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Women’s leadership in the Northwest:  
Baseline report, December 2009 
 

“There may be no quick fix to the current financial crisis, but a sure-fire, long-
term resolution is to advance more women into leadership positions and 
provide the right environment for new perspectives to be heard. The evidence 
is clear that doing this improves corporate performance – and the numbers 
prove it.”1 

 
 

1 Introduction 
 

The Women and Work Commission (WWC), established by the Prime 
Minister in September 2004, considered how to close the gender pay and 
opportunities gap within a generation. One of the causes of the gender pay 
gap, as researched extensively by the Equal Opportunities Commission and 
others, is what is known as “vertical segregation”, ie the lack of women in 
senior positions which command higher salaries.  Chaired by Margaret 
Prosser (now Deputy Chair of the Equality and Human Rights Commission). 
the Women and Work Commission brought together members from business, 
public sector and trade unions. In July 2009, it presented a report of progress 
and made 43 recommendations in four areas:  
 

• Education and culture 

• Access to continued learning and development 

• Work life balance 

• Public sector 
 

Under the public sector heading, the Women and Work Commission 
highlighted the leadership role of Regional Development Agencies in 
promoting gender equality, to which NWDA has responded by setting up a 
Women and Work Task Force focusing on women’s leadership in the region. 
 
This baseline report for the Task Force’s first meeting summarises the current 
state of play nationally and in the North West in terms of women’s leadership 
across different sectors and industries. 
 
Within the category of leadership, we include: 

• Board membership – executive and non-executive 

• Chief executive and other senior management roles 

• Entrepreneurship 

• Civic leadership (political, public and third sector) 
 
We have included statistics from the bio-medical, engineering and digital and 
creative industries where these are readily available, because these have 
been identified as significant growth sectors for the North West economy. 
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2 The national picture 
 

In 2009, 49% of the UK labour force is female. Opportunity Now estimate that 
35% of managers and senior officials are women.2  However, women’s 
representation continues to taper as they ascend through the ranks of 
seniority.   
 
In the private sector, women make up 40% of the workforce but only 28% of 
directors; and only four of the FTSE 100 companies have more than one 
woman executive director, while one in four have all male boards.  This is not 
simply a concern for women.  

 
 ‘The lack of women on Boards is not a “Women’s Issue” but an  
organisational issue and we need to engage men in this agenda.’3   

 
Lack of female participation in leading business and economic life is 
hampering business performance. Research from Catalyst 4 in the USA 
shows companies with the highest representation of women on their top 
management teams delivered 35% higher return on equity and 34% higher 
total return to shareholders than companies with lowest representation. 
 

In the public sector, despite the fact that 65% of employees are women5, 
relatively few make it right to the top - only 27% of the top management of the 
civil service is female6, 20% of local authority chief executives and 9% of the 
top tiers of police officers are women7.  In the extensive non-executive public 
arena, one third of public appointments are women8 and a similar number of 
women are councillors, while only 16% of council leaders are female. Yet 
‘there is consistent evidence that women make a difference in politics by 
bringing otherwise neglected concerns and perspectives to the political table’9 
 
Looking further at the demographic of women who have ‘made it’, evidence of 
double disadvantage is shown in that black and minority ethnic (BME) women 
represent less than 1% of local councillors10 and of the 11 ethnic minority 
women who are directors of FTSE 100 companies, none is a British national. 
Amongst disabled people, a group which is subject to high levels of 
discrimination in employment, a recent report found that ‘disabled high fliers 
tend to be male, middle-aged and to work in the private sector.’11  
 
In the target growth sectors, women represent 18% of Science, Engineering 
and Technology employees.12 In the digital sector, 20% of those undertaking 

                                                 
2
 Where women work, Opportunity Now website, 2009 

3
 Female board directors remain rare, The Observer, August 2009 

4
 The Bottom Line Connecting Corporate Performance & Gender Diversity Catalyst USA 2007 

5
 Where women work: Opportunity Now website, 2009 

6
 Sex and Power, 2008, EHRC 

7
 Opportunity Now, as above 

8
 Government Equalities Office, 2009 

9
 Hansard Society, Women at the Top. 2005 

10
 Women in Governance, North West Together We Can, 2009 

11
 Doing Seniority Differently, RADAR, 2009 

12
 Women and Work Commission 3 year on report, July 2009 



 3

IT related degree courses are women, which matches their representation in 
the workforce. 13 Women represent nearly 18% of those employed in the 
media, but less than 11% of Chief Executives of Media companies listed in 
the FTSE 350 index are female. 14 
 
Despite these figures, there is no evidence that women are inherently less 
equipped than men to act as decision-makers and leaders.  ‘Men and women 
often display different leadership styles although their ability to stimulate 
people intellectually is seen as gender neutral. Research has shown that 
women are less likely to display command and control behaviours and are 
more likely to engage in participative decision making. They demonstrate 
inspiration and meeting expectations and rewards in their behaviours more 
frequently than male counterparts.  In 360 feedback, women score more 
highly than men in showing genuine concern for people, an attribute strongly 
correlated with inspirational leadership.’ 15 
 
The business case for achieving diversity on boards is well rehearsed. 
Research into the Fortune 1000 companies found that ‘a clear shift occurs 
when there are three or more women on a board’16; and a further study in the 
UK found ‘less stereotyping, a broader perspective and a friendlier 
atmosphere, if there are two or more women on the board’17. 
 
