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Women’s Business Council 

Foreword
�

Ruby McGregor‐Smith, CBE 
Chair of the Women’s 
Business Council 

We need to create a 
business culture that 
embraces flexible 
working and provides 
better support for 
working parents 

The UK faces unprecedented challenges in the 
current financial climate, with businesses operating 
in one of the toughest economic situations the UK 
has ever seen. 
It has never been more important to fully capitalise on the skills 
and talents of all people, regardless of their gender. I passionately 
believe that by creating opportunity for all, raising aspirations and 
enabling people to maximise their talents, we will deliver stronger 
economic growth. 

Today’s workforce is changing and is becoming more diverse, however 
further change is required to create a national skills base that can 
meet the demands of a global market. If we don’t take action to 
address this, the economic impact will be significant and we will lose 
competitiveness internationally. 

It is for these reasons that the work of the Women’s Business Council 
could not be more timely. 

As a working mother with two children I know the challenges faced in 
balancing a career and family life. I agreed to chair the WBC in order 
to make a difference, to make things better for the next generation and 
to ensure our children do not face the same barriers I faced. I believe in 
choices at every stage of our lives. I fully respect the choice of parents 
to stay at home with their families, but those who do wish to return to 
their career should be able to do so and have the opportunity to fulfil 
their potential. 

Our national economy needs women’s contribution, and action is 
required to remove the obstacles that currently restrict women from 
realising their full potential. These obstacles appear at all stages of 
women’s working lives and I am committed to working to reduce 
their impact. 

To achieve this, we urgently need to broaden girls’ aspirations and 
career choices. We need to create a business culture that embraces 
flexible working and provides better support for working parents. 
We need to support more women in setting up their own businesses. 
We need to ensure that at every stage of a woman’s career she has 
the opportunity to learn skills, develop and contribute in a dynamic 
business environment. If we can achieve this, we will unblock the talent 
pipeline that for so long has restricted women from reaching the most 
senior levels in business – and we will deliver economic growth. 
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Action is required to remove the obstacles that currently 
restrict women from realising their full potential. 

These obstacles appear at all stages of women’s working 
lives and I am committed to working to reduce their impact.

We need to ensure that 
at every stage of a 
woman’s career they 
have the opportunity to 
learn skills, develop and 
contribute in a dynamic 
business environment

Our recommendations are addressed to both Government and 
business, and cover women’s opportunities at all stages of their 
working lives. The strategy we set out looks to the future, and will 
actively support growth over the long term. In developing these 
recommendations we have considered a broad range of existing 
research, whilst also commissioning new research that provides  
further evidence in support of the link between high performance  
and gender diversity. 

Creating better business cultures attracts the best talent to organisations. 
Our evidence shows that businesses with more diverse workforces 
are stronger performers, better at supporting individual needs, and 
more attuned to their customer base. Many of the best employers 
and businesses are ahead of the game in recognising this. There are 
individual examples of best practice where our recommendations are 
already delivering results. But more needs to be done. 

The WBC membership was drawn from a wide range of business 
sectors and they have brought significant experience, insight and 
commitment to the table. I would like to thank all the members of the 
WBC, our partners and the Government Equalities Office for their 
support. We will continue to work with the Government and business to 
ensure that our recommendations are implemented, progress is made 
and activity is accelerated in those areas where there is much to gain.

Now is the time for action. Through the implementation of these 
recommendations we have the opportunity to raise aspirations and 
allow talented people to reach their long term potential – ultimately,  
this will improve the talent pipeline and drive economic growth, 
positioning the economy for success.

Ruby McGregor‐Smith, CBE



   2 

 
         

       
          
       
       

 

     
     

   

Women’s Business Council 

Executive summary 
The Women’s Business Council was set up in 2012 
to advise Government on how women’s contribution 
to growth can be optimised. Our aim has been to focus 
on areas with the greatest potential economic benefit 
and on recommendations with a clear economic case 
for action. 

There are currently 2.4 million 
women who are not working 
and want to work. 
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There is an overwhelming 
business case, supported 
by strong evidence, for 
maximising women’s 
contribution to the UK’s 
economic growth agenda 

While women need work, work also needs women. By equalising 
the labour force participation rates of men and women, the UK could 
further increase GDP per capita growth by 0.5 percentage points 
per year, with potential gains of 10% of GDP by 2030. There are over 
2.4 million women who are not in work but want to work, and over 
1.3 million women who want to increase the number of hours they 
work. We need to unblock this mismatch and optimise the potential 
for the UK’s economic growth. 

We urgently need to 
broaden girls’ aspirations 
and career choices 
by creating a greater 
partnership between 
schools, career 
development 
professionals, business 
and parents 

Investment in the futures of girls and young women allows us to 
maximise their economic potential, provide the greatest return and 
increase the UK’s competitiveness in a global market. Girls tend 
to do well at school, but this does not always translate into their 
ambition. There are several excellent examples of initiatives designed 
to raise aspirations of girls and boys such as the Speakers 4 Schools 
Programme, which we would encourage schools to take advantage of. 

Girls also tend to end up concentrated in sectors that offer narrower 
scope for reward, and are under-represented in areas of skills 
shortages and high potential, such as science, technology, engineering 
and maths (STEM). 

We have made several recommendations for action in this area. 
The key ones are: 

■	 A culture change in careers provision for young people and adults is 
needed. Business, careers professionals and schools should work 
together to ensure increased access to high quality work experience 
and job shadowing. As part of this, employers should commit to 
ensuring their graduates, trainees and apprentices visit schools 
regularly to act as role models and deliver more accessible, first-
hand insights about the range of career opportunities available. 

■	 The Government should report on how it plans to implement the 
findings of Ofsted’s report on careers advice and information, 
including how it will actively engage with industry and business 
to improve careers guidance and deliver results. 

■	 A more cohesive approach should be taken by business 
and Government to encourage girls into STEM subjects and 
STEM careers. 
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Women’s Business Council 

There are over 1.3 million women 
who want to work more hours. 

Business culture needs 
to embrace the benefits 
of flexible working and 
support for working 
parents 

Women in the middle phase of their working lives are looking to 
capitalise on the progress they have made, either by securing their 
positions or looking to move into senior and managerial roles. This is 
also a time when many women will have children, and can experience 
a downward shift in status. Three issues are critical at this point: how 
business manages talent; the cost and availability of childcare; and a 
working arrangement and culture which gives some degree of flexibility 
on how long, where and when they work. This can be in terms of 
working time, working location and pattern of working. 

We have made several recommendations for action in this area. 
The key ones are: 

■	 Business should, wherever possible and practical, offer employment 
contracts which reflect the needs of the job itself rather than when 
or where the work is to be done. 

■	 Business should do more to help mothers when returning to work, 
including effective return to work procedures, work experience for 
mothers taking career breaks and talent management schemes. 

■	 Government should closely monitor the implementation of the 
Childcare Commission’s welcome recommendations on changing 
the tax system in order to reduce the financial burden carried by 
working parents. If the economic climate allows this should be 
expanded further, as we firmly believe this will aid economic growth. 
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Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth 

By equalising men’s and women’s 
economic participation rates 
we could add more than 10% to 
the size of the economy by 2030. 

+10% 
Women in the third phase 
of their working lives offer 
tremendous untapped 
potential and opportunity 
for economic growth 

The UK population is ageing, and the average age at retirement is 
increasing. This provides a growing resource for economic growth – 
and for women’s financial independence in later life. Key challenges 
for many women in the third phase of their working lives are to keep 
their skills updated and learn new ones in order to take advantage of 
employment opportunities in growing sectors. For others, the main 
challenge is the need to reduce their hours to accommodate increased 
caring responsibilities for children, grandchildren and ageing parents. 

We have made several recommendations for action in this area. 
The key ones are: 

■	 Government should appoint a business champion for workers in the 
third phase of their working lives to promote the business benefits 
of recruiting and retaining this group. They should work with key 
business, skills and career development organisations to steer 
effective change in support services for these staff. 

■	 Business should review the flexible working opportunities they 
provide for third phase staff, and should network and share good 
practice on how to manage a multigenerational workforce. 

■	 Government should work with local authorities and Local Enterprise 
Partnerships to test assistive technology and IT for carers, 
to increase the support available to carers who want to remain in 
the workplace. 
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There is enormous 
potential in women’s 
untapped 
entrepreneurialism, 
and a strong case for 
providing more support 
for women who want 
to set up their own 
businesses 

Enterprise is vital for economic growth, national competitiveness and 
innovation. If women were setting up and running new businesses 
at the same rate as men, we could have an extra one million female 
entrepreneurs. They are currently only half as likely to do this, and they 
and the economy pay the price. 

We have made several recommendations for action in this area. 
The key ones are: 

■	 Business should utilise the British Chambers of Commerce women’s 
business networks and support joint working between schools 
and organisations like Everywoman, to promote an industry-led 
approach that will raise girls’ awareness of enterprise as a career 
opportunity. 

■ Financial institutions should ensure they market their services to 
women who want to set up their own business. 

■	 Government should broaden its messages on what an enterprise is 
and ensure inclusive marketing of support services, in recognition 
of the differences between male and female entrepreneurs. 

Summary
� Taken together, these actions represent a road map for clear and 
achievable gains. Many of them build on current initiatives, or align 
existing activities. We have been aware throughout of the need to 
avoid excessive burden on either business or Government – indeed 
we do not believe that it is necessary for action to be burdensome 
to be effective. We are at a turning point in women’s economic 
development: the current economic situation is difficult for us all, 
but also provides an opportunity for gaining overdue recognition of 
the vital contribution of women to our country’s national prosperity. 

The time to act is now. The recovery from the financial crisis and 
recession in 2008-09 has been slow and faltering, and businesses 
across the country (as well as Government departments) are doing 
all they can to get the economy moving. The UK will not be able to 
meet its potential unless we use the talents, skills and experience 
of all. 
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Introduction 


The WBC approach 

We see the tangible 
business benefits that 
come from ensuring 
that women enjoy the 
same opportunities for 
meaningful work and 
career development 
as men. 

The Women’s Business Council is an independent, one-year working 
group that was set up by the Government in 2012 with the aim of 
ensuring real action by Government, business and others to maximise 
women’s contribution to economic growth. Its members are all 
business people working in a range of sectors – including advertising, 
recruitment, enterprise, retail, legal, financial and pharmaceutical – who 
have been brought together to drive this agenda forward. What we 
have in common is experience in business and commitment to equal 
opportunities for women. The full membership is listed in Annex A on 
page 52. 

Our approach was governed by a focus on how to maximise economic 
growth. We wanted to make a set of recommendations that not only 
spoke to the current context, but were strategic and had longevity. 
For this reason we took a snapshot in time of the current barriers 
faced by women throughout their working lives and sought to make 
recommendations which would not only improve the situation now, but 
would have a legacy, ensuring that in ten years’ time our current cohort 
of girls and young women will not be stuck in the same place facing the 
same issues. 

We reviewed the lifecycle of women and work, focusing on common 
experiences at each stage of life and the key transitions where potential 
is lost. 

