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Government says UK plcs need
more women on their boards. But
where do ICAEW female members
stand on the issues? Liz Loxton

sk just about any chartered accountant
how they came to choose their
qualification and they will almost
certainly tell you that they wanted
a broad commercial training — one
capable of taking them to the highest levels
in business.

It is sound reasoning by some measures. Within
the FTSE 100 CEOs, among the MBAs, the legal
qualifications, the engineering and other specialist
degrees, there are no fewer than 15 chartered
accountants. But here’s the rub: only one, Imperial
Tobacco’s Alison Cooper, is a woman.

Only 10 ICAEW women hold top executive
positions in the FTSE 350. By the institute’s
reckoning, out of 34,064 female members, some
1.200 hold the top decision-making jobs across all
sectors, just over 3%. Around 1,400 hold a variety
of directorships and partner positions, with 3,500 at
senior manager, finance manager or controller level.

The scale of all that untapped talent is a
frustration for many firms as well as government.
Earlier this year, the Davies Report recommended

that by 2015 women should hold 25% of all board
positions. At present women hold only 14.3% of
all FTSE 100 board positions, up from 12.5% at
the end of 2010. Small wonder Stephen Alambritis,
commissioner at the Equality and Human Rights
Commission, estimated it will take 73 years for
women to achieve equal representation ‘at the
current rate of change’.

THE QUOTA ISSUE
There is a real sense that this frustration around the
slow pace of change is shared by key senior women
within the profession. Fiona Hotston Moore, partner
and head of corporate business, London, at Crowe
Clark Whitehill, says that unconscious gender bias
is still prevalent in business life and certainly when it
comes to high-level appointments.

‘I am frustrated by how little progress women
have made in moving into board roles over the
last 10 years,” she says. ‘Although | have written
about the barriers | believe need to be overcome for
organisations to change, | don’t think the imbalance
will be corrected without intervention. As a result, |
am increasingly receptive to the notion of quotas.
Advancing women into senior roles isn’t going to
happen on its own.’

Of a similar mind is Moira Siddons, who has
had a long career at PwC and was until recently a
non-executive director (NED) and audit committee
chair. ‘In chemistry, if one element is less than 15%,
it won’t influence the whole. If we want long-lasting












