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Moloney Search have been leading conversations around Inclusion and Diversity for 
over 20 years when they first started tracking high flying women. Since then they 
have extended their reach and have spent the last 10 years increasing their networks 
within the BAME community and have some of the most impressive diversity 
statistics across the Search world.  They contributed to the Tyson report in 2003, 
conducted a two year survey for the Cabinet Office looking at best practice in diversity 
recruitment, produced a 2013 Diversity Review published by the Financial Times and 
a study on Ageing in the Workplace.
 
Now in 2020, with so much changing in our worlds, it felt right to take the time to 
reach out to people and to reflect on what we have achieved and where we need to go.
 
We are hugely grateful to all the people who took the time to talk to us about the 
issues covered in this report and who have supported our D&I mission over the years.
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75% 
Women

Of people surveyed:

45% 
BAME

15% 
Disabled

80% 
Board Level

50% 
Chair Experience 

40% 
Public or Third Sector

74% 
felt there are still 
obstacles holding back 
diverse individuals

66% 
were dissatisfied with the 
lack of diversity presented 
to them by Search firms

30% 

believe we may return 
to some ‘command and 
control’ environment post 
Covid-19

28% 
believe we have missed 
the point with the D&I 
agenda
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BACKGROUNDS

01. 
The Diversity Pool: Shallow or hidden 
depths? The wrong type of cultural capital?

A major and consistent complaint amongst those surveyed was about the 
depth of the diverse talent pool at the senior level and the pipeline of diverse 
talent that was feeding that pool. As BAME individuals were the most fre-
quently cited group in this regard, we will use them as an example in this 
section, although it should be noted that the substance of the following dis-
cussion could also be applied to both LGBTQ and disabled individuals. The 
respondents were united in their perception that the diverse talent pool was 
shallow but differed on why this was the case. These differences coalesced 
around two main hypotheses: 

1. the lack of depth could be attributed simply to demographics. For example, 
BAME individuals make up around 14% of the UK population, therefore 
it should be expected that the proportion of BAME individuals in a given 
talent pool should be lower. 

2. organisations and search firms have not been working hard enough to find, 
encourage and promote diverse talent.

While demographics may be a factor, this does not adequately explain the 
poverty of BAME representation. As one respondent astutely observed: “Why 
is it that in London, where BAME individuals make up 40% of the population, 
they are still woefully underrepresented at senior levels?”.  This observation is 
particularly important because almost a fifth of all senior roles in the UK are 
found in the capital (per the ONS), so it should be reasonable to expect a far 
greater number of BAME individuals in these roles or on shortlists.

Respondents who offered the second hypothesis did so from a base of frus-
tration: a large majority (74%) believed that there were still obstacles holding 
back diverse individuals. The way organisations and search firms operate 
when it comes to sourcing, mentoring and promoting diverse candidates was 
also a source of frustration. To explore this hypothesis, it is first useful to 
highlight several factors that our respondents identified as affecting BAME 
individuals before they enter the workforce:

• BAME individuals are more likely to come from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds

• Despite similar attainment records when they started tertiary education 
as their white peers, BAME individuals fall behind at university level. This 
well-known, but poorly understood, ‘attainment gap’ inevitably leads to 
poorer outcomes when trying to enter the job market

• BAME individuals often do not have the contacts or role models to facili-
tate their entry into the workforce

BAME individuals therefore enter the workforce already ‘behind the curve’ 
compared to their white counterparts. Our respondents outlined the profile of 
BAME individuals who have overcome this disadvantage to build a career and 
reach a senior level. They describe an individual who is exceptional, well-qual-
ified and well-regarded in his or her field, who has often had to adapt to the 
culture of their organisation, no matter how uncomfortable. One respondent 
described just how uncomfortable this could get: a BAME colleague told the 
respondent they preferred to take on roles with lengthy commutes, as long as 
two hours, as they,“ needed the time to transform from the person they were 
at home to the person they needed to be at work”. To compound all of this, as 
a result of the lower socio-economic status of their youth, BAME individuals 

“Why is it that in London, where BAME 
individuals make up 40% of the population,  
we still see them woefully underrepresented  

at senior levels?”
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are much more cautious when it comes to potentially advantageous career 
moves as they prefer the stability of their current roles. This can lead to them 
missing out on career accelerating paths that their white peers are able to 
navigate. 

