swayed by rational arguments, and you couldn’t develop an 

emotional argument for reversing gender balanced boardrooms. 

Hoping for politicians to take a tough decision which would be 

challenged by half the electorate, women – or at least 

challenged by women’s whining self-appointed representatives 

at The Fawcett Society and elsewhere – would be optimistic.  

The inevitable result of countries legislating for gender 

balanced boardrooms would be to place the countries in 

question at an economic disadvantage to countries where 

companies continued to appoint directors on the grounds of 

merit. How many citizens would, if given a choice in the 

matter, accept the risk of a decline in their standard of living as 

the price of gender balance in the boardroom?       


