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Sonia McDonald, CEO LeadershipHQ & McDonald Inc.

A  M E S S A G E
F R O M  S O N I A

What comes to mind when you picture a good leader?

Someone who can shape a business and our

community for the better? Someone who leads by

example and who can understand the modern-day

worker? Or is it someone who uses compassion and

empathy to help others on the path to achieving their

hopes, goals and dreams. 

Women leaders are known for their compassion,

intuition, empathy, strength, nurturing natures and

perseverance. These are the traits we need more of

because these are the abilities that will build a kinder,

brighter and more courageous world. This is the very

reason why we cannot underestimate the importance

of championing women in leadership. 

Women leaders can empower other women to step up

and take on a leadership role, they can inspire the next

generation of women leaders, encourage others to

draw on their courageous traits and pave the way to

more compassionate and understanding work

environments. 

We have put together this publication to showcase

organisations and leaders worldwide that are taking

steps to champion women in leadership, creating

ripple effects that spread far and wide to create a

lasting impact. So, let’s continue to champion women

leaders and encourage them to reach for the stars. 

Stay Kind & Courageous - Sonia 

Why championing women in leadership is important



Wael Itani, CEO General Poultry Company (GPC)

A G E N T  O F  
C H A N G E

Wael Itani, CEO of General Poultry Company (GPC) is no

stranger to diversity & gender balance in the workplace,

having spent the last 28 years in blue chip companies

across the Middle East, Africa and India. Wael has been

the CEO of General Poultry Company (GPC) in Bahrain

since 2019, modernizing the legacy organization with a

robust transformation program. 

He spoke to Leadership HQ magazine on the need for a

strong organizational culture and how business success

can only be achieved through gender balance,

inclusivity, and diversity at the workplace. 

General Poultry Company (GPC) is the leading producer

of fresh table eggs in the Kingdom of Bahrain. It prides

in its legacy of delivering fresh, nutritious quality eggs

to consumers from its farms every day. Established in

1977, GPC is a wholly owned subsidiary of Mumtalakat

Holding Company, Bahrain’s sovereign wealth fund. 

Wael’s remit is the absolute modernization of General

Poultry Company, and he takes on the mantle of being

its harbinger of change with intent. One of the areas

that required review and subsequent development in

an overly male-dominated industry was to pave the

way for gender balance. Bahrain boasts of a large pool

of educated, talented and professional women and

Wael saw no reason why they could not join the egg

production industry. 

Wael Itani ushers gender balance as part of transforming

Bahrain’s legacy egg farm
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According to Wael “The first step towards gender

balance was to begin with policy revamp and

recruitment. For this purpose, GPC recruited a

dynamic HR professional with a proven track record,

Jalila Saeed Al Derazi as our HR Manager.” Jalila

brings with her 18 solid years of experience to the

table. Her areas of expertise are recruitment and

selection, training and development, compensation

and payroll, employee relations, regulatory

compliance, and performance management. 

Jalila is confident that GPC will become a role model

in the country on being a gender-balanced

organization. “My previous experience leads me to

believe that the modern workforce of Bahraini

women is no longer contemplating careers in the

comfort zone of governmental jobs, and in banking

and telecommunications. They are now more open

to the idea of working in otherwise male-dominated

industries. This is why I am building a robust bank of

talented female profiles that enables GPC to

populate several roles with women employees.” 

One of the key recruitments has been that of GPC’s

Senior Accountant, Ms. Nasreen Khamis, a British-

certified charted accountant. Wael feels that

Nasreen is not only the right appointment to

inculcate inclusivity within GPC but also the

beginning of levelling an all-male workplace that the

finance department of GPC was. As Bahrain has a

vast talent pool of certified female accountants, he is

optimistic that Nasreen will pave the way. Nasreen

too is upbeat, “As opportunities in the government

sector plateau for women, we Bahraini women are

looking at expanding our opportunities in the private

sector as well. I appreciate the initiative undertaken

by GPC. This is a clear nod to the company’s

progressive attitude towards including women.” 

Wael adds “Gender balance is even more relevant in

a country like Bahrain which has the world’s highest

ratio with the female participation in the workforce

at 49%, whereas the global median is 47%. My aim is

to enable GPC achieve a 20% - 25% female

workforce participation as compared to the private

sector that has an average of 17% and GPC will lead

the way by example.” Wael is confident that these

numbers can be achieved in parallel to the overall

expansion underway. He feels that professional

openings with an equal opportunity for women

based on competency, skill sets and knowledge

across finance, IT, HR, Farms Safety & Security,

marketing, sales, and administration.
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This is a clear nod to the
company’s progressive attitude

towards including women.” 

Nasreen Khamis, General Poultry Company (GPC)



Construction of the houses has been awarded to

Bokhowa’ Group and that of Packing & Grading unit

to Iacovou Group. Construction of the farms is slated

for completion in Nov 2021 with the new facilities

commencing operations in the first quarter of 2022.

The transformed GPC facilities will boast several

advanced features such as automated grading and

packaging technology, limited human intervention

and live data streaming. With the expansion

program, GPC is targeting a 100% increase in

production of fresh eggs and a 40% market share

within the next 3 years, up from a current share of

18%.

