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Embracing age diversity on boards 

The average age of executive directors on the S&P/ASX 200 boards in 2013 was 55 years, and 

62.1 years for non-executive directors.1 While there is often a strong correlation between the 

level of experience of a person and their age, having a homogeneous board with all directors 

over a certain age, does not necessarily produce the best board.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At a time when not for profit organisations are experiencing challenges around funding, growing 

community need for the services they provide and a shift towards consumer driven service 

delivery models, the time is ripe for boards to consider how to drive innovative and creative 

thinking amongst its directors to solve these challenges. A solution for boards is to embrace 

diversity in selecting new board directors, and particularly to engage younger directors on boards.  

Engaging a young director on your board brings many benefits which include:  

 encouraging the board to think about things from a different perspective; 

 a new set of networks to explore that other directors are unlikely to have; 

 diversity of experience and skill; 

 strengthening succession planning; and 

 engaging the future generation in important issues that face our ever growing population 

such as the high demand for aged care and other community services.2 

To demonstrate the case for greater age diversity on boards, we have profiled nine inspiring 

young directors who have one or more directorships on a not-for-profit aged care or community 

board.  

 

                                                      
1 Australian Council of Superannuation Investors. 2014. Board Composition and Non-Executive Director Pay: The 
13th annual ACSI study into S&P/ASX 200 boards. Available at 
http://www.acsi.org.au/images/stories/ACSIDocuments/generalresearchpublic/Board_Comp_and_Non-
Exec_Director_Pay_in_Top_200_Companies_2013.Nov14.pdf  
2 The Non Profit Times. 2013. 8 Reasons to Add Young Board Members. Available at  
http://www.thenonprofittimes.com/management-tips/8-reasons-to-add-young-board-members/ 
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The Emerging Leaders 

  
 

 

ANNA MULHOLLAND 
COMMUNITY VISION 

Anna is a qualified nurse with an 
MBA which is a background that 
very few other directors possess. This 
means Anna is able to bring a fresh 
perspective to the director role and to 

the board table.  
 

YASSMIN ABDEL-
MAGEID 

CHILDFUND AUSTRALIA  
As an AICD graduate with 

significant board experience for her 
young age, Yassmin brings a keen eye 

for risk and a fresh perspective on 
entrenched methods and potentially 

stale processes. 

ELIZABETH SHAW 
ANC UN WOMEN 

A powerhouse AICD graduate, 
experienced board director and 
passionate advocate, Elizabeth 

believes the biggest value of diversity is 
challenging group thinking.  

  

 

 
 

SARAH JOSEY 
MIDLAS 

A chartered accountant who utilises 
her technical financial experience, 

coupled with ongoing training in her 
professional role, Sarah brings fresh 
eyes to the issues experienced by the 

board she sits on. 

RHYS WILLIAMS 
MANDURAH 

PERFORMING ARTS  
Rhys seized the opportunity to reform 
a board’s governance model and he 
played a pivotal role in developing a 
new strategic direction for the board.  

KRIS HALLIDAY 
CARAD 

An experienced leader and advocate in 
the not-for-profit sector, Kris harnesses 

the energies of organisations and 
communities to create collaborative 

strategies for change. 

 
 

 
 

 

GRACE MUGABE 
ISHAR 

Armed with her CPA, Grace 
provides financial expertise to the 

boards she is on and provides them 
with support they often otherwise 

couldn’t afford. 

GILLIAN COUTTS 
UNITING CARE 

ACT/NSW 
AICD graduate Gillian brings with 
her a wealth of business experience 
working for some of Australia’s 

largest companies. 

CONRAD LIVERIS 
GLBTI RIGHTS IN AGING 
Tackling his first board position at 
age 17, Conrad emphasises the need 

to bring to the role passion, 
knowledge, networks and ways to 

secure capital.  
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Anna Mulholland, Community Vision 

ENERGY exudes from Anna 

Mulholland, board director for 

Community Vision. Anna is an 

intelligent, kind and  

encouraging woman with 

inspiring insight. With a nursing 

background and MBA, Anna 

moved into the corporate world 

of management consulting with 

KPMG in 2011. Although she 

had already done a great deal of 

volunteering, grew up with 

parents that own a Residential 

Private Care home in the UK, 

and was a carer in aged care, 

she had not given thought to 

being on a board. That changed 

when a former colleague tapped 

her on the shoulder and asked 

her if she would be interested in 

being on the board for 

Community Vision. 

