Opening Address

Serious Women’s Business Conference

Anne Summers AO PhD

Sofitel Hotel,

Melbourne

Tuesday 30 October, 2007

Note:  This speech is Copyright (© Anne Summers 2007) and may not be reproduced or quoted from without the express permission of the author.  Contact Anne Summers at: annesummers@pacific.net.au
Good morning everyone.

It is my job this morning to set the scene for this conference of women who are serious about themselves and their business and who are here to listen, to learn, to ask questions, to network and to come away with a better understanding of what success means to each of us.

The theme of this year’s conference is Defining Success.  We chose this theme because we believe it reflects the discussions that many of us are having, and the quandaries that many of us find ourselves in as we try to manage the various elements of our lives.  Once, success was a simple goal, easy to understand even if not always easy to achieve.  Today, the notion of success is complex and changing. We will examine it from a variety of perspectives over the next two days.  We won’t be providing any answers, but I do hope that we might provide you with some guidance to help you develop your own definitions and your own goals.

As Megan put it a few minutes ago, at SWB we work in “an atmosphere of learning and inspiration”. We learn from the inspiration provided by others and we in turn take on the responsibility for leading and inspiring others.

As some of you will know, this conference is now in its sixth year and I think we can, with all due modesty, say that it has in that time acquired quite a reputation. I have had people tell me that this is “simply the best” conference in Australia for women in business.

That is praise indeed.

In that six years we have had an interesting history, one that has contributed to the unique nature of this conference.  I am very proud to have been associated with SWB since its inception, and to have been part of its evolution to where it is today.

We began life in 2002 on the Gold Coast as the Ladies Masters of Business Conference, held in conjunction with the Ladies Masters of Golf championship.  After two years of this format, we decided to change – our name, our location and our focus.

We became a strictly business event, located in a major capital city where there is only one item on the agenda – business.  Serious women’s business. That’s serious as defined by us, and it always includes some serious fun! For the past four years we have met in either Melbourne or Sydney, reflecting where most of our large companies are located. It is wonderful to be able to welcome such a large audience this morning for what I am sure are going to be two days of stimulating and instructive business talk.

We have an extraordinary group of women participating as speakers or panelists.  

I have had the opportunity to speak to each of the panelists prior to the conference and so I have had the privilege of already hearing some of the things they will be saying to you.  In the course of these conversations I have learned a great deal about some of the challenges they face and how they are dealing with these challenges – and so I know we are in for an informative and inspiring time.

This conference is unusual in several ways beyond the stellar line-up of participants.  It is not a conventional conference, where a series of speakers say their bit while you, the audience, work hard at taking it all in.  Nor is it a conference where specific skills are imparted via a training or educational approach.

I will describe later exactly how we are going to run things. For now, let me just tell you about some of the people. 

Over the course of next two days we will hear from:

· A Senator who has decided to leave politics to concentrate on her family  

· Another politician who is causing conniptions in the bureaucracy because she want to use her travel allowance to buy a plane so she can fly herself around her vast electorate 

· A partner in large firm who has decided to work part-time so, as she said to me, “I don’t die wondering what it was like to…”  I’ll let her tell you what those things are

· A woman who has succeeded in showing the banking industry that you can  have a flexible workforce and deliver to the bottom line

· Several women who have walked away from corporate life to reinvent themselves in new fields

· A fashion legend whose road to success was far from easy

· And, of course, our very special Keynote Speakers.

Naomi Wolf and Ann Sherry are both so well known to all of us that I really do not need to introduce them, but I know that we are all very excited to have these truly excellent women talking to us.

We will be addressing some of the big issues.

Globalization is certainly one of the biggest issues of our time and we will spend some time examining that from a variety of perspectives. This is the first time we have presented a major briefing on a topic that is not, on the face of it, specifically related to women.  This is a major contemporary topic that women need to understand.  So this session is for women – rather than about women.  And it is being presented by three outstanding women.

 But in focusing on the very big picture, we won’t neglect the personal.  We will take time for ourselves: the inner woman must be satisfied and I am confident that over the next two days she will be!  

Tonight we will enjoy a very special dinner prepared by a leading chef (a woman of course!) who has constructed a menu that is healthy as well as enjoyable – and that’s apparently no longer a contradiction in terms!  We will sip wines selected by one of the country’s leading winemakers (also a woman), and the amazing Julia Zemiro, queen of RocKwiz and a recent winner of TV’s “Thank God You’re Here”, will guide us through the whole experience.

Tomorrow we will spend time talking about Wellness, a concept that is becoming increasingly important in these stressful times, and we will conclude the conference with three practical workshops where you can learn more about wellness, you can get a grip on your personal finances or you can experience a session of coaching. A very practical way to conclude the proceedings. 

