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STRUCTURAL BARRIERS INHIBITING WOC ON BOARDS 

Executive 

Summary

Acknowledgements

This report acknowledges the traditional custodians of Australia and recognises

their continuing connection to land, waters and community. This report is written

with respect to Elders past, present and emerging. We believe that it is our

collective responsibility to dismantle systemic barriers oppressing the original

inhabitants of this land and we continue to strive for a more inclusive Australia.
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Cultural diversity and intersectional inclusivity in leadership positions is a long-

grappling issue for Australian corporate and not-for-profit (NFP) sectors. Only 3%

non-Anglo women are represented compared to 34% Anglo women in large NFP

sector board governance roles (Australian Charities and Not-for-profits

Commission (ACNC), 2018). This report has broadly categorised three structural

barriers that inhibit the involvement of WOC on boards. The barriers we have

identified are Governmental Barriers, Cultural Barriers and Business Barriers.

Further analysis of these barriers reveals that all of them are intertwined and have

profound influence over each other. More specifically societal and business

barriers have overlapping factors, which make it difficult to discuss their

implications in separate contexts.



Executive 

Summary

Governmental Barriers include lack of affirmative diversity policies and their

weak enforcement from legislative bodies. Due to the lack of mandatory

Diversity Policy for boards in Australia, the priorities of Boards tend to focus on

issues that they perceive as more pressing such as finance and operations. 

Cultural Barriers encompass Opportunity and Attainment issues, Subconscious bias,

and, Gender biased socializing and Performance evaluations. Cognitive psychology

suggests that human behaviour and attitudes in the workplace are heavily influenced

by subconscious response rather than rational thinking (Hunt et al., 2020). 

Business Barriers include Recruitment and Outreach barriers, Lack of Mentoring,

Sponsorship and Strategic Networking, and, Lack of Inclusive Board environment. In

the recruitment process, barriers are identified as the legacy/culture carried over by the

organisation. However, WOC sometimes have their own personal barriers to overcome

such as lack of confidence, inertia and fear of criticism. 

We have proposed the following solutions that organisations can look to implement

which can assist in breaking down these structural barriers. These are Education and

Awareness within Organisations around cultural inclusivity and the importance of

creating a diverse board, setting targets around board recruitment and lastly, the

importance of sponsoring and mentoring WOC on boards and Leadership Programs.
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STRUCTURAL BARRIERS
INHIBITING THE INVOLVEMENT OF
WOC ON BOARDS

Female representation let alone Women Of
Color (WOC) in leadership continues to be a
cause for concern. Women are generally
underrepresented in key decision-making roles
across almost all industries in the Australian
workforce. While women make up half of the
employees, they represent only: 32.5% of key
management positions,28.1% of directors,
18.3% of CEOs, 14.6% of board chairs
(Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 2021).

Cultural diversity and intersectional inclusivity in
leadership positions is a long-grappling issue for
Australian corporate and not-for-profit (NFP)
sectors. 

Ironically, Australia should be a multicultural
triumph considering almost half of the
population (49%) is either born overseas or
having at least one parent born overseas
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018-19). 

According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics
50% of local Australian graduates have non-
Anglo/European backgrounds. However, only
5% of these graduates eventually land to
leadership roles in Australia (Women on Boards
Australia, 2021).

32.5% of 
Key Management

Positions
 

28.1% of 
Directors

 

18.3% of 
CEOs

 

14.6% of 
Board Chairs

 

Introduction
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Female representation in key leadership and decision-making roles across all industries in Australian Workforce



Men of Anglo Origin
64.7%

Women of Anglo Origin
30.1%

Men of Non-Anglo Origin
3.4%

Women of Non-Anglo Origin
1.8%

Men of Anglo Origin
57%

Women of Anglo Origin
34%

Men of Non-Anglo Origin
6%

Women of Non-Anglo Origin
3%

The NFP sector has significantly progressed in gender parity index around leadership
positions compared to corporates, however ethnic, and intersectional representations
on NFP boards is still very low. Only 3% non-Anglo women are represented compared
to 34% Anglo women in large NFP sector board governance roles (Australian Charities
and Not-for-profits Commission (ACNC), 2018) 

https://www.womenonboards.net/en-
au/about-us/cultural-diversity-on-boards

Number of Directors on ASX200 (prior to June 2020)

NSW NOT FOR PROFITS WITH REVENUES OF $50M+
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Introduction

Board Cultural
Diversity
OVERVIEW

https://www.womenonboards.net/en-au/about-us/cultural-diversity-on-boards


The definition of women includes transgender and cisgender, all
those who experience or have experienced oppression as women,
including non-binary and gender non-conforming people and all
those who identify as women. Self-definition is at the discretion of
the individual” (Women Of Colour Australia (WOCA), 2021). 