Anna’s service on the 

Community Vision board has 

allowed her to meld her 

corporate experience and 

personal interest in helping 

others to give back to the 

community and develop 

personally. Her nursing 

education and experience, along 

with her MBA, have given her 

the tools to perform well as a 

board director. Anna feels she 

is able to separate from the 

emotion of decisions in order 

to analyse situations and 

provide insight to her fellow 

board directors.  

Enabling citizens to be active in 

the community and world, and 

helping people realise their 

dreams are part of Community 

Vision’s mission and values. 

Anna believes in the culture 

Community Vision nurtures 

and feels a strong connection 

with their mission, vision and 

values. As a former nurse, Anna 

is an advocate for good staff 

care. Accordingly, she strives to 

ensure the board is making 

decisions that demonstrate a 

commitment to staff care. Many 

staff have been working for 

Community Vision for quite 

some time so they must be 

doing something right. 

The similarities and differences 

on boards are part of what 

makes them effective. In 

Anna’s experience, the broad 

range of backrounds and 

experience on the board have 

been incredibly effective. This 

diversity coupled with the 

board having a similar approach 

to decision making has been 

beneficial to board success. 

Anna encourages other ways of 

thinking, as do her fellow 

directors, and appreciates that 

everyone, including her, is also 

willing to change their opinion 

based on alternative views 

presented. A great deal of credit 

is given to the openness of the 

conversations around the board 

table. 

Anna’s contribution to the 

board is incredibly valuable and 

she has appreciated being able 

to make a meaningful 

contribution while also learning 

a great deal and continuing to 

learn. None of Anna’s fellow 

directors have a nursing 

background which increases her 

value on the board. She is able 

to offer insight that none of the 

others can offer. Similarly, 

Anna is appreciative of the 

backgrounds of the other 

directors, from law to 

accounting, to risk and finance, 

it is clear that everyone plays an 

important role. The skill mix 

allows each of them to come at 

issues from different 

backgrounds and share their 

expertise. 

While Anna acknowledges there 

is a steep learning curve in 

becoming a board director, she 

wouldn’t change it. She has 

clearly come out on top and 

shown what she’s made of.  

 

As a go getter, Anna was quick 

to put her hand up to take on a 

project for the board. She is 

willing to try anything and 

brings a great deal of energy to 

whatever she does.  

Filled with humble confidence, 

Anna certainly is a bright light 

and without a doubt, is a great 

asset as a board director.  

“When staff have 

worked somewhere for 

a long time, that’s an 

indicator of good, 

stable culture.” 

 

 

“There is a massive 

learning curve when 

you join a board but it 

is well worth it.” 

Elizabeth Shaw, Inclusion 

WA“Here’s another 

quote.” 
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Yassmin Abdel-Mageid, ChildFund Australia 

HIGHLY articulate and 

passionate, Yassmin’s 

enthusiasm for contributing to 

her community and her 

gratitude for the opportunities 

she seizes is infectious.  

Yassmin is a drilling engineer 

for Shell by day and board 

director and community 

advocate outside of work. She 

is currently a Director of 

ChildFund Australia and 

Founder and President of 

Youth Without Borders.  

Yassmin was first appointed to 

the Queensland Museum Board 

at the ripe age of 16 and has 

held other positions such as a 

Member of the Australian 

Multicultural Council, Head of 

Media and Communications for 

the Youth G20 Planning Group 

and a Management Committee 

Member of the Youth Affairs 

Network Queensland.  

When Yassmin took on her 

first board role she had 

concerns about not being able 

to contribute in the same way 

as her fellow Directors. 

Yassmin recalls advice given to 

her by her mother which was, 

“they don’t’ expect you to sound like 

a 40 year old person. You’re there for 

your opinion and perspective.” In 

2012, Yassmin completed the 

Australian Institute of 

Company Directors Foundation 

Course which she found to be a 

challenging but valuable 

experience. The course gave 

Yassmin the requisite 

governance knowledge to be an 

effective board member.  

Armed with that knowledge, 

Yassmin has learnt and 

progressed on to the board of 

ChildFund Australia and feels 

her role on this board is to 

share her experience with new 

models of NGOs such as the 

social enterprise model, which 

she has had exposure to as part 

of her involvement with other 

boards. When asked about what 

the role of a younger Director 

on a board could be, Yassmin 

said:  

“We are disruptive in our 
thinking. There are 
entrenched ways of 

thinking in organisations 
and businesses…it’s the 

curiosity that a young 
person can bring which 

may force people to look at 
the assumptions around a 
particular thing and ask 
‘why are we doing this?’ 
The response ‘this is the 
way it has always been 

done,’ isn’t a good enough 
answer.”  