IN SETTING THE SCENE for the conference, I also want look briefly at the Australian context in which we find ourselves.  In particular, I want to look at the situation for women wanting to assume leadership roles in business and in politics. 
Those of you who read the last Serious News and Views, the newsletter we have developed for conference participants and alumni, will know that there has been some good news on both these fronts in recent months.

Just a few weeks ago, Anna Bligh became the Premier of Queensland, only the third woman to become a state premier (although there have been several women Chief Ministers of the Territories, including Clare Martin who holds that position in the Northern Territory).  

At about the same time, it was announced that Gail Kelly would become the new CEO of Westpac early next year.  She is the first woman to lead an ASX Top 20 company.  

This all sounds pretty good.  It is pretty good.  But a couple of examples of individual success are not necessarily indicators of the opportunities for women who aspire to leadership positions.  

In recent years, there has been a large increase in the number of women in state and federal parliaments.  There are now 64 women in federal parliament. Women make up 24.7 per cent of the House of Representatives and 35.5 per cent of the Senate.  

Tomorrow we’ll hear from some of these women about what it’s like at the coalface of Australian politics.

When it comes to women in leadership positions, the picture is not so rosy. Only three of the federal cabinet of sixteen members (18 per cent) are women and only one of these is from the House of Representatives – the chamber from which the prime minister is drawn. In other words, there is not much of a pipeline feeding through women to gain the kind of experience that is needed in order to be able to be a contender for running the country. 
The Federal Opposition is a little bit better, with 7 (or 21 per cent) of it 33 shadow ministers being women.  And Labor’s deputy leader is a woman. Australia could have a woman as Deputy Prime Minister on November 25, but the prospect of a woman as Prime Minister seems as remote as ever.  Australia stands out, in the world, and especially in the region for never having had a woman lead our country.

Six countries at present have women heads of government:  Bangladesh, Germany, Jamaica, New Zealand, Mozambique, and The Netherlands Antilles. Seven countries have female presidents: Chile, Finland, Ireland, Latvia, Liberia and the Philippines.  Argentina seems set to elect a woman as president this week, and there is a high probability that the United States will – for the first time - elect a woman president next year.  

Sadly, we are no closer to having a woman Prime Minister – let alone a President - than ever we were.  It is not even possible to predict when we could match the ranks of countries such as those already mentioned plus Britain, India, Israel, 
Norway, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Canada who have all had a woman as prime minister. 

Why are we trailing so far behind – in politics and in business?  

The Forbes magazine list of the world’s most powerful 100 women published last year did not include a single Australian.  It did, however, list two New Zealanders – the prime minister and the head of New Zealand Telecom.  

What is it about New Zealand?  Our much smaller neighbour shows us up in all sorts of ways when it comes to women in powerful positions.  New Zealand has had two women prime ministers, a woman governor general, a woman chief justice of the Supreme Court and several leaders of the opposition.  How can they do it when we can’t?  We will have the opportunity to explore this tantalizing question with two of our speakers.  Anne Sherry worked as head of Westpac in New Zealand and I know has some theories about this, and so does Katrina Troughton who is the MD of IBM in New Zealand.   

Fortune Magazine also publishes a list of the most powerful women in global business.  It has just come out and includes Gail Kelly at Number 29.  This is certainly a step forward, but is hardly anything to brag about.

I was fascinated to read, just last week in the Sydney Morning Herald, an article by Eric Ellis, the South-East Asian correspondent for Fortune whose job it is each year to trawl through the business women of this region looking for candidates to propose for the list.  He notes that while he has no trouble finding women from India, China, Singapore and even Japan, “Australia is always a struggle”.  

“For all our enlightened liberal values and fully paid membership of the rich and supposedly egalitarian West ,” he writes, “there simply aren’t enough women on the higher rungs of corporate Australia to consider”.

Ellis noted that while Australia exports its male CEOs globally (to Coca-Cola, Ford, McDonald’s and so on) “there are simply not enough women in Australia running major businesses in their absence.”  He reported that there had been discussion about both Gina Rinehart and Janet Holmes a Court but both were excluded.  “Hardworking though they surely are, it was unclear how ‘executive’ they were, inherited wealth  being seen as a little less impressive than the entrepreneurial kind”.

He added: “We could have opted for Katie Page, who co-owns and manages the $2 billion Harvey Norman empire wither husband Gerry Harvey, or Naomi Milgrom, who bought her family out of their fashion chain Sussans. Maybe we will next year”.