When searching for reasons as to why organisations are not successful in hir-
ing, mentoring and promoting BAME talent, our respondents suggested or-
ganisational culture as the most significant barrier. This can begin with some-
thing as simple as a job description for a role: our diverse respondents heavily 
criticised these as often being too tightly written, with exclusionary criteria, 
having highly job-specific requirements rather than identifying the general 
skills that would enable an individual to be successful in a role.  Looking at 
ability and bringing a transferable skill set from another sector can bring true 
diversity of thought as well as allowing for a broader array of candidates to be 
looked at.

Another example of how organisational culture can act as a barrier was given 
by a senior female BAME executive. Having been invited to a panel interview 
for a very senior role, she “… felt safe that it was an open competition”. As the 
interview was in a secure location, she had to pass through security, which 
she did without issue. Upon entering the interview room, one of the senior 
panel members (a white male) remarked “We thought you would definitely 
be mistaken for a terrorist!”. Our respondent, who is of Asian descent, was 
staggered by this. “With one comment, this person had not only undermined 
my seniority, he had also influenced the other panel members into thinking 
the same thing”. 

Once in the workplace, the lack of visible BAME role models can lead to 
BAME individuals feeling isolated. This isolation is exacerbated by the lan-
guage of the corporate environment, where white co-workers who often come 
from similar, higher socio-economic backgrounds, engage in unwittingly 
exclusionary conversations. One respondent recalled a colleague of Asian 
descent who was an associate at their law firm wearily describing yet another 
conversation about ski holidays that their contemporaries had taken. Having 
come from a poor family from the East End of London, they had never had the 
opportunity to go on a skiing trip and so simply could not take part and build 
a rapport with contemporaries. 

These cultural barriers were succinctly described by one respondent using 
the concept of ‘cultural capital’. They posited that for corporate roles, for 
example within law, accountancy and finance, those who usually apply for 
such roles often already understand the culture of the individuals within these 
organisations. They already have some cultural capital before even entering 
the organisation. This results in those organisations unconsciously favouring 
individuals who hold this cultural capital, because as our respondent put it, 
“how will someone from a council estate be viewed in a firm? Do they want to 
take a chance on the candidate who may not have that cultural capital?”. 

The isolating effect of this lack of cultural capital also has negative effects 
when BAME individuals try to climb the corporate ladder: having been  

“How will someone from a council estate 
be viewed by a firm? Do they want to take a 

chance on a candidate who may not have that 
cultural capital?”

“…a beauty parade…there to make  
shortlist stats look better…”

“…a merry-go-round of the same small number of 
BAME names, taking on the same roles… a failure of 

imagination of both search firms and Boards…”

01. 
The diversity pool: Shallow, or hidden depths? The wrong type of cultural capital?
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isolated, there is no one within the organisation who can act as a champi-
on, as they are simply unknown to any senior leaders who could advocate 
on their behalf. BAME respondents cited this last point as being particularly 
concerning and an important part of why BAME individuals find it difficult to 
progress to senior ranks.

While organisational failures bore the brunt of our respondents’ complaints, 
several also identified issues with executive search firms when addressing the 
shallow senior BAME talent pool. One respondent in particular mentioned 
a BAME contemporary who had been through what they referred to as ‘the 
beauty parade’, a frustrating process whereby the same BAME individuals are 
put up for the same roles again and again, knowing full well that they “…were 
there to make the shortlist stats look better”. They noted that this was not 
only damaging and demeaning to the BAME individuals who were applying 
for these roles, they also frustrate and disappoint organisations who are hir-
ing for these positions. A current BAME Chief Executive also pointed out that 
because BAME individuals are already reluctant to take chances with their 
careers, they “would need a different level of support or coaching to help them 
overcome this and get comfortable with selection processes”.

Another BAME respondent described the “merry-go-round of the same small 
number of BAME names, taking on the same roles”, which they felt reflect-
ed a “failure of imagination of both search firms and Boards”. This failure 
undermined the ability of other talented BAME individuals to break through, 
further artificially reducing the size of the talent pool.