Contributing to her community 

has always been important to 

Yassmin which is evident in her 

many volunteer board and 

committee roles. As a daughter 

of migrant parents who valued 

giving back to the community, 

Yassmin’s commitment to 

community was present from a 

young age. Yassmin expressed 

that she has always been 

broadly interested in boards of 

community not-for-profit 

organisations and focuses on 

how she can provide an 

alternative perspective when 

decisions are made.  

Yassmin believes that NGOs 

and not-for-profit organisations 

“are incredibly fulfilling and a good 

place to learn how to be on a board 

and how to minimise risk.”  

In deciding whether to apply 

for a board position, Yassmin 

said she used to take up any 

opportunity. Now she is more 

discerning. She thinks “how can I 

add value to this board and this 

organisation? Would I be able to add 

to the discussion and decision making 

in terms of providing cultural 

diversity?”  

“A lot is about trust and 
trusting the organisation. 

You want to trust the 
people on your board and 

trust that you are making a 
good collective decision.” 

Not all Director positions are 

easy. Yassmin reflects on her 

six year term on the 

Queensland Museum Board 

during which the organisation 

undertook a difficult cultural 

change process. Yassmin 

expressed it can be exhausting 

when an organisation does not 

want to change.  However, 

where an organisation invites 

new ways of thinking, the 

opportunity to be really 

innovative arises.  

To identify board opportunities, 

Yassmin believes the networks 

you develop are integral. With 

her intelligence, passion and 

dedication to the community, 

who wouldn’t want to  

network with Yassmin?
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Elizabeth Shaw, ANC UN Women

A powerhouse in every right, 

Elizabeth Shaw is an exemplary 

role model for young 

professionals wanting to 

contribute to their wider 

community by becoming a 

board director. Elizabeth works 

as a management consultant 

and in her ‘spare time’ is the 

President of the Australian 

National Committee for UN 

Women Board, Deputy Chair 

of Global Voices and a member 

of the Young Alumni Council 

of the Australian National 

University. Past board roles 

held by Elizabeth include being 

a board director of 

ReachOut.com by Inspire 

Foundation and Left Right 

Think Tank.  

In reflecting on the role of 

younger board directors, 

Elizabeth is confident that they 

can provide a different view on 

boards from other directors as 

they’ve grown up in a different 

time and interact with people in 

different ways.  

“It’s not necessarily about 

age diversity, but about 

diversity in the way you 

make the 

contribution...the different 

style and communication 

you bring and your 

emotional intelligence 

changes with age and that 

can make a real 

difference.” 

Elizabeth believes much of 

what happens on a board is 

cultural and social which 

impacts upon the way issues are 

challenged and debated. As 

some younger people have less 

of a sense of hierarchy, they can 

be quite idealistic and these 

characteristics allow them to 

challenge the status quo of how 

things are done in a boardroom.  

Speaking about her first board 

role on ReachOut.com, a youth 

mental health charity, Elizabeth 

still felt concerned about her 

lack of knowledge of board 

governance, despite being a 

qualified lawyer. Elizabeth 

found this to be her most 

difficult board role to date, and 

it set the benchmark in terms of 

what the role of a director I, 

versus the role of a manger. 

Elizabeth took the bold move 

of writing to the Australian 

Institute of Company Directors 

asking for help and they 

awarded her with a full 

scholarship. In terms of 

director education, Elizabeth 

highly valued the course which 

focused on, among other 

things, what is the board’s role 

in terms of strategy, identifying 

risk and risk management, and 

managing organisational 

performance. 

Elizabeth notes the difference 

between her approach when 

she first became a board 

director and her approach now. 

She moved from being a 

director focused mainly on 

compliance, risk and financial 

solvency to one who focused 

on driving performance of the 

organisation. This change was 

simply the result of experience. 

In contemplating the value of 

intergenerational learning, 

Elizabeth said she has learnt an 

incredible amount from people 

she has worked with on boards,  

 

and feels they have learnt from 

her too.  

“I think the board is 

stronger for having me on 

it in terms of bringing a 

different approach, a 

different kind of 

energy…Everyone has 

such different ways of 

seeing the world that you 

don’t always see until you 

dive into the issues. The 

biggest value of diversity 

is challenging group 

thinking.” 