Wael is confident that the new structure, facilities,

and policies will make GPC a role model in the

private sector and attract the right talent including

women. He believes women bring a strong sense of

balance, competence, and knowledge to an

organization. Given Bahrain’s high literacy and

education levels, women have the potential to help

GPC achieve its organizational goals of being an

efficient, agile & profitable organization. He is

looking at more women joining the GPC workforce

across different levels and functions within the

company, including women from nearby villages so

as to provide more local opportunities within the

community on the blue-collar front.
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Since Wael came on board and with the joining of

Jalila, key HR policies have been revamped to

make GPC an attractive choice of employer in the

Kingdom of Bahrain. For a start, employee

recognition and rewards program were initiated,

ensuring the right motivation for enhanced

performance. The development of women friendly

HR policies like flexible working hours, WFH,

maternity leave and assistance and leadership

training are paving the way to usher in and

include women professionals within GPC. 

The launch of JADEER in July 2021 is another

milestone! An employee profiling program

developed in conjunction with a Bahraini

consultancy firm called QPlus, Jadeer is an

ongoing program that seeks to profile individuals

based on their personalities and skill set, using a

series of aptitude and psychometric tests and

then through a series of bespoke tailored

programs to help employees develop their

cognitive, leadership and management skills. 

Today, GPC is undergoing a transformation to

establish its presence, ably guided by Wael and

the board of Directors. GPC has partnered with

German company Big Dutchman for eight state-

of-the-art farmhouses and MOBA from the

Netherlands for the grading and packaging

facility. Both are leading names in poultry and egg

production and grading and packaging

equipment. 

The development of women
friendly HR policies like flexible
working hours, WFH, maternity

leave and assistance and
leadership training are paving the

way to usher in and include
women professionals within GPC. 

Jalila Al Derazi, General Poultry Company (GPC)



D E S I G N I N G
W O M E N

It’s been a decades long journey, but there are clear

indications that the pendulum has swung irrevocably in

the support of women.

Since the turn of last century, women have been

brandishing placards, then marching to have their

voices heard in the voting booth, the halls of academe

and now, more than ever, in the world’s boardrooms.

With hard won rights and freedoms, the strengths and

talents of women are being revealed in professional

circles.

Architecture, once very much a male design and

management stronghold, is transforming as women

bring their talent and collaborative nous to bear on the

industry. For if any profession can benefit from

consistent collaboration and diversity of thought, it’s

the design and construction of the places we all

inhabit, our buildings, built environments and cities.

One of Hong Kong’s top architectural design firms,

Lead8, is a testament to the positive impacts of

women’s contributions to architecture. One of the

company’s co-founders and executive directors,

Christine Hau, is a forthright leader in Hong Kong’s

highly competitive architecture sphere, and makes no

bones about the contribution women make to her firm,

and to architecture more generally around the world.

As opportunities in business are unlocked for women, the impact
on the performance and success of both small businesses and
major corporations is proving beyond a doubt that women have
the power to disrupt the status quo.
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Christine Hau, Co-founder and Executive Director

Lead8



“I came up through the ranks when women were

starting to make their mark in this industry, so I have

always had strong female leaders blazing the trail

ahead of me, which has been inspiring,” she says.

Christine has been fortunate enough to have positive

influences during her upbringing to formulate her

guiding attitude. Her mother inspired her to seek a

prominent career, and Christine also credits mentors

along the way who fed her ambitions to make a

genuine difference.

“My mother taught me the value of education. She

showed me that life is about learning; that no one

can ever take away your knowledge and experience,”

Christine recalls.

“Since I was young, I have always been passionate

about design – and this is how my journey began.

Choosing which design industry to go into was the

challenge – the beauty of creativity and design is so

diverse. I was drawn to the architecture industry as I

saw buildings as real places for people, which was

inspiring to me.

“Architecture attracts great vision and expresses it

within our living environments. Experiencing this

creativity in your own work and business is incredibly

rewarding. I was always inspired by the connectivity

between business and design, as I saw design as

representing people’s vision and business making it

come true.”

Christine and her close colleagues started

architectural design firm Lead8 in 2014, and in just

seven years have built an international reputation as

innovative disruptors in public space architecture

and interiors, in projects such as airports,

commercial centres and shopping malls. 

Their designs have been used in over 40 major cities,

setting the pace not just in Hong Kong, but

elsewhere in Asia and Europe. Lead8 now operates

offices and studios in Hong Kong, London,

Singapore, Shenzhen and Kuala Lumpur.

If there’s a guiding influence in her life, it’s self-belief,

says Christine, which she has backed up with sheer

hard work. She has built a formidable reputation as

Lead8’s business, legal, finance and marketing head.

In just five years, she has played the pivotal role in

increasing company revenue by over 700%,

established five business studios around the world,

and built a team of over 250 employees.

Self-confidence is a message she gives all young

internees and employees at Lead8. “There has been

a common theme in the lessons I’ve taken from

important people in my life. It is the power of self-

belief – having the confidence to back yourself. It’s

that spark that motivates you to take the next step,

put yourself forward for a promotion, or even decide

to start a company with your close colleagues. If I

didn’t have that belief, I wouldn’t be where I am

today.”

She reinforces that lesson at Lead8, playing a

mentoring role – and indeed, acting as a role model

– especially for the young women looking for

inspiration in their early careers.

“It is important for women to see women in

leadership roles, to show that if that is their goal, it

can be achieved. The younger generation has been

raised in a different environment, I would say, to the

professionals my age and older,” she suggests.
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“I came up through the ranks
when women were starting to

make their mark in this
industry, so I have always had
strong female leaders blazing

the trail ahead of me, which has
been inspiring.”