 

3 The North West position 
 

The North West’s performance in gender equality is mixed, influenced by a 
range of positive and negative factors. 
 
The North West has the lowest gender pay gap of all the English regions in 
2009, at 10% (based on median hourly earnings for people working full-
time).18  In addition, eight of The Times Top 50 companies where women 
want to work have a significant presence in the North West19. However, 
women make up only 22% of all private sector directors in the region.  
 
It is encouraging that female early-stage entrepreneurship has doubled 
since 2002, and that 12% of businesses in the North West are majority-owned 
by women (UK average is14%) but 86% of these are micro-businesses (fewer 
than 10 employees).20  To counter the slower rate of growth than in the UK as 
a whole, NWDA-sponsored business support providers for the LEAD and 
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mentoring programmes are required to target women as well as BME people 
and businesses in rural areas,  
 

The North West fares relatively well in parts of the public sector.  It has the 
highest percentage of local authority female Chief Executives at 28% (14 
women), but a lower percentage of Council leaders, at 11%. More 
encouragingly, the NW has the highest percentage of deputy council leaders 
at 37%.21 
 
Overall, the target growth sectors employ a significant number of people. 
Manufacturing generates just under a fifth of the region’s GVA, employing 
400,000 people with a high concentration of knowledge intensive and R&D 
activity linked to the higher education presence in the region.  For example, 
the aerospace sector is the largest in the UK, with high skill levels. But overall, 
there is low participation by women at all levels in these industries - only a 
quarter of manufacturing managers are female, and one seventh of the 
sector’s professionals.22  The UK’s engineering sector ‘needs to shatter its 
male-dominated image to tackle a potentially severe skills shortage’ to 
achieve the projected extra 587,000 engineers needed nationwide by 2017.23  
The NW United Utilities / Scottish Power’s scheme to encourage young 
people to take up engineering careers, which achieved over half of United 
Utilities’ science and engineering graduates being female, is an exemplar in 
this respect.   
 
The North West’s growing digital and creative industries sector accounts 
for over 10% of the region’s workforce, and presents a prime opportunity for 
women’s advancement into senior and leadership positions in the industry. 
  
The third sector including social enterprise is a significant contributor to the 
region’s economy and is a target sector for the public agencies in their 
procurement strategies.  Public sector procurement equates to over £150 bn 
nationally24, and the third sector accounts for 5% of all UK businesses with 
employees25. 
 
 

4 Current challenges 
 
A recent issue of Management Today commented that ‘women are grossly 
under-represented in the higher reaches of corporate life, and there were 
many observers who claimed that this lack was one of the causes of the 
crash.’26 
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Navigating a way out of the recession is a key focus for all sectors, and it is 
important to understand the different impacts of the funding and financial 
consequences.  Women are less likely than men to be involved in enterprise 
because of access to finance (as well as caring and family responsibilities and 
low self belief and confidence)27 so it is likely that the reluctance of banks to 
lend in the current climate will have a disproportionate effect on women – 
notwithstanding the government’s efforts to mitigate this weak area.   

 
Whilst the public sector has to date proved more resilient in the economic 
downturn, significant cost reduction programmes will be implemented in the 
near future.  In a region where 21% of employment is in the public sector 
(second only to the North East – 23%)28, and women make up two thirds of 
the sector’s workforce, the impact of the cuts will fall more heavily on women 
as a whole.   
 
Taken in conjunction with inequality in pay, women’s economic potential in the 
North West looks relatively bleak.   Nationally, the gender pay gap between 
men and women working full-time was 12% in 2009, but the gap for managers 
and senior officials is much higher, at 20%.29  Whilst it is higher for women 
with children, those with no children still experience an 8% gender pay gap.30 
 
Furthermore, the increasingly risk-averse economic climate renders the 
prospect of developmental initiatives or strategies that do not have a clear 
correlation to business results much more uncertain.  This could have a 
negative effect on women, bearing in mind that women’s position at senior 
levels is much less secure than men’s – for example, women directors tend to 
be younger and less experienced than their male peers (14 out of 23 new 
female appointees to FTSE 100 companies in the past year had not 
previously held FTSE 100 directorships). 31 
 

 
5  Barriers to change 

 
A review of the research into women’s readiness to take on leadership roles 
described a growing pipeline of women in managerial and director positions 
below board level.32  The 2009 Female FTSE 100 report identified 2,281 
women who are ‘board-ready’.   
 