Touching on the value of 

succession planning, Elizabeth 

thinks the sustainability of an 

effective board can be managed 

by something as simple as 

setting term limits. Elizabeth 

believes term limits incentivise a 

greater effort over a short 

period of time and allows 

someone new to come in with a 

fresh perspective.  

An inspirational leader, 

Elizabeth is the perfect example 

of the intelligence and insight a 

younger person can contribute 

to a board. 
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Sarah Josey, MIDLAS 

THEY say every not-for-profit 

board needs a good accountant. 

Sarah Josey goes a step further 

than that, as a Chartered 

Accountant who specifically 

works with not-for-profit 

organisations in her day-to-day 

job with one of the world’s largest 

accounting firms. Sarah has 

worked at KPMG for over five 

years and previously worked in 

the banking industry in the UK. 

Outside of work, Sarah currently 

sits on the board of Midland Debt 

& Legal Advisory Service 

(MIDLAS).  MIDLAS’s mission is 

to empower disadvantaged and 

vulnerable people within the 

community who are experiencing 

distress by providing them with 

free confidential services, 

information, advocacy, options, 

referral advice and support so 

they can achieve a better way of 

life.  

Looking for a way to give back to 

the community, Sarah recently 

participated in a project in 

Cambodia, building houses in a 

small community. While Sarah felt 

this was valuable work, she 

thought, “House-building is not my 

area of expertise” and wondered 

whether her core skills could 

somehow be better utilised.  

In late 2014, one of Sarah’s 

managing partners made her 

aware of an opportunity to join 

the board of MIDLAS and she 

took it with both hands. 

Sarah sees two valuable things 

that younger board directors can 

bring to an organisation. The first 

is their professional skills from 

their job and second, “Younger 

people can bring fresh eyes that have not 

been in business for a huge amount of 

time, that are not jaded by processes or 

things they have seen 20 years ago.” 

Sarah says a younger person may 

also be able to engage more 

closely with the subject matter of 

the organisation, for example by 

being able to say, “If I was going to 

volunteer for your organisation, I would 

want to do it this way.”  

“Younger people can 

bring fresh eyes that have 

not been in business for a 

huge amount of time, that 

are not jaded by processes 

or things they have seen 20 

years ago.” 

While many boards might value 

decades of experience in business, 

Sarah notes that her fellow board 

members have found her tertiary 

qualifications in accounting and 

experience just as invaluable. 

Sarah joined MIDLAS’s finance 

committee shortly after joining 

the board, feeling it was a good 

use of her skillset.  

One of the recent contributions 

Sarah has been able to make to 

this committee is to initiate an 

ongoing process to monitor the 

solvency of the organisation in an 

environment where the 

government is reducing spending 

on community services. This 

provides an internal control so 

that the board has increased 

comfort that they are not serving 

as board members of an 

organisation that is trading while 

insolvent. “That would create a lot of 

personal liability for the board and is not 

a great position to be in”, said Sarah, 

who has also been able to provide 

her advice and opinion on grant 

acquittal processes, to ensure 

these matters are dealt in the most 

transparent way. 

When asked if she had learnt a lot 

from her fellow board members, 

Sarah noted, “I think one of the times 

that I was really learning a lot was when 

we had a strategic planning day, and I 

have not done a lot of strategy in my 

job.” In particular, Sarah found the 

idea of planning the next three to 

five years for an organisation she 

had only just joined slightly 

overwhelming, but was enthused 

to engage in a valuable learning 

process from her fellow board 

directors.  

Sarah has also been able to 

educate her fellow finance 

committee members, who have 

more experience with “corporates on 

the Terrace”, about how 

government funding processes 

operate and how to work with 

with the Department of 

Commerce and the Australian 

Securities and Investment 

Commission. 

One of the things that helps Sarah 

keep across the issues in the 

sector is through frequent contact 

with the CEO, as well as through 

technical training at work.  

Sarah says there is definitely some 

level of healthy disagreement on 

the board, but her fellow directors 

are good at disagreeing without 

getting offended and that the key 

is “to be clear and obvious about your 

thoughts and processes, because once 

you’ve voted on it, you’re not going to 

then go and say other things.” 
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Rhys Williams, Mandurah Performing Arts 

DRIVEN and capable, Rhys is 

one of the youngest people 

elected to a Local Government 

Council and has held 

impressive leadership positions 

in Western Australia. Currently 

Rhys is the Chief Executive at 

The Makers, a Perth based 

charity focused on health and 

wellbeing, and he serves as the 

chair of two community-sector 

boards, Mandurah Performing 

Arts and Diversity South. 