Naomi Milgrom is one of our panelists tomorrow. I look forward to hearing what she thinks of being passed over in this fashion. 

In looking at others on the Fortune list, I was interested to see that the highest-ranking Asian woman was Madame Ho Ching who runs Singapore’s state-owned Temasek Holdings, a company which has assets of more than $US120 billion, including $US20 billion in Australia.  The name rang a bell with me and it only took me a moment to remember that this was the company that earlier this year took a one billion dollar stake in ABC Learning.  At the time, I wondered why the Singapore government wanted to own a slice of our largest private childcare operator.  Now I wondered: was it because the company is run by a woman!

BACK TO AUSTRALIAN BUSINESS. We don’t have nearly enough women running large organizations – not just to satisfy American magazine list-makers, but to meet our own requirements for equity and diversity.  Plus we know from the census conducted by the Equal Opportunity for Women in the workplace Agency (EOWA) every two years that there are still very few women in executive management and board positions.

The 2006 census – the most recent - reported that women hold only 12 per cent of executive management positions in ASX200 companies, and just 8.7 per cent of the  board positions.

The survey shows that almost half of Australia’s large companies have no women directors at all, so that while some companies are improving by appointing more than one woman to their boards, others are burying their heads in the sand and letting history pass them by.

Recently Elizabeth Broderick, the former senior partner and board member from Blake, Dawson Waldron who has just been appointed federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner, made the case that the traditional business model of the big law firms has failed women and has cost the firms millions of dollars in avoidable expenses.  She argued that the current model is “built around the needs of male baby boomers” and fails to accommodate the needs of women with children who are also ambitious.
  She called on law firms “to make flexible work part of the mainstream”.

Her comments are relevant to other businesses.

The danger we face at present is that people working flexibly will become a new ghetto, something that is offered to women (and perhaps a few men) who are content to set aside their career ambitions to raise their children while working part-time and never being part of the pool from which the company’s leadership is selected.  This is what used to be called the Mommy Track in the US.  I fear it might becoming entrenched here.

And if it does, the consequences are that even fewer women will be able – and willing – to make it to the top.  I acknowledge that not everyone want to shoot for the top – and we will spend a lot of time over the next two days discussing different notions of success.  However, many women start off wanting to aim high and are discouraged by the obstacles.  We need to remove these if we are going to have a balanced environment in business and in politics.

We need, as Elizabeth Broderick says, a new business model that mainstreams flexibility. Perhaps one that mandates it!

Why?

I can put forward three reasons.  It’s god for women, it’s good for society and it’s good for business.  What more could we ask for!

How is it good for women?  I think that women – not all, but many, certainly some – want to be leaders of our country and our business and we are placing too many barriers in their way.  We will all benefit from having more women at the top since we know that women bring a different style of leadership and do concentrate on issues that tend to be ignored by men.  We will hear concrete examples of this tomorrow when we talk to the politicians.

It is good for society to have a diverse and balanced leadership of the country so that society’s needs are reflected. Unfortunately, our society is proving rather slow to realize this.

  I love the quote from Anita Roddick, founder of The Body Shop who, sadly, died just recently: “The best reason for believing more women will be in charge before long is a ferociously competitive economy where no company can afford to waste valuable brain power simply because it’s wearing a bra.”  

If only it were so.

In fact, a recent survey by the New York based firm Catalyst, the non-for-profit New York based firm that works to expand opportunities for women in business suggests that progress is slow, if it is happening at all.  

A report issued by Catalyst in July this year found that men are still viewed as “default leaders” and women as “atypical” leaders. This is because “gender stereotypes lead organisations to routinely underestimate and underutilize women’s leadership talent”.
  The report found that even though women make up over 50 per cent of the management, professional and related occupations, only 15.6 per cent of Fortune 500 corporate officers and 14.6 per cent of Fortune 500 board directors are women.

Unfortunately, the wearing of a bra is part of the reason for being overlooked.

The Catalyst study is called The Double-Bind Dilemma for Women in Leadership: Damned if you do, Doomed if you don’t and was sponsored by IBM.  It explores the double-bind women too often experience in the work place: if they conform to the female stereotype, they are considered too soft to be leaders.  If they go against it, they are seen to be too tough.  Likewise, if women go against the stereotypes they tend to be seen as competent but they are not liked; if they adopt a feminine style, they are liked but not seen as having leadership skills.

We can’t win! As the report’s subtitle says: damned if you, doomed if you don’t.
Yet all the evidence is that gender diversity in leadership positions produces a better bottom-line.  Again, Catalyst has done the research.  As reported just two weeks ago by Catherine Fox in the Australian Financial Review, “…companies with the highest percentage of women on their boards outperformed those with the least by 53 per cent on return on equity, by 42 per cent on return on sales, and by 66 per cent on return on invested capital.” 