This general lack of innovative thinking or rigour of search firms was a recur-
ring topic for BAME respondents, highlighted by one senior non-executive’s 
shocking encounter with a headhunter, who bluntly asked “have you asked 
your friends to give you a job? Boards mostly look for people they know or 
who someone else can vouch for.” 

There is also a distinct lack of diversity within Search firms themselves. How 
can they expect to attract and make BAME candidates feel comfortable with 

selection processes when said firms are staffed almost exclusively with white 
and middle class people and have a tendency to try to put people in the ‘right’ 
boxes.  The fee being the goal - not the provision of innovative, diverse think-
ing about the right skill set to enhance a Board or Executive team.

Taken cumulatively, we can see that diverse talent pools can be much deeper 
than they first appear. However, to achieve this depth, there must be a con-
certed effort from organisations to improve their culture, to make it more 
supportive and nurturing for diverse individuals. Executive search firms must 
also be much more rigorous in their approach to the diverse marketplace, to 
make sure that they are not ‘chasing stats’, but genuinely engaging with di-
verse candidates and acting as true advocates. To map the market thoroughly 
time and effort needs to be put into each search process – not just a reach for 
the last list and an under-staffing of searches when they get rushed.

01. 
The diversity pool: Shallow, or hidden depths? The wrong type of cultural capital?

“…have you asked your friends for a job? 
Boards mostly look for people they know or 

who someone else can vouch for.”
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902. 
The D&I Fundamentalists, radical solu-
tions to an age-old problem

While the vast majority of our respondents (73%) believe that there has been 
progress in the D&I agenda over the years, there are those who believe that, 
despite the money, effort and good intentions, not much has changed at all. 
Indeed, 28% of our respondents believe we have completely missed the point 
with the D&I agenda.

These respondents believe that there are fundamental structural issues hold-
ing back the D&I agenda. As one of our respondents put it, “The world has 
been built by, and caters to, middle-class white males. When decisions are 
made, they are still made with a male view. It is very difficult for men to give 
up that power”.

For these respondents, traditional D&I initiatives simply allow organisa-
tions to pay lip service to diversity, changing things around the edges, with 
no intention of getting to the heart of the matter. They advocate more radical 
solutions to achieve true diversity, and see this as not only a moral issue, but 
an existential one.One of the most frequently cited historical structural issues 
involves our culture of work. 

Whilst the coronavirus induced lockdown may have exacerbated this issue, it 
may also have accelerated the implementation of solutions to combat presen-
teeism. Solutions such as remote working, previously treated with deep suspi-
cion and fit only for those not serious about their careers, are finding new life 
as legitimate ways to work in the 21st century. One respondent who leads an 
organisation in financial services described how their organisation’s experi-
ence of remote working was so successful that it will be moving to a hybrid re-
mote/office working model for the entire organisation on a permanent basis. 
Another said “there has been no drop in our productivity at all since moving 
to entirely remote working. It will put a lot of pressure on the executives to 
make this permanent”.

Alongside culture of work, our respondents highlighted the issue of highly 
damaging conscious biases which are completely ignored. One gave the ex-
ample of conversations people have around what we imagine a good leader to 
look like. “We invariably choose characteristics that, for better or worse, are 
associated with men”. Similarly, they pointed out that “we have very con-
scious biases about who should sit on a Board or within an  
executive team”.

One respondent summarised the issue in this way, “We need to fundamental-
ly change the way we recruit. We have a list of assumptions about what gives 
someone the right to do a particular job well, and we then fit those assump-
tions to any given role”. An example of this is someone who has been on a 
career break versus a woman who has been on maternity leave. It is assumed 
that the individual who has had a career break has somehow been enhanced 
because of their break, or have “recharged their batteries”, whereas it is as-
sumed that a woman who was on maternity leave has lost her cognitive ability 
and skills and would need to be “eased back in”. Our respondents make clear 
that these are not the unconscious biases that have received much publicity in 
recent years. These very conscious biases have damaging effects on diversity, 
as it automatically excludes entire groups of individuals, yet they are part of 
everyday discussions about individuals and their backgrounds.

“The world has been built by, and caters to, 
middle-class white males. When decisions are 

made, they are still made with a male view. It is 
very difficult for men to give up that power.”