The phrase “Women of Colour (WOC)” was coined in the late
seventies to unify all women experiencing multiple levels of
marginalization with race or ethnicity as a common issue. According
to Professor Loretta J Ross “Women of Colour” is not a biological
designation. It is a definition of solidarity. A commitment to work in
collaboration with other oppressed women of colour who have been
minoritized. It is a term that has a lot of power” (Women Of Colour
Australia (WOCA), 2021).

It is imperative to understand that WOC is an empowering political
phrase that integrates primitive ethnic claiming, heritage, cultural
intelligence, and competency. We must acknowledge that diversity is
broader than just gender and race; it should include all aspects of
intersectionality. 

In the context of NFP boards, diversity can be defined as a varied
combination of attributes, characteristics and expertise contributed
by individual board members in relation to the board process and
decision-making (Grad, 2020). 

The involvement of WOC in board governance has several
layers of complexity. In this report, we aim to unfold the
layers to better understand the structural barriers that are
impeding the involvement of WOC  in board governance. 

We will discuss the enablers to overcome those obstacles
and highlight the perspectives and experiences of WOC in
relevant sections to bring real change, beyond the
numbers and tokenism.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marginalization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Race_(human_categorization)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnicity


EMERGENC ING  LEADERS  IN

GOVERNANCE  PROGRAM

202 1

Governmental Barriers, 

Cultural Barriers, and 

Business Barriers. 

This report has broadly categorised three
structural barriers that inhibit the involvement of
WOC on boards. 

The barriers we have identified are 

Further analysis of these barriers reveals that all
of them are intertwined and have profound
influence over each other. Specifically societal
and business barriers have overlapping factors,
which make it difficult to discuss their
implications in separate contexts.

STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS

GOVERNMENTAL
BARRIERS

1.

The legislative framework that ensures
workplace diversity should be comprehensive to
reflect the Government and community
expectations about a fair, inclusive, productive
and harmonious work atmosphere.  The
workplace diversity does include the principles of
equal employment opportunity (EEO) which
address the disadvantage experienced by
particular groups of people in the workplace
including women, Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander peoples, people with a disability and
those who may experience disadvantage on the
basis of race or ethnicity. 

The workplace diversity policies and programs
build an important foundation to ensure a
workplace that is free from bullying, harassment
and discrimination. Multiple research suggests
that there is substantial lack of vigorous and
consistent monitoring for compliance with
affirmative action programs (Johns M, 2013;
Watermark Search International & Governance
Institute Australia). Consequently, the
compliance programs fall short to cast positive
effect to involve WOC on board roles when
governmental enforcement is weak (Watermark
Search International & Governance Institute
Australia, 2020).
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STRUCTURAL
BARRIERS

1.1                       LACK OF AFFIRMATIVE
DIVERSITY POLICIES FOR BOARDS

Whilst Recommendation 1.5 of the ASX
Corporate Governance Principles require listed
companies to have and disclose a diversity policy
and set measurable objectives to achieve gender
diversity, these Governing principles and
recommendations do not apply to NFP boards or
private businesses that are not listed on the ASX. 

Many organisations within Australia and globally
have an interest in gender diversity however, it is
rare that any of those organisations look at other
specific components of diversity (Watermark
Search International & Governance Institute
Australia). There was also a common occurrence
within our research that the interpretation of the
term “diversity” seems to be focused more
heavily on gender diversity and not other forms
including racial and cultural.

Sadly, we have also identified in our research
that whilst the Corporate Governance Council
and the Australian Institute of Company
Directors (AICD) refer to diversity as being
broader than just gender, when it comes to
specifics, the details are absent (Watermark
Search International & Governance Institute
Australia).
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In the recent survey done in 2020 by Watermark
Search International on Board Diversity, the
research stated that “this is not good enough for
society that prides itself on multiculturalism”.  