In Starting out, we consider education and the transition into work. 
It is clear that, whilst girls are out-performing boys in academic 
achievement, they are still much less likely to choose the subjects that 
lead to higher earnings in later life. By providing better careers advice 
and information, work experience and ‘job-ready’ skills (that aren’t 
hampered by gender stereotypes) we will improve the talent pool in 
the UK labour market. Also, by increasing the supply of interested 
and able young people in areas where there are skills shortages and 
projected future demand for jobs (particularly in science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics – STEM subjects), we will improve the 
competitiveness of British business. 

Getting on – the middle phase of women’s careers – is identified as an 
area where potential and experience is often lost, especially as women 
combine childcare and work. By changing workplace culture and 
improving good practice in working arrangements to give some degree 
of flexibility on how long, where and when employees work, providing 
help with childcare costs, and better management of the talent pipeline, 
we can minimise the costs to the economy of losing the talents and 
skills of so many women from working life. 



   8 

          
           

          

          
             

        
         
          

 

         
         

       
          

         
        

              
          

         
         

           
         

            
            

           
        

          
          

         
           

             
           
          

         
           
           

       
             

          
          

          
       

  
  

 
 

    
   

Women’s Business Council 

In Staying on, we consider the mid-late career stage, and make 
recommendations to ensure that the talent and skills of women are 
not lost due to caring responsibilities or the changing labour market. 

We also include a chapter on Enterprise, which should be seen 
as an option for more women of all ages. The UK needs to develop 
a dynamic entrepreneurial culture where more people have the 
ambition, confidence, opportunity and skills to start and grow a 
business – increasing women’s participation is vital to creating a strong 
entrepreneurial economy. 

Why are women 
important for economic 
growth? 

Equalising economic 
participation rates 
could add 10% to 
the economy by 2030. 

+10% 

Over the last 40 years, the benefits from increased participation 
of women in economic activity, in terms of financial independence, 
personal development and social status, have become increasingly 
clear and accepted. In our companies, we see the tangible business 
benefits that come from ensuring that women enjoy the same 
opportunities for meaningful work and career development as men. 

This report takes as its starting point the view from the other end of the 
telescope: that while women need work, work also needs women. There 
is enormous untapped potential in the female population which would 
support growth. Over the past 50 years, the increased participation 
of women in education and the labour market has been a significant 
contributor to the economy. By equalising the labour force participation 
rates of men and women, the UK could further increase GDP per capita 
growth by 0.5 percentage points per year, with potential gains of 10% of 
GDP by 20301. We need to address this mismatch to unlock women’s 
contribution for the UK to optimise its economic potential. 

To ensure we are fully utilising the economic advantage offered by 
women, we must understand the barriers that exist to their workplace 
achievements. We will present the detail in succeeding chapters, but 
the problem can be encapsulated in a few key statistics. There are 
over 2.4 million women who are not in work but want to work and 
over 1.3 million women who want to work more hours2. There has 
been substantial social and economic change over the past 50 years, 
as more and more women have gained higher qualifications, entered 
into the workforce and started to break into senior positions. Yet the 
case remains that while girls and young women outstrip boys and men 
in educational attainment they are, in comparison, under-represented 
in many key areas. There is still a gap in employment (67% of working-
age women are employed, compared to 76% of men3) and women 
are much more likely to be in low-paid jobs (women’s average 
hourly earnings are 19.7% less than men’s4). This represents a loss 
of investment that the UK must recoup. 
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Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth 

Women-led SMEs 
already add around 
£70 billion to the 
economy. 

£70bn 

Women should not 
just try to fit in to the 
economy – they should 
be shaping the 
economy. 

Understanding how we can support more women to realise their 
potential in the workplace is just one solution to growth in a recession. 
But we must also look at women’s involvement in entrepreneurship – 
a key driver of growth5. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
are critical to employment and productivity, and women-led SMEs 
already add around £70 billion to the economy6. However, only 19% 
of SMEs are majority-run by women and women are about half as 
likely as men to start a business7. The UK needs to encourage a 
dynamic entrepreneurial culture where more people have the ambition, 
confidence, opportunity and skills to start and grow a business: if 
women were setting up and running new businesses at the same 
rate as men, there could be 1 million more women entrepreneurs8. 
That’s a lot of lost potential for and input to the UK economy. 
Understanding how we can encourage more women to set up their own 
business will be vital in creating a strong entrepreneurial economy and 
supporting growth still further. 

Supporting women to reach their potential does not just make 
economic sense; it is good for business too. Employers need to appoint 
and retain the best personnel, from the widest pool of talent. Diversity 
of people brings diversity of skills and experience, which in turn can 
deliver richer creativity, better problem solving and greater flexibility 
to environmental changes9. New research by PA Consulting for the 
Women’s Business Council found that greater gender diversity in senior 
management is positively correlated with high performance cultures, 
and this in turn is linked to improved financial performance in publicly 
listed companies10 . 

The vast majority of employers support equality in principle11. We 
need to translate this principle into action. Every business is different, 
so there is no simple ‘one size fits all’ solution for getting the best 
from your workforce. Compliance with legislation is the first step, but 
employers need to build on that, taking a strategic view on how they 
can maximise the opportunities of equality and what actions are best 
for them to deliver12. This report aims to provide the tools which will 
enable employers to get the best from a diverse workforce. 

The recommendations in this report are designed to benefit the 
economy as a whole, and provide benefits to individuals’ businesses. 
But, most importantly, our recommendations will improve the lives of 
women across the country. We want to ensure that young girls have 
the right information and advice to make choices and have higher 
aspirations. For women who choose to have children, this should not 
be a choice that condemns them to second class jobs. And we want 
more women of all ages to have the skills and confidence to start their 
own business. Women should not just try to fit in to the economy – 
they should be shaping the economy. 
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Strategic	objectives

Aims

Rationale

■■ ■Broaden	girls’	aspirations	and	their	understanding	of	career	
options	by	creating	more	effective	partnerships	between	schools,	
career	development	professionals,	parents	and	employers.

■■ Utilise	the	skills	and	talents	of	girls	and	young	women	to	increase	
the	nation’s	economic	competitiveness	in	a	global	market.

■■ 	Improved	careers	guidance	and	work	experience	opportunities	
which	avoid	and	challenge	gender	stereotypes	and	create	
transferable	workplace	skills.

■■ Young	girls	supported	and	encouraged	to	consider	subjects/career	
choices	in	areas	of	projected	economic	growth	and	where	there	
are	skills	shortages,	such	as	science,	technology,	engineering	and	
maths	(STEM)	areas.

■■ Investment	in	the	futures	of	girls	and	young	women	has	the	potential	
to	deliver	tremendous	returns:	in	fulfilled	potential,	lasting	economic	
independence,	and	economic	growth.

■■ Starting	in	school	and	college,	girls	need	access	to	good	information	
and	support	to	help	them	make	the	right	choices.	They	need	
understanding	of	the	working	world	and	the	shape	of	their	own	
working	lives,	they	need	confidence	in	exploring	their	potential,	and	
they	need	to	understand	the	importance	of	the	choices	they	make	
in	the	context	of	their	working	lives	immediately	after	leaving	school	
and	beyond.

1.	Starting	out
Supporting	
the	choices	of	
girls	and	young	
women



Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth 11       

	         
         

          
      
           
         

           
      

	          
         

       
          

        
        
        

          
          

     

        

■	 The choices young women make about education and careers 
are shaped by the interplay between cultural messages, peer and 
parental pressures, people they meet from the world of work and 
their individual self-determination13. Stereotypes about “men’s work” 
and “women’s work” are a strong influence even at primary school14 

and by GCSE level gendered career ambitions are clearly evident15 . 
However, it is a myth that girls are biologically pre-determined not to 
like certain subjects such as physical sciences16 . 

■	 Over the last two decades girls have made huge progress 
academically, but this is not always reflected in their subsequent 
career aspirations or economic success. They outperform boys 
at GCSE, A level and degree standards. However, there are clear 
gender differences in the subjects women choose in higher 
education. For example, of university places accepted, 13% of 
engineering places, 18% in technology and 22% in mathematics 
and computer science are taken by women, whilst women make up 
89% in nursing, 85% in education, 73% in linguistics and classics 
and 72% in languages and literature17 . 

Girls outperform boys in education 

Key Stage 2: 
Level 4 or 
above in 
English and 
maths 

2 Alevel 
passes 

250,000 

200,000 

150,000 

100,000 

50,000 

0 
Five GCSEs 
grade A*–C, 
including 
English and 
Maths 

Male Female 

N
um

b
er

 o
f s

tu
d

en
ts

 

Obtained first 
undergraduate 
degree 2:2 or 
above 

Obtained 
postgraduate 
degree or 
equivalent 

Source: Department for Education 2010/11 and Higher Education Statistics Agency 2010/11 
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Women’s Business Council 

Women graduates are more likely to have chosen 
subjects which lead to lower earnings 

Subject area 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2012 

Median gross 
weekly earnings 
of graduates 

Gender percentage Women 

Medicine and 
dentistry £865 52% 48% 
Engineering and 
technologies £769 86% 14% 
Architecture, 
building and planning £712 26% 74% 
Maths and 
computer science £673 71% 29% 
Physical 
sciences £646 30% 70% 
Law £635 49% 51% 
Business and 
administrative £615 56% 44% 
Social sciences £577 55% 45% 
Linguistics 
and classics £577 72% 28% 
Education £577 72% 28% 
Biological sciences, 
veterinary and agriculture £538 49% 51% 
Historical and 
philosophical £481 59% 41% 
Subjects aligned 
to medicine £462 14% 86% 
Creative arts 
and design £462 61% 39% 
Mass communications 
and documentation £423 43% 57% 

Languages 
and literature £418 38% 62% 

Men 



Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth 13       

	          
         

         
         

          
        

       
   

	          
            

          
 

	         
        

         
          

        
       

        
          

          
       

   
 

   
 

 

Fewer women (%) are enrolled
 
in STEM subjects at university
 

Maths and Technologies Engineering 
computer science 18%	 13% 22% 

Architecture, building Physical sciences 
and planning 40% 
32% 

Source: UCAS 2011/12, accepted places 

■	 These differences continue into the areas women work in, with 
women more likely to work in public administration, health and 
education (23.1% of women work in this sector compared with 
8.6% of men) and in distribution, hotels and restaurants (10% 
compared with 8.8%). However, women are much less likely to work 
in construction (0.9% compared with 6.1% of men), manufacturing 
(2.6% compared with 7.1%) and transport and communications 
(2.2% compared with 6.4%)18. 

■	 These choices have further consequences, with the types of roles 
women work in impacting on their pay levels – 22% of the gender 
pay gap can be explained by the industries and occupations women 
work in19 . 

■	 STEM subjects offer high potential for rewarding careers, yet 
these industries typically suffer skills shortages. The Social Market 
Foundation recently estimated a 40,000 per year shortfall in the 
number of STEM graduates in the UK20. According to the National 
Skills Forum, “The limited number of women entering science, 
engineering and technology (SET) exacerbates skills shortages in 
these sectors, reducing the productivity of SET organisations and 
making it harder for them to compete on the international stage”.21 

http:stage�.21
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Recommendations
�

■	 Girls need access to the right careers advice and information at 
the right time, to support their decision-making and ensure they 
are ready for work in today’s competitive job market. Our research 
and evidence gathering has shown us that there are many points of 
intervention which can help to support and motivate girls to broaden 
their aspirations and raise their sights. Similar supporting evidence 
can be found in the CBI First Steps report, which states that 
“Inspiring ambition and aspiration in young people drives economic 
performance”. 