Prior to Rhys’ first board 

appointment at Mandurah 

Youth Service, he had assumed 

people only served as board 

directors in their 50s. Yet Rhys’ 

mentor tapped him on the 

shoulder after he had been 

running a not-for-profit 

organisation for a year to join a 

board. Serving on a board 

provided Rhys with 

professional development 

opportunities to learn about 

governance and strategic 

thinking. 

Despite stereotypes that young, 

inexperienced board directors 

can only contribute social 

media experience, Rhys insists 

the true value of young 

directors is that they offer a 

different perspective, not just a 

‘youth perspective’.  

Rhys contributes community 

sector experience and inter-

generational thinking to the 

boards he has served. He 

encourages other young people 

to seize opportunities despite 

concerns about their limited 

knowledge and skill sets 

because they will develop 

competency over time with the 

right attitude. 

“Boards are keen to give 

opportunities to young 

people with the right 

attitude, so it is essential 

that young people 

demonstrate their 

willingness to learn.” 

 

In 2011 Rhys was selected by 

the Federal Minister to become 

Deputy Chair of the 

government board, Regional 

Development Australia. This 

opportunity broadened his 

understanding of economic and 

social development and the 

study tours were very rewarding 

because Rhys could see how 

policies were implemented in a 

regional context. 

Chairing board committees 

helped Rhys gain further 

experience and led to his recent 

appointment as Chair of the 

Mandurah Performing Arts 

Centre. In this role Rhys has 

seized the opportunity to 

reform the Board’s governance 

model and work closely with 

the Chief Financial Officer to 

develop a new strategic 

direction that put organisational 

development theory into 

practice. 

Rhys feels it is important to 

have a well-developed network 

and to meet different people 

each week on an informal basis 

to intentionally learn something 

from them. 

Rhys has broadened his 

network of people he can learn 

from by getting to know other 

Directors serving on the same 

boards. 

 “Familiarity with current 

statistics is less important 

than knowing ‘Who is the 

best at innovatively solving 

this problem?’” 

 

Volunteering on boards in the 

community sector is a 

responsibility that directors take 

seriously, but he argues 

boardrooms should combine 

fun and service. Rhys’ laughter, 

energy and enthusiasm remind 

other directors to enjoy the 

social interaction in the 

boardroom.  

Rhys thinks chairs should 

always ask “How can I help 

directors to get something from this 

experience?”  

In his chairperson roles, Rhys is 

pursuing the goal of becoming 

obsolete. Rhys read recently 

that at the end of their terms, 

successful chairs have become 

the least qualified in the 

boardroom because they’ve 

recruited and developed highly 

capable directors. 

  



Emerging leaders on boards   

 

 

Kris Halliday, CARAD  

HARDWORKING, 
compassionate, intelligent and 
charismatic. All these qualities 
are evident as I sit with Kris at a 
busy Beaufort Street café. He 
fits me in between studying, an 
interview with the ABC 
concerning the hunger strike at 
Royal Perth Hospital and his 
responsibilities as a foster 
parent to a child with learning 
difficulties.    

Kris, 37, is a leading figure in 
social justice, homelessness and 
advocacy in Perth. He is the 
current Chair of the Coalition 
for Asylum Seekers, Refugees 
and Detainees (CARAD), an 
agency of last resort that 
provides settlement support, 
casework, financial aid, 
accommodation, education 
support and advocacy for 
vulnerable individuals and 
families.  

Heralding from Melbourne, 
Kris has been involved in 
grassroots community service, 
arts and activism since his early 
teens. He started his leadership 
journey at age 16 on the 
committee of the then fledgling 
Victorian community TV 
station, Channel 31. Since then, 
he has sat on many not-for-
profit boards and management 
committees—having 
transposed his ‘on the ground’ 
experience and passion into 
affecting systematic and 
structural issues and 
engendering social change. 

In his ‘day job’, Kris 
coordinates inner city services, 
community support and 
community development 
programs for the Salvation 
Army—having instituted many 
collaborative, empowering and 
innovative approaches to the 

issues of poverty and social 
exclusion in the inner city.  