9
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One of our more radical espondents went one step further with their views 
on recruitment, insisting on an end to hiring the best person for the job. This 
opinion is virtually blasphemous, as hiring the best person for the job is effec-
tively an article of faith for almost anyone in the working world. However, their 
argument is that “hiring the best person for the job is wrong, as we do not work 
independently of one another or the problems we are trying to solve. It is better 

to hire the best person for the team that is solving that particular problem”. The 
example of the response to the coronavirus pandemic is a case in point: if you 
simply looked at solving the problem in a simplistic way, the best person for the 
job would be a virologist. However, this is a complex problem, with many com-
plex components, that requires a diversity of skills and a diversity of thought. 
Putting together the best team trumps putting in the best people.

On conscious bias:
“We invariably choose characteristics that, for better or 

worse, are associated with men.”
“…we have very conscious biases about who should sit 

on a Board or within an executive team.”

“…hiring the best person for the job is wrong, as we do 
not work independently of one another or the problems 
we are trying to solve. It is better to hire the best person 

for the team that is solving that particular problem.”

02. 
The D&I fundamentalists, radical solutions to an age-old problem
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1303. 
D&I: How do you answer  
an obsolete question ? 

The tangible improvements in workplace diversity and inclusion can be seen 
in the level of awareness organisations have about diversity, changes in the 
law regarding anti-discrimination, the airtime now given to diversity issues 
and the pressure put on organisations to act on D&I.

These improvements have taken place over a long time. First with the moral 
case for anti-discrimination being made and advocated for by the suffrage 
and civil rights movements, and the business case following in the last two 
decades. Anti-discrimination has been enshrined in law since the 1960’s, cul-
minating with the consolidation of anti-discrimination legislation as set out in 
the Equality Act 2010. 

Much like its biological counterpart, the evolution of D&I has led to ever 
increasing nuance and complexity, something our respondents recognise. 
However, they also point out that this nuance and complexity does not extend 
to how we talk about D&I and the questions around it. There is a sense that, 
while the D&I agenda has become too complex for the more simplistic ques-
tions (“how do we get more women?”), we still remain trapped dealing with 
these more complex agendas by trying to answer the same old questions that 
are now obsolete.

“How has the debate moved on from the traditional D&I topics?” one re-
spondent asked. “Have we become more sophisticated than we were in the 
past?”. They suggested that the bigger questions are now around diversity in 
its widest sense, with one giving the example of how we have, “…gone from 
treating all women the same, to treating women who have traditional back-
grounds, i.e. white, middle-class, good university, differently to women who 
do not have those backgrounds”.

Moloney Search were once chosen, as head-hunters, to work on a series of 
Board appointments because we were known for tracking female and BAME 
candidates.  After the first two interviews we received a call from the Chair 
of the Nominations Committee to say ‘never have I seen two such diverse 
candidates – they will bring a new outlook and perspective and challenge us 
in a completely different way’.  Both candidates were white middle aged men 
but instead of coming from the retired Big 4 community (where the Board had 
previously looked) one came from the arts and had a very different socio-eco-
nomic background and the other came from academia.

This questioning of whether we are more sophisticated in our approach comes 
from the general feeling that organisations still have too narrow a definition of 
D&I. One respondent suggested this may be because “descriptors like protect-
ed characteristics are much easier to box in than the more sophisticated in-
tersectional descriptors”. This concept of answering a simple, but potentially 
obsolete, question to try and drive forward a now complex D&I agenda, rather 
than trying to embrace and address the complexity itself, is part of what leads 
to poor outcomes.

So what kind of questions should we be trying to answer? This is where the 
complexity comes in. There are no easy questions that have easy answers. Di-
verse individuals have something that they can bring to an organisation, but 
the organisation must have a strong, detailed and, above all, consistent strate-
gy for moving their D&I agenda forward. Many of our female respondents felt 
that singling them out as a group was denigrating in itself and some BAME 
candidates felt that a focus on them was the wrong way to look at the problem. 
Inclusivity for all leads to diversity  - ringfencing groups can lead to exclusion.  

“How has the debate moved on from 
the traditional D&I topics?” 

