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Introduction

Being a board director can be hugely rewarding, both personally and 
financially. A director of a company is responsible for the well- being 
not only of the company as a corporate entity, but also of its various 
stakeholders – employees, suppliers, shareholders and customers, all of 
whom may have different fiscal requirements. Directors’ responsibilities 
cover anything from job retention to price management to ensuring 
repayment of loans. It is varied, interesting and challenging work that 
has a tangible, measurable impact on the success of the business as a 
whole. And even in the current climate, it can be financially rewarding.

So no wonder it is such an aspirational role. The visible perks of being a 
company director (smart company cars, executive dining rooms and the 
like) may not be as prevalent now as they were 20 years ago, but the role 
can still provide prosperity and personal satisfaction beyond the reach 
of managers and other employees. The director helps decide upon and 
navigate towards the company’s corporate destination. She is, at least in 
part, master of her own and many other people’s destinies.

But, as Winston Churchill famously once said: “The price of greatness is 
responsibility.”

Directors should be high- calibre people. They must be sophisticated 
communicators and have clear and creative judgement. They need to 
understand all forms of risk management, both internally and externally, 
and must be financially literate. They need to be able to deal with the 
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stress that the role brings and the inevitable effect on their personal 
life.

They also need to be able and willing to put up with an unprecedented 
level of scrutiny. A deluge of corporate scandals in recent years has 
shone a light on the director’s role as never before. The directors of 
high- profile companies that fail can expect to face not only shareholder 
and stakeholder anger but trial by media – and, if they are found to 
have broken the law, whether intentionally or unintentionally, fines, 
disqualification or sometimes even prison.

I say “intentionally or unintentionally” because, while there have 
certainly been cases of crooked individuals who knew exactly what 
they were doing, further down the scale there are directors of small 
companies who simply do not understand their responsibilities. They 
don’t appreciate that “getting it wrong”, from both a governance and 
a legal perspective, can now mean not only disastrous personal losses 
but also loss of liberty.

And yet the number of companies registered in the UK continues to 
grow every year; for each company that fails, several new ones begin to 
trade, each one with a board of enthusiastic, ambitious directors. For all 
the reasons outlined above, the boardroom remains as tempting as ever 
for many people.

So the time is right for a book that sets out in clear, straight- talking 
language the role and responsibilities of the company director in the 
twenty- first century. The Keys to the Boardroom offers strategies for 
both reaching the boardroom and shining once you’re there. It shows 
novice and aspirational directors how to protect their business and 
personal assets, while offering more experienced directors some critical 
dos and don’ts for what is probably the most challenging corporate 
governance period ever. Finally, we’ll look at how small changes in the 
boardroom can generate big improvements, and how boards around the 
world are dealing with diversity.

The book is based on my many years’ experience of being a director, 
both executive and non- executive, of more companies than I can 
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count. Wherever possible I have offered practical solutions to real- life 
problems that crop up in the boardroom. Sprinkled throughout the text 
are personal anecdotes that highlight some of the issues I have faced 
that could affect any director of any company.

I hope you find this book both useful and inspirational. If the boardroom 
is where you want to be – read on!

4233.indd   13 26/09/13   7:29 AM



“The secret of success is to know 
something nobody else knows.”

Aristotle Onassis

The following chapter considers the next and very important part of 
your route to the boardroom – getting the job in the first place. It will 
show you how to make yourself aware of available opportunities, and 
how to make the right first impression at interview.

Even in the twenty- first century, who you know, and who knows you, 
is an important factor in success in corporate life. There are still some 
companies, and arguably some entire professions, where the right name 
and the right school tie count as much as any qualifications or relevant 
experience you may have.

But it is also entirely possible to get noticed for the right reasons, and 
without an advantageous background. It is just something you will need 
to work at.

Chapter 3
Getting the job
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MY OWN EXPERIENCE
My dream was always to be a board director, even when I wasn’t quite 
sure what it was! I’m not sure if I was attracted to the wooden 12- foot 
board table or the impressive lunches that were wheeled in across the 
finance department, or whether I just wanted a seat at the table where 
decisions affecting my future were made. Whatever it was, I had focus 
and determination and still do.

I am fortunate in that I cannot recall many examples of direct 
discrimination, but I did have a constant personal need to prove I was 
worthy of the post. In hindsight, this was almost certainly due to a 
lack of confidence rather than any physical or psychological issue. I 
do recognise that this is not always the case, and perhaps I was just 
blissfully unaware, but either way I was always fiercely focused on the 
end goal.

GETTING NOTICED
It is all very well being a good all- rounder, but the few things you do 
better than anyone else are what really matter. You have to stand out 
and find the one thing that you are better at than your peers. This could 
be networking, public speaking or blogging. Whatever it is, identify it 
and make sure that others notice it as soon as it becomes relevant.