“I’ve been lucky to always 

have wise people on boards 

with me, the kind of people 

I willingly glean from, some 

older and some younger.” 

Affecting genuine progress, 
whether in the lives of the 
vulnerable or organisational 
strategy, can involve a degree of 
innovation and creativity. And 
while he believes having more 
mature members who have 
“walked the journey” is a 
distinct benefit to any not-for-
profit, Kris admires and 
embraces the fresh thinking and 
creativity that can come from 
younger board members. The 
important thing is that they all 
come together with an open 
mind and a strong sense of 
what it is they want to achieve. 

Kris is conscious that many 

young people are often left on 

the periphery when it comes to 

‘serious matters’ of finance and 

governance. He himself has felt 

dismissed at different times in 

his governance career.  

“We are missing some 

amazing perspective and 

talent with this approach 

and indeed I have seen 

good people 

disenfranchised and lost to 

the community because of 

this thinking.” 

A problem solver and a 

connector, Kris has a 

collaborative style of leadership 

which is something he learnt 

from a mentor many years ago. 

Though he admits his approach 

often requires a little extra 

effort, where other directors 

from business and activist 

backgrounds can have a more 

forthright approach to debate. 

Nevertheless, he believes that 

harnessing the energies and 

experiences of diverse 

individuals is vital for a strong 

board. 

“It is actually exciting when 

we can bring different 

paradigms together from 

people with vastly different 

worldviews and experiences 

to overcome a complex 

problem.” 

Currently working in 

organisations where social 

justice is a core value, Kris can 

often be heard on radio and 

television speaking on and 

advocating for the needs of the 

homeless and marginalised that 

find themselves displaced in the 

city. Humbly, he is quick to 

point out that this was not 

always the case and that for 

some, there was no doubt that 

he was a risk when he was first 

appointed to roles in 

governance; but by all accounts, 

that risk has paid in dividends 

to those organisations and the 

community.
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Grace Mugabe, ISHAR 

INSPIRING. That is only one of 

the words that can be used to 

describe Grace Mugabe. Grace is 

presently a board director for 

three organisations: ISHAR 

Multicultural Women’s Health 

Centre, Emergen, and 100 

Women. Having volunteered for 

the majority of her life, it was 

only natural that Grace would 

progress into board directorship. 

Educated as a Certified Practising 

Accountant (CPA) and 

passionate about women’s 

financial literacy, Grace started 

her own business in 2014, 

Consulting for Financial 

Empowerment, to provide 

financial services and training for 

women and not-for-profits. She 

has since spent the last year 

developing her business, while 

maintaining her role with a large 

mining company. 

As Grace has joined 

organisations as a board director 

she has often heard, “Thank 

goodness we have someone who 

understands finance!” This was a 

trigger to Grace, realising training 

is needed around financial 

literacy on boards. As such, in 

addition to serving as a board 

director, Grace also runs sessions 

to educate directors. This training 

allows boards to understand the 

finances of the organisation and 

the financial reports. 

Serving on a board allows Grace 

to make an impact on issues she 

is passionate about. With a great 

deal of corporate experience, 

involvement in the not-for-profit 

world has expanded Grace’s 

knowledge, built her leadership 

skills, and allowed her to gain a 

new accounting skill set she 

would not otherwise be exposed 

to.   

In speaking with Grace it is 

immediately evident that, heart 

and soul, she is aligned with the 

mission, vision and values of 

every board she is on. Grace’s 

commitment is fed by her core 

connection to the organisations 

and their causes; she too 

celebrates diversity and believes 

in offering women equal 

opportunity.

Such great qualifications and 

experience have allowed Grace to 

contribute to boards in an 

extremely valuble way. The 

questions asked by her fellow 

directors demonstrate that they 

are learning from Grace. Rather 

than asking questions about the 

day-to-day finances of the 

organisation and spending time 

discussing them, the quality of 

questions has improved leading 

to higher level discussions. This 

allows the boards to focus more 

on the strategic direction of their 

organisations. 

The learnings shared between 

Grace and her fellow directors 

are highly valued. Not only has 

Grace been able to educate her 

fellow directors but she has also 

learned from them about good 

governance, policy review, 

recruitment and strategy.  

While Grace has had many 

successes on boards, it has not 

always been smooth sailing. 

When she discovered that a 

previous board she joined was 

not using modern systems of 

financial management, she met 

opposition when she suggested  

updating. Her fellow directors 

were not ready to change, so she 

began by speaking with them 

about their concerns. It was clear 

they needed time. She let the 

matter rest for nearly a year and 

then raised it again. It was met 

with a positive response and 

implemented. 