■	 While our focus here is on girls and young women, we do not 
doubt that boys will also benefit from improved careers advice, 
work experience, transferable workplace skills and a reduction 
in gendered expectations. 

1. Careers advice 

We have found strong evidence that careers provision ranges from 
very good to inconsistent, fragmented and at times inadequate. 
Schools are now required to secure access to independent and 
impartial careers guidance from an external source. However, pupils 
often turn to their subject teachers as a primary source of advice, and 
they may, understandably, lack accessible, up-to-date information and 
guidance, or understanding of local jobs markets and skills shortages. 
See Windsor Girls School case study on page 38. 

Many of our stakeholders believe that schools need more help from 
business and partner organisations in discharging their duty to provide 
careers guidance. The National Careers Council supports the need 
for improved careers advisory content within teacher training courses, 
and Ofsted has also highlighted the need to “strengthen the knowledge 
and understanding of staff about the wide range of progression routes 
available so that girls and young women can make informed choices”22. 
Many businesses already champion this. We have found evidence of 
existing good practice in partnerships between schools and business, 
and this should be more widespread and consistent. See FDM case 
study on page 39. 

What Government should do: 
■	 We support the recommendation of the National Careers Council 

that a culture change is needed in the careers provision for young 
people and adults. Such a change can only be brought about by 
business, careers professionals, schools, and the government 
working together. 

■	 We also look forward to Ofsted’s report on the review of careers 
guidance which will be published shortly. We strongly recommend 
that the Government reports on how it plans to implement these 
findings, including how it will actively engage with industry and 
business to improve careers guidance and deliver results. 

■	 The Department for Education should work with stakeholders to 
capture data, on a regular basis, that shows the outcomes and 
destinations of those leaving secondary school, similar to the data 
routinely gathered by universities. This should go beyond the first 
3-4 years after leaving, up to and including age 26. 
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What business should do: 
■	 Work more closely with schools (both primary and secondary), 

colleges and universities to ensure that children better understand 
the world of work and the career options open to them, through 
programmes such as Inspiring the Future, and the model provided 
by the Business in the Community – Business Class Programme. 

■	 Employers should commit to ensuring their graduates, trainees 
and apprentices visit schools and talk with students and staff about 
their jobs. Carefully selected younger employees can provide more 
accessible and relatable role models for young people and also 
deliver more accessible, first hand, insights about different careers. 
Investing in presentation skills training or coaching for these staff 
can be useful to their own professional development. 

2. Supporting girls and parents with better information and resources 

Students develop perceptions of how useful a subject may be by 
the way in which schools link them to specific careers, by the career 
value ascribed to a subject by advisors and by family members. 
We want to empower students to make their own informed choices 
about what subjects, courses or qualifications will be most useful to 
them in terms of suitability, earning potential, and opportunities for 
development and progression. There are several excellent examples of 
initiatives designed to broaden aspirations of girls and boys such as the 
Speakers 4 Schools Programme, which we would encourage schools 
to take advantage of. We have found that parents and carers are often 
overlooked in how they can influence and support their sons and 
daughters, or children in their care, to make these important decisions. 
There is a lack of advice and signposting to ensure they are able to give 
the right advice to their children about career opportunities. There is a 
particular shortage of advice and support for parents to help girls make 
non-traditional choices. 

What Government should do: 
■	 Parents should have access to resources to help them provide 

advice and guidance to their children. We recommend that the 
Government work with key stakeholders to develop a broad 
communications campaign aimed at parents which should include 
a ‘Parent Pack’ to provide guidance on what subject choices their 
children will make and when, how those choices may translate 
into career opportunities, and how to broaden children’s horizons 
and challenge gender expectations. This pack should be freely 
accessible online through the National Careers Service and popular 
websites such as Mumsnet and Netmums, and distributed via 
Parentmail. 

What business should do: 
■	 We recommend online resources and careers sites such as the 

National Careers Service, plotr and others which are aimed at young 
men and women, work with their partners and businesses to stress 
the importance of breaking down gender stereotypes. 
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We suggest that the content placed on their websites challenges 
gender stereotypes and promotes gender equality. This will help 
open up careers and courses to all, promoting equality and inclusion 
in the workplace. 

3. Work experience and developing workplace skills 

The important work of the Education and Employers Taskforce 
has identified a number of barriers in the area of work placements. 
Work experience often fails to deliver its potential in challenging and 
stretching young people’s career horizons and improving career 
decision-making. Young people and their parents are frequently left 
to find their own work experience opportunities and these are often 
insufficiently challenging and may reinforce gendered expectations. 
Businesses often express concern about school leavers’ preparedness 
for work, but they frequently avoid engaging with work experience as 
they (and schools) find it complex to organise and costly to deliver. 
There are a number of schemes that support employers to provide 
useful work experience, such as Work Inspiration, run by Business 
in the Community. This is a national employer led campaign that 
targets 14-19 year olds in full-time education to help make their first 
experience of the world of work more meaningful and inspiring. This is 
an interesting approach that has a significant impact. 

What Government should do: 
■	 Actively promote work experience that works for all participants. By 

providing several short (1-2 day) modules of high quality experience, 
rather than the protracted fortnight that is currently the norm, the 
process can be made more manageable. Further consideration 
should be given to developing job shadowing as part of this change. 

■	 Evaluate the impact of the new Traineeships (due to be introduced 
in September 2013) and gather business opinion as to whether 
they are delivering the right workplace skills. Upon completion of 
a Traineeship, students should receive a guaranteed interview and 
reference for use in future job-hunting. 

■	 Deliver a pilot scheme through schools to teach transferable 
workplace skills following on from the evaluation and best practice 
gathered from Traineeships (as above); completion of this should be 
marked with a statement or certificate for use in future job-hunting. 

What business should do: 
■	 To support employers in delivering a higher quality and volume 

of work experience placements and also apprenticeships, we 
recommend that sectoral bodies and the National Apprenticeship 
Service produce simplification guides for employers on both work 
experience and apprenticeships. This should cover issues such 
as Health and Safety, what forms need to be completed and any 
associated costs and benefits. Examples include the Chartered 
Insurance Institute’s good practice guide for internships and also 
their guide to getting started with apprenticeships23. Employers 
should also utilise the resources on the National Apprenticeship 
Service website, which details information on apprenticeships, 
the business benefits and how to become involved. 
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■	 Develop additional effective partnerships between local businesses 
and schools with the aim of raising aspirations and developing 
workplace skills via work experience, local mentors and extra-
curricular activities. These partnerships should focus on: 

■	 identifying female role models who are persuasive and relatable, 
and getting them into schools 

■	 helping teachers to access information about the local and 
national labour market and its skills needs, and offering work 
placements or time in business to help teachers develop their 
understanding of business skills and business needs 

■	 working in stronger partnerships to develop high quality work 
experience opportunities 

■	 recruiting volunteers from business to take part in Inspiring the 
Future and STEMNET’s Ambassadors Programme and similar 
activities. 

■	 We support the CBI recommendation for ‘strategic, systematic 
and long-term engagement by business to a needs-led school 
programme, focusing on raising aspirations and attainment’24. 

■	 Critically, this can only work where girls are encouraged to think 
beyond outdated gender stereotypes. When identifying staff who 
can visit local schools, businesses should look for role models who 
can help girls to broaden their vision. These should include women 
who have succeeded within a male-dominated role or sector. 

■	 We strongly encourage businesses to consider the potential for 
increasing their level of recruitment via apprenticeships. 

4. Supporting more girls into STEM careers 

We recognise and applaud the activity that is already underway by the 
Government and other bodies to attract more girls into STEM sectors. 
However, progress remains slow, with efforts being delivered separately 
by different agencies. Given the projected growth in these sectors and 
the skills shortages in these areas, greater effort should be made to 
engage the interest of those young women and girls – and the best 
place to start is to get more girls choosing these subjects at school. 

We welcome business-led education engagement programmes 
such as that provided by Siemens, which has recently launched an 
education portal that provides teachers, students and parents with 
access to a central hub of information explicitly designed to encourage 
young people to study engineering-related subjects. The site offers 
interactive educational material across STEM subjects, ranging from 
interactive learning content designed for classroom application to 3D 
games based on ground breaking technologies. Siemens also supports 
education through curriculum-related teacher resources, access to 
free Computer Aided Design (CAD) software, an employee volunteering 
programme that provides lesson support in schools, and an immersive 
exhibition centre called “The Crystal”. See P&G case study on page 40. 
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We are also aware that businesses have in the past reported 
difficulties in gaining access to schools for various reasons. We hope 
that our recommendations will encourage better engagement between 
all parties. 

What Government should do: 
■	 Continue to work closely with sectoral bodies such as The Royal 

Society and the Royal Academy of Engineering and establish a more 
cohesive approach to encouraging girls into STEM subjects and 
STEM careers. This should pull together existing schemes under 
one badge, be aimed at both teachers and girls, and include: 

■	 encouraging more business leaders to become STEM 

Ambassadors; 


■	 promoting best practice from schools; and, 

■	 engaging with and getting support from business and schools. 

This approach could be spearheaded by an independent business 
champion. 

■	 We agree with the recommendation of the House of Lords Select 
Committee on Science and Technology that Government should use 
new technologies to promote STEM careers and subject choices, for 
example by commissioning a STEM careers app [Higher Education 
in STEM Subjects, November 2012]. This should dispel myths about 
STEM subjects, highlight the benefits of studying STEM, and identify 
influential women in STEM careers. 

What business should do: 
■	 There are a plethora of initiatives in this area, delivered by 

organisations including The Royal Society, the /Royal Academy of 
Engineering and the WISE campaign. We recommend that these 
stakeholders and businesses work alongside the Government to 
enable a more cohesive STEM campaign, targeted at teachers and 
at girls and young women. 

■	 As part of this, more businesses leaders should become STEM 
Ambassadors – particularly those who have successfully used their 
STEM qualifications within the corporate sector or to start their own 
businesses. We recommend that businesses make better use of 
STEMNET’s brokerage services, which works to ensure all schools 
and colleges can run programmes to increase the quantity and 
quality of students moving into STEM education and training. 
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2. Getting on
�
Supporting 
women in the 
middle phase of 
their working lives 

Strategic objectives	� The creation of a work and social environment which ensures women 
can fully contribute their economic potential by: 

■	 ensuring effective talent management; 

■	 facilitating access to affordable, accessible and quality childcare; 
and, 

■	 supporting culture change in business through the promotion 
and adoption of flexible working. 

Rationale ■ Women in the mid phase of their working lives and careers are 
looking to capitalise on the progress they have made, either by 
securing their positions or by looking to move into more senior 
and managerial roles. It is also a time when most – though not all – 
women will have children, or be thinking of doing so. Some women 
also decide to take time out to bring up young children and others 
may have become detached from the labour market and need to 
develop their skill sets to maximise their employability. 