Know your goals and objectives
If you don’t know or understand what your destination is, then you are 
likely to be perceived as unfocused. This isn’t acceptable for directors. 
Your short- term objectives may change over time, but you should have, 
and be seen to have, clear long- term goals for both yourself and the 
companies you work for.

In your day- to- day life, knowing that you want to travel overseas, for 
instance, is a good start, but you will probably be able to plan better 
if you know which country you want to go to – and better still if you 
know which city.
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Think of your career as a road map to your final destination. You may 
well go off course from time to time, but at least make sure that your 
personal satnav is aiming for a precise destination.

Play to your strengths
None of us is good at everything. I know my weaknesses, although I don’t 
necessarily like to admit to them openly, but I also know what I am good 
at. In my case, I can deal with problems head- on. I am very well connected 
and can see through the issues and get straight to the point. I also think 
I am very fair and straight- talking. I like to share my successes and am 
not afraid of making mistakes. Although these personality traits are not 
unique, my particular mixture of them is unique (and so will yours be!).

I didn’t come from a wealthy family. I don’t have a blue- blooded 
education, I lost my mother when I was 16, and shortly afterwards my 
father’s business went bust, leaving us temporarily homeless. I don’t offer 
this as a sob story, but these are events that have shaped my personality. 
They have made me strong, determined, focused and sometimes very 
insecure, which by implication has made me something of a workaholic.

Nurture your professional relationships
Build your database of contacts from the first moment you can in your 
career – or even before you start your career. If you help people out 
when they need assistance, then people will help you out too. Giving 
back is the best way of getting on. This can help build your reputation 
and help you make important friendships.

Take the time to build and nurture relationships with everyone. Don’t 
discard anyone – that way you will establish a network of “allies”. I have 
thousands of contacts on my iPhone, including some I haven’t heard 
from for years, but I know that many of them would be there for me if 
I needed them.

Also, develop your network outside office hours. Socialising with 
colleagues after work often makes everyone feel more relaxed and 
open to new friendships.
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I was given a great tip by someone who had had some of the best sales 
training available from Proctor & Gamble. He said that after any appointment 
or meeting, he would go back to his car and jot down any personal details 
about the client, such as the age of their children or where they went on 
holiday. This meant that the next time he met the customer he could refer 
to the card, and that made the person feel very special. It is such an easy 
process, and now with the advent of business card readers on smart phones 
it can take only seconds to process and then access information.

Never lose a contact, and try to get in touch with the less active 
members of your network from time to time. One lady I know used to 
go through her iPhone contacts at random on long journeys and send a 
“not heard from you for ages – how are things?” email to anyone who 
had been quiet for a while.

We are all a bit “spammed out”, so don’t send useless information 
around the internet. Well placed comments and suggestions are always 
welcome, however.

I have found that people have asked me to join their board not just 
because of my contacts and knowledge, but because they liked me!

So make sure you are personable, contactable, appreciative, friendly, 
willing and above all amenable.

Shout about your achievements
Keep track of all of your achievements. If clients or colleagues pay you 
a compliment, write it down. If the compliment comes in an email, print 
it out and keep it.

Sadly, women in particular are often not immediately receptive to a 
positive statement (we have all at some point said: “What, this old 
thing?!”). It is important not only to give well deserved praise, but to 
know when to accept it graciously.

Bite the bullet
Unfortunately, when you are rising through the ranks, some people can 
become jealous and sometimes even vindictive. This can take the form 
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of stealing your ideas and presenting them as their own, or blatantly 
taking credit for tasks you have carried out successfully.

You have two courses of action if this happens. One is to put it down 
to experience and learn from the process. The other is to make a point 
of publicly pointing out the “misunderstanding”, but if you choose this 
route, be prepared for the consequences.

As I have grown older, greyer and wiser, the latter option has always been 
my chosen course, but on the way to the top I have not always been so 
confident and have recognised the political implications of “outing” an 
offender, particularly when this has been a person senior to me.

Take every opportunity you can
Be the first to put your hand up to volunteer, especially for the tasks  
no one else wants. This will get you noticed and that is what is  
important – but do make sure you always deliver.

Get out and about
I really don’t like networking – to be honest, not many people do.  
But without serious efforts on your part in this area, you are less likely 
to succeed. So go to the staff functions and the industry events and  
be seen as a player. The cost to you is your time, but it is time well  
spent – most ambitious people like to work with people they have met 
and those who have been recommended by people they know.

Be nice to people!
This is one of the most important values to me. It is so easy to be 
friendly and kind and I am always amazed that not everyone behaves 
in this way. Being nice can help you deal with very difficult people and 
situations and, when used correctly and in a genuine manner, it can be 
very disarming.