When the perceived interpretation of diversity
doesn't go beyond gender diversity, it leads to a
further lack of affirmative action plans on
hiring/recruiting WOC on boards. Research has
also shown that when there is no
formal/mandatory/specified Diversity Policy for
boards in Australia, the priorities of Boards tend
to focus on issues that they perceive as more
pressing.

Implementing action plans, recruitment policies
and organisational goals around ensuring a
board consists of racially ethnic diverse
individuals is not a high priority. (Grad, 2020)
noted that “when other pressing issues such as
financial and other operational issues prioritised
heavily, board members acknowledged that they
had not adequately educated themselves on
potential benefits that flow from improved board
diversity”. Boards first need to acknowledge the
importance of diversity, intensify their retention
efforts and make members feel valued in
decision making and policy information
(Boardsource 2015, 2017a).

Addressing Diversity
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1.2                          WEAK ENFORCEMENT

A lack of formal and specified diversity policy
within boards and weak organisational goals
around recruitment of racially ethnic diverse
individuals will naturally lead to weak
enforcement within organisations. In the 2020
research survey done by Watermark Search it
was argued that “what gets measured gets done,
and reporting on cultural diversity of our ASX300
boards in a consistent and comprehensive
manner is a first good step” yet we haven’t seen
any substantial outcomes since.

 One country that is ahead of Australia in this
area is the UK. The UK moved to set a target
through the 2017 Parker Review for the FTSE 100
to appoint at least one director of BAME (Black,
Asian and minority Ethnic) background by 2021
(Watermark Search International & Governance
Institute Australia). Although it was reported that
they are failing dismally in this target, with fewer
directors of BAME background at the end of 2019
than there were in 2014, we are still pleased to
see diversity targets created. 

S T R U C T U R A L  B A R R I E R S  I N H I B I T I N G  W O C  O N  B O A R D S P A G E  |  0 9

Brown (2003) confirmed that merely adding
board members of colour without other
supportive infrastructure and behaviours does
not increase inclusiveness. Therefore it is
imperative that all members are fully committed
to long term change and improvements. The
Board must view diversity and
representativeness as a first step and focus
equally intently on creating inclusive boardrooms
(Weisinger, Borges-Mendez Clark University, and
Milofsky, 2015).

Addressing Diversity
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2. CULTURAL BARRIERS

These are invisible barriers which are
integrated with cultural and psycho-social
factors. According to literature these
barriers prevail in all demography and do
not change much with advancement of time
and technology (Boardsource 2015,
2017;Grad 2020,).
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2.1 OPPORTUNITY AND ATTAINMENT

The pathway to board membership includes
both transparent processes such as executive
search firm nominations and opaque
processes such as network nominations
(Groutsis, Cooper, and Whitwell, 2018). The
latter process is predominant in the NFP sector
where there is no requirement for board
positions to be publicly advertised. This
perpetuates the mystique of the process by
keeping it behind closed doors (Sealy, Doldor,
and Vinnicombe, 2009). Executive search firms
are also heavily dependent on the trust
relations (visibility, reputation and trust) and
experiences in order to be supported for
recruitment (Sealy, Doldor, and Vinnicombe,
2009).

Gaining successful access to boards is strongly
correlated with informal and relational factors
that tend to put under-represented groups at a
disadvantage (Sealy, Doldor, and Vinnicombe,
2009). Furthermore, the appointment process to
boards remains open to subjective bias due to a
lack of transparency of openings and ambiguous
selection criteria. Many organisations
predominantly prefer Australian (board/exec)
experiences discounting relevant overseas
experiences which limits the attainment of WOC
to avail board leadership (Groutsis, Cooper, and
Whitwell, 2018).

