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Researchers worldwide argue the benefits of having gender 
balance in senior management teams, yet women are still 
under-represented in the top roles of the New Zealand public 
service (41.5 per cent of the senior leadership roles are held 
by women, with only 22 per cent holding chief executive roles).

This represents a missed 
opportunity for delivering 
better public services and 
improving performance 

across the sector. It also raises 
issues of gender equity and equal 
employment opportunities for 
women public servants.

Achieving gender balance 
in public sector leadership is 
potentially a topic that risks 
being put in the “too hard basket” 
because there is no simple 
solution and not even a general 
consensus that a problem exists. 

In 2013, I conducted research 
aimed at finding out why 
New Zealand is losing women 
en route to the top of the public 
service. By taking a strategic 
human resources management 
approach, the focus of the 
research was on the potential 
barriers to women’s advancement 
inherent in organisational cultures 
and structures, rather than on 
individual deficits in women. This 
was based on the premise that, if 
the underlying systemic factors 
are not addressed, initiatives to 
develop individuals for leadership 
roles are likely to be undermined.

For the research, HR 
leaders from a third of central 
government agencies were 
interviewed. The findings 
were consistent with what the 
international literature has shown 
to stand in the way of women’s 
advancement. For instance, there 

is evidence of bias in recruitment 
and promotion, workplace sexism, 
gender stereotypes around 
leadership styles, expectations of 
long hours on the job and male-
dominated networks. 

It is perhaps not surprising 
that the organisational barriers 
found in the study reflect many of 
those found in the international 
literature. From that perspective, 
they are not necessarily new 
or unique, but having evidence 
of what is actually occurring 
in the New Zealand public 
service context provides valuable 
insights. While further research 
should be carried out within 
individual agencies to determine 
interventions appropriate to 
their specific environment, the 
findings of this initial research 
show there is significant work 
to be done across the sector 
to address systemic barriers to 
women reaching the top roles of 
the public service. 

The perspectives and views of 
the HR leaders themselves was 
one of the more interesting, and 
perhaps concerning, outcomes of 
the research, particularly given 
the influence HR leaders have in 
the design and implementation 
of organisational policies and 
initiatives. There was a general 
lack of awareness of the effect 
that organisational systems, 
processes and cultures could 
have on women’s advancement 

– and therefore a distinct lack of 
measures to counter these effects. 

Many of the HR leaders 
interviewed thought that 
changes were required across 
the sector, but did not recognise 
issues within their organisation. 
In addition, while there was a 
general acceptance of the need for 
diversity strategies or initiatives, 
there was a reluctance to focus on 
gender-specific interventions. 

HR leaders will arguably have 
a pivotal role in implementing 
solutions due to their role 
and responsibilities within an 
organisation. This apparent 
aversion to gender diversity 
initiatives and the prevalence of 
unconscious bias are potentially 
the two most important barriers 
identified through the research. 

Because unconscious bias is 
so pervasive it has the potential 
to undermine all behaviour 
or culture change efforts. 
In addition, if HR leaders 
themselves are not willing or 
able to back gender diversity 
interventions, then long-term, 
sustainable change within 
organisations will be that much 
more difficult to achieve.

What have we got to lose?
The challenge might be a tough 
one, but New  Zealand stands to 
lose quite a bit if nothing is done 
to address these barriers. 

There are the lost opportunities 
in terms of performance and 
productivity – the research shows 
that gender balance in the top 
teams leads to productive and 
better performing organisations.

There is the negative impact on 
attraction and retention of talent. 

Talented women are unlikely 
to be attracted to, or to stay, in 
organisations that don’t support 
their career advancement. This 
is not an ideal position to be in 
if “new talent battlegrounds” are 
imminent, as reported in a recent 
PwC global survey of CEOs. 
The report, The talent challenge 
– adapting to growth, found that 
63 per cent of New Zealand’s 
CEOs were optimistic about 
the global economy and 
business revenue growth. The 
implications of that growth on 
talent management, however, was 
“keeping them awake at night”, 
with 80 per cent saying that 
availability of skills was a serious 
concern. 

Then there is the issue 
of return on investment in 
development initiatives. If not 
addressed, the organisational 
cultural barriers that exist could 
potentially undermine significant 
investment being made across the 
sector in developing individual 
women in the “pipeline”. 

A time for change
The systemic barriers identified 
through this research are such 
that no one, single intervention 
will do. Addressing them will 
require both system-wide and 
individual agency interventions. 

Because some HR leaders are 
not wholly convinced of the need 
for gender-specific interventions, 
the changes required are likely, in 
certain instances, to meet with a 
luke-warm response. Addressing 
gender diversity is not the sole 
responsibility of HR – research 
shows that change must be 
championed from the top – but 
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a strategic human resource 
management approach will be a 
significant part of the solution 
due to the organisational 
systems, processes and policies 
that sit within the ambit of HR. 

This provides a challenge for 
those in positions of influence 
in the public service in terms 
of leading change. Increased 
awareness, acknowledgement 
and commitment from the 
most senior levels, including 
the State Services Commission, 
chief executives, senior 
managers, as well as supportive 
HR leaders, will be required to 
effect long-term, sustainable 
culture change across the sector 

– along with a sustained focus 
and investment from each 
individual agency. The first 
crucial step in effecting change, 
however, is the will to make it 
happen. 

Within individual agencies, 
it will take ongoing investment 
of both financial and human 
resources, and clear diversity 
targets along with measurable 
action plans to ensure a return 
on that investment, because, 
as the saying goes, “what gets 
measured gets done”.

Leadership opportunities
New Zealand was the first 
country in the world to give 

women the right to vote – 
perhaps we should lead the 
way to become the first country 
in the world to have women 
proportionately represented 
in public service leadership? 
What might that do for our 
reputation and branding, for 
marketing our capital city, and 
for attracting and retaining the 
untapped reservoir of talent – 
not to mention the potential 
performance and productivity 
gains to be made across the 
sector? 

There are opportunities 
for individual public service 
organisations to step up to 
the plate and show others 
how it can be done. And 
there is an opportunity for the 
HR profession also to show 
leadership in this space.

As former US Secretary 

of State Hillary Clinton has 
written, “Women are the largest 
untapped reservoir of talent in 
the world. It is past time for 
women to take their rightful 
place, side by side with men, in 
the rooms where the fates of 
peoples, where their children’s 
and grandchildren’s fates, are 
decided.”

The report, Gender Balance in 
the New Zealand Public Service: 
Why are there fewer women 
in the top roles and what needs 
to change? A strategic HRM 
perspective, can be viewed at 
www.luminousconsulting.
co.nz/#!research/ctzx. 
The report is also available 
on the Ministry of Women’s 
Affairs’ bibliography “Inspiring 
action” at www.mwa.govt.nz/
inspiring-action. 

This apparent aversion to gender diversity 
initiatives and the prevalence of unconscious bias 
are potentially the two most important barriers 
identified through the research. 

http://www.luminousconsulting.co.nz/#!research/ctzx
http://www.luminousconsulting.co.nz/#!research/ctzx
http://www.mwa.govt.nz/inspiring-action
http://www.mwa.govt.nz/inspiring-action