 

Serving in the constantly 

changing not-for-profit sector 

keeps Grace continuously 

learning. The boards she is on 

conduct environment scans and 

Grace attends seminars and 

events to keep herself 

knowledgeable. Her ongoing 

CPA education plays a valuable 

role in allowing her to keep up to 

date on legislative changes. 

So, while inspiring is one word 

that can be used to describe 

Grace, fascinating, driven, 

generous, and genuine are all 

equally accurate. 

“Many organisations 

cannot pay for services, 

so being able to give to 

them is a great feeling.” 

“Each member 

contributes in their own 

unique, different way. 

That’s the beauty of a 

diverse board.” 
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Gillian Coutts, Uniting Care NSW/ACT 

GILLIAN is the Vice Chair of 

Uniting Care NSW/ACT’s 

board and a graduate of the 

Australian Institute of Company 

Directors. Since a restructure 

one year ago, Gillian has 

proudly helped to shape the 

new board’s culture to stay true 

to Uniting Care’s mission as 

well as the market.   

Gillian has held change and 

business management roles at 

Shell Australia Limited, David 

Jones and Pacific Brands. Her 

broad portfolio of consulting 

projects in the community 

sector includes disability, 

housing, youth and 

employment training services.  

As a Director with limited aged 

care sector experience, 

volunteering on the finance, 

performance, risk and audit 

board committee deepened 

Gillian’s understanding of 

business modelling in aged care, 

such as the core levers, 

investment issues and the flow 

of funding.  

Other ways Gillian has learned 

about the aged care sector is 

through executive briefings 

about emerging trends and 

organisation-wide training on 

care model changes.  

It was Gillian’s passion for 

learning that led to her first 

director position on Uniting 

Care NSW/ACT’s Children, 

Young People and Families 

subsidiary board, as she met the 

Deputy Chair while participating 

in the Benevolent Society’s 

social leadership program.  

Gillian believes that joining 

board sub-committees has 

helped to develop functional 

skills, although she observed “the 

attributes and assets that I bring to my 

Deputy Chair role are difficult to 

categorise using conventional board 

matrices that prioritise functional 

skills over process skills”.  

Yet it seems Gillian’s process 

skills have added tremendous 

value to the boards on which 

Gillian has served. For instance, 

Gillian is highly perceptive to 

group and cultural dynamics at 

the board, executive and 

organisational levels, and this 

process supports the creation of 

the enabling conditions for the 

strategic plan execution.  

Gillian’s extensive change 

management experience is 

another process skill that 

improves the governance of 

Unting Care’s projects. Gillian 

sees patterns in the big picture 

and uses her practical 

pragmatism to pose questions 

that challenge the status quo.  

Facilitating intergenerational 

learning in the boardroom is 

another process skill that 

Gillian offers. Unlike Gillian, 

most Directors do not share 

many characteristics with 

Uniting Care’s young female 

employees. Gillian’s perspective 

has helped the board to better 

relate to Uniting Care’s 

workforce, by recognising and 

understanding the generational 

differences that exist. 

 

Other Directors have sought 

Gillian’s guidance to construct 

arguments and craft their pitch 

when trying to caucus an idea. 

On this basis, it is likely that 

Gillian’s logicial reasoning is 

another process skill that is 

highly valued by the Boards on 

which she serves.   

Gillian draws upon mindfulness 

skills when she notices that she 

is feeling uncomfortable about 

conflict during a board 

discussion.  

 
Directors involved in the 

committee meetings that Gillian 

chairs have been very positive 

and receptive to mindfulness 

activities, such as starting with a 

minute of silence and checking if 

there is anything preventing 

members from being present.  

Gillian is truly an asset to the 

community and aged care sector. 

“I’ve deliberately 
pushed beyond my 

comfort zone to stay 
abreast of the challenges 

and changes within 
aged care.” 

“Mindfulness enables 
me to tell other 

Directors what I’m 
experiencing without 
feeling overwhelmed 
by it, and this process 
ultimately uncovers 

deeper insights that I 
would not have 

previously shared with 
the board.” 
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Conrad Liveris, GLBTI Rights in Ageing

AT 22 years old, Conrad’s 

resumé and public profile 

would probably make many 

middle-aged executives feel a 

little insecure.  