Another attainment barrier for WOC is perceived
as substantial low turnover of board members
(Sealy, Doldor, and Vinnicombe, 2009). Though
this is not a gender specific issue , it impacts on
all board recruitment and limits the number of
potential opportunities for WOC. In some cases,
some organisations are keen to achieve a diverse
board, by focusing on diversity in other
characteristics (such as different nationalities,
knowledge, experience, etc.) rather than gender.
Lack of awareness of the roles on offer in boards
coupled with unclear selection procedures which
can serve as a major obstacle to appointment
(Groutsis, Cooper, and Whitwell, 2018). The most
common barrier for WOC is that they frequently
miss out on board opportunities due to lack of
networks. The expression “being in the right
place at right time” can be challenging specifically
for WOC due to their limited networks,
connections and motivators. 
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2.2                       SUBCONSCIOUS BIAS 

One of the societal barriers identified is the lack
of awareness and the unconscious bias that
boards may have towards recruiting or
nominating WOC to be on boards. The term
‘unconscious bias’ within this report is referred to
as the ethnocentrism and social stereotypes that
people hold about groups or individuals outside
of their own. Social science research suggests
that all individuals carry potential unconscious
biases from exposure to cultural attitudes about
race, ethnicity, gender, religion, age, social class,
sexual orientation, disability status, and
nationality (Greenwald and Pettigrew, 2014;
Moule, 2009).

There is a link between unconscious attitudes
and lack of awareness which impacts
recruitment, and it has been serving as an
invisible ceiling (Grad, 2020). Numerous studies
have found that subconscious attitudes can
affect decision-making in almost every
organisational context and can lead individuals,
inadvertently, to act on stereotypes that might
consciously be rejected, particularly in the
context of recruiting diverse candidates
(Greenwald and Pettigrew, 2014). 
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Combined with the lack of engagement in self-
reflection within boards in mitigating the effects
of unconscious bias when recruiting or in other
contexts validates the conceptual framework
assumption of the need for greater knowledge of
unconscious bias. In the study done by Grad,
2020, it was noted that “people are not aware
that they are comfortable with the people they
know, more than people outside their social
circle”, he identified that most board members
were not aware of the benefits that flow from
self-reflective, metacognitive practices that limit
unconscious bias and foster forward-thinking
regarding access, equity, and board
inclusiveness.

Cognitive psychology suggests that human
behaviour and attitudes in the workplace are
heavily influenced by subconscious response
rather than rational thinking (Hunt et al. 2020).
Other human cognitive biases that affect
diversity also include Ingroup favouritism which
means individuals may prefer to work with
someone of the same nationality, gender, and
race. Outgroup homogeneity bias is the tendency
for an individual to think that the group of
people they belong to (their “ingroup”) is more
diverse, while their “outgroup” is more
homogeneous, with members who appear alike
or even interchangeable. The fear of the
unknown of the outgroup or different cultural
interface may influence human comfort towards
their known surroundings.
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2.3        GENDER BIASED SOCIALIZING
AND PERFORMANCE EVALUATION

Various research, interviews and case studies
repeatedly state that one of the major reasons
for WOC not getting into board positions is due
to lack of potential eligible candidates from
diverse backgrounds at Executive Levels (Fairfax,
2012). However, many authors remarked that
there have been various barriers for WOC to
ascend to executive ranks due to several biases
within organisations regarding socialising,
communication and performance evaluation
factors.

The interviewees of various studies claim that the
boardroom culture of the Australian corporate
board is tantamount to an “old-white-men’s
club”. From an interview on how to navigate in
the boardroom, Groutsis described the attitude
within the organisation as “Keep your head
down, speak the Australian accent, be part of the
mately club, and you may go somewhere”
Groutsis, 2018). Many other studies have also
indicated that socialising can be even more
challenging for WOC, indicating that their voices
and skills are significantly quietened and their
progress into leadership roles are slower
(Roberts, 2019). This may be due to subconscious
bias within organisations where their
preferences are for Australian board or executive
experiences. The lack of consideration for
overseas experiences, irrespective of extensive
experiences and knowledge one may possess
fails to be considered.

S T R U C T U R A L  B A R R I E R S  I N H I B I T I N G  W O C  O N  B O A R D S P A G E  |  1 2

Numerous case studies and interviews
conducted by Groutsis et al (2018) detailed
organisations giving preference to a more
authoritative and dominant “Western Leadership
Style'' with managerial positions expected to
exude “traditional male leadership” traits. These
traits are unlikely to be exhibited by people from
diverse backgrounds and cultures, let alone
women from diverse backgrounds. Such informal
demands create environments where WOC face
prejudice and stereotypes in their competency,
abilities, skills and personal attributes to qualify
for leadership and board positions (Sealy et al.,
2009; Groutsis et al., 2018). 

