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Women CEOs are a risky business? What 

nonsense 

Women don't need boardroom quotas or sympathy appointments to get to the top. They 

make it to CEO by being the best person for the job, says Lindsay Pattison 

 

 
 

Women don't get to the top out of sympathy, they get there because they've earned it. 

Photograph: Alamy 

This week I read an article which seemed to suggest that my company took a big risk 

appointing me as CEO. It also suggests that the other women who've managed to reach 

the summit at other companies were equally risky propositions. Heaven forbid we were 

the best people for the job - nope, we were a lucky gamble. 

Strategy& has just released a study of CEOs around the globe, which contains the 

concerning news that female chief execs are more likely to be fired. 38% of female CEOs 

were forced out of the role as opposed to only 27% of men. 

In the article in the FT, the report's co-author cited two reasons: an overwhelmingly male 

boardroom culture and the "benefit of the doubt factor". Businesses are allegedly willing 

to "take a risk" on a woman at the top due to political or cultural pressures. 

I'm not sure whether to be amazed, sickened, or just to laugh wearily at yet another bit of 

gender-specific undermining. Are we really saying that women are so overly emotional, 
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obsessed with their looks and liable at any second to become pregnant that you need 

boardroom quotas to push them to the top and maybe even the odd CEO appointment to 

keep the rest happy? 

Nonsense. Pick the best person for the job, regardless of their gender. And for that matter, 

invest in millennials and working parents because they're the boardroom leaders of the 

future. 

Leadership is as much about motivation, empathy and collaborative working as it is about 

logic – probably more so. People want you to believe in them and understand them, so 

just being logical and rational often doesn't work. I think if more CEOs understood that 

and brought that perspective, we'd see more successful companies and stronger bottom 

lines. That's an argument no-one on the board, no matter how 'old guard', can disagree 

with. 

So do I personally consider myself a risky appointment? Well, what I've learned when it 

comes to leadership is that you have to be able to trust both the people below you and 

those above you. As well as that, you should recruit people to replace yourself. 

Also be clear on how you want to demonstrate your success, so cultivate a relationship 

with your boss's all the way up the chain. If you only tell your immediate boss about your 

achievements they might not tell anyone else, so be open and clear about your abilities 

and step in front of the work. 

What do all these tips have in common? They reduce any perception of risk. They enable 

you to prove you're the right person for the job – and that the next CEO will be as well. If 

the board trusts your abilities, they'll trust you as a leader. 

Lindsay Pattison is the CEO of Maxus UK 
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