With an already extensive career 

working with various 

organisations in positions 

including as State Director and 

Chief Policy Officer for Left 

Right Think Tank, an intern at 

the US Consultate and a co-

founder of the Perth-based 

homeless advocacy organisation 

Street Smugglers, Conrad is 

now frequently contacted by 

the Australian media as an 

influential public policy 

commentator. 

Speaking to Conrad in a noisy 

café in Perth, he casually 

explains that he joined his first 

board at age 17, the governing 

body of his high school which 

turns over $4 to $5 million 

annually,. He admits that at the 

time of joining his school 

council, he was a little unclear 

on what the role entailed, but 

accepted that was fairly 

common on school councils at 

the time. 

Several years later, Conrad now 

holds four board and commitee 

positions. He is Board 

Chairperson of the board of a 

theatre company called the 

Cutting Room Floor, a Board 

Director for GLBTI Rights in 

Ageing (GRAI), a Disciplinary 

Committee member at Curtin 

University and a Board Director 

of the Perth Metropolitan 

Homeless Services Board. 

When asked what attracted 

Conrad to joining a board, he 

said, “Very broadly, a realisation 

that I do actually have something to 

offer at that level, and that my skills 

are commodities...which is a weird 

thing to come to realise.”  

Conrad has been a member of 

the GRAI board since 2014. 

GRAI is a WA-based 

organisation that has a mission 

to create a responsive and 

inclusive mature age 

environment that promotes and 

supports a quality life for older 

and ageing people of diverse 

sexualities and gender identities. 

He identifies with GRAI’s 

values because he is interested 

in intergenerational issues and 

has a personal interest in 

GRAI’s work. 

 

Other than passion for the 

cause, Conrad believes that 

there are three things a board 

director needs to be able to 

contribute to an organisation: 

knowledge, networks and 

capital. The first attribute, 

knowledge, Conrad feels he can 

contribute quite easily and 

adapt to where needed, 

however with knowledge being 

increasingly easy to access, 

Conrad sees “specialist” 

knowledge as becoming less 

and less important.  

Conrad is also adept at 

establishing strong networks 

and he emphasises the 

importance of business and 

government networks in the 

community sector.  

Conrad explains that the third 

aspect, capital, might simply 

include being aware of grant 

funding rounds, or knowing 

high net wealth individuals who 

are interested in donating 

money. 

When asked what younger 

people can bring to a board, 

Conrad replied “I think it’s a cop-

out to say that younger people don’t 

have board experience.” Last year, 

Conrad undertook some 

research for the Institute of 

Pubic Administration that 

revealed that age-diverse boards 

actually make more decisions. 

Conrad felt younger people 

were less likely to be aware of 

board positions and he believes 

that universities have a role to 

play in “skilling up” students to 

operate in these areas.  

Conrad’s advice to emerging 

leaders looking to join a board 

was to build their networks and 

keep an eye out for public 

nominations. He also recounted 

a story where a board member 

simply wrote to the chairperson 

of a large organisation and said, 

“I think I have something to offer” 

and the board responded, “Yes, 

we agree” and said that to be 

admitted to a board you simply 

need something to offer.

   

“There are three things 

that a board director 

needs to be able to 

offer: knowledge, 

networks and capital.” 
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How can your board embrace age 

diversity? 
 

It is clear to see through these profiles that engaging a younger director on your board has 

many benefits. To make this a reality for your board, encourage them to think about things 

from a different perspective, seek out greater diversity of experience and skills, and invest in 

succession planning. 

 

IDEAS about how to embrace age diversity on your board and how to find potential young 

board directors: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information and resources, see the Emerging Leaders Program website at: 

www.youngleadersonboards.com.au or contact Alicia Curtis at alicia@aliciacurtis.com. 

 

Attend networking events to meet 

emerging young leaders such as the 

Unconvention for the Emerging Leaders 

Program, events organised by the Perth 

Young Professionals Inc or other 

networking groups targeting young 

professionals.  

Participate in mentoring 

programs or offer to mentor 

someone young and inspiring 

you meet. 

Encourage your board to consider 

offering a board traineeship to a young 

person who demonstrates great potential 

to become an effective director. 

If you are responsible for recruiting 

new board directors, actively think 

about improving the age diversity of 

your board, and actively resolve to 

engage a younger board director.  

Become a community partner of 

the Emerging Leaders Program 

and have the opportunity to 

network with the Program 

participants.  