As discussed previously, board appointment
processes can sometimes be based on formal
and informal recruitment approaches where
board members tend to put forward their mates
and personal networks for considerations,
encouraging subjective bias for recruitment and
performance evaluations (Sealy et al., 2009). This
can evidently become a challenge for
underrepresented groups who may have limited
social networks to get into boards (Groutsis et al.,
2018, Sutherland et al., 2016). These unconscious
biases in promotion, recruitment and selection
processes lead to WOC facing disadvantages to
reach to executive or leadership positions within
the organisations. 
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2.3        GENDER BIASED SOCIALIZING
AND PERFORMANCE EVALUATION

(CONT.)

Lastly, there is also a societal expectation or
pressure that women are the primary caregivers,
and this responsibility extends to being the
carers for aging parents, young children or family
members. Therefore, women frequently have to
take time out from their career to fulfill the
caregiver role. When they do re-enter the career
stream, it is difficult for them to gain momentum
and parity in promotion and earning power with
their male counterparts (Johns. M, 2013).

In job interviews and career opportunities,
women are still facing questions regarding
expectations that society has imposed on them,
such as pregnancy timeline, motherhood
aspirations and other caretaker duties and
nurturer responsibilities (Jogulu et al, 2011,
McIntosh et al., 2012, Allen et. al., 2016).
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However, there has been some progress within
some organisations who are creating supportive
and flexible work arrangements for parents with
child bearing and family responsibilities. Some
families have also “sought an agreed upon
division of labor that facilitates both career and
life goals as individuals and as a couple”
(Dienhart, 1998).

If more boardrooms, and organisations work
towards bringing down barriers that challenge
women on their career paths, and allow both
parties (male and female counterparts) to get
opportunities to balance and share work and
home responsibilities, it would tremendously
support women in their career progression,
which could lead to more women having
opportunities in leadership positions and board
roles.
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3.   BUSINESS BARRIERS
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3.1     RECRUITMENT AND OUTREACH
BARRIER

Recruitment and outreach barriers are
significant barriers for WOC in reaching senior
levels of management. Most companies
promote staff internally. Organisations that are
not actively recruiting women will have a
smaller pool from which to draw for promotion
into upper management ranks. If women
overcome the recruitment barrier, they are
often stymied by corporate climate barriers,
such as differing gender communication styles,
behaviors, and ways of socializing (Johns,
2013).

Based on research, effective recruitment and
outreach practices are necessary to improve an
organization’s pipeline of qualified
employees/board of directors. In the
recruitment process, barriers are identified as
the legacy/culture carried over by the
organisation. (US National Library of Medicine,
n.d.)

Culture of an organisation to embrace diversity
and inclusion starts with a mission and vision
statement. When an organisation fails to share
the diversity and inclusion statement publicly, it
becomes the foundation of business barriers
(National Council of Nonprofits, n.d.). This
statement plays a vital role in defining the culture
of every business unit within the organisation.

In a workplace survey done by Dr Archer in
Women of Colour Australia it was noted that
“While 58.69% of respondents said their
organisation had a diversity and inclusion policy,
21.91% said their organisation did not, and 19.4%
were unsure. Almost 30% (29.67%) said they
thought the policy was suitable. However,
28.67% said the policy was not suitable, and
41.67% were unsure” (Archer, 2021). Diversity
and Inclusion remains a buzzing and sensitive
topic in any given organisation and employers
must be proactive in breaking down the barriers
that WOC face within the organisation.

The mission statement can be effectively
delivered to employees via various initiatives.
Diversity initiatives are policies and practices
designed to improve the workplace experiences
and outcomes of target group members. When
initiatives fail to target women, ethnic or racial
minorities, it becomes a barrier to educate and
demonstrate diversity in the workplace (Greater
Good Magazine, n.d.).
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3.   BUSINESS BARRIERS
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3.1     RECRUITMENT AND OUTREACH
BARRIER (CONT.)

When employees are not empowered to
express their experience within the
organisation it will act as a barrier too.
Employee Resource Groups (or ERGs) are
employee identity or experience-based groups
that build community. ERGs are also known as
Affinity Groups or Diversity Groups. ERGs are
generally based on building community,
providing support and contributing to personal
and professional development in the work
environment. When members are not enabled
to examine the core values of an organisation,
it accumulates frustration and becomes a
barrier. (Cordivano, n.d.)

