BAD NEWS FOR MINORITIES AIMING FOR THE BOARDROOM 
Prof. David Clutterbuck 
The homogeneity of Boards in the UK and many other countries is a growing cause for concern. With fewer women reaching big company Boards and widespread indifference to appointing directors from ethnic minorities, companies run increasing risks of becoming alienated and out of touch with customers, employees and other key stakeholders, such as local government. Although a few public sector organisations, such as the UK National Health Service, have invested in mentoring and leadership development programmes, aimed at breaking this glass ceiling, they are exceptions. 

An interesting sideline on this issue comes from recent research from two US academics, who have investigated how people gain appointments to the Board. (Most Boards in the US are predominantly non-executive.) James Westphal and Ithai Stern1 examined the most commonly successful strategy of “ingratiation”, which in academic speak encompasses a range of behaviours, intended to build a good impression of the person’s suitability for a Board role. These behaviours may be sycophantic at one extreme or simply effective reputation management at the other. 

Their analysis of responses from 760 directors finds that ingratiatory behaviours towards the CEO and other existing directors do indeed increase the chances of appointment to the Board. However, the effect is much stronger for white males. Indeed, the same behaviours in women and people from ethnic minorities may even be seen as a negative attribute by those with the power to appoint. 

If fitting in doesn’t work, what other strategies might ethnic minorities apply to gain Board appointments? Other studies2 suggest that developing specialist expertise relevant to the Board (for example, in company law) is a pragmatic route into director roles -- becoming “super-qualified” eventually opens up doors. 

There are serious implications here both for individuals and organisations. Women and minorities aiming for the Board may need consciously to establish and work to different strategies than their white male counterparts. Coaches and mentors working with these individuals need to be aware of the need for different strategies and to help the coachee understand the issue from both their own perspective and that of the existing majority directors. And Boards need to institute procedures that confront and overcome the institutionalised discrimination that occurs from evaluating behaviour differently in people of different gender or 

1 Westphal, S and Stern, I (2007) Flattery will get you everywhere (especially if you are a male Caucasian): How ingratiation, boardroom behaviour and demographic minority status affect additional board appointments at US companies, Academy of Management Journal 50 (2) pp267-288 
2 Hillman, A. J., Cannella, A. A., & Harris, I. C. (2002) Women and racial minorities in the boardroom: How do directors differ? Journal of Management, 28 pp747-763 
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racial backgrounds, in the context of appointments and succession planning. Indeed, we recommend that all Appointment Committees regularly assess their procedures through a diversity audit. 
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