
Following a public discussion held on 16th July 2014 
at St Paul’s Cathedral, this summary report explores 
the institutional and cultural barriers preventing many 
women from reaching positions of leadership. We asked 
what different sectors can learn from each other in the 
fight for true equality, and what actions can be taken to 
create lasting change.
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Throughout this report you will get a view of the insight and 
wisdom that our excellent panel of speakers gave to a large 
audience at St Paul’s Cathedral earlier this year. This record 
of the celebration of the successful efforts of our colleagues, 
our friends and our sisters at the cathedral is only the 
beginning. Our intent was to get people to work across 
disciplines: politics, clergy, business and non-governmental 
organisations to share strategies and techniques to improve 
the position of women as leaders of their chosen fields.  
What unites us is infinitely more important than what 
divides us, and we will be stronger together than any of us 
can be separately.

To that end, you will also find some additional resources 
within this publication where people can engage on these 
issues. In addition, St Paul’s Institute intends to continue 
to produce events around the theme of women’s equality 
over the course of the next 18 months, and encourages 
participants and readers to do the same. We will continue 
to work with a large cross section of institutions and 
organisations to be one of the engines of the constructive 
change that needs to occur from the institutional level to 
the level of the individual.

Several of the panellists spoke of reaching a hand up and 
a hand down, or thinking of women as a ladder, where we 
are helped by and learn from women above us in age and 
hierarchy and we, in turn, help women younger and below 
us in the hierarchy. If each one of us adopts the strategy of 
‘a hand up and a hand down’, it will make a mighty powerful 
chain of connected women, each linked to a definition 
of success that is far larger than just themselves. Such a 
connection to a larger cause – that we are doing this not 
just for each of us, but for all of us – gives us both purpose 
and power.

Introduction
Barbara Ridpath, Director of St Paul’s Institute

The strides made since the 1960s are incredible; those 
since the suffragettes even more so. However, there is still 
an important distinction between succeeding in what is still 
effectively a world fashioned by men, and changing that world 
as a result of women having an equal voice in its design, 
whether that is about government, business, the Church or 
caring for a family. Progress is slow but steady, and there are 
many examples of current successes within the following 
pages. However, the challenge is to achieve that second goal, 
a world where women have an equal voice in shaping our 
world, before we are finished.
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This event on the 16th July 2014 came as we celebrated 
with our colleagues in the Church of England that movement 
to enable women to be bishops had been accepted at the 
General Synod. Surely, there was no better way to celebrate 
this news than to gather nearly 1500 women and men from 
different disciplines and backgrounds under the dome of  
St Paul’s Cathedral to put this into the context of what 
happens in the rest of our society. Though much progress has 
been made – with the Church often lagging behind – we still 
have some lengths to travel before we have gender parity 
in leadership positions across every social sector. We were 
privileged to have Shami Chakrabarti, Frances O’Grady, Liz 
Bingham, Ceri Goddard and the Revd Rose Hudson-Wilkin 
speak to us about the ways we can dismantle the cultural 
and institutional barriers that have prevented many women 
from reaching positions of leadership.

In the United Kingdom, we have more men sitting in our 
current parliament than the number of female MPs ever 
elected. It is only this year that every company in the  
FTSE 100 has included at least one female board member.  
In 2012, there remained a 9.6% gap in pay between men  
and women, and women were over 3 times more likely 
to be working part time than men.1 Maternity leave can 
become an obstacle from which many promising careers 
never fully recover.

Our speakers tackled the causes of these problems in 
different ways, but they all described how these inequalities 
are rooted in the structure of our society and the character 
of our culture.

Power, Liz Bingham reminded us, is not easily surrendered by 
those who have it. Her experience at EY has proved there is 
no ‘business argument for inequality’, as companies become 
more profitable and more productive when gender balanced, 
rather than weighted to either gender. But resistance to 
change remains strongly entrenched.

This reluctance comes from a moral failure to perceive the 
true value and worth of those who have been excluded 
from power. As all our speakers reminded us, we must 
challenge ourselves to fully recognise each other’s humanity 
before we will find respect and equality for all. We cannot 
discount individuals based on criteria of age, gender, race or 
sexuality. Exclusion and inequality may have been endemic, 
but it need not be permanent. Rose Hudson-Wilkin shared 
her experience of challenging not only sexual but also racial 
stereotypes, internally as well as externally – we have to 

believe in the equality of men and women, and then act on it 
in our own lives as well as encouraging others.

So how exactly do we create change?