Interestingly, the more women on the boards, the better the results.  Those boards with three or more women were most likely to achieve a stronger than average financial performance.  So it seems incontrovertible that including women in the leadership team is good for business.  Surely that message is going to get through eventually.

LET ME CONCLUDE by quickly explaining how the conference will be run.

We will have two Keynote Speakers: Naomi Wolf, the acclaimed author, feminist and advocate for justice, will address us in a few moments, and Anne Sherry, one of Australia’s most admired businesswomen, will be speaking tomorrow morning.  

As in previous years, most of the other sessions will be panel discussions.

The two exceptions are the sessions on globalization and on wellness.  In both these sessions, experts will present to you and we will follow these presentations with a panel discussion and a question and answer session with you, the participants.

 All of the other sessions will be panel discussions and each of these will be conducted on an interactive basis, with the panellists sharing with you – and with each other – their ideas and their own stories. I will lead and facilitate each of these discussions.

Our final session will be the CEO Panel.  This has become one of the highlights of this conference, providing the opportunity to listen to and question the CEOs of our Foundation Partner companies.  There are some differences this year in they way we will conduct this unique session.

We are having it at lunchtime rather than, as in the past, as part of the dinner. We feel this will make it more workmanlike and professional.  We want the CEOs to report back to us on the progress of their companies over the past year, and we are going to ask them to talk candidly about what is – and is not – working.  We felt that this kind of discussion was better held at the end of the conference, and not as a curtain-raiser to the dinner.

The other change to this panel is that we are having just four CEOs. In past years we have been privileged to have as many as six or seven of the top guys come and talk to us, but the feedback was that this larger number made a real conversation difficult.  I certainly hope and expect that the smaller number taking part this year will allow for greater depth in the conversation, and will allow greater scope for questions from the floor.

Those of you who have attended this conference in previous years will know that one of the things that makes it very special is that our panelists and speakers have always been willing to share their stories, often in a quite personal way. They don’t just stand up there and tell us what they think.  They share with us key experiences of their lives and work.  

This is unique. You don’t find speakers doing this at other conferences.  I doubt that you would find many men willing to speak on such a personal level.  It is one of the many benefits of this conference.   

We believe this less formal approach is one that reaps great benefits because it allows each person to react to each other’s experiences as well as conveying their own.  At the end of each session there will of course also be ample opportunity for you the audience to ask questions.  And I hope you will not feel inhibited about doing so.

We intend to have frank and, I hope, provocative discussions throughout this conference.  There is no media present so nothing that is said here will be reported.  We will operate under the Chatham House Rule.  

For those of you who are unfamiliar with this institution and this rule, Chatham House is Europe's leading foreign policy think-tank. It is an independent membership-based organization that brings together people from government, politics, business, NGOs, the academic world and the media and has developed a reputation for hosting important discussions of major foreign policy significance. Founded in 1920, and based at St James's Square in London, Chatham House works to stimulate debate and research on political, business, security and other key issues in the international arena. The Chatham House Rule, famous worldwide for facilitating free speech and confidentiality at meetings, originated here.

The actual Rule is this:

When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule, participants are free to use the information received, but neither the identity nor the affiliation of the speakers, nor that of any other participant may be revealed; nor may it be mentioned that the information was received at a meeting of the Institute. 

In other words you can discuss what you have learned here over the next two days but you cannot say anything that would reveal the identity of the participants, either by mentioning their names, or by mentioning that it was at this Conference that you heard it.  

All of our participants are in important jobs – and I am sure they want to keep them!  At the same time, I know that we would all appreciate hearing honest and frank accounts from them about what they do and the issues, challenges and problems they face in doing these jobs. If I can assure our panelists that what they say will not be attributed back to them, then perhaps I can ask them to be as open as possible with us.

We have applied this rule over the past five years at our previous conferences and I can report to you that it has had a very positive impact.  Our panelists felt able to talk freely.  There has not been a single complaint that anyone’s confidence was betrayed. I have therefore assured each of this year’s panelists that they can speak freely without fear of having their remarks end up in the media – or anywhere else for that matter.

The Chatham House rule will apply throughout this conference and I ask everyone to please respect this.

At the end of the conference we hope that you will all be inspired as well as informed, energized and invigorated and that you will be ready to go out into the world to pursue whatever goal you decide is right for you. Only you can decide what success means for you.  But the next two days are designed to help you think through what it is you really want from life, and to then Go For It!

Thank You.
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