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Hiring more women and better results – yes,
Some 60pc of New Zealand’s larger publicly listed

companies don’t have any women directors at all

‘ON THE NZSX100, ONLY ONE FIRM,
PUMPKIN PATCH, HAS THREE WOMEN

DIRECTORS.’

T
HE LATEST Census of Women’s
Participation, published late last
month, shows the continuing
dearth of women on the boards of

New Zealand’s major companies. Scarcely
9 per cent of NZSX100 directorships are
held by women and 60 per cent of the
publicly listed big corporates here have no
women directors at all.

This contrasts sharply with Britain
and the United States, where boards
without women make up less than a
quarter of the FTSE100 and less than an
eighth of the Fortune 500.

Leaving aside arguments of fairness
and ‘‘doing the right thing’’, should our
local corporates care?

The answer is a resounding yes. Quite
simply, there is a business case to be made
for more women at board level and for
more women in senior line management.

Companies with the most women at
the top perform notably better than those
with the least women. Firms in the top
quartile for women board directors sig-
nificantly outperformed bottom-quartile
firms across a range of financial return
measures in 2007 research on US Fortune
500 companies conducted by Catalyst.

This pattern held across most indus-
tries and was most striking in the
consumer staples group that encompassed
supermarkets and regularly-purchased
consumer goods.

As well as women board members,
women in senior management roles also
deliver positive financial effects, earlier
research on the same corporate group
shows.

Catalyst ran the analysis in reverse, as
well, to see whether the highest-
performing companies correlated with
more women holding top roles in those
firms. They did. The finding held for
return on equity and total shareholder
return. ‘‘Corporate performance and gen-
der diversity are integral to each other,’’
concluded the report.

Positive results are not confined to the
US, nor to financial performance. In
Britain, companies with women directors
scored significantly higher on corporate
governance indicators than companies
with all-male boards. Those with women
directors achieved higher scores for pro-
cess transparency, were more likely to
report compliance on independence
measures, and tended to have more board

development processes in place. This
research was undertaken by Cranfield
Business School in its annual Female
FTSE100 Index.

In a world where the echoes of Enron,
Worldcom and Arthur Andersen still
reverberate, good and improving govern-
ance is a highly valued asset.

What sits behind these results? We’re
not suggesting that women are smarter or
have stronger morals than their male
colleagues. Instead, we’ve identified four
factors that seem to underpin the commer-
cial and governance value of women’s
presence at the top of firms:
■ Increasing diversity. Women bring a

different perspective, shaped by their
experiences, roles and values. New and
potentially valuable ideas come from
recombinations of old ideas, according to
Frans Johansson in The Medici Effect. This
suggests that more diverse input is crucial
to successful innovation.
■ Closer reflection of companies’ con-
sumers. Women’s ever-growing influence
in purchasing decisions, ranging from
household goods to healthcare and finan-
cial products, is no secret. Companies that
can leverage the female viewpoint on a
daily basis without resorting to the
expense of market research must have an
advantage. This factor extends to investor
relations. While the presence of senior
females may or may not encourage invest-
ment by other women, we know an
absence of women board directors irritates
and disappoints women investors.
■ Access to the shrinking talent pool. The
presence of significant numbers of senior
women sends an appealing message to
today’s job seekers. For Gen Ys, these
women suggest a work environment low
on aggression and high on values and
supportive leadership styles.

For young women in particular, the
senior females also offer role models,
mentoring opportunities and the reality of
truly flexible career paths. This promises
to reduce the high attrition rates of
women mid-career and to reduce
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Modern computers can churn through reams of information, but they’re not creative thinkers — yet

FICTION, NOT SCIENCE: For now, HAL, the all-knowing computer envisaged in 2001: A Space
Odyssey, is still just a dream.

It doesn’t compute now, but in 50

O
NE of the most popular
storylines in science fiction is
the one about the computer
that eventually outsmarts its
creator. The machine’s maker
either comes to a sticky end

at the hands of his invention or puts it to
work in a plot to dominate the world.

Professor Nik Kasabov, head of the
Knowledge Engineering Discovery
Research Institute (KEDRI) at AUT Uni-
versity, has no fears of falling victim to a
silicon-based killing machine — not for
another 40 or 50 years, at any rate.

And rather than plotting world domi-
nation with a super-intelligent but inani-
mate ally, Kasabov wants to help solve
some of medicine’s biggest challenges
using computers that learn.

Kasabov, president-elect of the Interna-
tional Neural Network Society, is a world
leader in developing artificial neural net-
works — computer systems that consist of
small processing units that are connected
like neurons.

Like the brain, Kasabov’s processing
units adapt on the basis of the inputted
data. But he doesn’t pretend they can
match human intelligence yet.

‘‘The brain is so complex, it cannot be
simply emulated fully, but we do use
principles of brain information processing
to create new information technologies.’’