Policy shifts and legislative changes can offer one way 
forward, Frances O’Grady suggested. We can change 
workplace cultures by working towards universal access 
to flexible working hours, something that would have a 
clear benefit for those who care for children, the elderly or 
disabled, and affirm the value of the caring work they do. 
Long working days and rewards for presenteeism should be 
discouraged. Better funding for child care and care homes 
could help many return to work sooner. Longer maternity 
and paternity leaves can encourage new mums and dads to 
have an even share of the work in the early days of child 
rearing. And we must continue to insist on equal pay for all. 
These changes will not just benefit working women, but 
people of all backgrounds, genders and ages.

Ceri Goddard encouraged us to rethink the status quo, 
and challenge our ideas of merit. Merit has been defined 
in largely masculine terms, by an elite that has enjoyed 
privileged access to education and opportunity. We need an 
idea of merit that is inclusive, one that celebrates difference 
instead of sameness.

We can create change by paying attention to the wisdom of 
those who have broken barriers, and by encouraging those 
who are still climbing. We must extend, as Frances put it, ‘a 
hand up and a hand down’, seeking mentoring opportunities 
from those who have been there before, and then sharing 
our own experiences by educating young women.

Unfortunately, many more questions were submitted on the 
night than we were able to answer. Four people were called 
to the microphone (plus one from Twitter) out of the 100 
who submitted questions. Some were seeking advice on 
how to tackle sexism in the workplace; others asked how to 
overturn the gendered language associated with leadership 
roles, how to challenge stereotypes, how to balance home 
and work responsibilities, and why men aren’t presented 
with the same challenges as women. We hope to address 
some more of these questions in separate blog pieces over 
the coming weeks and months.

We were moved and impressed by the energy, enthusiasm 
and willingness to participate shown by our audience. The 
vast majority of them were between the ages of 20 and 
35. This generation is ready and eager for the imbalances 

1 Government Equalities Office, Think Act Report, 2013. Based on the findings of the Office of National Statistics.  
	 More recent ONS findings have put the gender pay gap at 13% in London. 
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they are witnessing in their workplaces to be challenged and 
removed. We urge every one of you to continue to push for 
change over the coming days, weeks and months, whether that 
means encouraging people around you, providing support for 
your colleagues, or stepping forward to lead yourself.

We will make change together, though solidarity and fellowship, 
through mentorship and support, through the choices we make 
in our own lives, and the things we cry out for in unison.

As Shami Chakrabarti said in her closing remarks, we must 
tackle this injustice in our families, social circles, and work places 

as well as in our legislation. It is up to each of us to continue to 
push for change.

After all, as Eleanor Marx said in 1870 during her campaign for 
an 8 hour work day, “This is not the end, but only the beginning of 
the struggle. [...] we must speak for the cause daily and make the 
men and women that we meet come into the ranks and help us.” 

The words of Percy Shelley resonate strongly with this, as 
used by Marx herself: “Rise like lions after the slumber in 
unvanquishable numbers. Shake your chains to the earth like dew 
which in sleep had fallen on you. Ye are many. They are few.”

Our speakers tackled the causes 
of these problems in different 
ways, but they all described how 
these inequalities are rooted in the 
structure of our society and the 
character of our culture.

From left to right: David Ison, Rose Hudson-Wilkin, Ceri Goddard, Shami Chakrabarti, Liz Bingham, Frances O’Grady, Hannah Elias
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In 1851 Sojourner Truth delivered a speech at the Women’s 
Convention in Akron, Ohio: 

“That man over there says that women need to be helped 
into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best 
place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over 
mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman? 
Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and 
gathered into barns, and no man could head me!... I have borne 
thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when 
I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! 
And ain’t I a woman?”

This speech highlights something much deeper and 
tangible than mere equality in leadership. The question 
‘ain’t I a woman?’ is not just a rhetorical question, it is a 
serious question for all who hear it to consider. It is morally 
incomprehensible that Sojourner and millions of people 
from the continent of Africa suffered such dehumanising 
experiences. It is morally incomprehensible today that we still 
have modern day slavery over 200 years after the abolition 
of the Slave Trade Act. At the heart of this issue is the reality 
that the humanity of those who were enslaved was being 
totally disregarded. Those who abuse others treat them 
as objects, mere commodities to be used and disposed of 
according to one’s desires. You see if you are not human 
like me, then you cannot possibly feel like I feel. You cannot 
possibly nurture hopes and dreams like I do. But how can 
they know how those who are enslaved feel? Impossible. 
Unless the other’s humanity is recognised, thus enabling you 
to empathise – to place one’s feet in another’s shoes. 