The legal profession has similar stories of bias and

inequality, but the situation is finally changing, says

Machiuanna Chu, Partner at Deacons in Hong Kong.

Having female mentors as role models is a priority,

she says. “Having witnessed the success of numerous

female leaders around me and experienced my own

growth along the way, I am proud of the intelligence

and resilience shown by women in this industry.

Sometimes we just need to be reminded of our

potential and ability to reach the top. Therefore, I

always give my female colleagues trust and

confidence that I believe matches their potential,

and encourage them to speak up in meetings and

know that their opinion counts.”

Christine Hau can look back on her own

development to other women who, through

their own pioneering progress despite hierarchical

hurdles, provided her with benchmarks in

determination, perseverance and talent used well. 
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Christine Hau with Lead8 Team

“These girls, now women, have been raised in the era

of ‘girls can do anything’. I see this younger

generation, both women and men, believing in a

strong sense of equality. Speaking with my

colleagues at Lead8, they want to know that their

career progression is based on merit, and that alone.

And the women feel fortunate that that has always

been their experience.”

Heeri Song, Senior Associate Director at Lead8,

comments, “When I started out as an intern fresh out

of architecture school, of all the architects,

developers and engineers I had collaborated with,

there were only a handful of women. During

construction site meetings in the past, female

architects were not treated as equals to our male

counterparts and we were often intimidated by site

managers who told us not to come to the site as ‘it’s

a dangerous place for women’. This has now

changed, and we have a lot of female role models in

the industry. I am looking forward to seeing how this

transformation further evolves and strengthens in

future.”



Lead8 is a pioneer in employing young women, with

a ratio of 48% female representation across its

architectural teams – significantly higher than the

industry standard. Appreciation and respect for

diversity and inclusivity from its leadership team

inform the firm’s make-up and philosophy.

“To support talented women across all levels, and to

achieve equal representation across the workforce,

we need to ensure the doors are open for everyone

to fully realise their goals. This really is the basis of

our approach. Gender does not define your

opportunities, and I am proud that this is the

experience for women at Lead8.”
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Her executive colleagues have played their own

roles in giving Christine the space to prove her

remarkable ability to build a corporate heavyweight.

“I worked alongside my fellow co-founders for many

years before we started Lead8, and I would say our

work together and our individual relationships have

been a huge influence on my career,” she confides.

The directors of Lead8 see an obligation to provide

the same to their young employees. In a

demanding, fast-paced industry like architectural

design there’s no room for complacency in

providing a carefully structured career path for

young professionals.

“Mentoring and facilitating opportunities for learning

and growth in the younger generation is a key focus

at Lead8, and in my own role,” says Christine Hau. “I

work very closely with the teams I oversee and lead.

We believe in a collaborative culture, and taking a

creative approach to business management and

operations.

“Being an architecture and design firm, I am proud

we provide an extensive range of learning

opportunities to young women and men

considering or starting a career in the industry. We

have primary, secondary and tertiary students visit

our studios for ‘experience days’ and internships,

allowing them to witness the working life of a

designer and also gain real world experience in a

design studio setting. We have also worked with

early years children, hosting events that introduce

them to the world of design. These programs are a

central focus on our CSR mission that I am proud to

personally steer and guide.

“At Lead8, we believe generations change trends.

The way we operate is based on experience, but we

also trust in our young talent. Within our teams, all

levels have a seat at the table. In this environment,

we offer young designers a very immersive and

involved professional experience.”

Lead8 is a pioneer in employing
young women, with a ratio of

48% female representation
across its architectural teams –

significantly higher than the
industry standard. 

Christine Hau, Co-founder and Executive Director Lead8



BRINGING VALUES-BASED EMPLOYEES 
AND ORGANISATIONS TOGETHER

L E A R N  M O R E

http://www.mcdonaldinc.com.au/
http://www.mcdonaldinc.com.au/


S H I F T  W I T H
P U R P O S E

Giving women a platform in the workplace is one

of the first things we can do to champion them

into leadership. But this is by no means a small

task. Key to this is an openness to blur the lines

between work life and home life. Balancing work

life and home life is the reality for the modern

woman. This openness will enable the women who

come after us to look at how they structure work

around family. It will enable organisations, to look

at new, more flexible models for the vexed

question of parental leave.

The Grattan Institute has estimated that if Australia

matched Canada’s workforce participation and

had an extra 6% of women in the workforce this

could add another $25 billion to our GDP. (1)

Imagine if the female workforce participation rate

was a mineral resource – Government would be

lining up to provide tax incentives to exploit it!

Blurring the lines between work life and home life

will help us shift with purpose: shift the workplace

towards more inclusivity and shift our thinking

away from the notion that ‘work mode’ and ‘family

mode’ are mutually exclusive categories.

Sometimes the lines between them must blur, as

COVID has taught us. Sometimes that blurred lines

presents challenges and we have to be ok with

accepting that life gets in the way.

Balancing work and home life for the modern woman
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Nadia Levin, CEO and Managing Director of

Research Australia

I have always taken the view that flexibility is a two-

way street. I support a fully flexible workplace for all

staff and yes with a focus on the emerging female

leaders in my organisation, and in return they are

supportive and flexible in response to business needs.