Kasabov uses the term ‘‘connectionist
system’’ to describe the brain structure

and the design of the systems being built
at KEDRI.

As the brain processes information, it
learns by giving different weights to the
synapses, or connections, between
neurons. Synaptic weights are determined
by the brain’s ability to generalise, to deal
with abstraction and to recognise clusters
of information.

Kasabov’s processing units use mathe-
matics to mimic those abilities.

‘‘The system creates its own structure,
just like the brain. We don’t tell the brain
which neuron to use for recognising smell
and recognising images, and how to
connect them. The brain does it in a self-
organised way.’’

If that sounds well on the way to
artificial intelligence, Kasabov thinks not.
What his systems actually display is
computational intelligence, which they do
by storing large amounts of data from
which generalisations can be made.

They can make associations between
features of an object and the class of object
to which it belongs.

After exposure to lots of information
about chairs, one of his systems would be
able to tell you that a four-legged object on
which someone sits is called a chair.

Where neural systems have an advan-
tage is in sheer processing power. So, for
example, KEDRI is collaborating with
Dunedin company Pacific Edge
Biotechnology on tools for predicting
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It’s the simple
ideas that often
get the results

An email message can earn millions in sales — if you

know how to send it to the right people

BULLSEYE: Targeting equals success.

D
O YOU like good marketing
stories? They’re often inspiring, so
whenever an opportunity occurs, I
seek out new ones.

Here’s one with a simple idea that
brought in $1 million in revenue almost
overnight for a travel agency. Let me share
Beth and Bob’s story with you, then top it
off with a computer secret to help you do
something similar.

I was conducting research for a cruise
wholesalers’ conference in Australia where
I was speaking. Naturally, I telephoned a
variety of cruise line sales managers for
insight. From Sun to Cunard to Royal
Caribbean, Beth and Bob was the unani-
mous answer to question: ‘‘Do you know
anyone with a good marketing story?’’
Naturally, I called Bob.

He said: ‘‘I think I know what story
you’re referring to Debbie. But let me give
you a bit of background information first.
When Beth and I started our travel agency
15 years ago, we knew we had to do
something different. We decided to start
and keep a good customer database. And
we’ve been meticulous in our data collec-
tion since then. Last year, our cruise
wholesaler gave us only two days’ advance
notice before going public with a new,
unique cruise around Australia. We
decided to send an email to our clients and
let them know about it.

‘‘We selected everyone from our
database who had been on a 3-4 week
cruise and we selected everyone who had
sailed on the specific ship being used.

‘‘We emailed a simple, [plain] text, two-
paragraph message suggesting they act
urgently while they have the run of the
entire ship to choose from. We also threw
in a special offer of half-price travel
insurance.’’

Their result? 60 passages sold. Over $1
million in revenue from that simple email.

‘‘Bob,’’ I asked ‘‘could any other travel
agency have done this?’’

‘‘My guess, less than a handful in the
whole country,’’ was his reply.

I know what you’re thinking: ‘‘Nice
story; what’s the relevance?’’

Some questions to ask yourself:
1) Can we target?
Targeting equals success. You might

receive one or two of the weekly/monthly
marketing emails from local travel com-
panies. I get four.

Hasn’t every email you’ve received
from them simply listed their bundle of
current offers? Very quickly those emails
get deleted, or become invisible to you
because how many times are you going to
go on a holiday to Britain or Thailand in
a year?

Beth and Bob didn’t burn their
database by overuse. Their first approach
was to those most likely to go — people
who had been on a longer cruise and
people who knew the ship.

2) How detailed is our ‘‘marketing’’
database?

I didn’t say ‘‘customer’’ database
because you should be thinking more
broadly. Your marketing database should
also include prospective clients.

3) How fast can we move when
customer service or a sales opportunity
occurs?

4) How often do we use our database
to add value to our service and bring in
dollars?

Now for that computer trick. There are
many options available to you for storing
your database information: Access, Excel,
FoxPro, FileMaker, MYOB — the list goes
on. But a relatively simple but multifaceted
option is Outlook Contacts.

An Outlook Contact holds 99 fields of
information. You can create your own
unique fields too.

The marvel is the little-known secret of
categories. Categories are ‘‘labels’’ that you
can assign to your contacts. Note: Outlook
Express does not have categories; Lotus
Notes does.

You get to categories by the edit menu
or the little rectangular box in the bottom
centre of a contact. Microsoft has put in a
pre-programmed list of categories, but you
can create your own — whatever is
relevant and useful to you and your clients.
You do this in the Master Category List.

Categories are brilliant because:
■ A contact can be assigned as many
categories as you like.
■ You can sort contacts by categories.
■ You can conduct a personalised email or
mail merge to the contacts within the
selected category. (In Contacts, it’s
Tools>Mailmerge).