Cranfield University considered the academic literature worldwide on women 
on boards in both the public and private sectors and found that the barriers to 
the boardroom can be grouped into three levels: 
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• Individual (human capital factors, including the biased perceptions of such 
capital) This will be picked up in our positive action theme 
 

• Interpersonal (such as networks and boardroom cultures) To be picked up 
in our culture change theme 
 

• Appointment process (including unclear selection criteria and weak 
relations between search consultancies and senior women) To be picked up 
in our practicalities theme 
 

The initiatives which had the most success addressed all three levels33.  
 

Based on our reading of the existing research, we have grouped the barriers 
and solutions into three themes, which will be the focus of later meetings of 
the Taskforce and are outlined in more detail in separate papers: 
 

• Practical/structural issues which put women at a disadvantage (to be 
considered in January 2010) 

 

• Positive action initiatives designed to encourage and support women 
into leadership roles (February 2010) 

 

• Cultural issues within organisations which put women at a 
disadvantage (March 2010) 

 
 
6 Suggested strategies for change 

 
Some of the national initiatives set up in response to the Women and Work 
Commission’s report are listed below, along with recommendations from other 
reports such as the Female FTSE index:  
  
Practical measures 
Quality part-time jobs: A £500,000 government fund designed to increase the 
number of quality jobs which are available on a part-time or job share basis. 
Acas and the Equality and Human Rights Commission have been asked to fill 
this gap.34 It is estimated that over 5 million women are working below their 
potential because of the lack of part-time jobs.35 
 
Childcare: By 2010 all schools will offer extended services to all pupils from 
8am to 6pm. Local authorities to ensure adequate childcare in their area 
 
Open and transparent recruitment: All directorships should be advertised 
 
Procurement: The Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, the Office 
of Government Commerce and the Government Equalities Office to promote 
case studies of procurement being used as an effective lever to promote 
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diversity, including gender equality. These case studies and associated 
guidance would be disseminated via Regional Development Agencies. 
 
Positive action 
Quotas: The 2009 FTSE female index authors endorse the Financial Times’ 
proposal of a voluntary quota of 30% women directors over the next ten 
years. This equates to approximately 190 additional directorships for 
women.36  
 
Diversity on public boards: The Government set targets that by March 2011, 
50% of all new appointments to public bodies will be women, 11% will be 
people from ethnic minorities and 14% will be disabled people.  A regional 
media campaign is a key plank of the action plan. 
 
Women and Work Sector Pathways Initiative: £10 million has been allocated 
to Sector Skills Councils to develop projects providing women with the skills, 
confidence and mentoring support to move up within or move into male-
dominated occupations.  
  
Exemplar employers: 113 organisations have been supported through 
Opportunity Now to develop gender equality initiatives. It is recommended that 
these be twinned with others to share good practice and lessons learned. 
 
Women’s Enterprise Task Force: set up 3 years ago to promote women’s 
enterprise.  The North West Women’s Enterprise Forum and Ambassadors 
Programme is particularly successful, along with the annual North West 
Women in Business Awards. 
 
A voluntary charter scheme: with chairs sponsoring an individual from under-
represented groups into a FTSE 100 non-executive director position 
 
 
Over the next 5 months, the Task Force will examine evidence about the 
impact of these and other initiatives on women’s leadership in the North West, 
with a view to developing practical recommendations which will address the 
challenges and the opportunities facing this region. 
 
 

7 Conclusion – Ready, willing, able and available? 
 
There is no doubt that women in the North West are able to take a larger slice 
of the leadership cake.  Inequality in the world of work takes many forms. Yet 
the Equality and Human Rights Commission have estimated that ‘If women 
were to achieve equal representation among Britain’s 31,000 top positions of 
power….. over 5,600 “missing women” would rise through the ranks to 
positions of real influence.37  
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There are many factors which influence an individual woman’s availability for 
taking on senior positions.  Aspirations can conflict with domestic 
circumstances or family ties and the ability to take financial or career risks.  
Whilst the will to reach potential and the drive to achieve ambition is common 
amongst women, some commentators have identified an ‘opt-out factor’ which 
women rather than men exercise, and which limits their achievements38.   
 
The question of readiness as it applies to the North West region, and its 
different sectors, needs further study.  Taken collectively, the Women and 
Work Task Force will identify the tipping point where women are not only 
ready, able, willing and available but also successful. 
 
 
 

Questions for Task force members 
 
1. Northwest baseline: What other statistics would help to 

demonstrate the current position? Who can supply the 
relevant data?  What is the position in your industry or 
sector? 

 
2. Barriers: What other barriers we should consider? What 

research is available as evidence? 
 
3. Solutions: What other solutions should we investigate? 

Which are your top 3 priorities? 
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