Keep abreast of the market
Google, LinkedIn and the like provide a vast array of information, so 
there is no excuse not to be aware of industry trends. Where relevant, 
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create your own news stories; the more you know, the more creative 
you can be with ideas and suggestions.

Find a mentor
Probably the most important person in your career progression is your 
mentor, that individual you can talk to, share ideas with, cry with and 
moan to. This person will not be your friend but they will be the person 
you turn to for support throughout your career. I have had a number 
of mentors throughout my life and I could not have managed certain 
issues without their honesty and frankness. Choose wisely. They do not 
always need payment but, on the other hand, it is a job and you need 
to feel you can call this person when you need them, so paying them 
sometimes satisfies that guilt.

Use personal PR
Until you become famous, you won’t have the luxury of having a 
personal publicist, but you shouldn’t need one anyway. In 25 years in 
business, I have rarely used a professional PR firm, yet I am widely known 
in my field. This hasn’t happened by accident: I work very hard at it 
and I have made excellent contacts with the press and journalists over 
the years, often by providing them with storylines that are regularly in 
demand be it an award win, a new contract or a new local employment 
or apprentice scheme initiative. It doesn’t really matter; just make it 
relevant to the media you are connecting with.

I have always been happy to speak on the radio, and more recently on 
television, and I enter multiple awards, including Business Woman of 
the Year and Non- executive Director of the Year. Of course, I don’t win 
them all, nor would I expect to, but being nominated does increase your 
media profile.

Watch your social media
Whatever your personal opinion about how Facebook, LinkedIn groups 
or Twitter connections should work or how the world should be, social 
media are public forums. It has taken me some time, as a woman of a 
certain age, to embrace social media. Indeed, I started using Twitter 
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only in the last six months, but now I am a frequent user and love the 
opportunity to share thoughts and ideas with my followers.

However, you need to be very careful about your social media profile, 
as cyberspace lasts forever and inappropriate behaviour will be noted 
even if it was something you did in your own time.

Dress to impress
Business attire is much less formal than it was 20 years ago even in 
the professions, once the bastion of suits and ties, but my advice is 
to go very carefully down the casual dress route. Be guided by what 
your colleagues are wearing, but – especially in the early days of a new 
appointment – it is wise to err on the side of caution.

Dressing well doesn’t mean dressing expensively – there are plenty  
of high street retailers with great bargains – but it does mean  
dressing discreetly. Ostentatious jewellery and a heavy dose of scent  
can give the wrong first impression, and that can be difficult to 
overcome.

MY OWN EXPERIENCE
Although I may appear to ooze self- confidence, in fact it’s a bit of a 
charade. Like many people I have numerous doubts and uncertainties – 
I have just got better over the years at hiding them. My personal method 
was always to be very well groomed, wearing the best clothes I could 
afford. I always wore something a bit different but not too different. 
Most importantly, I always chose something that gave me confidence. 
This has enabled me to deal with difficult, challenging and scary 
occasions.

Shout about it again!
It is not a sin to be successful. If you don’t want to be overlooked, you 
must let people know what you can do. Done sensitively, this is not 
boasting – it is positive self- publicity. Don’t be afraid to say you are not 
at all bad, or even great, at what you do.
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HOW TO RECOGNISE AN OPPORTUNITY 
FOR A BOARD POSITION

MY OWN EXPERIENCE
It is a recognised truth that you are more likely to regret the things you 
don’t do rather than the things you do.

I have made countless mistakes but I have also had numerous 
successful moments. On the negative side, I didn’t buy the most 
suitable business property I was offered as it was, in my opinion at the 
time, overpriced. Twenty years on, and with the benefit of hindsight, 
I can see it would have been a fabulous investment. I have recruited 
certain people who have spun me a line, even giving them shares in my 
business, only to be severely disappointed by their lack of enthusiasm 
and disappointing work ethic.

On the positive side, I have also invested in so- called no- hopers who 
expressed a wish to improve themselves, and have been fabulously 
proud of their achievements. I have started businesses without too 
much thought, planning or even money, only to be astounded by their 
success, which has appeared almost by chance.

I’d like my tombstone to read: “She gave it her best shot.”

What does your opportunity look like?
Some people don’t seem to be able to recognise opportunities.  
Perhaps they are not looking or they are looking the wrong way, or 
perhaps it looks a bit too much like hard work or is somehow overly 
complicated.

A good friend of mine started a virtual personal assistant (PA) service 
to provide high- quality secretarial support and other PA- type services, 
from picking up the dry cleaning and choosing birthday presents to 
booking flights. The service was aimed at busy executives who needed 
this help but not all the time, so their requirements didn’t warrant a 
full- time PA.
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At a girly lunch one day we were all discussing how marvellous this idea 
was and wasn’t it great that our friend was doing so well, when one of 
the ladies present said: “Well, I suggested this to her a couple of years 
ago but it just wasn’t the right time and now she has taken my idea and 
is making a great success of it.”