This May I was in Ghana and was deeply disturbed when 
I visited the Cape Coast and saw with my own eyes the 
place where millions were taken through ‘The Gate of No 
Return’ and placed on the ships to be taken to the New 
World. Below ground in caves human beings were kept, and 
above ground a church was built. I felt physically ill: what 
possessed those who built the church to think that this could 
ever be acceptable? This was surely contrary to the faith. I’m 
therefore proposing that the real crisis which we face is not 
so much one of a lack of equality in leadership, but rather 
something much deeper than that. I believe it is a failure to 
respect the other’s humanity. A failure to respect women 
as human beings. It therefore naturally follows on that if I 
am not respected and valued as a human being, then what 
I bring to the table will also not be respected and valued. 
It is because there is no respect and value at this level why 
there is therefore a resistance to even contemplate putting 

a woman, or someone from a different ethnic origin, in 
positions of leadership.

When I went to my parish in Hackney, over sixteen and a 
half years ago, one of my church wardens made it very clear 
that she was not used to people like me in a leadership 
position. ‘That’s how I was brought up’, she said. We must not 
underestimate the messages we have learnt from childhood, 
and sometimes continue to learn in adulthood. Messages 
from traditions and culture, religion and political ideology. 
These messages about others being seen as less human 
than ourselves further gives us permission to treat them 
differently, and often less favourably then we would expect 
ourselves to be treated. So, we put women in the corner. 
We put them in the box. We say that it is okay for them 
to do the flowers, to clean the sanctuary area, but not to 
stand behind the altar. We need to think seriously about the 
messages underlying our actions.

We cannot continue to live in the 21st Century as though 
we are ‘back in the day’. Little girls growing up in Britain must 
know that there are no ceilings, be it glass or ecclesiastical, 
that will prevent them from reaching whatever they perceive 
the top to be. Every time it is said that we need to have 
more women, or people from a minority ethnic background, 
into positions of leadership we hear : Oh, but we need 
qualified people! The implication that women and minority 
ethnic people are not qualified. Well, surely if they’re not 
qualified we need to ask questions of our educational 
institutions as to whether or not they’re fit for purpose. The 
reality is, whether we like it or not, Britain is a diverse society. 
It is therefore imperative that the community in which we 
live see the diversity reflected in all walks of life. Sadly, we 
have used religion and other cultural practices to maintain 
the status quo. As long as we continue to teach inequality 
to the next generation, consciously or unconsciously, we will 
be perpetuating a kind of society that can only contribute to 
conflict in the long-term. 

Let us be clear, we will not be able to change overnight 
long-held prejudices and views that have been nurtured for 
a lifetime. What we can do, however, is take positive action. 
The kind of positive action that will ensure that the next 
generation embraces diversity and see women respected and 
valued for who they are. Let us together commit ourselves 
in building the kind of legacy that will enable us to have a 
community, and a society, where men and women sit at the 
table. People from minority ethnic backgrounds, sitting at the 
table. People who are disabled, sitting at the table. People from 

2 Speaker remarks in this report are abridged versions of their presentations.  A full recording of this event is available at www.stpaulsinstitute.org.uk
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The real crisis that we 
face is not so much one 
of a lack of equality in 
leadership...I believe it is 
a failure to respect the 
other’s humanity, a failure 
to respect women as  
human beings

all different walks of life, sitting at the table. All using their gifts to 
build the kind of world that we want to live in. 

Finally, let me just say to us women who have just had that 
amazing vote this week: let’s not think that we have arrived. If 
our sisters in the Roman Catholic Church, in the Orthodox 
Church, are not there then we have not yet arrived. If women 
in other parts of our world continue to be stoned or to have 

honour-killings then we have not yet arrived. It’s no good us 
putting our hands up and saying ‘we’re okay’. Men, you too 
cannot be okay until you continue to journey with women to 
make sure that the changes necessary are there.

Together, let’s go forward to make the changes that we need in our 
society. 
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I’m in some ways dismayed, but also in some ways delighted. 
Dismayed because in the 33 years I’ve been working in the 
City very little progress has been made on this agenda, or 
so it feels. When you look at the UK, still less than 6% of 

the FTSE 100 executive directors are women. Only a fifth 
of our members of parliament are women. In the 96 years 
since women were allowed to take their seat in the Palace 
of Westminster, there have been fewer women MPs than 

There’s something going on in 
society and the way we educated 
our children, something in the way 
we parent our children, that is 
eking away at the ambition and the 
confidence of these young girls.  

Women in Leadership: What Needs to Change? – September 2014
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there are men currently sitting in the House. But I am in equal 
measure delighted because it’s events like this that recognise 
that we are on a journey and we’re on a journey together.

How do you get business to pay attention? Well, you won’t 
be surprised to know that you need to get a business case. 
Even though that might sound obvious, it’s harder than you 
think. At EY we looked at thousands and thousands of audit 
engagements globally, five thousand in the UK alone. What we 
discovered was that gender-balanced teams – not all women, 
not all men – delivered projects and work for clients that was 
more profitable and of a better quality then teams that were 
either heavily outweighed by men or by women. This isn’t 
about ‘women good, men bad’ – this is about striking a balance. 
If you don’t believe me from an EY perspective, I’d like to also 
quote from the Credit Suisse Research Institute in 2012. They 
said that: ‘our analysis shows that it would on average have 
been better to have invested in corporates with women on 
their management boards than in those without.’