“Have we become more sophisticated 
than we were in the past?”
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1504. 
Hamsters on a wheel: Process and D&I 
in the 21st century 

Of all the responses from those surveyed, the issue of the involvement of HR 
in the D&I agenda touched a particular nerve. While HR is generally un-
derstood to serve a vital function within organisations, our respondents felt 
strongly that the D&I agenda must not rest there, although most could not put 
their finger on why they felt this way. 

One of our respondents articulated what other respondents were thinking, 
“The issue is that HR treats D&I as a compliance issue. They are there to root 
out discrimination, which is important, but this is not something that will 
improve diversity in organisations or promote inclusion”. 

Another respondent took this line of thought further, adding that the involve-
ment of HR is part of a wider trend where “diversity has been professionalised 
and not at the heart of what (an) organisation does”. By applying the same HR 
processes again and again that focus on compliance, rather than focusing on 
the recruitment, mentoring and promotion of talent, we can see that the D&I 
agenda is stuck on a ‘hamster wheel’, forever utilising energy and resources 
without making any real progress.

Exacerbating this issue is something highlighted by a respondent with an HR 
background. “People in HR are generally very technical, competent and op-
erational. We need to think about the bigger picture for the business or more 
widely”. This issue manifests itself most tellingly in the approach to recruiting 
diverse individuals. While most organisations are sophisticated enough to 
have amended their processes to support diverse applicants, these processes 
still tend to be ‘tick-boxy’, one-size-fits-all approaches, rather than something 
more tailored. “The problem is that we are focused on making things the same 
for everyone,” said one HR respondent. While this instinctively feels fair, “this 
always results in people being automatically excluded”. 

While a more tailored approach to recruitment would be desirable, are or-
ganisations and the Search firms that support them willing to put in the extra 
time and effort to implement this approach? This is not a new concept, as we 
highlighted in the conclusion to our 2013 Diversity Review, “In recruiting, as 
more generally, generating diversity is not just a box-ticking initiative, but 
takes research, time and careful thought”. 

For HR functions to be successful in generating this diversity, there must be 
an organisation-wide commitment to D&I and a complete rethinking how 
they recruit. This can begin with something as simple as developing an un-
derstanding about the roles you are recruiting for. “Companies are making 
assumptions about what jobs are about,” said one respondent, “rather than 
thinking about what the role is really about”. This simple distinction allows 
organisations to open up previously restrictive and exclusionary job profiles to 
those who might have the skills to do those jobs well. This is particularly im-
portant for female and BAME candidates, because as one female respondent 
put it, “I have ruled myself out of so many roles because I feel I have to fit all 
of the essential and desirable criteria”.  

“The issue is that HR treats D&I as a 
compliance issue. They are there to root out 

discrimination, which is important, but this is 
not something that will improve diversity in 

organisations or promote inclusion.”

“Companies are making assumptions about 
what jobs are about, rather than thinking 

about what the role is really about”.
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The constraints on HR when thinking about the bigger picture strengthens 
the case for one of the most common suggestions by our respondents: that 
responsibility for, and running of, the D&I agenda needs to sit with the execu-
tive directly and not with HR or a specialist unit within the business.

The thinking is that a top down approach to diversity, led by the Board and 
Executive, will allow for longer range thinking and a focus on supporting 
diverse talent throughout their time at an organisation, rather than simply 
plugging in gaps whenever they appear.

04. 
Hamsters on a wheel: Process and D&I in the 21st century

“I have ruled myself out of so many roles 
because I feel I have to fit all of the essential 

and desirable criteria.”
Female respondent
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1905. 
Diversity but not inclusion

Along with complaints about the pool of diverse talent, the lack of thought giv-
en to inclusion was most mentioned by those surveyed. They argued that, while 
plenty of airtime and effort was given to finding diverse candidates for senior 
roles, almost no thought was given to how those individuals would fare in those 
roles and within the cultures of those organisations. 

One respondent even went as far as to describe this process as “rent-a-minori-
ty”, recruiting people for what they are rather than “hiring them for what their 
diversity can bring”. This statement, while strong, accurately described the 
strength of feeling around this topic for our respondents. Some lay the blame 
at the door of the most senior individuals at an organisation. One respondent, 
speaking from a non-executive perspective, pointed out that, “the Chair of the 
Board tends to control the way the Board operates. It is therefore up to the 
Chair to help accommodate diverse individuals and their views.” 