■ Women commonly experience a change in their work and career 
trajectory when returning to the workplace after having children, 
with about one third facing a downward shift in status25. By then 
they, their employers and the State will have invested substantially 
in their education and training. The stakes become very high at this 
point: the employer needs to recoup investment, the mother needs 
to ensure the wellbeing of her family, while also safeguarding her 
working or professional future, and the economy needs to continue 
benefitting from women’s skills and experience when they are ready 
to return to paid work. 
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Women’s Business Council 

■	 The lack of progression through the talent pipeline is the reason why 
there are so few female senior executives (6.1% FTSE 100 Executive 
Directors are women26). 

■	 Three issues are critical at this stage: how business supports 
women by managing talent; the cost and availability of childcare; 
and access to flexible working opportunities. 

There are compelling reasons why women need to be able to progress 
at the same rate as men within the workplace. As well as providing 
women with economic stability, satisfying jobs and careers, inclusive 
and diverse teams are more likely to be effective and better able to 
understand their customers and stakeholders27. All this can improve 
the scope to contribute fresh perspectives, new ideas and vigorous 
challenge and it translates into better decision making and growth. 

■	 There is much good work going on in this area already, including 
that of Lord Davies and the Employers Group led by the Lloyds TSB 
Taskforce, and the Department for Work and Pensions/Business 
Innovation and Skills Private Sector Working Group,, but more needs 
to be done to ensure women are fully contributing their potential 
across all sectors. 

Women are 46% of the workforce, 
but their representation falls 
in more senior positions 

8,000 8,0004,000 4,0000 

Women 

Number of employees (thousands) 

Men 

All other 
occupations 

Professional, associate 
professional and 
technical jobs 

Managers, directors 
and senior officials 33% 

47% 

54% 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 2012, employees only 
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Action
� 1. Talent management 

Increased global competition; a workforce shifting from the public to 
the private sector; digitisation; an ageing population: these challenges 
demand that business recruit the best talent and hold onto an 
experienced and trained workforce. 

Effective talent management encompasses a range of areas including, 
but not limited to, organisational capacity, individual development, 
performance improvement, workforce and succession planning. 
Specific talent management programmes include activities such 
as leadership coaching, networking, exposure to clients and formal 
training. According to the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development’s (CIPD) 2012 ‘Learning and talent development’ survey 
just over half of all employers use some form of talent management in 
their companies. This has been in response to a range of factors such 
as external supply pressures, global competition, skills shortages and 
demographic changes, changes in business strategy, or corporate 
governance. We want to see more companies adopting a strategic 
approach to getting the best from their workforce; this will help 
avoid wasted potential in employees and ensure maximum return 
for investment. 

It is vital that companies have effective talent management and 
promotion processes in place and this is particularly relevant for 
women, as their career path is often drastically altered by time away 
from the workforce because of family commitments. In addition, 
the transition of women back into work after maternity leave can 
cause particular problems for both women and business. A study by 
McKinsey found that leading law and accountancy firms were doing 
well in recruiting women but a discrepancy emerged in later promotion, 
with promotion rates markedly higher for men28 . 

There are existing resources that can help employers to improve their 
talent management, such as the CIPD range of guides available at http:// 
www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/factsheets/talent-management-overview. 
aspx Some forward-thinking companies and organisations provide support 
through women’s networks mentoring and sponsorship programmes, 
which can make a huge difference to women’s career paths and 
prospects29. Women should actively seek out these opportunities. 

There is also a key role for industry and sector bodies, including 
trade unions, to guide and support women through these periods of 
transition, to help them make the best choices for themselves, in light 
of their particular skills, ambitions and personal circumstances. 

www.cipd.co.uk/hr-resources/factsheets/talent-management-overview
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What Government should do: 
■	 The Government’s Think, Act, Report initiative promotes action and 

transparency on gender equality. It encourages companies and 
organisations who report on gender equality to share good practice. 
This voluntary scheme currently covers over 100 leading companies 
with 1.6 million employees. A recent survey of Think, Act, Report 
members indicated that the majority were either taking more action 
and publishing more UK gender equality information than previously, 
or plan to do so in the near future. The Government should continue 
to champion this scheme as it provides practical ways for employers 
in all sectors to improve. We recommend that it is expanded and 
continues to be actively promoted. 

■	 The Civil Service should act as an exemplar for talent management 
for senior women. It should consider whether additional steps could 
be taken to increase the number of women reaching the ‘Top 200’ 
group and report on progress. 

What business should do: 
■	 Many companies already have effective talent management and 

career mapping processes. However this is not widespread, so we 
recommend good practice is shared. 

■	 We recommend that companies introduce effective return to 
work procedures, including pre-return self-appraisal, and provide 
women’s networks, mentoring and sponsorship programmes, 
which focus on the individual and build both confidence and skills. 

■	 Opportunity Now, the campaign on gender diversity from Business 
in the Community, has produced a guide for employers, called 
Changing Gear, which describes the practical steps they can take 
to ensure they have a diverse pipeline. The document comprises 
Ten impactful steps towards a diverse pipeline and we strongly 
recommend that companies adopt the measures outlined. It is 
available at http://opportunitynow.bitc.org.uk/research-insight/ 
research-articles/changing-gear 

■	 Companies should offer regular work experience for those mothers 
taking career breaks, and extend ‘keep in touch’ schemes, to help 
ensure their return is as smooth as possible. 

■	 Unconscious bias training should be provided to recruitment teams 
and managers. 

■	 Employers should provide access to organisations such as 
An Inspirational Journey and Everywoman, which support women 
to develop skills and confidence and help progression through 
the pipeline. 

http://opportunitynow.bitc.org.uk/research-insight
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2. Childcare 

The cost of childcare is commonly cited by women as a barrier to 
progression into senior roles, and it is a disincentive for working longer 
hours. Childcare in England is among the most costly in Europe. In the 
past four years, the average cost of a nursery place has gone up by 
23%30, whilst the average full-time wage has increased by 2.5% and 
the average part-time wage has increased by just 0.3%31. 

While parents often complain that childcare is expensive and difficult 
to access, providers report under-occupancy in some regions and 
low profits. Childcare providers are overwhelmingly female and this is 
an area of high female entrepreneurship, so it is important to support 
providers to enable them to offer and get the best value from their 
business. We welcome the recent announcements of the Childcare 
Commission about a new scheme for tax free childcare, but with the 
Office for National Statistics projecting an additional 150,000 0-4 year 
olds by 202532, matching provision to requirement will become even 
more pressing. 

What Government should do: 
■	 We strongly welcome the recommendations of the Childcare 

Commission on financial support for parents and believe that the 
changes proposed to the tax system are going in the right direction. 
They will take some of the pressures off family incomes and allow 
more women (and men) to remain attached to the labour market. 
We urge the Government to closely monitor their impact to ensure 
that they will deliver the much needed support for families and 
working parents. If the economic climate allows this should be 
expanded further, as we firmly believe this will aid economic growth. 

■	 Develop improved information for parents on childcare options 
in their area using Ofsted and local authority data. 

What business should do: 
■	 Business should recognise the benefits of shared parental leave. 

3. Flexible working 

Flexible working is an arrangement which gives some degree of 
flexibility on how long, where and when they work. This can be in 
terms of working time, working location and pattern of working. The 
workplace design of fixed locations and fixed hours is dated and no 
longer reflects our globalised and digitised world. There are clear 
benefits for business from flexibility, primarily in retaining staff and 
improving morale; but also, in generating value by better use of the 
location and premises, size, roles and working patterns of their work 
forces. The competitive advantage offered by these practices mean 
they are becoming increasingly widespread, with 77% of women and 
70% of men using at least one form of flexible working. In 1998 27% 
of employers operated flexitime and 16% had home workers; by 2012 
these figures had grown to 50% and 54% respectively33 . 
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Benefits of flexible working
 

of businesses report 
that flexible working 
improves staff retention 76% 
of businesses report 
that it improves staff 
motivation 73% 
of businesses report 
that it improves employee 
engagement 72% 

Source: CIPD (2012) ‘Flexible Working Provision and Uptake’ 

Flexible working is good for the economy. Flexibility increases the 
performance of people and companies. Among employers that offer 
flexible working, 76% report that it improves staff retention, 73% 
report that it improves staff motivation and 72% report that it improves 
employee engagement34. See Eversheds case study on page 43. 

Flexible working is also valued by employees, particularly (but 
not exclusively) by those who need to balance work and caring 
responsibilities and to have choices over what best suits their family. 
The majority of parents work and many of them struggle to balance 
their work and care needs. This burden usually falls to women, and the 
provision of flexible working is a major facilitator of their progression 
and retention in the workplace. It is also good for men, who are also 
responsible for childcare – or may wish to be, if they could make it 
compatible with their working lives. 

41% of employees say that the availability of flexible working was a key 
factor in their decision to work for their current employer. But flexible 
working only succeeds where senior management understands the 
potential benefits, and there is still a stigma attached to working flexibly, 
particularly at senior management level, and some SMEs still hold 
negative views about accommodating flexible working, career breaks 
and maternity leave in particular. 
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It is important to note that flexible working is not the same as part-time 
working. There are many ways to work flexibly, including flexitime, term-
time working, job sharing, working from home, arriving early or leaving late. 

At the heart of any flexible arrangement is an element of trust. Trust and 
respect are important to an individual’s well being. The old command 
and control form of management can cause stress; whereas flexible 
working allows people to be themselves and makes a major difference 
to self esteem. 

Flexible working is a two-way deal that is better created by a 
conversation than a set of rules. The right to request flexible working 
does not mean that employees can demand that their job is changed to 
suit their lifestyle, but it does mean employers should, if at all possible, 
encourage their employees to do their job at a time and place that suits 
them best. We shouldn’t expect employers to create flexible jobs, but 
we can expect them to be flexible about the way the jobs are done – 
many bosses ultimately discover that by creating roles to suit individual 
colleagues, they get the best results for both the business and its 
workforce. See Dell case study on page 42. 

There are of course jobs where some flexible working practices are 
not suitable. A shop assistant can’t work from home, but Timpson Ltd 
has found that they can employ a flexible approach in their shoe repair 
and key cutting stores. Many stores are open seven days a week and 
operate a shift system. Colleagues covering each store decide amongst 
themselves what hours they want to work. That gives them the flexibility 
to find a balance between work, home and leisure. See Timpson case 
study on page 41. 

Society is changing and rigid working patterns don’t fit the way we 
now live our lives or run our businesses. In recognition of this the 
Government is extending the right to request flexible working to all 
employees. These changes will help to challenge the notion that 
flexible working is special treatment for mothers, and we applaud them. 
Government has already gone a long way to support flexible working 
and move the issues away from being one that is focused solely on 
women, to shared parental responsibilities. There is still more we would 
encourage the Government and business to do however, to support a 
culture change that can benefit everybody. 

In 20 years’ time very few businesses will have failed to have found the 
benefits that flexible working will bring. Our job is to make management 
today wake up to the realities of tomorrow’s world. 

What Government should do: 

Use the opportunity of the extension of the right to request flexible 
working to all employees to redraft the supporting guidance for 
employers, including definitions and best practice. 