The business case is so compelling that you have to ask what 
the problem is, why are we still talking about this? I think 
the problem lies in power; the problem lies with women 
themselves; and the problem lies with society. 

Those in power do not give it up easily. We wouldn’t have had 
millennia of conflict if people in power gave up power easily. 
Whether you’re talking about the world of business, or the 
church, or politics, those in power today are typically straight, 
white men. The problem with that is that tends to drive 
exclusive behaviours, because there’s a protectionism that goes 
on in order to preserve that power. Then you end up with 
group-think, and that’s a problem. We need to find a way to 
share power, and share power nicely, and women have got to 
take responsibility for this.

Researchers in the United States recently asked thousands of 
seven year-old boys and girls: ‘what do you want to be when 
you grow up?’ 50% of the boys said either ‘the President’ or ‘an 
astronaut’ and 50% of the girls said exactly the same thing. Those 
same researchers then went to 14 year-old boys and girls and 
asked the same question. 50% of the 14 year-old boys said they 
either wanted to be President or an astronaut, but only 20% of the 
girls said the same. There’s something going on in society and the 
way we educated our children, something in the way we parent 
our children, that is eking away at the ambition and the confidence 
of these young girls. The role models that we all are, in whatever 
walk of life we come from, is so important. We need to lift as we 
climb through our own organisations. We need to encourage the 
next generation. We need to really, truly help them to believe that 
they can be all and anything that they want to be.

Then we come to society. Society expects women and girls to 
behave in a particular way. ‘Good girls don’t ask’ – I remember 
being told that when I was growing up. That translates into the 
workplace, and I see it all over. Talented young women who 
have got their heads down doing a brilliant job, working really 
hard and hoping that somebody is going to notice. Whilst 
all around them their male colleagues are doing less work, 
of less quality, but are telling everybody that they’re brilliant. 
We’re so compliant. We need to do a little less of that, but 
we do need help and we need to hold to account the media 
in particular on this. If you think about world-class female 
leaders, and I’ll offer you up Hilary Clinton, she was absolutely 
vilified in the media. She was portrayed as violating the gender 
norms, whatever that means. She was described as being cold, 
calculating, hard and driven. As if all of these things were really 
bad things to be. Until she was interviewed and she broke 
down whereupon she was emotional, not fit for high office, 
wouldn’t be able to cope. She’s in the classic double-bind, and 
it’s the media that perpetuate this.

In the world of work, what have we seen that works on this 
agenda? Absolutely relentless focus – if you get disheartened 
for a heartbeat then the agenda will fall apart. Also really 
paying attention to how you measure progress, because 
what gets measured gets done. You need to set targets, but 
set them with teeth and make sure there are consequences 
for missing those targets. We also need to recognise that 
women require different things to men. They require different 
interventions at different times in their life. Often women will 
leave the workplace for a period to go and have families and 
how do we intervene at that point to give them confidence 
on returning to the workplace and enabling their careers to 
continue to flourish? The importance of role models cannot be 
underestimated. We need to live the values and the behaviours 
that we want to see in the business. That means making some 
difficult decisions, and calling out difficult and inappropriate 
behaviours when you see them. Fundamentally, a better balance 
means better business. Diverse perspectives will help us deliver 
better problem solving, better innovation, and that will enable 
us to have a great deal more fun.

This isn’t just about women; we need to work together on this. 
We need to hold one another to account, but we also need to 
support one another where appropriate. We need to lift as we 
climb to bring on the next generation of talent and to do that 
authentically and with passion, commitment and compassion. 
Because remember, they won’t care what you know until they 
know that you care. 
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It took 146 years before the trade union movement elected 
its first woman TUC general secretary – we can’t be accused 
of rushing things – but today nearly a third of union leaders 
are women and, for the first time in history, our membership 
is 50:50 men and women. 

Unions do a great job not just in winning new learning 
opportunities, better pay and safer workplaces; we give 
ordinary people an independent voice at work. We believe 
people should be treated as human beings, not just as human 
resources. Ultimately we want to humanise work. But we 
are swimming against a great tide of high unemployment, 
falling living standards and growing inequality. Over 5 million 
workers in Britain earn less than the Living Wage and 
most of them are women. The gender pay gap is growing 
again and women have borne the brunt of government 
austerity policies that has seen nurseries close, and their 
jobs and wages cut. In the private sector, job segregation still 
ghettoises too many women into dead end, low skilled, zero 
hours work.