The situation that this woman found herself in perfectly encapsulates the 
issues facing diverse individuals in workplaces today. As one respondent put 
it, “People’s behaviours are still really bad. They are hiring diverse people, but 
not including them in their organisations”. The need for ownership over the 
culture of an organisation from those at the top was very much the consensus 
amongst those surveyed. 

A big reason for the D&I disparity lies around how organisations approach 
diversity and inclusion. Our respondents view is that they treat diversity as an 
organisational issue, and so can talk about it in collective terms “What can we 
do? What is our strategy? How can we hire better?” etc. However, inclusion 
is a much more personal issue: it is about people, not organisations, and so 
simplistic, formulaic organisational approaches simply will not work. As one 
respondent put it, “Inclusion requires much more nuanced conversations”. 
Our respondents questioned whether organisations would be willing to put 
the time into implementing and promoting those approaches. 

Respondents from all sectors believed that the public sector appeared to have 
the most success in dealing with this issue. One respondent from the Civil Ser-
vice described how they, “(have) started to talk about ‘belonging’ rather than 
being tolerated, or having to be encouraged” as a way to address the inclusivi-
ty issue there. 

“…rent-a-minority…” 
recruiting people for what they are rather than

“…hiring them for what their diversity can bring…”

“Inclusion requires much more 
nuanced conversations.”

“…(have) started to talk about ‘belonging’ rather than 
being tolerated, or having to be encouraged…”

“…(‘Let’s Talk About Race’ initiative)… time and space are 
provided for BAME people to talk about race and issues 
around this to a room of white people. It is facilitating 
a lot of the difficult conversations that are required to 

change cultures.”
Civil Service approach to inclusion
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2106. 
Do you see us? The D&I agenda for disa-
bled individuals

As mentioned in our next section on women and the D&I agenda, historically 
gender issues are the first thing that come to mind when diversity is men-
tioned. Other protected characteristics have come through over time, but, as 
one respondent put it, “There are so many elements of diversity these days that 
they may be crowding each other out. Most of our respondents agreed that this 
crowding out has hit one group particularly hard: disabled individuals. 

Disability issues are not well understood. One respondent summarised 
the scale of the problem. “If you can crack the code for improving access 
and opportunities for women or a particular race, you should be able to 
use the lessons learned to improve things across the board for everyone 
with protected characteristics. For disabilities, just because you can make 
recruitment, mentoring and promotion more inclusive for someone who is 
a wheelchair user, does not mean you can use those same methods to make 
things more inclusive for someone with autism”. 

This cuts to the heart of the issue for the D&I agenda for disabled individ-
uals: because it is a vastly different, and vastly more difficult, challenge for 
organisations. Disabled individuals are often an afterthought when it comes 
to diverse hiring. This is borne out by the statistics from the ONS, who found 
that only 53% of working age disabled people were employed, compared to 
82% for the non-disabled workforce. Part of the issue around disabilities 
stems from the fact that most of the data that is available is self-reported, with 

even the ONS data being based on individuals self-reporting a “long-standing 
illness, condition or impairment, which causes difficulty with day-to-day ac-
tivities”. One respondent highlighted the reliance on self-reporting as an issue 
saying “…very frequently we see candidates for roles who require a lot of ad-
justments and may be disabled, but either don’t consider themselves disabled, 
or won’t say that they are disabled before interview.” 

This anecdotal evidence of under-reporting may lower visibility on what 
might be a wider issue. We may be underestimating the number of disabled 
individuals in the workforce. One form of this underestimate could be around 
long-term illnesses as a form of disability. As one respondent put it, “there 
are a lot of people with long-term health conditions such as diabetes, IBS, 
depression, prostate issues, but there are very few allowances made for those 
sorts of disabling issues”. 

Another form is in the area of neuro-disability, covering issues like autism. 
“Every organisation has people who are autistic in their ranks,” said one 
respondent, “and we are completely ignoring them and their needs”. Not 
recognising or accommodating neuro-diversity can be highly damaging: 
with Covid-19 having pushed forward the remote working agenda for most 
organisations, this already vulnerable and isolated group could end up being 
isolated even further.