I don’t just try to champion women as leaders in my

own organisation. Women in the health and medical

research sector I represent have particular

challenges. Recent research has shown a continued

gender gap in research funding by our largest

funding body – the National Health and Medical

Research Council (NHMRC). Although an equivalent

number of grant applications were received from

female and male researchers, in 2021 men were

disproportionately awarded a staggering 23% more

grants, corresponding to an extra $95 million in

funding. (2)

The NHMRC is taking practical steps to address

gender inequality, introducing their Gender Equality

Strategy in 2018 which aims to achieve a gender-

equal health and medical research workforce by

supporting an increase in the retention and

progression of women. (3) It is also an organisation

run by an incredible woman, Professor Anne Kelso

AO a highly distinguished and respected medical

researcher and is highly engaged with us, the

research sector. The NMHMRC is well advised by very

senior women leaders in science, on its governing

Council including Research Australia member,

Professor Sharon Lewin AO, Director of the Doherty

Institute. And yet even an organisation like the

NHMRC with such strong female influence still faces

these challenges – this shows you how intractable

these problems are.

According to recent UN figures, on average around

30% of the world’s researchers are women. (4) While

women make up half of STEM PhD candidates, just

20% of those in leadership are female.

Recognising this reality for women in my sector I

decided to give my time to the Industry Mentoring

Network in STEM (IMNIS). 

Through this programme, I can share my own

experiences and observations on our sector and

approaches to carving out a future and learn from

the mentees experiences too. IMNIS also provides

the chance to talk about the sort of workplaces we

want to be in and what our role can and should be

in making that happen.

As female leaders we have to make a conscious

decision about how we are going to ‘send the lift

back down’ and bring new talent – male and female

– back up with us. For women, we need to

acknowledge that just getting in the lift can be

harder sometimes than it is for men. Generosity is an

important leadership quality and making an active

choice to endorse another human being and signal

to others that you are doing so, is an incredibly

powerful way of effecting the changes we want to

see in our workplaces.

There will be pockets of resistance for sure, but if we

lead by example, the situation can and will improve.

So how have I come to this realisation? I obviously

don’t have all the answers, but my own life and

observations have helped guide how I empower

women to pursue leadership roles.

Because three years ago, I did something

wonderfully unthinkable some even suggested was

not a societal norm. I had my much longed for first

child. 

And I hope that when it is her turn to take on the

challenges of this world, that the conversation about

gender equity is relegated to the past where it

belongs, because there is so much more that needs

our attention and that working together instead of

against each other should just be the norm.

At a practical level, my Board was supportive, my

team stepped in and kept the engine running while

I was on leave. In fact, the amazing woman acting

for me, left the day after I returned, so that she too

could go on maternity leave.
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...In 2021 men were
disproportionately awarded a
staggering 23% more grants,
corresponding to an extra 

$95 million in funding



We need agility of approach in leadership,

accountability for it and creating new cultures and

increasing the visibility of women in senior roles.

Because you cannot be what you cannot see.

Over my career I have come to lean on two
lessons which have helped me empower the
women around me into leadership:
1. We have become more creative in how we work.

For some that means they leave in time to do the

school run but are back online later in the day if they

need to finish something. Others aren’t in on Fridays.

Sometimes you might hear a baby in the

background of one of our teleconferences and we

have learnt to work alongside the realities of our

team. We’re in the office when we need to be, but

we work from home more than we used to – a trend

which I suspect will increase in a post-Covid19 world.

And I am watching with interest how the pandemic

might provide a bounce to our efforts to date on

shifting the 100-year old workplace culture that was

designed by men for men. We collectively have to be

part of the design of the workplace of the future –

champion it, contribute to it and celebrate the small

changes along the way.

2. We must acknowledge how incredibly efficient

working women are. Part time female workers are

some of the workplace’s most productive employees.

A study by Ernst &amp; Young has found women

working part-time are the most productive in the

workforce. Or rather, they waste the least amount of

time at work of all workers, just 11.1% compared to

14.5% for the rest of the workforce. (Interestingly, they

also wasted less time than their male part time

counterparts, who wasted 14.2% of their working

time.) According to the report, Australia and New

Zealand combined could save up to $1.4 billion on

wasted wages just by hiring efficient part-time

female workers. (5)

So have I established a paradise where work and

family seamlessly co-exist? Of course not. Like all

workplaces, sometimes there are missed deadlines,

personal challenges absorb more time than one

might prefer but in our team – men and women –

they are all amazing high performing individuals

have different caring responsibilities and nobody is

more or less important than anybody else. 

And our team culture wouldn’t suit everyone. We

don’t have regular social get togethers although we

do try occasionally, but we find other ways to

connect and share and we work well together, and

we get an incredible amount done for our

constituency. Our shared belief in advocating for

better research-based health care galvanises us to

push for a better world at a global and local level.

Not everyone will want to be a CEO or seek tenure or

lead teams of people and that is fine. Leadership

takes many forms and of course I am lucky to be in a

position where I can implement change at an

organisational level, but you don’t have to be a CEO

to improve your own situation.

While we will never be perfect, and the

organisations we work in will never be perfect. The

reality is home and work are competing forces, they

are complementary imperfect contexts that can and

should be adjusted to match contemporary society

and evolve with our needs.

The past few decades have seen us pushing that

boulder, it is turning and momentum is a

wonderful thing.