When I was young, I thought the main obstacle to 
women’s advancement was simple – it was men. We had 
a campaign where we put little stickers on the doors of 
our male managers, emblazoned with the immortal words 
from that classic Doris Day hit song: ‘Move Over, Darling’. 
Of course life is more complicated than that. Often the 
focus seems to be just about getting more women in the 
boardroom, but many ordinary women feel that swapping 
a few rich men for a few rich women at the top will do 
little to improve their lives. Nevertheless I have supported 
quotas for women on boards, not least because I am fed 
up of being told by those who oppose quotas that board 
membership should be decided on merit. As if all the men 
in our boardrooms got there on merit! As if top directors 
really merit their pay which is now 180 times bigger than 
that of the average worker. And how would we ever know 
that someone got there on merit anyway, given I’m not 
aware that those positions are even advertised?

I want to focus on the millions of working women whose 
talents are too often passed over and I want to stress that 
the changes that will benefit women will benefit many men 
too. Because when women rise, we all rise.

My views are grounded in TUC policy but also in my own 
experience. I am a single parent and my children are now 
grown up. But I remember vividly how it feels to juggle a job 
and small children, rushing around between work and the 
childminder, worrying about the bills, wanting to be a good 
mum and a good worker too. In fact, I can say with absolute 

confidence that however stressful the job of leading the 
TUC may be, it is nothing compared to the stress of 
bringing up two children on average – let alone low – pay.

I’m in that age group of women who tend to be 
overlooked for promotion or training, judged by the lines 
on our face rather than the length of our experience. I 
think one of the reasons older women are put off entering 
public life is that sometimes there seems to be more 
interest in how we look than what we do. When I first 
got elected, one unsympathetic newspaper published a 
photo of me with the crushing caption: ‘dreary’. Even a 
friendly journalist told me that my best quality was that I 
look ordinary – which is just the kind of accolade every 
menopausal woman in her fifties wants to hear.

And, of course, older women are increasingly not just 
looking after grown up children who can’t afford to move 
out because rents are too high and home ownership is out 
of reach. We are also caring for elderly parents too. That’s 
why when it comes to changing workplace culture I want 
to start by welcoming the new universal right to request 
flexible working which not just parents but all carers and 
indeed all workers are now entitled to. What we really need 
long term is more paid time off for all carers, including more 
generous maternity, paternity and paid parental leave so that 
mums and dads can make a real choice about sharing care 
of a new baby. More than that, we need fair taxes to fund 
public services like nurseries and care, so that those who do 
care don’t pay a high penalty. It would also help if, just like 
in successful economies like Germany and Scandinavia, men 
and women here were encouraged to work our proper 
hours, rather than see long hours at work as a necessary 
step to promotion or some kind of virility test.

That brings me to pay. I sometimes wonder what it says 
about our economy when the skill of repairing a car is 
considered many times more valuable than that of caring 
for a child. In this country we have one of the longest 
tails of low pay than in any other EU country and that 
disproportionately hurts women, which in turn hurts 
families. Surely every worker in Britain, the sixth richest 
nation in the world, should be entitled to live and work 
in dignity? Surely every man, every woman should have 
the right to the Living Wage? And surely the Government 
should lead by example by giving Whitehall cleaners, 
school dinner ladies, and Britain’s army of nurses, teachers 
and carers a decent pay rise? Let’s go further. Let’s end 
those systems of performance related pay that tend to 
favour the blue-eyed boys and encourage us to keep our 
earnings a secret. The TUC wants to see every employer 

Frances O’Grady Abridged Remarks

General Secretary of the Trades Union Congress
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I want to focus on the millions  
of working women whose talents 
are too often passed over and I 
want to stress that the changes 
that will benefit women will 
benefit many men too. Because 
when women rise, we all rise

be transparent about pay from top to bottom, so we can check 
that men and women are being treated fairly.

Finally, I was asked to issue you with a challenge. As I said, the 
trade union movement is now 50:50 men and women. We are 
Britain’s largest democratic membership movement. But I want 
more people to join, and more women to lead. One of the 
most shocking statistics about Britain reported by Oxfam is that 
the 5 richest families have more money between them than 
the poorest 12 million. In the end, the only way to create fairer 

workplaces, a fairer society and a fairer world is if decent men 
and women work together for an alternative to the unequal 
mess we are in. If you’re not in a union, please sign up; and 
if you are in a union, please get active; and if you are active, 
then I encourage you, as I was encouraged: go for it, stand for 
election, become a union leader. Because together, I believe we 
can change the world.
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Most people when you talk about innovation think about 
business, or science, but there is this growing concept of 
social innovation that seeks to create a more equal and 
just society. These social innovations don’t need to be a 
thing, they could be an idea or a principal. Such as human 
rights introduced by Eleanor Roosevelt. They could be a 
movement, such as the civil rights movement in America. 
They can be a piece of legislation and law. For example 
look at the UK where we have a public sector equality duty. 
A social innovation could be an organisation – look at the 
transformative effect that the Open University had on our 
society. A social innovation can be a product – consider the 
contraceptive pill. Social innovation clearly in itself is not 
new, but the term was only coined about a decade ago and 
since then has acted as a basis for a growing movement. It’s 
a collective voluntary action to challenge the status quo and 
the authorities and the institutions that are upholding this.