■	 Promote best practice examples of sample contracts designed to 
support flexible working which moves away from stipulating ‘9 to5’ 
working patterns. 
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■	 Work with the WBC flexible working champion, John Timpson – 
who has championed flexible working models to great effect in his 
own company – and other supporters of flexible working to share 
good practice. 

■	 Use male and female role models to demonstrate that flexible 
working doesn’t need to be a bar to a career in senior management. 

■	 Ask recruitment companies and Jobcentre Plus to fully acknowledge 
and understand the concept of flexible working, so that candidates 
who want to work flexibly can have a positive conversation during 
job interviews. 

■	 Produce guidance for employees to help them consider the impact 
on their employer when making any request for a change in the way 
they work. 

■	 Dispel the misconception that equipment provided by employers for 
home and flexible working is a taxable benefit. 

Although the majority of parents work, many, especially those on 
lower incomes, find it difficult to balance their work and care needs. 
Companies that encourage employees to work the way that suits 
them best are more likely to attract the most talented new recruits and 
retain their loyalty. To maximise the contribution of talented employees 
we must provide an environment that keeps them committed to the 
workplace. It doesn’t make good business sense to train highly skilled 
workers only to waste the investment by refusing to be flexible about 
how they do their work. 

What business should do: 
■	 Offer employment contracts, wherever possible, which reflect 

the job itself, rather than where or when the work is to be done. 
Prescriptive terms like ‘part-time’ or ‘full-time’ should be avoided 
and any reference to hours worked should be written in a way that 
allows for future flexibility. 

■	 Share good practice, including examples of flexible contracts, so 
that small, medium and large companies can learn from each other 
in an industry-led approach to support cultural change. 

■	 We are aware that a group of employers, led by Lloyds Banking 
Group, is considering the issue of workforce flexibility in some depth 
and will be launching their report shortly. We urge all employers to 
consider the findings and look at how they can translate these into 
their own organisations. 
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3. Staying on
�
Supporting 
women’s continuing 
development and 
contribution in the 
third phase of their 
working lives 

Strategic objectives	� Ensure the skills and talents of women in the third phase of their 
working lives are fully used and are not lost to the economy due to 
caring responsibilities or the changing labour market by: 

■	 helping individuals and businesses better balance senior roles 
and caring responsibilities; and, 

■	 supporting these women to gain the skills to work in sectors 
forecasting growth and experiencing skills shortages. 

■	 The UK population is ageing. At the same time, the average age of Rationale retirement is increasing and this trend will continue. Nearly twice 
as many women (66%) as men (34%) expect to retire past state 
pension age35. That means that the third phase of women’s working 
lives can now stretch over two decades or more. 

■	 The changing composition of the future workforce provides an 
increasing resource for economic growth and the changing labour 
market. Extending working lives increases the supply of labour, raising 
the potential levels of GDP and consumption. In addition, extending 
working lives is likely to lead to an improvement in the position of the 
public finances (through, for example, increased income tax receipts 
and reduced pensioner benefits)36. See Centrica case study on page 43. 

■	 Despite popular perception that increasing older people’s 
employment comes at the expense of younger people, work by the 
OECD has shown that there is no trade-off between younger and 
older workers – in fact, the relationship is positive and significant: 
countries with high economic participation of older people tend to 
also have high employment rates for younger people37. See BT case 
study on page 44. 
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Women’s Business Council 

The ageing population 

Source: ONS Population Projections, England; 
ONS Labour Market Statistics May 2013; ONS Pension Trends 

... and people are 
retiring later 
The average retirement 
age has been increasing 
for men and women, 
and this is likely to continue 

2010 

64.6 
for men 

62.3 
for women 

29% 21% 
... so older workers are 
a growing group 
% of workers aged 50+ 

The population is ageing 
% of population aged 50+ 

50% 45% 
2012 2022 

1992 2013 
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■	 There are also personal benefits to sustaining the years of paid 
employment. Women are saving less for their pensions than men: 
a recent report found that they have almost £30,000 less on average in 
retirement savings than men, and over one quarter of women are not 
saving anything for retirement38. So, the longer they remain economically 
active, the longer they can maintain their standard of living. 

■	 This is not a homogenous group: in addition to the wide age range 
this third phase covers, there are disparities in levels of skill and 
qualifications, income and job security, and relevance of skills to the 
changing labour market. There are also differences in the work-life 
balance needed to manage caring responsibilities: with an increase 
in older motherhood as well as higher life expectancy, some will be 
combining caring for children with caring for elderly relatives. 

■	 There are significant barriers to tackle if we are to support these 
workers to achieve their full potential. Demands for skills are 
constantly changing in response to globalisation, changes in 
technology, work organisation and consumption patterns. Older 
workers are especially at risk from seeing their skills become 
obsolete. For women this is a particularly acute problem, as their 
levels of formal qualifications are lower than average to begin with. 
This helps feed into low pay, with older women earning 28% less 
than men39 . 

■	 A key challenge for many women in this life stage is the need to 
reskill in order to take advantage of employment opportunities in 
growing sectors; others, including women in managerial positions, 
may want to reduce their hours to balance work with what are often 
increased caring responsibilities for children, grandchildren and 
ageing parents. 

Action
� 1. Sectors of predicted growth 
■	 Occupational segmentation is particularly stark for working 

women aged over 50, with two thirds of them working in just three 
sectors: education, health and retail40. There remains a mismatch 
between the sectors where women work and where job growth 
will be over the next decade. Some female-dominated industries 
and occupations are projected to grow – such as retail, caring and 
personal services – but these tend to be lower-paid jobs41. We must 
look at ways to reskill women to take advantage of the growing 
labour market in other areas. 

■	 If this is to happen, we must ensure the existing support mechanisms 
fully understand the needs and benefits of an older workforce. 
There is excellent practice underway in some Jobcentre Plus areas, 
where local flexibility is used to provide tailored support to those 
over 50. In West London, for example, Jobcentre Plus is working 
with the National Careers Service and local colleges to develop 
pre-employability courses and employer fairs for older customers. 
See B&Q case study on page 44. 
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■	 We urge the Government to reflect this flexible and local approach 
when delivering services to this age group, involving those using the 
service in its design. 

What Government should do: 
■	 At a national level, Government should work in collaboration with key 

business, skills and career expert organisations to steer effective 
change in support services for workers in the third phase. 

■	 Engage with relevant expert organisations at a local level to trial new 
approaches to support the skills development of older workers. 

■	 Develop effective targeted marketing campaigns to promote 
the work of the National Careers Service to these workers, 
to support them in making decisions on learning, training and 
work opportunities. 

■	 Provide specific training on the barriers faced by women in the 
third phase of their working lives to Jobcentre Plus staff and work 
programme providers. 

What business should do: 
■	 Provide unconscious bias training to staff who recruit or internally 

promote staff. 

■	 Review what the flexible working opportunities are for older workers 
in their workforce as part of their preparation for the extension of the 
right to request flexible working legislation. 

2. Caring responsibilities 
■	 Caring responsibilities can significantly reduce the opportunity for 

women to remain in the workforce. Over one in five women aged 50-
64 is a carer for an elderly or disabled family member, and women 
are more likely than men to be full-time carers42. One quarter of 
working carers report that they feel they receive inadequate support 
to enable them to combine work and care, and only half think their 
employer is “carer-friendly”43. Also, 9% of carers drop out of work 
and a further 7% reduce their hours to care44, and the tipping point 
when carers can no longer balance work with caring can be as little 
as 10 hours a week45 . 

■	 One quarter of carers who do not work say that they would like 
more paid work but think there are inadequate services or access 
to flexible working, or do not want to lose entitlement to benefits. 
The benefit to the economy of providing greater support to carers 
to stay in work has been estimated to be as great as £750 million to 
£1.5 billion46. The ageing population will only increase the numbers 
of people trying to combine caring with working. 

What Government should do: 
■	 Increased support for carers who want to remain in the workplace 

through partnership working between local authorities and Local 
Enterprise Partnerships to test assistive technology and IT support 
for carers. Consideration should be given to using the model of 
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the Access to Work fund, which provides grants for adaptations to 
support people with disabilities to join or remain in the workforce 

■	 Dispel the myths that exist around the tax rules on employer-
provided equipment to support home working 

What business should do: 
■	 Join the Employers for Carers Network and put in place the toolkits 

to support employees who are carers. 

■	 Sign up to the assistive technology pilot mentioned above, which 
would fund adaptations and aids to allow carers to better balance 
their caring and work. 

3. Stereotypes 

Legislation is now in place outlawing age discrimination in 
employment, but changing attitudes and stereotypes is a slow 
process. Discrimination is often unconscious rather than deliberate, 
a reflection of ingrained stereotypes and workplace culture. 
Common misconceptions include: 

■	 Older adults find it harder to learn and to acquire new skills 

■	 Physiological change in older workers impairs their ability to work 

■	 Older workers are ill more often 

These stereotypes are accepted too readily, depriving both employer 
and employee and hindering economic competitiveness. With the 
ageing workforce it is imperative that we challenge the myths. 

What Government should do: 
■	 Appoint a business champion for older workers to promote the 

business benefits of recruiting and retaining older workers. 

■	 Build on the Age Positive campaign and increase its impact. Raise 
awareness of the benefits that older workers with the right skills 
can bring to the workforce. 

■	 Publish a range of effective ‘how to’ guides and toolkits for 
employers, alongside practical solutions to help businesses adapt 
their recruitment and retention practices. 

■	 Publicise the availability of existing resources such as the 
ACAS guidance and Age Audit Toolkit available online 
http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=4241 

What business should do: 
■	 Leading business figures should promote the business benefits 

of recruiting and retaining older workers in their sector. 

■	 Network and share good practice on how to manage a 
multigenerational workforce. 

http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=4241
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4. Enterprise
�
Helping women 
gain the necessary 
skills to set up 
and run their own 
business 

Strategic objectives Support economic growth, by: 

■	 ensuring women understand how enterprise opportunities can 
offer financial independence and flexibility in the workplace; and, 

■	 helping women to gain the necessary skills to run their own 
business. 

■	 Embed enterprise in the education system so girls see enterprise as Aims 
a viable career option and equipping them with the skills they need 
to start up their own business. 

■	 Encourage women looking for more flexibility in the workplace 
to consider enterprise as a career option and provide them with 
support. 

■	 We know that enterprise is vital for economic growth, national Rationale 
competitiveness and innovation and we welcome Lord Young’s 
recent report Growing Your Business which recognises the 
importance of SMEs in our economy and makes recommendations 
on how SMEs can capitalise on the opportunity to grow. 
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Maximising women’s contribution to future economic growth 

■	 However, we also believe that there is substantial untapped benefit 
due to women not achieving their full potential in enterprise activities. 
Currently, majority women-led Small and Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs) contribute £70 billion to Gross Value Added47 but we know 
this figure could be higher. As well as the potential gain to the 
economy, enterprise can benefit women across all stages of their 
life cycle on an individual level. It can offer financial independence, 
greater career progression and flexibility in the workplace. Despite 
this, women are half as likely as men to be entrepreneurs and just 
19% of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are majority-led 
by women (either run by a woman or have a management team that 
is over 50% women), whilst 49% of SMEs are entirely led by men48 . 
Indeed, if women were setting up and running new businesses 
at the same rate as men, we could have an extra one million 
female entrepreneurs49 . 

