Women in the boardroom |
 A global perspective

A director’s perspective
A one-on-one with Eileen Murray
What is your view on how perspectives and trends
have been evolving with respect to gender equity in
the boardroom?
I’ve been working in senior roles in the financial services
industry since the 1980s. I would say progress has certainly
been made, both at the board level and in how boards are
looking at gender equity in the companies they govern.
Many boards have started to embrace the idea that active
measurement and management of DE&I must be a strategic
priority to create sustainable change. The progress we’ve seen
in Europe, which has been a leader in this area, speaks for itself.
We must measure results and hold organizations accountable
to transparent, consistent metrics that are clear indicators of
effective leadership. Otherwise, I think the challenge for equity
will likely continue.
How can we increase the share and power of women’s
voices in the boardroom?
Thankfully, just relying on current directors’ Rolodexes to
source new directors is a thing of the past. There are more
practices, people, and tools available to conduct searches for
qualified women than ever before. That said, we still tend to
look only at the C-suite for new directors. Until we have more
women represented in the C-suite, we’re going to continue to
have a smaller population to choose from if that’s the only place
we look. As technology and the follow-on needs for new skills
and experience evolve old business models, rapid learners
emerge who have grown up inside these changes—many
of whom haven’t hit the C-suite yet. These people can make
exceptional directors, and many of them in this area are women
who have a lot to contribute. These people may not have the

years of experience we think of, but they are experienced in
the rapid change that has defined these last 20 years. A board
needs a diversity of experience and expertise on it, so its value
can impact the entire enterprise. Being more open-minded in
where we look for directors—what the board’s overall skillset,
capabilities, and experiences are given the new realities of how
companies operate—that is the key that will help companies
remain competitive in the long term.
The nature of competition that you just mentioned—
are you seeing that play out in the United States?
Yes, I see it at the state level, states like California and
Washington that have put in place quotas requiring a certain
percentage of women on for-profit boards, which will have
an impact. Nasdaq, one of the largest stock exchanges in
the world, has also stepped up, and I applaud them for their
leadership and courage. I would have never said 15 years
ago that we should have quotas. But we have had decades
to address this, and I think we can all agree that progress
has been, by and large, insufficient. I am encouraged and not
surprised by the progress where mandates do exist. If it’s
measured and people are held accountable, it will be managed.
Personally, I have also seen my level of confidence,
participation, and personal fulfillment enhanced on the boards
where I serve with other women. The presence of other
women with a seat at the table is empowering and has helped
me realize another level of potential, which has benefited the
organizations I serve. Being a new director is a learning
process, and having more touchpoints to help you in that
process matters.

So be open-minded and learn to evolve your thinking, which
enables us all to embrace new ways of doing things. My thinking
has certainly evolved; I was wrong early in my career to think
meaningful progress would be made just because it was the
right thing to do, without measurement and accountability
in place.
What advice would you give to women asked to serve,
or looking to serve, on a board?
I would say the number one consideration is the board’s
commitment to equality, diversity, and inclusion as a major
organizational goal. Right next to that is trusting that your
fellow board members, your executive team, and other key
stakeholders are committed to achieving that goal. As a board
member, you not only have fiduciary responsibilities, but also
ethical responsibilities to your organization’s management,
employees, customers—and your own part in helping the
board achieve those organizational goals. That means
bringing your authentic self to the board table, being heard,
contributing, and having impact. Looking at the board’s
current composition and track record is a good indication of
commitment fulfillment. The reality is, if you can’t be heard and
have impact, you are in for a challenging, uncomfortable ride,
which I think we can agree is unfulfilling and dilutive to value
creation for the organization you serve.
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Which organizations really get this right?
I don’t want to name specific organizations, but I will go back
to the idea that you can only manage what you can measure.
I think it will be a critical success factor to report on and
discuss diversity and inclusion at the same level of importance
and detail as we do for financials and, more recently, climate
commitments. We did it with credit risk when people thought
that was too difficult and esoteric. Many companies have
already started doing that in their annual reports, and that’s a
huge step forward. Investors are actively looking for this type
of information not just because it’s the right thing to do, but
also because it’s good for performance. Shining a light on these
issues and seeing how they create positive business outcomes
is the only way to make progress, and I appreciate Deloitte’s
leadership and commitment to doing just that.
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