
A number of countries follow the 
Norwegian model of improving board 
diversity through legislative intervention, 
whilst other countries use the model of 
the UK where regulatory agencies 
recommend voluntary targets for 
corporations to actively pursue. 

The UK has achieved noticeable progress 
in the last half decade, with no all-male 
boards and 26% women on FTSE 100 
boards. Thus, the focus has been on 
promoting gender diversity on boards 
whilst other potentially significant 
characteristics such as ethnicity, age, 
functional expertise, socio-economic 
background are not sufficiently 
emphasised. Board members who have 
the most authentic and informed views on 
the subjects of board diversity and board 
effectiveness are often not presented. 

On this basis, our research asked board 
members to highlight the most relevant 
attributes of board diversity and how that 
impacts on improving board effectiveness. 

The emergent findings broaden the 
meaning of board diversity beyond gender 
and emphasise that: 

• The most relevant diversity on boards 
 is the diversity of perspective.  

• Perspectives are formed by life 
 experience, both personal 
 (e.g. gender, age, ethnicity, parenthood)  
 and trans-personal (e.g. educational/ 
 functional nature background, 
 socio-economic background, 
 religion/values). 

The Chairman’s influence is identified as 
critical in establishing an ethos of diversity, 
depending on each boards’ requirement, 
through promoting:

• A variety of socio-economic 
 backgrounds, which could improve   
 board resilience and innovation.  

• Diverse educational and professional   
 expertise, so that boards have the   
 ability to scrutinise strategic 
 proposals diligently.  

• A range of nationalities, which helps   
 ground boards’ appetite for risk. 

• Diverse values among board members,  
 making them more empathetic to 
 employees and other stakeholders. 

• Gender diversity, which contributes 
 to board performance enhancement   
 through courage, collegiality and   
 collaboration. 

Diversity on boards: 
broadening the 
meaning to improve 
board effectiveness
Corporations, governments and scholars are seeking 
remedies to prevent the recurrence of the financial meltdown 
and corporate scandals that have rocked the world over the 
last decade. Our research emphasises that board diversity 
is critical in helping to minimise scandals and enhance 
board performance.
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Other significant findings from our 
research include:

• Discrimination/bias perpetrated by 
 society and companies continues to 
 be one of the main reasons for board 
 homogeneity.  

• Out of the board members asked, more 
 women than men support quotas for 
 women on boards. Voluntary targets have 
 the support of the majority of the British 
 board member respondents. 

• Board members of top FTSE companies 
 are not in favour of employee 
 representatives on boards, providing 
 several reasons for their lack 
 of enthusiasm.
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