Women are about half as likely 
as men to be entrepreneurs 

Women in small and mediumsized 
enterprises (SMEs) 

19% of SMEs 
are majorityled* 
by women 

Where as 49% of 
SMEs are entirely led 
by men 

The proportion of workingage 
women who are engaged in 
entrepreneurial activity was 
6.3% in 2012, compared 
to 11.6% for men 

Women Men 

6.3% 11.6% 

19% 

*Either run by a woman or have a 
management team that is over 50% women 

Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 

Source: BIS Small Business Survey 2012 

49% 
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■	 Not all start-ups and small businesses are focussed on rapid 
growth, and our meetings with stakeholders found a common 
concern that an approach that focuses support for start-ups on 
“high-growth” businesses can put off many women-led businesses 
from seeking that support. About 44% of women-led SME’s 
consider themselves to be a social enterprise (although only 9% 
meet the official definition, suggesting no clear dichotomy between 
a social enterprise and a profit maximising business)50 . 

What is stopping women from starting up their own businesses? 

Many women perceive access to finance as a barrier to starting up their 
own business and currently women-led SMEs are less likely to use external 
finance than men. However, there is evidence to suggest that those who 
did apply for finance were more successful than male-led SMEs51. 

■	 The evidence suggests that women are less likely than men to think 
they have the skills needed to start a business and are more likely 
to be prevented by a fear of failure. In 2011, only 29% of women felt 
they had the skills to start a business, compared with 45% of men52. 
This may be linked to wider issues of lacking self-confidence rather 
than an actual lack of skills. 

■	 Speaking to women, we have heard that there aren’t enough 
diverse female role models to inspire them and show them it is 
possible to become an entrepreneur. 

■	 It is vital that we support women to realise their potential, to equip 
them with the skills and the confidence they require and to support 
them on their journey to starting a business. 

Recommendations
� 1. Promoting enterprise through education 

Promoting entrepreneurship in early education stages and equipping 
young women with skills, networking opportunities and confidence 
is crucial to ensuring a future generation of female entrepreneurs. 
There are already excellent examples of good practice in this area, 
for example through the work of Young Enterprise which offers a 
wealth of practical ways to help young people aged 14-25 to get a 
taste for running their own business. Lucy Cohen and Sophie Hughes, 
founders of Mazuma UK Ltd, are a good example of successful female 
entrepreneurs who attribute their achievements to taking part in Young 
Enterprise during their college years. See Lucy Cohen and Sophie 
Hughes case study on page 46. 

We want to make sure this opportunity is consistent and available to 
all, and to ensure that all young women who are considering setting up 
their own business know enterprise is a career option and can access 
the support they need. 
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What Government should do: 
■	 Research good practice by mapping which colleges and initiatives 

result in high levels of successful entrepreneurs to see what works 
and can be replicated elsewhere. 

■	 Review the effectiveness of the existing youth micro finance 
schemes for secondary school children and expand these if they 
are proven to stimulate greater entrepreneurship. 

What business should do 
■	 Utilise the British Chambers of Commerce women’s business 

networks (supported by Government) and bring together 
organisations like Everywoman, Enterprising Women, Sistatalk and 
WiRE to promote an industry-led approach – working with schools 
to raise girls’ awareness of enterprise as a career opportunity. 

■	 Support the development and testing of a college and school 
module on starting up a business to ensure it encompasses the 
right skills. 

2.	�Increasing the availability of role models 
■	 83% of women who have started their own business have 

known someone else who has done so53. This demonstrates 
the importance of role models in inspiring women to believe that 
becoming an entrepreneur is a viable career option. 

What Government should do 
■	 Promote female entrepreneurs though the newly appointed 

Entrepreneur in Residence. See Pistashio Rose case study on page 45. 

What business should do: 
■	 Entrepreneurs should sign up to Inspiring the Future and similar 

programmes, which in turn should expand their range of female 
entrepreneur speakers who could be utilised by educational 
institutions and women’s networks. 

■	 Demonstrate the benefit of business mentoring and tap into existing 
networks and resources. There are many examples where accessing 
mentoring services has been key to the success of a start up 
business. See Sarah Praise case study on page 46. 

3.	�Access to finance 
■	 Women consistently say access to finance is a barrier to them 

starting their own business. We want to encourage more women 
to consider all the finance options available to them, including from 
alternative sources such as crowd funding and angel investors, 
and support them in accessing finance. So, when a great idea 
occurs to them, they know where to get the initial capital to start 
their business. 
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What Government should do 
■	 Promote access to finance information to female entrepreneurs. 

What business should do 
■	 At a local level the British Chambers of Commerce should share the 

good practice from their women networks to highlight opportunities 
to access finance. 

■	 Financial institutions should ensure they market their services 
to women who want to set up their own business. Natwest is one 
of the high street banks already active in this area. They currently 
have 200 Women in Business specialists throughout the UK and 
work closely with organisations such as Everywoman, Encouraging 
Women into Franchising and WEConnect Europe. We would 
encourage other banks to provide this level of service to women 
who want to set up their own business. 

4.	�Promoting support for women who want to start a business 
■	 The differences between men’s and women’s aspirations, and 

between the sectors they tend to work in, are not always reflected in 
the current support services which – women entrepreneurs tell us – 
can often take a ‘one size fits all’ approach to delivering information. 
We want to make sure that women who want to start up their own 
business get good quality information which is relevant to them. 

What Government should do 
■	 Work with business to create a new portal (or app) for advice and 

support which provides a route map into enterprise, highlights 
opportunities and provides skills self- assessment. 

■	 Broaden messages on what an enterprise is and ensure marketing 
of support services is inclusive, in recognition of the differences 
between men and women entrepreneurs. 

■	 The JobCentre Plus Emergency Support Service should include 
enterprise support and this option should be marketed clearly 
to women. 

What business should do 
■	 Companies should use their supply chains to help SMEs to start 

and grow their businesses. Mitie is an example of a company which 
is already doing this, successfully partnering with entrepreneurs 
to grow over 100 start-up businesses with a 95% success rate54 . 
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Next steps
�
This report starts from the presumption that 
supporting women to excel in their working lives 
is not a burden on business, but an investment 
in economic growth. 
Too often, it is implied that reducing the social or cultural barriers to 
girls’ aspirations is a distraction from the real business of educating 
young people, or that women who have children are making some kind 
of lifestyle choice, opting for an expensive hobby for which they only 
have themselves to blame if the going sometimes gets tough. 

We reject that thinking. It is disrespectful to the important contribution 
made by parents to the economy, and to the fabric of our social life. 
More important still, it obscures the fact that our economy needs 
women’s skills, energies and commitment – and if we do not facilitate 
that, we are all the losers. 

But it is equally important to stress that supporting women in working 
life is not a moral duty but good working practice. Business, and We look forward to 
our wider economy, have to prioritise business needs. Happily, 

the Government’s 	 increasing numbers of employers are convinced of the business case 
response to this report, 	 for optimising women’s economic activity. For them, the question is 

not, ‘should I employ women?’ but, ‘How can I recruit and retain the and to the actions that best women, and help them grow my business while supporting their 
will be developed as 	 professional development?’. 

a result of it. All the members of the WBC are business practitioners, and as such 
we are essentially pragmatic. We have come up with recommendations 
for action that are evidence-based, practical and achievable. If 
implemented, we believe they will make a real difference. And they 
will demonstrate that they are an investment, not a cost. 

We look forward to the Government’s response to this report, and 
to the actions that will be developed as a result of it. As a Council 
we will continue to meet every six months to monitor progress. We 
will focus on ensuring that implementation is practical and that its 
achievements feel real to women. Crucially, we will give high priority 
to ensuring that our recommendations are implemented in full 
consciousness of the diversity of women’s experiences and needs, 
so that women from all walks of life feel the benefit of increased 
support. We will publish a report in one year’s time to put on public 
record what has been achieved. 

The process of talking – of seeking evidence, and views, and testing 
out our ideas with a wide range of stakeholders – is now complete. 
We look forward to the action. 
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Case studies
�
Developing future 
female leaders: 
Windsor Girls’ School 

Windsor Girls’ School is a state secondary school for girls 
aged 13-18 which holds a Business and Enterprise Colleges (BECs) 
specialist status. 

Since taking up her position as Headteacher at Windsor Girls’ School, 
Gill Labrum has focused on raising the aspirations and achievements of 
all her students. Within the first few months she rebranded the school, 
working with staff and students to instil a new culture based around 
three key principles: Aspire, Advance and Achieve. Her approach 
was to focus on supporting the girls and inspiring them to care about 
achievement; academic as well as pastoral care. 

As part of their Business and Enterprise Specialism they identified 10 
enterprising skills which they focus on developing within their students. 
These are: 

■	 Solving problems 

■	 Evaluating your actions 

■	 Taking risks 

■	 Being creative 

■	 Being a good communicator 

■	 Setting goals 

■	 Making decisions 

■	 Being competitive 

■	 Working as a team/with others 

■	 Being resourceful 

In their lessons and extracurricular activities they highlight opportunities 
for developing these skills and for creating links with successful female 
role models. They have also re-designed their curriculum based on the 
drive for future skills needs and modern technologies. 

They are leading the way by: 

■	 sharing great practice and collaborating with other schools; 

■	 developing partnerships with local businesses and local groups to 
develop leadership and employability skills; and, 

■	 networking to find speakers to share their stories. 

The school is committed to finding the best and most sustainable ways 
of preparing students for work via their business partnerships. One key 
example of this is their partnership with Centrica PLC whereby they are 
developing employability skills focusing on girls in Year 10 who have 
potential, but are currently not achieving their best. It aims to increase 
confidence and motivation through the development of life skills and 
employability skills. The programme uses Business Buddies (Centrica 
volunteers) to mentor and motivate the girls. 
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Businesses promoting 
Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Maths 
(STEM): FDM Group 

“FDM works closely with e-skills on various initiatives and also 
sponsors Computer Clubs for Girls (CC4G). More specifically, we 
sponsor three secondary schools in Brighton, London and Manchester, 
the UK cities where our offices are based. Research reveals that girls 
as young as eight are turning away from IT because they consider it 
unappealing and geeky. Many see IT as a ‘boys’ topic, which is why 
CC4G is so fantastic. 

These are after-school clubs where girls get to use leading-edge 
technology in a colourful, girl-friendly online environment. The topics 
and challenges are fun, engaging and lively, so the girls pick up skills 
and ideas alongside improved confidence. While they’re having fun, 
they’re also learning – learning that IT is fascinating and that it is just as 
much for girls as it is for boys. 

FDM also promotes science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) at colleges and universities. We regularly welcome work-
experience students to our offices and also take part in university 
shadowing initiatives, giving students the opportunity to see what it is 
really like to work in the IT industry. 

FDM’s business model relies on STEM graduates who are eager to 
launch an IT career, so we feel it is our responsibility to continuously 
promote STEM at schools and universities. According to e-skills, over 
550,000 new entrants are required to fill IT and Telecoms professional 
job roles in the UK over the next five years, so there are certainly lots of 
opportunities out there. 