The authorities that I’m speaking about are not only 
government, but the private sector and of course the church. 
The traditional barriers between the state and the market 
are breaking down. We’re seeing less talk of public spending; 
a lot more talk of social investments. We talk of a social, not 
just a fiscal economy. But how far is this brave new world of 
social innovation looking at the structural causes of gender 
inequality that underpin the lack of women power? I would 
say not nearly enough...yet. But the ideas and resources of 
social innovation have huge potential that can be harnessed, 
and particularly the idea of disruptive social innovation.

A disruptive innovation is something that goes further than 
traditional innovation. It doesn’t just seek to incrementally 
improve on the existing status quo. A disruptive innovation 
seeks to tackle and replace the incumbents of that status 
quo. Those incumbents could be people, they can be 
politicians, they can be an idea – the idea that women 
can’t be astronauts, or trade union leaders. They can be 
institutions, such as an all-male church. These incumbents can 
be replaced. Disruptive innovation does this by providing a 
better alternative to that status quo that more people can 
benefit from. The incumbents are not taken out; they are 
phased out of relevance.

Clearly, many women do want to be leaders and already 
are as leadership is commonly understood: the long hours, 
the competitiveness, the aggressiveness, the public profile 
and, yes, the ball-breaking. But there are also women who 
want to be leaders, but not that type of leader. These other 
women don’t lack the confidence or the ability to ‘lean in’ 
– they choose not to. They don’t feel the need to change 
their position to command authority or to be listened to. Of 

course, there is a powerful consideration to be given to the 
idea that was coined by an amazing African feminist: if you are 
not at the table, then you will be on the menu. It has something 
to it, but there are many women who are working also to 
make that table behave better and by holding it to account 
from the outside. So the myth here is not that women, and 
indeed many men, don’t want to be leaders. The myth is 
that there cannot be different types of leader or that if you 
are a woman or a leader your femaleness will be your most 
defining feature.

What we have today are workplaces that are constructs. 
Pretty rooted and stubborn ones, but constructs nonetheless 
– and constructs can be dismantled. But we don’t just want 
an extension to fit the women in, we want a complete 
remodelling. Legislation has, and can, do more to help this 
but we need to combine it with culture change. We need 
campaigners working on both fronts, inside and outside of 
the state and government.

I was asked to pick a key thing I thought would help change 
things or can be disrupted. I have settled on the idea of 
merit – at least merit as we currently know it. I think we need 
to change the status quo that says a woman leader cannot 
value herself, or be valued by those around her, unless she 
has got there on ‘merit’. My problem is not leadership based 
on merit per se, it’s about how narrowly we currently view 
what merit is and who is defining it. Let women become 
leaders on merit – but not a merit defined and upheld by 
a small group of elite, male leaders who want to reproduce 
the exclusionary and self-interested cliques. A merit that is 
more inclusive.

In 1954 Michael Young (after whom the Young Foundation 
is named) wrote a book, and it was called The Rise of the 
Meritocracy. You’ve probably heard the word ‘meritocracy’. 
It’s something that a lot of our politicians are clamouring 
to say that’s what we want to create. Perhaps if they’d read 
Michael Young’s book they might not be so quick to associate 
with this idea of meritocracy because what it predicted was 
a dystopia, a society where people were divided into class 
according to a very narrow set of intellectual and other 
abilities. It says:

“Were we to evaluate people not only according to their 
intelligence and education, their occupation and their power, 
but according to their kindness and courage, their imagination 
and their sensitivity, their sympathies and their generosity there 
would be no classes. Who would be able to say that the scientist 
was superior to the porter who had admirable qualities as a 
father; the civil servant with skill at winning prizes superior to 

Ceri Goddard Abridged Remarks

Director of Gender, The Young Foundation
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the lorry driver with skill at growing roses? Every human being 
would then have equal opportunity not to rise up in the world in 
light of any mathematical measure, but to develop in their own 
special capabilities for leading a rich life.”