Nadia Levin is the CEO and Managing Director
of Research Australia, the national peak body
for health and medical research.
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1 - Women Speech 
2 - Sourced from research conducted by Research
Australia members, Professor Louise Purton at St
Vincent’s Institute of Medical Research, and Dr Jessica
Borger from Monash University, available HERE 
3 - Available HERE
4 Available HERE
5 Why Working Mothers are Productive Employees 

https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/CEO-Women-speech-1.pdf
https://womensagenda.com.au/latest/is-australias-largest-medical-research-funding-body-doing-%20enough-to-retain-women-in-stemm/
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/about-us/publications/nhmrcs-gender-equality-strategy-2018-%202021#block-views-block-file-attachments-content-block-1
https://en.unesco.org/news/just-30-world%E2%80%99s-researchers-are-women-whats-situation-your-country
https://www.reogroup.com.au/2017/06/parenting-power-why-working-mothers-are-productive-employees/


TURNING AROUND
A BUSINESS 

Howard’s is a 75-year-old appliance and consumer

electronics business with its roots in Los Angeles. The

company founder, Howard Roach, started his company

as a repair business in the back of a sporting goods

store in Los Angeles just after WWII. The early success of

the company resulted from its drive to serve and please

customers. And for 30 years, the company grew. 

In 1976 Howard’s became one of the first Employee

Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs) in California. In an

ESOP, the employees all have an opportunity to own a

share of the company.

Somewhere along the line, many years after Howard’s

became an ESOP, the company began to experience a

downturn. Eventually, Howard’s had gone through

almost all their cash and had borrowed against their

real estate holdings to keep the company afloat. 

I joined Howard’s board of directors in mid-2018, after

retiring that same year from LG Electronics. During my

first nine months with the company, it became

increasingly clear that we could not survive much

longer with things as they were. Our banks, vendor

creditors, manufacturer partners, and others had begun

to cut us off. In 2019, after I had accepted the role of

CEO, we were struggling to make payroll and keep the

doors open. Our debt and interest were killing us.

John Riddle’s Take on Howard’s Growth
Through Female Leadership
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John Riddle, President and CEO - Howard's 

with Women Leader’s Strengths
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Howard’s Long Beach Experience Center

The turnaround of a mid-sized company like

Howard's has many moving parts to work out to get

back on track to profitability. But, like most things in

life, success is based on people. I learned early on in

my career, when I became an executive at Maytag,

that women leaders bring several differentiating

strengths to a team. Maytag sent me to many

leadership and general management schools (Ohio

State, University of Pittsburgh, and several levels at

the Center for Creative Leadership). But a seminar I

attended with Dr. Pat Heim was by far the most

influential in my life as a young leader in my thirties,

working for a large Fortune 500 corporation.

They excel at teamwork. They know and are

willing to rely on others on their team. 

They make great listeners and, therefore, great

communicators.

Women are great at multitasking and can

quickly pivot, changing direction as needed.

They can wear many hats. Particularly important

in a start-up, turnaround, or new business

venture.

Women can check their egos.

Pat Heim holds a Ph.D. and is a successful author,

speaker, consultant, and former executive. Her field

of study centers on gender differentiation in the

workplace. From Dr. Heim, I learned that women

possess several important strengths:



At Howard’s in 2019, we were confronted with the

need to act in multiple areas of the business

simultaneously, and to do so at what I like to call

“cheetah pace.” In my First 100 Days at Howard’s, we

brought in many outside experts and advisors to

help craft a strategy and plan for turning around the

company. We simply did not have time for a long

runway approach, and I recruited and hired seven

female executives to quickly get up to speed and

build positive momentum. Two were from inside

Howard’s, all the others from outside. 

Today, these elite women are responsible for some of

Howard’s most significant achievements. Their

exceptional leadership during the pandemic has

been a significant factor in our ongoing success

while so many other companies have struggled even

to keep their doors open.

These indispensable leaders have been the driving

force behind many of our most successful initiatives,

including the introduction of Howard’s Experience

Centers. These premium Howard’s locations offer

customers hands-on displays, cutting-edge

innovations, live product vignettes, and the latest

technologies for an unparalleled shopping

experience. We launched our first Experience Center

in 2020 at Marina Pacifica in Long Beach and

anticipate opening our new West Hollywood center

this winter.

Howard’s female executives are now leading a firm

that will soon reach $200M in revenue (we were one-

quarter of this revenue in 2018) and have recaptured

profitability in 2020 and 2021.
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Our cash position—which was less than $1M at points

in 2019—is now over $60M. We have no debt, and our

banks, creditors, and vendors are back, trying to loan

us money. Most importantly, this team has saved

hundreds of jobs and retirements for our associates

and partners.

Dr. Heim taught me that girls grow up perfecting

interactions, teaming, and communication skills. She

explained that women thrive in a “dead even”

structure, where everyone rolls up their sleeves and

pitches in for the good of the team. It's funny that

now, after decades of being in leadership roles at

large corporations and now at Howard’s, I can reflect

so clearly on these teachings that I was able to

master so long ago, and that we can still see their

repeated successful results. Women truly make a

difference and change the rules of how to win in the

workplace.

John Riddle, President and CEO of Howard'sThese elite women are responsible
for some of Howard’s most

significant achievements. Their
exceptional leadership during the
pandemic has been a significant

factor in our ongoing success.



PUTTING PROMISES
INTO ACTION

The United Nations recently released a report that

uncovered significant gaps for women's empowerment

and spotlighted the myriad of inequalities and

challenges they face in the workplace. You can download

the report for Australia and New Zealand here.