No idea or opportunity is truly original, but turning a concept into reality 
is what is important. Saying you were going to do it just doesn’t count!

Don’t be afraid to use your contacts
Your contacts are a great source of advice and information, but if you 
use them you should always pay them back double with any help you 
can provide to them. This isn’t just good manners – you can benefit too. 
I have found that the more I help without expecting anything in return, 
the more I get back.

MY OWN EXPERIENCE
Two years ago I started an apprenticeship scheme in my business. This 
has been one of the best things I have ever done by far; I feel so privileged 
to have taken these young people who have previously struggled to 
achieve, and to have helped them get on the right path. I started the 
scheme because I wanted to give something back to my community, but 
in fact the rewards have all been mine. I now have wonderfully inspired 
young people working for me who are tremendously loyal and have a 
great work ethic. They have improved my business immensely.

I first heard about this scheme through one of the clients on whose board 
I sit. They provided me with the relevant contacts and I have never looked 
back. Throughout your life, a few great opportunities will land on your 
doorstep, but whether or not you recognise or act upon them is up to you.

Opportunities won’t always be perfect
Very little is, and in my experience things sometimes go wrong long 
before they start to go right. Certainly, in my case, for every one success 
there have been 99 failures. The secret is to just keep moving forward. 
Put the negatives behind you and seek out the positives.
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MY OWN EXPERIENCE
I started my career as a bookkeeper in an owner- managed business 
working for an ambitious man. Within three years I was finance 
director and company secretary. I was an accounting professional, so 
bookkeeper had seemed a lowly post, but I could see that I could add 
value very quickly and that the owner would, and did, reward success.

Find your inspiration
For me it was my mother. She had inherited her father’s sheet metal 
engineering business at 20 years of age. In the 1960s it was unthinkable 
that a woman would be a sheet metal worker, let alone the MD and 
a shareholder, but until, sadly, she died prematurely of breast cancer 
at 50, she ran a successful business in an extremely male- dominated 
world. I have always thought that if she could succeed in such trying 
circumstances, then anyone can. Identify your “Inspirer”.  It could be a 
famous successful person like Richard Branson, it could be a story you 
heard in the news or one told in the local pub, but find someone who 
you can align your own particular star with and go for it.

Don’t be afraid, or learn to hide it
I speak at over 80 events every year, often in front of an audience of the 
great and the good, of highly intelligent and well informed people, and I 
am always wracked with nerves as I go up to the podium. However often 
I speak in public, the nerves don’t go away. I have been told that this is a 
good thing as it keeps you on your toes and stops you becoming overly 
confident – though these platitudes are no use at all when you’re actually 
there! I have learned to deal with my nerves by going to the ladies just 
before my speech and giving myself a pep talk: “You can do this! What’s 
the worst that could happen?” And, of course, once I am on stage 
everything invariably goes well. But getting there is always a challenge.

Dressing the part helps me. If I feel physically good about myself, somehow 
I have more confidence. Do whatever you need to do to stand up to the 
job. But if you don’t feel you can, you are in good company – Dame Judi 
Dench has admitted to crucifying nerves before every performance.
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Put people first

MY OWN EXPERIENCE
I have bad moods and occasionally Winston Churchill’s “black dog” 
engulfs me. What I don’t do is bring it to the office. I have a low staff 
turnover and I believe my staff and clients alike enjoy working for and 
with me.

I always try to treat them how I would like to be treated. I don’t always 
succeed – business pressures can sometimes be overwhelming – but I 
do everything I can to be kind and genuine.

Work at building relationships with people and opportunities will 
follow. Everything is about relationships and relationships are about 
give and take. Always be kind and charming. People remember that, and, 
frankly, it is so much easier than being nasty!

Once you start the process of personal development and begin to take 
up opportunities that could result in interviews, it is of course very 
important to make every encounter count!

THE INTERVIEW
All this hard work, determination and stamina will be to no avail if you 
can’t get past the first interview. This may be formal or informal, a chat 
over coffee, an early evening drink or a formal panel of seemingly scary 
and officious current board members – find out which it is beforehand.

Here are some important tips to make sure you maximise the 
opportunity. Of course, many of these apply to any interview process, 
be it for a more junior role or for your dream directorship.

It isn’t a myth that appointment decisions, particularly negative ones, 
can be made within a few moments of meeting, but it is a myth that 
you cannot turn around negative perceptions, as long as you are aware 
of them. Body language, tone of voice and just being enthusiastic are 
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