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The recent work that we have undertaken is based on a ground-breaking study carried 
out by Dr Shaheena Janjuha-Jivraj, looking at the countries of the Commonwealth. Only 
18 of the 53 countries in the Commonwealth family have collected data on women in 
leadership and so this work has the potential to influence policy in these countries and 
in the others where the issue is not being specifically addressed. The research examines 
the impact that mandated quotas or voluntary targets have in achieving gender 
balance on boards across selected Commonwealth countries. The study focuses on 
five Commonwealth countries that have quotas or targets in place; UK, Malaysia, South 
Africa, Kenya, India and which are applied nationally (Canada has quotas only in the 
province of Montreal). 

The study of gender equality in boardrooms is an issue which is challenging business 
ethics and governance structures in many countries and is the subject of widespread 
discussion. Therefore, we looked at this research through a lens of supra-national policy 
striving towards gender equality, but where this process might be derailed by the 
exercising of self-interest by the organisations that are being required to implement it. 

The data for the research was drawn from statistics concerning women on corporate 
sector boards, using data from the top 100 listed companies in each of the five 
countries. The study also looked at the conditions in which these quotas were applied. 
For example, what underpinning frameworks or antecedent enabling conditions were 
put in place to enhance the possibility of greater numbers of women achieving board 
positions? In some countries, there were no supporting frameworks or development 
processes to prepare the women for boardroom roles or to prepare organisations to 
think more flexibly and to appreciate the greater diversity of skills that women might 
bring. In other countries, for example the UK, although the softer targets of 25% by 2015 
and 30% thereafter have not quite been achieved yet, great progress is being made and 
this is being championed by a number of women’s groups, such as the 30% Club and is 
being brought to wider attention by government backed initiatives such as highlighted 
in the Davies report of 2011.

Fig 1: Proportion of companies with women on boards (key = average in region)
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Fig 2: Proportion of companies that have a critical mass of 30% female  
board members
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The discussion presents the landscape of conditions in which women are promoted to 
board level. It further compares the impact of quotas as a means of enabling women to 
achieve equality in board positions. The outcomes of this research suggest that quotas 
alone will not guarantee the presence of women on boards in a way that creates sustain-
able behaviour change in the recruitment of corporate boards, but implies that other 
interventions to create fecund antecedent conditions must be introduced.

These findings should, therefore, be examined further at a policy level and questions 
should be asked about the structures and processes that would be needed to engender 
systematic change in national and organisational governance processes to enable the 
conditions for gender balance in the boardroom and in senior management. Gender 
balance is seen to be the presence of at least 40% of either gender and so even the soft 
targets are set below this level. However, it is known that the steady adoption of more 
flexible organisational conditions and provision of leadership development to embrace 
gender difference is providing the groundwork for more sustainable change in the 
future.

Further work needs to be done on this research to discover what are the key drivers 
of sustainable gender balance and what steps can be taken to allow the embracing of 
gender equality as a beneficial rather than punitive progression. 
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