My challenge is that we should take down the idea of  
man-made merit. We should use both legislation and culture 
change and replace it with an idea where there is merit 
in difference, not only sameness. Compromise – not only 
competition. Imagination – not only evidence. Most importantly, 

to be clear that none of these merits can only belong to men 
or only belong to women. Let’s provide an alternative to the 
status quo where being male alone gives you merit. I hope 
there is one thing we can all agree on: those current incumbent 
leaders who resist sharing greater power with women in their 
own self-interest can no longer do this with impunity. Change is 
inevitable, but it will come much more quickly if as a movement 
we can combine our differences and lead – not wait for others 
– to deliver the innovation that we need.

Change is inevitable, but it will come 
much more quickly if as a movement 
we can combine our differences and 
lead – not wait for others to deliver 
the innovation that we need.
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I’m the Director of Liberty, the National Council of Civil 
Liberties, this country’s domestic campaign for human rights 
and the fundamental rights and freedoms for everyone in  
this country. 

I am, in addition to being the Director of Liberty, or perhaps 
because of it, the woman who was once described by the 
Sun Newspaper as ‘the most dangerous woman in Britain’.
That should either make you very afraid, or realise that 
Britain actually, if you look at the world in the round, is not 
that dangerous a place. 

I don’t see human rights in very complex or desperately 
clever philosophical or legal terms: I see them really quite 

simply. I would sum up human rights, which I think is what we 
should all be about, with three words: dignity, equality  
and fairness. 

The greatest of these is equality, because there wouldn’t be 
torture, slavery, grave privacy intrusions or suppressions of 
free speech and free elections anywhere in the world if we 
really upheld the value of equality. We all love fundamental 
rights and freedoms, those of our own, and those of our 
families and those of people like us, but not [always] for 
everyone else. 

The principle of equality is the greatest discipline in any great 
civilisation, especially a democracy. It forces us to imagine 
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The principle of equality is the greatest 
discipline in any great civilisation, 
especially a democracy. It forces us to 
imagine what it would be like to be the 
other, to be the person who is for the 
time being oppressed, and forgotten, 
and cast aside. 

Shami Chakrabarti Abridged Remarks

Director of Liberty, the National Council of Civil Liberties
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what it would be like to be the other, to be the person who is 
for the time being oppressed, and forgotten, and cast aside. 

How particularly strange that gender injustice is the deepest 
and oldest human rights violation on the planet. How strange, 
when there are families all over the planet of men and women. 
Women have fathers and husbands and lovers and sons and 
yet, gender injustice is so ingrained that I would say it is an 
apartheid that goes back thousands of years almost to the 
beginnings of humanity, and is so entrenched all over the planet. 
That is the position even under the Millennium Goals, that is 
the position in Britain, and that is the position everywhere else. 

Eleanor Roosevelt was the grandmother of international 
human rights. She described human rights, famously, as 
beginning in small places close to home. Places so small and 
so close that they can’t be seen on any map of the world, and 
yet they are the world of the individual person. In my view, 
she was so right. If human rights begin in small places close to 
home, so do the violations of human rights. And until we tackle 
this injustice in our families, our friendship circles and in our 
workplaces with legislation and great political polemic, we will 
go no further. 

I think that my generation, those of us in our grumpy mid to 
late forties, have got a lot to answer for. Our mothers and 
some of the feminists who came before us might be looking 
down and saying ‘you didn’t really do enough. You kind of took 
your feet off the pedal just a little bit’. I don’t think that the 
Pankhursts would be so proud of the Chakrabartis on this 
issue of gender injustice, and I intend to try and do something 
about it. 

We need to do more in health care, education, in work and 
pay, in politics, in the professions and even in the courts. 

So I may not be the most dangerous woman in Britain, but 
on occasion other less flattering columnists have referred to 
me perhaps as the grimmest or the dourest or the grumpiest 
woman in Britain. I don’t want to be that, but I am impatient 
for change. 

I have changed my mind in my adult life on things like 
affirmative action and quotas. When I was young, and perhaps 
on occasion a little cocky and even naïve, I assumed that I was 
going to do everything on this idea of merit that actually wasn’t 
merit at all. When I first did this job and had the privilege of a 
platform on the national public stage and appeared on national 
television occasionally, people said ‘She’s only there because she 
ticks various boxes’. After a while I thought: maybe I got invited 
on Question Time for the first time because people do want 
to use their colour TV, but I’m not so inarticulate that I earned 

my invitation back. I started changing my idea of what merit 
was, and realising that the status quo was not a meritocracy. 
Now when people say, ‘Shami, are you worried when you get 
invited to do various jobs that you might be a token?’ 

I now say, ‘No, I don’t worry too much. I think I’m not so much a 
token as a beacon’.

I particularly agree with Frances O Grady’s words about 
solidarity – now there’s an old fashioned word of the left. 
In the Christian Church there is a very similar concept 
called fellowship. It’s the idea that we should come together 
and unashamedly support each other as active agents 
for change. We should not be in competition all the time, 
but in collaboration, passing on the wisdom, support and 
encouragement that we have received. 