Growing and established organisations should
focus and enforce on diversity-focused
recruitment. It plays an important role in
advancing workplace inclusion and overcoming
discrimination or bias in the recruitment
process as discussed above. Biased
recruitment can affect the organisation’s value
in delivering diversity and inclusion promises.
Organisation should audit their hiring practices
to sustain the key resources. When continuous
improvement, inclusivity, and diversity are not
balanced, organisation by itself will act as a
major barrier to attract best talents.

3.2                      LACK OF MENTORING,
SPONSORSHIP, AND STRATEGIC

NETWORKING

Currently, there are not enough WOC in senior
leadership positions or board positions in
organisations who can act as a role model /
mentor for emerging young talent. Young and
talented WOC need role models who they can
relate with and show them that attaining these
roles are achievable (MindTribes, 2018).
Unfortunately, the lack of representation at the
top, creates a vicious cycle which impacts on
recruitment leading to unconscious bias in
hiring decisions and a hindrance to individual
morale and self-esteem (MindTribes, 2018). On
the contrary, WOC should also be open-
minded to be mentored by non-CALD women
who may provide different perspectives.

MINDTR IBES ,  20 18

"Role Model refers to a person,

to whom others have a kinship,

whose success and behaviours

are viewed as a positive,

achievable example and

emulated."
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3.  BUSINESS BARRIERS

S T R U C T U R A L  B A R R I E R S  I N H I B I T I N G  W O C  O N  B O A R D S P A G E  |  1 6

(M INDTR IBES ,  20 18 )

"Part of the reason I wasn’t
ambitious enough early in my
career was because there were no
role models” 

Cynthia Chung (Procurement Manager
and Global Touchpoints Lead, Nandos)

3.2                      LACK OF MENTORING,
SPONSORSHIP, AND STRATEGIC

NETWORKING (CONT.)

For WOC working in organisations with little to
no diversity, there can be limitations in having
access to an appropriate sponsor/mentor who
can create opportunities, be an advocate and
be a voice to showcase their performance to
those in leadership. This is further aggravated
by some leaders exhibiting a tendency to invest
time in individuals who remind them of
themselves. 

However, WOC sometimes have their own
personal barriers to overcome such as lack of
confidence and not sharing their goals or
aspirations when they do have a
sponsor/mentor which makes the relationship
ineffective. In the study done on “Levelling the
playing field” by The University of Melbourne,
Martha, Head of IT and Supply Chain, Target,
expressed her frustration that a CALD woman
who was more than capable for the role was
not confident in her own abilities and allowed
the position to be given to another candidate
that did not have the valuable internal
knowledge or expertise, “I can’t champion you
if you’re going to give up on yourself.” Martha
further explained that this shows “people are
putting up barriers around themselves”. WOC
are constantly facing personal barriers in
addition to facing existing organisational
barriers. 

Many WOC also find it challenging to network
with people from a broad cross-section and
navigate the barriers posed by the Australian
networking culture (MindTribes, 2018). Effective
networking requires concerted effort to
participate in a wide range of events, engaging
with individuals at various businesses and
industries whom you would not normally meet. 

However, as noted previously, this can be
difficult especially with migrant women who may
not have the support structures to avail
themselves to build these networks. Migrant
women may also have little to no knowledge of
networking opportunities. When these issues are
combined with personal barriers such as low self
esteem / or lack of confidence, the barrier feels
harder to overcome. 
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3.3                            LACK OF INCLUSIVE
ENVIRONMENT

Diverse boards may not always have an inclusive
climate. Inclusion recognizes diversity, respects
people for their differences, and creates a viable
environment in which people feel empowered to
put diversity into practice. Inclusion thus involves
intentional acts that create environments where
individuals or groups feel welcomed, respected,
supported, and valued in their full participation
in board or other organizational engagement
(Brown, 2003) (Cheng, Groysberg, and Healy,
n.d.). An inclusive environment is instrumental
for board members to flourish their full potential
as well to excel the organisational goals and
strategic plans.

