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To Get Women on Company Boards, Make Men Leave?...Not Exactly
Written by Belen E. Gomez,
Program Director, Board Recruiting & Professional Mentoring Services
Early last week I came across an article that sparked such varied responses from me that I wanted
to add my thoughts to, what I believe is, a somewhat lacking argument regarding how to increase
the number of women on corporate boards. “To Get Women on Company Boards, Make Men
Leave”, written by Diane Brady of Businessweek (http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2012-0920/to-get-women-on-company-boards-make-men-leave), came across as an interesting editorial
at first, but upon further review I was baffled by some of the suggestions. Brady managed to take
impactful data and package it in a way to support her argument that term limits are the answer
to the lack of gender diversity on boards.
To some of her points, these are my counterpoints: I’d be happy to hear yours as well. Even if they
are counterpoints to my counterpoints…
1)

2)

3)

First, Brady claims that gender diversity really is not a hard problem to fix because these
aren’t people that need years of grooming to fill the ranks.
This intuitively does not make sense. We know that board members are typically recruited
as executives or recently retired executives. So, wouldn’t it naturally follow that most likely
these individuals were groomed to enter the executive ranks in the first place? Yes, it is
true that board members are typically not groomed for years to take on a board position.
However, exceptional candidates are elected to boards because it is recognized that
they were likely groomed for senior management positions, then appointed to the senior
ranks and as a result, now have the experience and insight that is most attractive to
boards. The problem ultimately lies in the fact that fewer women serve in these executive
leadership positions, which most often, are the launch pad into the corporate boardroom.
Second, Brady claims that the risks are low for a bad director hire, so why not take a
chance?
This is the most terrible argument for trying to get more women on boards. Associating
bringing a woman onto a board with risk levels is more destructive than valuable. In my
opinion, it gives the impression that women should be brought on board because of the
low risk to the board and actually detracts from the fact that female board members are
just as qualified, and in some situations, more qualified than their male counterparts.
Finally, she argues the problem is that incumbent directors aren’t leaving and thus, term
limits are the best way to refresh the board and get more women in the boardroom.
Please don’t get me wrong, I completely agree that efforts to increase boardroom
diversity in general have been severely lacking in offering results. However, I do not
believe it is a simple problem (not enough directors leaving) with a simple solution (term
limits) as Brady suggests. I believe it is a far more deep-rooted issue involving many moving
parts that requires just as many moving parts to solve.
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My most recent example illustrating the first point, occurred during one of our board searches.
Our client was looking to recruit a top ecommerce executive to the board. Gender had not
been discussed. When I compiled my list of top ecommerce executives from some of the largest
retailers in the Fortune 500, I found one woman out of my first list of ten. Although she had no
better or worse odds of being selected than anyone else on that list, clearly in that slate of
candidates I had a 90% chance of placing a male and only a 10% chance of placing a female
director. It had nothing to do with her gender or that she was less qualified. If we do a quick
comparison to gender diversity data in the boardroom (we can use Brady’s reported 2012 data:
only 16.1 percent of Fortune 500 directors are women), these percentages look quite similar. This is
not meant to be a scientific data analysis, nor will the numbers always look like this in every
sample. However, it does get back to my earlier note that more women need to fill the ranks of
executive positions with specific areas of expertise that are most attractive to boards.
Perhaps my impression of this article is misguided or perhaps I misinterpreted Ms. Brady’s message
here. I’m a strong advocate of diverse representation in the boardroom, but I do not support nor
purport the notion that there is a simple fix. There needs to be a balance of solutions all aimed at
leveling those lopsided percentages discussed above, which, in my opinion, actually begins at
the executive level. Just setting term limits to move individuals off boards does not seem, on its
own, like it would be entirely effective. If we don’t strengthen and multiply candidates in the
pipeline (men and women), well, then we are just exacerbating an entirely different problem.
I think I will make this the focus of my next writing and expand on what a reasonable approach
might look like. To be continued…
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