Solidarity and fellowship are incredibly important if we are to 
free men as well as women from these terrible injustices and 
unnatural apartheids that still shackle the human race. 

Let me praise of another great woman and Trade Unionist, 
Eleanor Marx. Eleanor Marx was the youngest daughter of Karl 
Marx. Everybody knows Karl Marx, but not enough people 
know Eleanor Marx. She was his editor, collaborator, translator 
and a great woman of the arts as well as of activism and 
feminism and internationalism. 

What you need to know about Eleanor Marx and her cohort 
is that modern feminism didn’t begin in the 1970s, it began in 
the 1870s. 

She was founder of the GNB, the largest trade union we have 
in this country, and she struggled to get women recognised as 
skilled workers in that union. 

This is what she said when she was campaigning for an 8 hour 
working day for men and women in 1870: 

“This is not the end but only the beginning of the struggle. It’s not 
enough to come here to demonstrate in favour of an 8 hour day. 
We must not be like some Christians who sin for 6 days and go 
to church on the 7th. But we must speak for the cause daily and 
make the men and especially the women that we meet come into 
the ranks to help us.” 

Then finally she quotes Shelley’s The Masque of Anarchy this 
wonderful final flourish: 

“Rise like lions after the slumber in unvanquishable numbers, 
Shake your chains to the earth like dew which in sleep had fallen 
on you. Ye are many, they are few.”
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The Women’s Resource Centre  
www.thewomensresourcecentre.org.uk    

The leading national umbrella body for women’s charities, 
with over 500 members, providing training to women’s 
charities and lobbying the government on behalf of 
members.

Women 1st  
www.women1st.co.uk

Working to transform the face of boards in hospitality, 
passenger transport, travel and tourism, and support women 
who aspire to senior leadership roles to fulfil their career 
ambitions.

Women and the Church (WATCH)  
www.womenandthechurch.org   

Campaigners for the full inclusion of women and men at all 
levels of the Church of England, closely involved in building 
support for the successful vote on women bishops at 
General Synod.

City Women Network (CWN)  
www.citywomen.org

A vibrant community for professional women to connect, 
contribute and grow. CWN’s mission is to be of service, 
primarily to its members and corporates, but also to 
business in general.  

National Union of Students (NUS)  
www.nus.org.uk

A confederation of 600 students’ unions, representing the 
interests of more than seven million students. Their lead 
campaign for 2014 focuses on the impact of violence and 
objectification towards women students.

Girls Talk London  
www.girlstalklondon.com

Connecting young women aged 14-25 with Senior and 
leading women in competitive & male dominated industries 
through informal Q & A sessions where these women 
discuss their career journey and offer tips and advice in 
relation to careers and their life lessons.

Inspiring the Future  
www.inspiringthefuture.org

Co-ordinators of the Inspiring Women campaign to provide 
positive role models for girls in state secondary schools 
across the UK, asking women to pledge one hour per year 
to go to a local school and talk to girls about their job and 
their educational choices.

The Fawcett Society  
www.fawcettsociety.org.uk

Founded in 1866, Fawcett is the UK’s leading charity for 
women’s equality and rights – at home, at work and in public 
life. Believing that as a society we will be stronger, healthier 
and happier when all people – women and men – enjoy full 
equality and respect. 

UN Women  
www.unwomen.org

The UN organisation dedicated to gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. A global champion for women 
and girls, UN Women was established to accelerate progress 
on meeting their needs worldwide. International Women’s 
Day is celebrated annually on the 8th March, 2014’s theme 
was ‘equality for women is progress for all’.

The event at St Paul’s Cathedral was meant to be both a celebration but also a challenge to those present, to be an agent for 
change. To that end, below you will find a list of organisations working on gender issues, some of which were represented at the 
Women in Leadership event. Use these, find others, or start your own, but we encourage everyone to take a proactive step and 
be the change that you want to see.
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I Will / I Won’t
A social media campaign that ran alongside the event, asking people to describe 
the actions they will take to promote, support or become women in leadership.

Women in Leadership: What Needs to Change? – September 2014

17



18



St Paul’s Institute works to stimulate 
dialogue on contemporary economic 
and financial issues and to focus on the 
need for positive values systems, rooted 
in the Christian faith, to inform current 
debate surrounding the direction that 
financial and economic institutions might 
take in the 21st century.

St Paul’s Institute
The Chapter House
St Paul’s Churchyard
London  EC4M 8AD

+44 (0)20 7246 8339
institute@stpaulscathedral.org.uk
www.stpaulsinstitute.org.uk

Published by St Paul’s Institute
September 2014
All Rights Reserved