Directors and top executives play a critical role in
setting the tone of an inclusive boardroom. The
current board leaders in particular can play a
catalysing role as they have greater freedom to
deviate from the status quo to push for change
without facing the negative repercussions that
WOC face when engaging in diversity-valuing
behaviour (Leading with Intent, 2015). In a survey
from HBR (Cheng, Groysberg, and Healy, n.d.),
most directors rated their boards’ dynamics
highly with respect to having their voice heard,
feeling in sync with other board members, and
performing as a team. However , in some cases
WOC find that their voice and contributions are
frequently undermined and they don’t feel
included or valued when they are the only
minority representing the board (Cheng,
Groysberg, and Healy, n.d.). Continuous and
conscious effort is needed to ensure WOC
represent a meaningful segment of the board
and to sustain an environment in which different
perspectives are actively elicited. Sometimes this
may lead to negative motivation for WOC to put
forward themselves in challenging roles of board
governance.

S T R U C T U R A L  B A R R I E R S  I N H I B I T I N G  W O C  O N  B O A R D S P A G E  |  1 7

Overseas-born board

members noted that 

Australian-Born Board 

Members are reluctant to 

make concessions on 

differences such as accent.

  

If somebody can't 

understand your culture 

and can't add value, then, 

they're taking up a board 

seat. That's a waste.

(Groutsis,
Cooper, and

Whitwell, 2018)

https://hbr.org/cover-story/2019/11/toward-a-racially-just-workplace
https://hbr.org/2016/03/women-and-minorities-are-penalized-for-promoting-diversity
https://www.inc.com/sylvia-ann-hewlett/why-more-black-voices-need-to-be-heard-in-corporate-america.html
https://hbr.org/2019/03/when-and-why-diversity-improves-your-boards-performance


In a workplace survey report done by Dr Archer on Women of Colour
Australia 2021, a question was asked “What are three things that
would help you overcome barriers in your professional life?”.

Respondents answered with the following themes: structural change,
respect, mentors, quotas, recognition of value, training, more role
models, leadership, diversity at the top, affordable child-care,
networking, career guidance, and counselling.

As outlined in above sections structural barriers are influenced and contributed by
various factors identified as Governmental, Societal and/or Cultural and
Business/institutional Barriers. Strategic approach will be required from both
organisation and the individual to consciously overcome the barriers at various stages.
Whilst we have identified many strategic approaches that should be done to help WOC
overcome these barriers, we have limited to three broad strategic approaches that could
be easily implemented/adopted within organisations immediately.

4. Enablers and How to
overcome barriers
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4. Enablers and How to
overcome barriers (cont.)
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4.1    EDUCATION AND AWARENESS WITHIN ORGANISATION

In an interview study done by Grad 2020, participants failed to identify diversity, equity,
accessibility, and inclusion as beneficial to boards independent of a societally expressed moral
imperative to improve in this area. The interviewee stated that, “nominating committee
members were not aware of its critical linkage to recruitment, retention, inclusion, and board
benefits.”

The participants of this study also acknowledged they had not adequately educated themselves
on potential benefits that flow from improved board diversity. Research has found a number of
benefits to building a growth mindset culture, specifically around inclusion as it reduces
subconscious bias and stereotyping when recruiting (Neuro Leadership, n.d.) For any operating
entity, the implication here is that cultivating a growth mindset culture can help drive down
biased behavior and create stronger teams. Therefore, educating and training members/staff to
reduce personal bias is important. Organisations can easily adopt and take part in unconscious
bias training and self reflection.

Based on research “boards often do not engage in self-reflection in mitigating the effects of
unconscious bias in recruiting and other contexts” (Grad, 2020). Fostering a representative and
inclusive environment, where board members are valued for their backgrounds and decisions
rather than race, is important for optimising board outcomes (Buse et al., 2014; Fredette et al.,
2016; Sessler Bernstein & Bilimoria, 2013; Walker,2012).
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4.2    SETTING TARGETS

Setting Mandatory Equality/Diversity guidelines can be controversial to some. We however,
strongly believe that targets should be implemented especially in recruitment. Sadly, research
has continuously shown that people in leadership roles within Australia are stubbornly
weighted towards those with Anglo-Celtic and European backgrounds, and in fact instead of
Australia progressing in this area, we have gone backwards (Watermark Search International &
Governance Institute Australia, 2020). 

