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Foreword

had a sneaking suspicion that things are not as they should be in progressive, 
egalitarian Australia.

and glass ceilings, but we felt comfortable enough that this was not the case 
in the community sector, and that slowly but surely women were moving 
into leadership roles in business.

the big bad corporate world that things were awry. Even in the community 
sector, where 80% of employees are female, there is an absolute dearth of 
females in leadership positions. Rather than put all our faith in media reports, 
we decided to do a little digging.
We put out the call to leading women to participate in an online survey. 
Hundreds of women responded from a variety of community, government 
and community sector boards across Australia.

but in horribly low numbers, and the hard yards needed to get there, the 
opposition encountered along the way, the huge challenges in moving from 
a voluntary to a paid board position, the near impossibility of cracking the 
ASX 200, tell a tale straight from the dark ages. 

we need more diversity also when it comes to inclusion of people from 
multicultural backgrounds, people with disabilities, indigenous people, youth 
and consumers.
The stories shared by the women who participated in our survey have 
informed the writing of this book; their wisdom and advice is sewn 
throughout. Without their involvement we would have a boring prescriptive 
training manual. Instead we have a book that is alive with the knowledge and 
experience of generous women – we thank them.
We also owe an immense debt of gratitude to the author of this book, 

otherwise be a rather bleak story one of inspiration and hope.
Finally, a very big thanks to the Alcoa Foundation for supporting the 

campaign simply put: 50/50 is Equal. 
The campaign, and this book, are designed to inspire and empower more 
women to take the leap into the board arena. We hope you will be  

 
Denis Moriarty 
Group Managing Director, Our Community
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1. Introduction
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“A snail could crawl the entire length of the Great Wall of China 
in 212 years, just slightly longer than the 200 years it will take 
for women to be equally represented in Parliament.” 

 
United Kingdom’s Equality and Human Rights Commission annual report

 Why this book? 
In March 2011, Governor-General Quentin Bryce spoke on the eve of 

Quoting the latest World Economic Forum Gender Gap Index, Ms 
Bryce said Australia ranked 44th in female labour force participation 
and 59th in wage equity. 

She described the figures as disappointing for one of the oldest 
democracies in the world and one of the first to grant women the 
vote and stand for election.

women.

needs to be structural transformation in order for women to take their 
rightful place as equal contributors to and beneficiaries of power. 

By simultaneously catalysing systems changes and empowering women 
at all levels to take the next step up, we believe we can create a 

equality. 

One of the first steps is to get more women onto more boards – 
community, business and government. 

up more than half of the population of Australia. Having more women 
on boards is about having a true representation of the community in 

Women have a very limited role in the corporate world, making up 
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only 8.4% of all ASX board positions at the time of writing. 

Even in the community sector, women do not hold many positions 
of leadership. In 2010, an analysis of the top 50 community sector 
fundraising organisations found that only 31% of all board members 
were women, while women filled only 26% of CEO positions and 24% 
of Chair positions. These figures are particularly disturbing when you 
consider that women make up more than 80% of employees in the 
community sector.

The analysis found that the larger the net assets or total incomes of 
community organisations (i.e. the wealthier they were), the lower the 
number of women in the CEO and Chair positions.

More of the AWFUL Truth
A 2010 Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Census 
found that women held only:

In addition, the census found that 70 ASX 200 companies did not have 
a single woman on their board.

Scarily, it seemed we may be going backwards. The percentage of 
companies with no female board members had increased from 51% in 
2008 to 54% in 2010.

Government fared little better. Between July 1, 2009 and June 30, 2010, 
women held only 33.9% of the 5373 government board positions – 
not great. On the upside, the Australian Government recognises that 

at least 40% women and 40% men on its boards by 2015. Not 50/50 

While there is not a mandated target for ASX boards, its Corporate 
Governance Council has expanded its Corporate Governance 
Principles and Recommendations to require each entity listed on 

– to adopt and disclose a diversity policy that includes measurable 

COM0074 WOMEN ON BOARDS BOOK.indd   10 11/11/11   11:37 AM



Boards C
entre

11Building Stronger Communities Through Stronger Community Organisations

How we shape up on the world stage
Based on the data available from Australia in 2010, our nation  
ranked as:

 
Turkey and Thailand. 

 
and opportunity.

Why should we care?

Boards should strive to represent their stakeholders.

full-time employees.

Not having women on boards defies logic.

Organisations with women on their boards perform better financially. 

A 2007 Catalyst report found that on average, Fortune 500 companies 
with more women on their boards performed better financially than 
those with fewer female board members. 

And three is the absolute minimum 
number of women a board should 
have. For those companies smart 
enough to have three or more 
female board members, return on 
equity is 16.7% compared to 11.5% 
for the tail-draggers; return on sales 
is 16.8% compared to 11.5%;  and 
return on invested capital is 10.9% 
compared to an average of 6.2%.

Closer to home, a 2011 report 
from the Reibey Institute reported 
that companies in the ASX500 with 

Why do we need more 
women on boards? 

sense.

decisions leading to better 
outcomes.

make decisions for us to 
truly 
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women on their boards reported a significantly higher return on equity 
than those without.

Diversity is proven to promote creativity and innovation – 
organisations with a minimum of three female board members 
perform better overall than those without.

Having women on your board leads to smarter decision 
making.

and the IQs of its individual members, if a group includes more women, 
its collective intelligence rises.

There’s a lot to celebrate
In Australia, we have our first female Prime Minister.

We have our first  female Governor-General.

and army personnel. 

The number of women on boards is increasing (slowly...).

But there is still a lot to be done.
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A note on nomenclature 
Within the worlds of management and governance, the same things 
may have many different names, and some names may apply to many 

name throughout. So in this book: 

Board means the governing body 
of a community organisation, 
community group or school – 
and covers

Management

Board 
member

means a member of a governing 
body – and covers

Chair
or the person in charge of the 
meeting – and covers

Chief 
Executive 
Officer (CEO)

means the (paid) head manager 
of the organisation – and covers

Officers 

Community 
sector

refers collectively to all 
community organisations – and 
covers

organisations as 
outlined below

Community 
organisation

means any not-for-profit 
organisation, large or small, 
incorporated or not – and 
covers

companies and 
organisations

More definitions for common governance terms are provided at the 
end of the book.
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Who’s this book for? 
While there are definitely many insights for men contained in this book, 
it must be noted that the intended audience is women who are new 
to or aspiring to a board role. 

It is also important to note that while this book talks about all kinds 
of board roles and all kinds of boards – community, corporate and 
government – we do place a particular emphasis on community sector 

in governance. 
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