The lack of women in STEM is also a key issue and one that we feel 
strongly about, which is why we launched the global ‘FDM Women 
in IT’ campaign. As a result of this we now have 23% women at 
FDM (well ahead of the 17% average in the IT industry). Furthermore, 
with over 50% women in our management team, we are truly 
championing women in IT and benefiting from a diverse workforce that 
wholeheartedly believes in equal opportunities. 

Employees like to work for companies that actually care about the 
community and the society they live in. The fact that FDM puts so much 
effort into promoting STEM and combating the IT skills shortage makes 
our employees feel motivated, because they can see the difference that 
we are making together as a team. 

FDM measures the success of our ‘Women in IT’ campaign by 
monitoring the growth in women joining the company. This year, FDM 
was voted into ‘The Top Ten IT Employers for Women’ (UK Guardian 
300, trendence), which is testament to the success of our initiative. 

The UK is highly dependent on its STEM workforce, because it 
underpins the economy and is integral to modern day life. Whilst the UK 
makes up only 1% of the world’s population, we produce 10% of the 
world’s top scientific research, which is key to our economic growth. 
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By encouraging, promoting and investing in STEM at schools, 
companies are not only helping organisations to succeed across all 
industries, but also helping to enhance and continuously improve the 
world today. 

FDM has signed the UK Resource Centre CEO Charter demonstrating 
a visible commitment to women in science, engineering and technology 
(SET). Most recently, FDM signed the United Nations Women’s 
Empowerment Principles (UNWEP), sealing its commitment to promoting 
gender diversity in the workplace and wider business community.” 

Encouraging girls into 

STEM careers: P&G
�

Proctor & Gamble run a number of schemes to promote STEM in 
schools. There are currently schemes running at their R&D facilities 
In the South East which includes industry tours (for teachers 
and pupils), teacher networking events, external workshops and 
careers fairs (science and engineering). They had a few individuals 
previously involved in STEM but at a P&G “Women in Technology” 
meeting, employees fed back that they wanted to give back to the 
community and STEM for them was the way to do this. The result 
was the establishment of a P&G STEM network. They have around 25 
ambassadors that take part in the STEM activities including schools 
visits and assemblies. 

There is a fragrance workshop (targeting girls) showing that there is a 
whole host of careers that science can take them to. 2013 sees this being 
run for the third consecutive year. In addition Procter & Gamble have 
collaborated with the Royal Society of Chemistry to allow students that 
are already keen to learn more and see what future employment might 
be like. They cover science and engineering and the company work with 
local schools to engage students in R&D work experience opportunities. 

Benefits to the company include engaging and exciting the next 
generation of R&D employees to study the STEM subjects going forward 
in their academic studies. There are not any immediate benefits but they 
want to promote STEM and associated careers to students so that going 
forward they have the home grown scientists and engineers that the 
company will need. It promotes the company name and has been a good 
way to show case all the different consumer products that P&G are behind 
to students and teachers. It also shows students the range of STEM 
careers available in a large corporation that they can get involve in. It also 
helps break down stereotypes for students of the people in these careers. 

The benefits for employees include self-fulfilment and the schemes are 
also a very effective way of developing their skills in presentation and 
communication, working with different people and different styles. The 
company recognises this development and those that take part in it; it 
contributes to their employee career development records. 

In measuring success, there has not been anything official put in place 
to date, to record the measured success of these initiatives, but this is 
currently being revisited. They do however monitor what events the P&G 
STEM network is involved in and what is coming up in the year ahead. 

In terms of returns in investment, the aim is mainly to contribute back 
to the community and build a strong rapport with local schools, STEM 
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initiatives and educational bodies. It also promotes P&G’s name as a 
company who strives to recruit and advance women and men equally 
through the organisation. The measurable outputs are not expected 
until a few years down the line when there will be many talented 
students applying for these skilled jobs. But what they like seeing is 
when students have actually gone on to pursue a career in science and 
Engineering. They have examples of students that have done this. 

P&G have been successful in bringing various STEM aspects together. 
They have sciences and engineering in various different locations in the 
South East of England. 

Businesses offering 
flexible working: 
Timpson PLC 

“Flexible Working provides a great way to run a business. It creates a 
happy, committed workforce who will help to make more money, but will 
only succeed if top management understands the potential benefits – 
any move towards flexible working must be led by the Chief Executive. 

Our experience, at Timpson, is that flexible working is a two-way deal that 
is better created by a conversation than a set of rules. It does not mean that 
employees can demand that their job is changed to suit their lifestyle, but it 
does mean employers should encourage their employees to, if at all possible, 
do their job at a time and place that suits them best. Many bosses ultimately 
discover that by creating roles to suit individual colleagues they get the best 
results for both the business and its workforce. 

Society is changing and rigid working patterns don’t fit the way people 
now live their lives. In 20 years’ time very few businesses will have failed 
to have found the benefits that flexible working will bring. Our job is to 
make management today wake up to the realities of tomorrow’s world. 
Companies that encourage colleagues to work the way that suits them 
best are more likely to attract the most talented new recruits and retain 
their loyalty. 

Flexible working cannot be developed by setting rigid guidelines. To 
change culture, we need to create a world based on trust and freedom, 
rules won’t work. We don’t want managers to follow a formula we 
simply want them to “get it”. At the heart of any flexible arrangement is 
an element of trust. The old command and control form of management 
is out dated. 

It is old fashioned to confuse flexible working with “part-time”. There are 
many ways to break away from the traditional 9 to 5 office existence – 
flexitime, job sharing, working from home, arriving early or leaving late 
– these are all ways I have seen bring benefit to both the company and 
a colleague. 

In making any request employees are not obliged to consider the 
impact on the business, but they should. Beginning any request with 
an acknowledgement of how the business might be affected and 
any impact minimised will go a long way to seeing more successful 
requests and a more agile workforce. 

Flexible working that allows people to be themselves, makes a major 
difference to self esteem. The move to more flexible working should be 
reflected by more flexible employment contracts. Neither employer nor 
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employee should be arguing the small print, the only way to set up a 
satisfactory flexible working arrangement is through a two-way dialogue. 

There are jobs where some flexible working practices are not suitable. 
A shop assistant can’t work from home. But even, as I have found, 
shopkeepers can employ a flexible approach. A lot of Timpson shoe 
repair and key cutting stores are open seven days a week and have to 
operate a shift system. We usually leave it to the colleagues covering 
each store to decide amongst themselves what hours they want to 
work. That gives them the flexibility to find a balance between work, 
home and leisure.” 

John Timpson, CBE, Chairman, Timpson PLC 

Businesses offering 

flexible working: Dell
�

Employee satisfaction is important to Dell and flexibility is the third 
most engaging reason for working there, according to Dell’s annual 
employee survey. 

Dell needs to support the 24/7, global, mobile work environments of 
its customers and respond to global trends and industry standards. 
As working trends have become more collaborative, each generation 
of employees seeks more flexible environments. 

In 2009, Dell piloted its Connected Workplace (CW) initiative in the UK, 
whereby employees can choose to work remotely, and is subsequently 
rolling it out globally. Dell enabled this by: 

■	 providing guidance on home/ office working environments; 

■	 investing in technology that supports collaboration and remote 
working; 

■	 training staff and managers on the benefits of a CW, to remove 
outdated perceptions and barriers previously associated with 
working from home; 

■	 designing a training course to take managers through ‘do’s and 
don’ts’ for managing remote workforces; 

■	 reducing the number of allocated desks, making office space 
available for the “hotel” desks for the remote workforce as required; 

■	 providing new collaborative areas for group working and telephone 
cubicles for confidential calls; and, 

■	 sharing information to support the CW via social media; internal 
blogs/ micro-blogging etc. 

In the UK, 65% of employees now work remotely. Dell is proud of CW’s 
contribution to its People Strategy – helping to engage and motivate 
teams. It has also helped attract new hires by removing the traditional 
geographical barriers. An example is one US employee who was invited 
to try out for the Olympic Games, but needed to travel extensively to do 
so. CW allowed him to take up this chance of a lifetime, without giving 
up the day job. 
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Businesses offering 
flexible working: 
Eversheds 

International law firm Eversheds has a strategic commitment to being 
a great place to work. All staff already have the right to request formal 
flexible working. Eversheds has a significant number of women at entry 
level, but fewer female partners. The firm’s commitment to flexibility is 
driven by the importance of female retention and work life balance. 

Over 400 employees (13.5%) across the UK and internationally were 
already working part-time, but the firm was aware that for many their 
need was for informal and short-term flexibility rather than formal 
contractual change. FlexAble encourages staff to run changes by their 
managers on an ad hoc and informal basis. 

The first of two scheme pilots encouraged 150 lawyers and support 
staff in one office to work flexibly. Options included home working, 
flexible hours, changing start and finish times and working from 
different offices or client offices. Cutting edge technology and IT 
support enables mobile and remote working. 

FlexAble was communicated via brochures in participating offices 
and to all members of staff via the firm’s intranet. A dedicated page 
on the intranet has Q&As, a message board and information about the 
technology available to enable remote working. During the pilot there 
were regular surgeries with HR colleagues to discuss progress and 
feedback surveys were circulated to obtain immediate feedback. 

Following the first main pilot it was found that productivity in that office 
had improved 5% over the same time the previous year and was higher 
than non-participating offices. The number of people working flexibly 
nearly doubled from 48% to 91%. 

Utilising and promoting 
skills of an older 
workforce: Centrica 

Centrica recognises the importance and invaluable experience 
older people bring to the workforce including their life experiences, 
knowledge and contacts. A significant number of their employees are 
aged between 45 and 64, and with the number of people working past 
their intended retirement age expected to grow Centrica realise the 
importance in having effective support available to older employees 
that will assist and help retain them during the later stages of their 
working lives. Having a diverse workforce also helps Centrica to better 
understand and meet the needs of their diverse customer base. 

Centrica’s flexible working programme supports late-age workers by 
providing them with greater control to balance their work and personal 
lives. For instance, employees can work part-time, have flexing 
shift patterns, take pre-retirement leave or utilise home working in 
roles where it is possible to do so. Over half of Centrica’s worldwide 
workforce using some form of flexible working arrangements. 

Centrica’s flexible working policies and practices also empower 
carers, who are often older members of the workforce, to continue to 
meet both their carer commitments (for example looking after a family 
member), alongside employment. 
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Centrica are also committed to increasing the retention, promotion and 
recruitment of senior women in the business and have taken a leading 
position in promoting opportunities for older workers by: 

■	 removing upper age limits for apprenticeship schemes in the UK 

■	 encouraging the recruitment of mature graduates into the Centrica 
graduate scheme 

■	 focusing efforts on leadership training, recruitment, flexible working 
and employee network groups. 

Alternately, older employees are encouraged to pursue mentoring roles 
within the business, sharing years of valuable experience and skills with 
younger generations. 

Group-wide diversity data is reviewed and Centrica recognises the 
challenges to setting targets for diversity so they do not discriminate 
– even if it is to benefit an under-represented group. To overcome this 
there is a focus instead on directional targets that promote positive 
action rather than positive discrimination. 