As mentioned earlier in our report, The UK has progressed and has set a target to appoint at
least one director of BAME (Black, Asian and minority Ethnic) background by 2021 (Watermark
Search International & Governance Institute Australia, 2020). We strongly agree with the view
that “What gets measured gets done”.

We also believe that Government and funding bodies should consider if organisations are
adopting these practices prior to distribution of grants. In a research done, Goldman Sachs
Group Inc., one of the world’s largest underwriters of initial public offerings, recently issued a
policy pronouncement and ultimatum indicating that it will no longer take companies public in
the U.S. and Europe unless they have at least one director who is either female or non-White
(Levine, n.d.). 

By adopting these practices, we may very well see a shift in boards and organisations
prioritising the recruitment of WOC who are skilled and fully committed.

"By international standards, Australia's population and
national labour force are highly diverse in terms of their
cultural, linguistic and religious characteristics.... an
underrepresentation of cultural and linguistically
distinct minorities... may be economically wasteful, as
well as unethical." 

- Nick Parr and Sheruni De Alwis
“The birthplaces, languages, ancestries and religions of chief
executive officers and managing directors in Australia.” (Asia
Pacific Journal of Human resources, 2019)



4.3 SPONSORING AND MENTORING WOC ON LEADERSHIP PROGRAMS

Women often lack a sponsor who promotes and sells their skills and abilities to others in the
organisation and goes to bat in helping them climb the organisational ladder. A study launched
in 2009 with support of American Express, Deloitte, Intel, and Morgan Stanley found that
women either underestimate the role that sponsorship plays in career mobility or fail to
cultivate it. Leaders need to recognise the issues facing WOC and be supportive, especially
within the networking culture. 

Leaders of organisations can perhaps look at arranging these events that are inclusive and
culturally appropriate. These networking events should be an opportunity for WOC to connect
with leaders who might be able to influence and support their next career move. “Champions
and sponsors” are often found through networking. In a research initiative done by CDW and
The University of Melbourne, it was noted that WOC have achieved success in obtaining senior
organisational and board roles through finding, engaging and influencing the right champions
and sponsors.

Learning through shared knowledge and experiences is important to ensure the talent
development of women at all levels and connect emerging leaders with established leaders. In a
research done by the Governance Institute of Australia, it noted that “Government policy,
operating models, services and the like are unlikely to meet the needs of the population and
provide further opportunities to export oriented companies if the people responsible for
leading those institutions are fundamentally Anglo-Celtic at every level”.

Therefore, the Government should continue to actively sponsor WOC in leadership programs
like the Emerging Leaders in Governance Program or the Diverse Women Leadership Programs.
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“A workplace that recognises and engages diversity, values and
utilises peoples’ different backgrounds, experiences and
perspectives to achieve its objectives, is able to be innovative
and generate new ideas. Ultimately this helps to provide the
most creative, relevant and exciting solutions to the Government,
the Minister and the community” 

(Australian Research Council, n.d.)

Breaking the barriers is complex and often requires actions on several fronts. Federal and
state governments, employers, organisations and women themselves are essential
players in breaking down barriers that are holding WOC back. Government can play
profound influence to mitigate current barriers in the community and workplace to assist
WOC involvement by engaging resources and tools at its disposal. The Government
essentially can act as a catalyst to promote WOC on boards by increasing the awareness
through active compliance initiatives, effective enforcement, and advocating leadership
programs, networks specifically to create merit pools for WOC.

Employers should join hands with the government to “walk the talk” of diversity by
developing and implementing more transparent recruitment pathways to board
membership. The societal barriers may take longer to change and can be tackled by a
multifaceted approach of positive media coverage projecting the credibility and benefits
of diversity on business performance. In this context,diversity campaigns and the
definitions of cultural diversity need generic standardisation to engross a global mindset
and cultural awareness.

Most importantly WOC must be resilient and unify to overcome the challenges by
boosting self-confidence, mutual collaboration and strategic target setting to drive
change in the community.Our hope is that we can continue to generate awareness,
dialogue, collaboration and inclusiveness to encourage current leaders and the next
generation to assist us in overcoming these barriers against WOC in the shortest time
possible.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations
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