Beth and Bob could have used Outlook
as their database. Some of the categories
they would have created: one-week cruise,
two-week cruise, ships, European travel,
business traveller, family holiday, etc.

So they simply went to Contacts, sorted
by categories, selected everyone with the
three to four-week cruise, everyone on that
ship and did a personalised email merge.

Debbie Mayo-Smith is a best selling author
and international speaker

■ www.debbiespeaks.co.nz

years’ time . . .

‘COMPUTERS CAN DO

QUITE A LOT OF

INTELLIGENT INFORMATION

PROCESSING. BUT IN

TERMS OF HUMAN-LIKE

THINKING, THAT IS STILL A

LONG WAY TO GO.’Professor Nik Kasabov,
Knowledge Engineering

Discovery Research
Institute chief

cancer patients’ chances of survival based
on genetic data.

Inevitably, some patients live and
some die, and when that data is entered
into the system, it adjusts accordingly.

‘‘If we present a new person’s data,
the system will give their probability of
surviving based on the previous data.’’

But Kasabov says
that kind of system is
old hat and a long way
from a computer that is
able to think for itself.
KEDRI is edging
towards such capabili-
ties. ‘‘We have created
so-called evolving
connectionist systems.
They are still neural
networks but they are
more intelligently self-
organising in evolving
their structure.

‘‘You can add new
data, new variables to
the system and it will
adapt incrementally on-
the-fly. It improves
over time.’’

But this is ‘‘just the tip of the iceberg’’
— even more exciting is the development
of computational models that burrow still
deeper into the brain.

With processing units on that scale,
the vast number of connections where
information can be stored creates a
correspondingly powerful system.

It’s at the atomic, or quantum, level

where Kasabov thinks computers might
be clever enough to pass the Turing test.

The test was proposed in 1950 by
mathematician Alan Turing, whereby a
human judge has a typewritten conversa-
tion with another human and a machine
and tries to tell them apart.

It remains the benchmark for deter-
mining whether a
machine can think. It’s
not under immediate
threat, Kasabov believes,
but will eventually be
passed.

The subtlety of
information quantum
computing might pro-
duce could take predic-
tions of disease outcomes
to another level. Kasabov
has applied for govern-
ment funding to take
KEDRI’s quantum com-
puting work further.

His guess is that the
first pure quantum com-
puter is 25 years away
and, in 50 years, com-

puter systems will be dramatically differ-
ent from those we know now.

‘‘Computers can do quite a lot of
intelligent information processing. But in
terms of human-like thinking, that is still
a long way to go.’’ For now, then, there
is nothing to be afraid of.

Anthony Doesburg is an Auckland-based
technology journalist.

there is a connection
recruiting and training costs. With talent
ever harder to find, a cadre of senior
women is becoming a valuable part of
effective employment branding.
■ Improved boardroom dynamic.
Women’s ability to understand the ‘‘people
piece’’ combines with their supportive
style and search for win-win solutions to
improve boardroom processes. In research
published by the Wellesley Centres for
Women, these factors add to the
observation that women directors do not
shy away from asking direct and demand-
ing questions.

Companies shouldn’t expect one
woman on a board or senior team to be a
miracle worker, however. Critical mass is
important.

A lone woman will always sound like
she’s expressing ‘‘the female view’’. She
may also suffer from unintentional but
still exclusionary language, unwelcoming
social events and dismissive boardroom
behaviour. Two women can support each
other — not always by agreeing but by
encouraging the wider group to explore
the issues the other raises. Three, how-
ever, is the magic number at which
women’s presence becomes normalised
and their typically collaborative, yet prob-
ing, working style becomes part of ‘‘busi-
ness as usual’’.

‘‘One woman is the invisibility phase.
Two is the conspiracy phase. Three

women is mainstream,’’ said a US woman
director interviewed in 2006 research
published by the Wellesley Centres for
Women. Similarly, 10 women directors
interviewed for the female FTSE100 index
in the same year said that having more
than one woman on a board made a
difference to the breadth of issues dis-
cussed, especially around corporate social
responsibility and communications.

On the NZSX100, only one firm, Pump-
kin Patch, has three women directors.
Only two others, Kingfish and
Barramundi, achieve gender balance with
two women each.

Many local firms will likely say that it
is hard to find suitably experienced
women for their boards. Our experience is
that professional women in their 30s and
40s are deeply interested in board roles.
Directorships appear to offer an appealing
combination of flexibility and challenging
work.

If companies can become convinced of
the business case for placing women in
larger numbers into senior roles, the
demand side of the equation will
improve. ■

Sarah Wilshaw-Sparkes and Galia
BarHava-Monteith, are directors of
www.professionelle.co.nz, an online com-
munity for professional working women.
Email: contact@professionelle.co.nz