 

But do these research findings, which show a level of

unconscious bias towards professional women at all

levels, come as a surprise? While gender equality and

diversity are on every organisation's agenda, how many

businesses effectively deliver on their promises? How

many even realise, deep down, what is actually going on? 

 

This research demonstrates there is a way to go yet, and

the visible, and more importantly, invisible barriers to

success for many in the workforce are genuine.

Businesses, therefore, need to consistently review and

reflect on unconscious bias and actively search for

potential roadblocks that are littering the paths of our

female colleagues. In my opinion, this foundation will

unlock long-term success and truly help corporations

champion women in leadership roles. There is a place for

in-house training and leadership programs, but without

addressing the unconscious bias that we all bring to our

days, even the best-laid and best-intentioned plans will

fail to enact the change we want to see. It’s often said

you can’t be what you can’t see, but equally, you can’t

change what you don’t know.

Recognising unconscious gender bias in the workplace
By James Phillis, CEO, SMEC ANZ
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James Phillis, CEO, SMEC ANZ

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2018/sdg-report-fact-sheet-australia-and-new-zealand-en.pdf?la=en&amp;vs=4142


Challenging unconscious bias through education
At SMEC, we're certainly on the right path, and I am

proud of what we've achieved to date. I joined the

company because its values align with my strong

views regarding equality, justice and fairness. As CEO,

I'm in a unique position to shape and drive equality

in our organisation. My strong feelings about

injustice have made fairness and equality a critical

element of my leadership and a benchmark I use to

measure my success in this role. 

 

It's a responsibility, but also very much a privilege of

my position, to consciously and significantly affect

change and provide structures and pathways to

ensure women see and gain from better equality in

the workplace. It’s not about creating some

advantage for women, it’s about creating fairness

where it doesn’t currently often exist in the first

place. And this change, whilst lead from the top,

must take place at all levels of the organisation. 

 

Education is crucial for success. But education is not

solely about providing excellent programs and

pathways for women. These are most definitely

important, and we are proud of the many programs

in place at SMEC. But for these initiatives to truly

make the change, we need to create an entire

network, an ecosystem of support for them to exist

within. 

 

We can start by acknowledging men and women,

across all cultures, face different societal and

professional challenges. There are foundational,

ingrained differences in the ways cultures perceive

genders, attributes and unspoken expectations on

both males and females. These start developing

from the day we are born, and they are implanted so

deeply that more often than not we can’t see them

for what they really are.
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Taking this, albeit incredibly uneven and

discombobulating terrain, our foundation for gender

equality discussions has to be the starting point. It's

impossible to know all the nuances and understand

the myriad of existing unconscious biases; that's an

impossible task, but acknowledging that they exist,

setting the trigger to start looking out for them, and

then genuinely listening when people tell their

stories or explain their struggles becomes possible.

It's a never-ending process of questioning, listening,

learning and then, making informed choices. We

must try to view context and accommodate

differences without bias as it's the only way to build

a workplace community of tangible and

accountable support networks. And if we do that, we

can reduce the bias even further, eventually to the

point where we start to get a self-solving system.   

 

In light of this overwhelming complexity, what steps

can our business and our leaders take to address

workplace equality and truly champion female

leadership? Unconscious bias, by nature, is an

underlying force that is tricky to detect. To address it,

we must be proactive in seeking it out. Businesses

must provide a framework for addressing inequality

in all its forms; they must provide training and

workshops, encourage open conversations, and

foster a culture of active listening and safe spaces to

have meaningful discourse. Success will also require

a willingness in the individual to be reflective,

somewhat vulnerable, and challenge some of their

own ingrained biases. 

 

SMEC runs regular workshops around unconscious

bias, particularly with our senior leaders, and we

always need to do more. These sessions can

sometimes be uncomfortable, and there is a critical

balance between being firm and vulnerable. What

I've learnt over the years is that addressing bias isn't a

blame game, it can’t be, as we all have them. It's

about questioning and unpacking our expectations,

pondering why we approach certain situations the

way we do, and asking ourselves if our approach has

the potential to be exclusive to others, despite our

best intentions. 

...it’s about creating fairness where
it doesn’t currently often exist in

the first place.



We also take every opportunity to learn from our

external partners. We're active members of  Consult

Australia's Champions of Change Coalition program,

of which I am an ambassador. I am proud that in

2020 the Workplace Gender Equality Agency

recognised SMEC in Australia as an Employer of

Choice for Gender Equality, and that they reaffirmed

this in 2021. And we are now up to our 2nd year of

participation in Cultivate – our sponsorship program

exclusively focused on sponsoring female leadership

within SMEC so as to ensure we have a more even

playing field of opportunity.

 

Our industry must reflect our society, its make-up

and its needs, and a vital component of this is

gender diversity. For me, education and a willingness

not just to listen, but to hear, is critical. Tackling

unconscious bias, deliberately seeking out invisible

obstacles and sometimes addressing truths that

make us uncomfortable is how we create the

genuine foundation for females to thrive in

leadership roles. Education and awareness unlock

growth, form a solid foundation of understanding

and foster a workplace culture that encourages

individual accountability. When we achieve all this,

then we will reap the benefits of a genuinely equal

workplace.

www.smec.com

Many of our leaders have been genuinely shocked

when they finally see what is really going on, the part

they play, but also pleasingly, the power they have

suddenly gained to address the inequality that exists

as a result.