“There are so many elements of diversity these 
days that they may be crowding each other out.”

“…very frequently we see candidates for roles who 
require a lot of adjustments and may be disabled, but 

either don’t consider themselves disabled, or won’t say 
that they are disabled.”

“Every organisation has people who are autistic in 
their ranks, and we are completely ignoring them 

and their needs.”
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2307. 
D&I and Women: A frustrating  
relationship

A frequent refrain from our respondents is the notion that diversity and inclu-
sion are often synonymous with the progression of women. Historically, D&I 
was almost exclusively focused on gender. The success in getting women to 
the top of the D&I agenda is frequently cited as evidence that we are moving 
in the right direction.

While it is acknowledged that the D&I agenda has helped the advancement 
of women in the world of work, there is nevertheless a sense of frustration 
amongst our respondents that we are still talking about this same issue. This 
was thrown into stark relief by a male respondent who said, “My mother qual-
ified as a doctor in the 1940’s and eventually became a consultant. She had to 
fight to get her place at the top and the fact that women are still fighting to get 
there in 2020 is shocking.” 

While there can be some sector-based differences, the trend across most of the 
working landscape is the same: there is a dearth of senior women at the top of 
their respective professions and in Board roles. “Not seeing people like them in 
those roles really undermines their confidence”, said one female respondent. 
“It can lead to them not applying, or applying but not performing well”.

We heard many examples of this frustration at the lack of progress, but most 
striking was that of the legal profession. Respondents there pointed out that the 
pipeline (a frequent complaint in all sectors) is not an excuse in their field, with 
over 50% of junior entrants being female and there exists a variety of ways for 
individuals to study and practise law. However, they still struggle to bring wom-
en into senior positions, especially partnerships at the City law firms. 

The frustration does not stem from lack of understanding. For example, those 
same law firms are well aware that the attrition rate for women increases 
significantly during the time they are making the transition from Associate 
to Partner, a time when a lot of women are thinking about starting families. 

The frustration stems from the complete lack of progress on addressing the 
structural issues, such as culture of work, that force women to choose between 
their home life and their work life. This culture of work, the presenteeism and, 
as one respondent added, “the over servicing of clients”, is of course not just 
limited to the law, and can be seen affecting women across many sectors. 
Outside of the law, another respondent who is a female senior executive 
pointed out another critical, but less obvious, structural issue. For Boards, 
“there is still a need for personal commitment from a Chair for an inclusive 
leadership approach”. This could equally be applied to Chief Executives, and, 
with the vast majority of Chairs and Chief Executives being male, this all of a 
sudden becomes a significant block if that personal commitment isn’t there. 
Our female respondents also expressed frustration with the D&I agenda  
more widely. 

“My mother qualified as a doctor in the 1940’s and 
eventually became a consultant. She had to fight to 
get her place at the top and the fact that women are 

still fighting to get there in 2020 is shocking.”

Female respondents’ experiences with headhunters
“(as a client)…the headhunters would never listen, and they 

would always try to talk over me to the men in the room”
“…they are looking for minimal pushback at the shortlist, when 
they should be doing their duty and challenging their clients.”
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D&I and Women: A frustrating relationship

A sample of these frustrations:

• Several female respondents complained that “D&I initiatives tend to be 
box-ticking exercises” and did not provide “practical things they could do 
to effect change”. 

• Another was frustrated with “the language that implies women and other 
diverse individuals are somehow stupid or need help”. 

• One female respondent from the legal world spoke of the hypocrisy of “law 
firms who have never hired me to carry out any work, but continually in-
vite me to sit on panels to talk about D&I!”.  

• A respondent described the Equal Pay agenda as being “A disaster. The 
reporting and enforcement measures for this do not work”.  

Another of our respondents felt she was “passed over due to my more diffi-
cult-to-explain CV” and that she “feels this is the case for many people who are 
approached by Search firms – they are looking for minimal pushback at the 
shortlist, when they should be doing their duty and challenging their clients”. 
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People may think they know what the future of D&I will look like, but as one 
respondent put it, “People think that D&I is meant to happen, but that does 
not mean it is inevitable”. These words of caution are timely as we navigate a 
post-Covid-19 world: D&I has never had a better opportunity to flourish and 
enable real change, but it has also never been more vulnerable, with organ-
isations around the world scrambling to ensure their survival in this ‘new 
normal’.