Promoting an age neutral 
policy and encouraging 
flexible working: BT 

With over 73,000 staff in the UK, BT has long considered itself an age-
neutral organisation. BT allows its employees to retire when they want 
to, as long as there is a role for them and their performance and health 
are satisfactory. 

Our age demographic has changed in line with the working population 
and more closely reflects our customer base. The better we understand 
the communities we work with, the better able we are to deliver what 
they need, and understand the issues. 

BT has worked to ensure that all of its policies and practices are age-
neutral. We have seen this as an extremely positive process, reinforcing 
to staff that opportunities are open to everyone, regardless of age. BT 
has also lifted the age restrictions on its graduate scheme. This allows us 
to cast the widest possible net to get the best people for the job. 

Flexible working is a key enabler for any business – not just for its 
people but also for its customers. These practices contribute to BT’s 
91.1% retention rate after 12 months for staff on maternity leave, 
compared to the private sector average of 85%. For BT, flexible 
working is an important business enabler: “It makes our business more 
productive, cost effective, motivates our people and releases more 
potential for our customers.” 

Utlising and promoting 
the skills of an older 
workforce: B&Q 

B&Q is the largest home improvement and garden centre retailer in 
the UK with 362 stores employing around more than 33,000 people 
nationwide. Nearly half the retailer’s workforce is female and a quarter 
is over the age of 50, with a similar number under the age of 25. 

B&Q scrapped its own retirement age in the mid 1990s which was 
derived from a project at the Macclesfield store in 1989, which 
was staffed entirely with employees aged over 50 for a trial period. 
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The initiative produced 18% higher profits with six times less staff 
turnover. For more than 20 years B&Q has been at the forefront of 
employing older workers and is a founding member of the Employers 
Forum for Age, a network created by employers to remove barriers to 
an age-balanced workforce. 

B&Q are still continually working to remove the age barriers to work. 
One of their main achievements has been to develop an age neutral 
working policy. This policy removed the retirement age over 15 years 
ago along with any age criteria in relation to recruitment or benefits, 
they also offer a flexible retirement option enabling employees to 
draw their pension whilst continuing to work. Last year also saw the 
upper age limit removed from their Apprenticeship scheme and now 
apprentices are aged from 18-72. 

“Performance isn’t about your age or sex, it’s about doing a good job 
and our culture at B&Q rewards people for a job well done regardless 
of how old they are or whether they are male or female. We work in 
an open and honest way which rewards successes and coaches 
colleagues through situations when improvement is needed. 

Having a diverse workforce works for our customers – the older 
workers employed in our stores have greater life experience and 
a true willingness to work which means they can pass on their 
knowledge and skills to customers and younger members of staff.” 

Fraser Longden, People Director at B&Q. 

Successful business 
start-ups spearheaded 
by women: 
Pistachio Rose 

Rekha Mehr is the founder of Pistachio Rose and is the Government’s 
Start-up Entrepreneur in Residence, based at the Department of 
Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). 

A start-up herself, after founding Indian-inspired sweets business 
Pistachio Rose in February 2012, Mehr’s new role will see her 
championing start-ups and small businesses and striving for positive 
change. 

“I started Pistachio Rose last February because I’m passionate about 
changing the face of Indian sweets and desserts in the UK. I feel there is 
a huge focus on Indian food in this country, but very little awareness of 
Indian sweets. Many people have never tried traditional dishes or have 
been put off by their overwhelming richness, so I wanted to show that with 
careful balance, sweet Indian flavours can be delicate and sophisticated. 

Before starting Pistachio Rose my career was in buying, first as an 
assistant at Waitrose and then at Amazon where I worked my way up 
from junior buyer to buying manager. 

I would love to see some tangible changes as a result of something 
that I’ve contributed to, be it improved content on gov.uk or wider 
communication of existing tools through alternative media channels 
resulting in a greater uptake. I also hope that by sharing my own honest 
accounts (via my Huffington post blog and on Business in You) of my 
start-up experiences, others will feel less isolated and seek support to 
help them achieve success.” 
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Successful business 
start-ups spearheaded 
by women: Mazuma 

Mazuma was founded in 2006 by childhood friends Lucy Cohen and 
Sophie Hughes after they spotted a gap in the market for low cost, 
hassle-free accountancy services. Today the company is one of the largest 
providers of small business accountancy services in the UK. Operating 
from Bridgend, South Wales, the business provides a national service 
with additional offices in North London, Lincoln and Woking. In April 2011, 
Mazuma was successfully launched in the USA and plans are afoot to 
take the brand to Australia in the next couple of years. 

Sophie Hughes says: 

“I could not wait to take part in Young Enterprise during Sixth Form 
at Howell’s School in Cardiff. From a young age I was interested in 
business and very keen to have a career in this field, and whilst at 
school I decided I wanted to train as an accountant. Therefore I jumped 
at the chance to be the Finance Director of our Young Enterprise 
company. It was a fantastic experience and I really enjoyed every 
moment – the highlight was our business placing third overall in the 
regional finals. Plus we each made a nice profit to keep which was 
an added bonus! My experience with Young Enterprise really helped 
me and I have since gone on to achieve what I had hoped for; my 
accountancy qualifications and, along with my business partner, 
my own accountancy practice.” 

Lucy Cohen says: 

“I took part in Young Enterprise when I was at Sixth Form at Whitchurch 
High School in Cardiff. To say it has impacted my life would be an 
understatement! It was my first real opportunity to understand the 
basics of what running a business meant. It also taught me valuable life 
skills such as working in a team, time management and presentation 
skills; all of which proved to be very useful in the future as I am now the 
co-founder and Commercial Director of one of the UK’s fastest growing 
accountancy firms which employs over 20 staff.” 

Successful female 
entrepreneurs supported 
by a mentoring service: 
Clear Direction Life and 
Business Coaching 

A former citizen’s advice bureau advisor, recruitment consultant, 
customer service advisor, and employment advisor, Sarah Praise 
from Milton Keynes has now set up her own enterprise as a coach, 
employment consultant and mentor. Sarah knew that she would benefit 
from connecting with a mentor. 

“My new business is called Clear Direction Life and Business 
Coaching a division of Clear Direction Consulting. I specialise in 
career coaching and business mentoring for women other services 
includes employment consultancy. Starting a new business can be very 
daunting. Although I’m going to be mentoring for a living myself, I felt 
that it was just as necessary for me to get the support of someone with 
a different perspective as it would be for anyone else. In fact, because 
I understand the mentoring role, I understood the relevance of it even 
more than other start-up businesses might. 
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After starting my own business I am still in contact with my mentor 
because I find him very helpful and resourceful in terms of information 
I get from him and I intend to work closely with him now and in future 
because I intend to form a business alliance with him. I probably would 
have been helpless without my mentor. Starting a new business can 
be very challenging as well but I will advise that perseverance is highly 
needed to achieve your goal in business. 

Working with successful entrepreneurs and established business 
owners is fantastic because their advice and guidance can help me to 
reduce the chance of making mistakes that could cost time and money. 
I chose to have three mentors initially, my mentors have helped me to 
move the business forward in the way I think best, asking me why I am 
doing things and making sure that I have thought everything through. 

I would definitely recommend that other entrepreneurs seek the support 
of a mentor because what they will gain is invaluable. A mentor is a 
helpful tool in gaining clarity of business direction, identifying strengths 
and weaknesses, and developing business strategies. With one of my 
mentors we have devised action plans that are reviewed at the start 
of the next session to measure the progress I have made. This makes 
me more accountable for my actions and I’ve found it a great way of 
ensuring that I am always moving forward.” 
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Annex A: 
About the Women’s 
Business Council 

Eddie Gray 
CEO of Dynavax Technologies 

Eddie Gray was recently appointed CEO of Dynavax Technologies, 
a biotechnology company in Berkeley, California. He was previously 
President of Pharmaceuticals Europe at GlaxoSmithKline PLC. Eddie 
recently stepped down after 10 years as an Advisory Board member 
of Opportunity Now. 

Wendy Hallett 
CEO of Dynavax Technologies 

Wendy has extensive experience in retail and founded her own 
successful business in 1999, Hallett Retail, following the birth of her 
second child to help gain a flexible approach to working. Hallett Retail is 
an award winning, unique concept multi-brand concessions business. 
Wendy won the everywoman NatWest Award in 2011. 

Sue Langley 
CEO of Dynavax Technologies 

Sue is a Non Executive Director for Northern Rock Asset Management 
and Bradford and Bingley. She has extensive experience in the City and 
previously was Director of Market Development for Lloyds of London. 
She is a director for Acord and a Vice President of the Insurance Institute 
of London and a previous recipient of the Women in the City Awards. 

Ruby McGregor-Smith, CBE (Chair) 
Chief Executive, MITIE Group PLC 

Ruby is the chief executive of MITIE Group PLC. She is one of a small 
number of women holding the position of chief executive in a FTSE 
100 or 250 company and is the first Asian woman to be appointed in 
such a role. She was named Business Leader of the Year at the Orange 
National Business Awards 2011 and in 2012 was Honoured with a 
Commander of the Order of the British Empire for services to business 
and diversity in business. Ruby is an independent non‐executive 
director of PageGroup. Ruby is a working mother with two children, 
a daughter and a son. 
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Sue O’Brien 
CEO, Norman Broadbent 

Group CEO of and Board Director Norman Broadbent PLC since 2008, 
Sue is also a non-executive director for Come Round Experiential 
Marketing, board advisor to Emma Bridgewater and Chairman of the 
Unlock the Cure Breast Cancer Appeal. She also Chairs the National 
Fundraising Committee for KidsOut, and sits on the board of Walpole 
British Luxury Brands. Sue also Mentors and provides Executive 
Coaching to a number of FTSE Boards. 

Jill Shedden 
Group HR director, Centrica plc 

Jill joined Centrica as a British Gas marketing graduate before 
advancing through the company to become Group HR director for 
Centrica plc in 2011. She has achieved operational and commercial 
success, as well as ‘Best Companies’ and ‘Great Places to Work’ 
awards throughout her career. 

Cilla Snowball, CBE 
Group Chairman and Group CEO, AMV BBDO 

Cilla runs the AMV Group of communications companies. She 
has helped AMV BBDO hold the position of the UK’s number one 
advertising agency for 16 years and is the first female chairman of the 
Advertising Association. Cilla was Honoured with a Commander of 
the Order of the British Empire for her services to advertising in 2009. 

John Timpson, CBE 
Chairman, Timpson Limited 

John is the Chairman of the family chain of retail service shops trading 
as Timpson, Max Spielmann and Snappy Snaps. He has a weekly 
management column in The Daily Telegraph and has written several 
books about his ‘Upside Down Management’ style that has created one 
of the UK’s fastest growing retailers with nearly 1,000 shops. In 2004, 
John was Honoured with a Commander of the Order of the British 
Empire for services to the retail sector. 

Fiona Woolf, CBE 
Partner, CMS Cameron McKenna 

Fiona has advised over 25 governments and multilateral agencies on 
energy reforms and projects. She is an Alderman of the City of London 
and a former President of the Law Society. Fiona was Honoured with 
a Commander of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to 
the UK knowledge economy and visible earnings in 2002. 
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