Workplace equality and the genuine ability for

women to thrive equally with their male

counterparts will happen organically when it's a goal

that both men and women work toward. But

perspectives must be heard fairly and freely for us to

reach that goal. As CEO, it is my responsibility to

facilitate this workplace culture, but it's not always

straightforward. One of the more challenging and

uncomfortable things about being a leader is calling

out poor ingrained behaviours.

 

For me, I try hard to take the time to understand

why someone may hold fast to outdated views. Start

by asking the question; what led you to make that

decision? What was your rationale in that instance?

And continually ask “Why” to dig deeper into those

hidden underlying thought patterns. In my

experience, most people behave in a way that they

genuinely believe is best and without malice. So, it

all comes back to education and shining a light on

bias while providing a safe space to challenge the

status quo.  

 

A deliberate and strategic approach to diversity.
SMEC is continually learning, listening and refining

our approach to gender equality in the workplace.

Our strategy is focused on four primary areas;

leadership accountability , the talent pipeline ,

building SMEC's capabilities  and creating flexible,

inclusive and diverse people practices. I aim to

ensure our entire team endorses and fosters a

corporate culture of recognition and support.

We have equality targets at SMEC, which must be

included in any businesses approach to gender

parity, including a 50% target for female graduates.

Internally we've established the Fusion program – a

technical mentorship initiative aimed at building

technical consulting skills and connecting mentees'

with mentors, with a requirement of 50/50 gender

participation. SMEC also employs straightforward

solutions including parental leave, genuinely flexible

work arrangements, and pay parity, for which we

have undertaken an internal study four years in a

row.
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...in 2020 the Workplace Gender
Equality Agency recognised SMEC

in Australia as an Employer of
Choice for Gender Equality, and
that they reaffirmed this in 2021

https://championsofchangecoalition.org/
https://www.wgea.gov.au/
https://www.smec.com/newsroom/current-news/smec-cultivates-next-generation-female-leaders
https://www.smec.com/
http://www.smec.com/


WOMEN
The world needs more great female leaders.

Designed to accelerate and elevate women’s development, our 
Women in Leadership programs address the unique challenges women

face in their leadership journey.

IN  LEADERSH IP

Defining personal

leadership styles

Your leadership shadow

Finding your voice

Courageous conversations

Its all about You
Program areas, components and delivery method and frequency will be

customised to meet your needs. Simply ask our team.

www.leadershiphq.com.au                                  hello@leadershiphq.com.au

Resilience & grit

Developing & maintaining

relationships

Confidence at the table

Managing your career

Leading for performance

Positioning yourself for

the next opportunity

Becoming a mentor

Personal branding



L E A D I N G
T H E  W A Y

Construction of Cross River Rail began in 2019, with

major works now significantly advanced at 14 active

worksites, creating a pipeline of job opportunities for

women in construction-related industries.

The Cross River Rail Delivery Authority (the Delivery

Authority), which is charged by the Queensland

Government to lead this mammoth project, has

worked to enhance workplace culture, and has

designed and delivered bespoke leadership and

development opportunities for women.

The workforce at the Delivery Authority is currently 45

per cent women. The Australian construction industry

faces the challenges of increasing gender diversity and

supporting female employees to maintain a work-life

balance. A Construction Skills Queensland Report from

earlier this year shows that female participation in

construction in Queensland remains low at around 15

per cent of employees at firms, although it notes the

tide is turning.

These women are driving this project forward,

operating in all aspects of the required roles for a

construction project as complex and large as Cross

River Rail, including management of: Project Delivery,

Engineering, Network Integration, Environment Control,

Commercial Contracts, Planning, Design, Executive

Services, Corporate Safety and Wellbeing; Stakeholder

Relations, Government Relations, Legal Services, Rail

Possessions, Land Access, Operational Readiness, and

many more.

Cross River Rail Delivery Authority – Women in Leadership
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Shannon Roma, Head of People & Performance -

Cross River Rail



An industry role model
More than just a rail project, the Delivery Authority is

leaving a significant skills legacy for Queensland,

beyond a new rail line. The program of construction

is delivering infrastructure which will transform and

revitalise the areas around each of the four inner-city

stations. The project is also training the next

generation of construction workers, managers, and

leaders and, importantly, is encouraging and

empowering more women to further their careers in

the construction industry.

The project
Cross River Rail is a $5.4 billion investment by the

Queensland Government. Currently, the project is

injecting more than $4 million per day into the

economy, 90 per cent of which flows directly into

the Queensland economy.

The Cross River Rail Delivery Authority is a statutory

body charged by the Queensland Government with

leading the procurement, development, and delivery

of the state’s largest infrastructure project.

Once Cross River Rail is operational it will transform

the way we travel across the whole of South East

Queensland. Journeys will be quicker; stations will be

in more convenient locations and there will be

capacity to increase train services as our population

grows.

Cross River Rail will also make public transport a

more viable option for the whole region, helping to

ease congestion on our roads.

Major construction of Cross River Rail will be

completed in 2024 to be followed by extensive

safety testing and commissioning. First passenger

services through Cross River Rail’s tunnels are

expected to commence in 2025.
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10.2 kilometres of new rail line

5.9 kilometres of twin tunnels under the Brisbane

River and CBD

four new underground stations at Boggo Road,

Woolloongabba, Albert Street, and Roma Street

two upgraded stations at Dutton Park, and

Exhibition at the RNA Showgrounds

six rebuilt above ground stations on Brisbane’s

southside at Fairfield, Yeronga, Yeerongpilly,

Moorooka, Rocklea, and Salisbury

three new stations for the Gold Coast at

Pimpama, Hope Island, Merrimac

a new world-class signalling system to the wider

South East Queensland rail network

Cross River Rail – the project:

The Delivery Authority will also deliver:

As the organisation responsible for the State’s largest

infrastructure project, the Delivery Authority

prioritises its leadership role in the promotion of

gender equity in the sector.