A common concern amongst some respondents was that, as with previous fi-
nancial crises, we may see a return to a more ‘command-and-control’ type en-
vironment. Typically these involve pared back, male-dominated regimes and 
a strict adherence to austere measures designed to ensure their organisation 
remains a going concern. In these environments, the D&I agenda becomes an 
afterthought and is either bumped far down the list of priorities or removed 
entirely. To test this, we posed the following question to our respondents: Will 
we see a return of ‘command-and-control’ and will it have a detrimental effect 
on D&I? 

Of those who responded, the majority (70%) did not think we would see a 
return to ‘command-and-control’. These respondents were more optimistic 
that D&I is sufficiently entrenched within organisations that any attempt to 
return to such an environment would not be considered. The respondents 
did, however, concede that we may see some organisations default to a ‘com-

“People think that D&I is meant to happen, 
but that does not mean it is inevitable.”

mand-and-control’ regime in the immediate short-term to respond quickly to 
the crisis, but do not expect this to be the norm. Of the 30% who did believe 
that ‘command-and-control’ would make a return, their pessimism was based 
on their experiences of previous downturns. One respondent warned that, 
“just because the (financial) numbers look alright now, does not mean that 
they will look alright in the 4th quarter” and that the lesson from previous 
downturns is that “…D&I becomes a luxury, a ‘nice-to-have’”.

Most of our respondents were positive about how much the ‘new normal’ will 
change our approach to the world of work. The biggest change that is expect-
ed to stick will be a renewed focus on remote or home working. Previously 
maligned and distrusted, many of our respondents were pleasantly surprised 
at just how well modern methods of remote working were holding up. Older 
respondents were also pleased at the relatively simple transition to this new 
mode of working.

“…just because the (financial) numbers look 
alright now, does not mean that they will look 

alright in the 4th quarter… D&I becomes a 
luxury, a ‘nice-to-have’.”

Members of Boards were particularly pleased with one outcome, with one 
respondent noting that “Board meetings that used to take five hours now only 
take two! Video conferencing has a way of focusing the minds of colleagues”. 
This reduced burden, coupled with additional time gained not travelling for 
meetings, will have the added effect of freeing time for individuals with pri-
mary care or other responsibilities, which disproportionately affect diverse 
individuals.

Conversely, some respondents saw issues arising from remote working 
arrangements. One female respondent who continues to have primary care 
responsibilities and is also the only member of her household working from 



home. Another respondent described how this will increase socio-economic 
divides, “Home working will help middle-class people, as they have the envi-
ronment to enjoy that, whereas less advantaged people will have much more 
constrained and difficult environments to work from”. They also highlighted 
a ‘digital divide’ that may emerge, where “people who can’t afford broadband, 
smartphones, etc. will be completely disadvantaged”.

Additionally, some respondents were dismayed with how video conferenc-
ing had exacerbated some longstanding issues, with one describing how they 
heard reports of “men routinely talking over women during business-critical 
meetings”.  At Moloney Search we have often looked at ageism in the work-
place and this is still an area where people are not wiling to discuss the fact 
that routinely, no matter what the law says, candidates over a certain age are 
not considered.  We believe we are missing out on a wise, experienced group 
of candidates if this were to continue. Diversity of age is just as important as 
diversity in other areas.  We have seen more experienced candidates at the 
end of their expected careers stepping boldly into the technology world they 
had formerly eschewed – long may it continue!

Diversity and Inclusion lies at the heart of how Moloney Search operates. 
The current public health crisis has affected the world of work in many ways, 
perhaps fundamentally changing it. The unprecedented events of the last few 
months has given us the opportunity to reflect and to invest time in assessing 
the current state of play for diversity and inclusion. We hope that this work 
will not only inform our own day-to-day work, but will also update and inform 
how our clients move forward with their own diversity and inclusion agendas. 
It is our hope that those agendas will continue to develop and to remain em-
bedded in their organisations, whatever the future may look like 
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