The project is encouraging and
empowering more women to
further their careers in the

construction industry.



Paying it forward
At an enterprise level, Ms Roma saw the opportunity

and willingness to embed greater support for

women within the fabric of the Delivery Authority,

and she has developed many initiatives designed to

promote and empower women to see leadership

and career opportunities not only within the Cross

River Rail Delivery Authority but also within the

sector.

“I am a beneficiary of, and a believer in, ‘paying it

forward’ for women,” she said. “To me, paying it

forward means receiving support from more

experienced women and then offering similar

mentoring to others.

From this perspective, being a role model is not

about having other women look up to me but about

me offering a safe space for others to grow, to make

mistakes and to learn from them. Being supported

by more experienced women is critical for success in

a male-dominated industry. Such support helped

me navigate new industries and different cultures,

and I have drawn on my experiences to help others

chart their own way forward.”

Enabling change
The culture of the Delivery Authority demonstrates

daily its committed to attracting, supporting, and

empowering women in construction, now and into

the future, offering female employees a workplace

that is engaged and diverse, with flexible work

arrangements.

Introduced a new human resources system, re-

designed most HR project functions and

revamped recruitment to support the

organisation’s transition from procurement to

delivery

Delivered a significant enhancement of

workplace culture

Actively supported other female leaders and staff

Designed and implemented a bespoke Women

in Leadership development initiative (FUEL), and

Initiated and implemented a bespoke

performance development program.

A commitment to this leadership starts at the top,

with CEO Mr Graeme Newton, General Manager

Matthew Martyn-Jones and members of the

Executive Management Team (EMT) including

Shannon Roma as the Head of People and

Performance. Collectively they back the

development of proactive programs and initiatives

that promote the participation and advancement of

women in the industry.

“A strong, positive workplace culture is essential to

delivering a project on time and on budget. Our

mission at the Delivery Authority is to ensure that

culture meets strategy, so we have initiated an

organisation-wide drive to build a highly engaged

workforce,” Ms Roma said.

With 200+ staff and contractors, and in partnership

with other senior managers, Shannon leads the

translation of the Delivery Authority’s Strategic Plan

into operational excellence, and since joining the

organisation her team has:
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“The flexibility I have in my job allows my passion

for engineering to continue while raising my three

young children.” Laura West, Tunnel Stations and

Development Area Manager for Boggo Road.

The Delivery Authority supports development of

female leadership through participation in external

programs such as Women in Engineering, as well

as internal programs such as the bespoke FUEL

program, and a customised Emerging Leaders

program.

With sponsorship from the CEO, General Manager

and wider EMT, Ms Roma developed the FUEL

program to provide participants with the tools they

need to work through challenges faced by women

working in a largely male dominated industry.

The name FUEL reflects the four core traits that

define the initiative; that is, Female, Uplifting,

Empowering and Leadership. FUEL is a structured

six-month program which uses a blended learning

approach including two face-to-face multiple day

workshops, a self-paced online leadership

program, and six one-hour 1:1 professional coaching

sessions. The first two cohorts of women – 19 in

total – have completed the 26-week program. FUEL

has had a tangible impact on participants’

individual professional development and on their

collective project performance and helps ready

them for the next steps on their career pathways in

the construction sector.

“I came on board before the project had full

funding and approvals, so it was great to see it

through that phase. Then it was straight into Early

Works, where I project managed the demolitions

at Woolloongabba, and then the construction of

the new Temporary Coach Terminal at Roma

Street.” Megan Wood, Delivery Manager (Rail) for

the Tunnel, Stations and Development project

Attracting women into construction is just the first

step in diversifying the sector; encouraging them to

stay and grow is the vital next step. The Delivery

Authority is doing this through various initiatives

including the FUEL program, flexible working

arrangements, professional development

opportunities such as the Emerging Leaders

program which supports the professional

development of young leaders.

This Emerging Leaders program has grown

alongside the organisation and what started as a

small informal group to share common experiences

as a young person starting out in the construction

industry, has now been formalised into leadership

development program for staff 30 years and under.

“I have been offered, and put my hand up for,

countless opportunities to try something new and

develop my skills in a different area. I started in an

entry-level position, and just four years later, I’m now

leading all major community events for the project.”

Jacqueline Pizzey, Principal Advisor, Events and

Communications.

Since 2019, the program has been creating

meaningful career pathways for young leaders and

supporting them to reach their full potential. Sixty

staff, 43 percent women, are involved in the program

and of the seven co-chairs to date, six have been

women.

Attracting women into
construction is just the first

step in diversifying the sector;
encouraging them to stay and

grow is the vital next step.
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“Being a member of Emerging Leaders and holding

a co-chair position for 12 months has provided

numerous opportunities to develop my public

speaking skills, organisation of events, networking

with peers and senior leaders from across industry

and to form stronger bonds with my Delivery

Authority colleagues. The group provides a safe

environment for experimenting with leadership

techniques and various skills that I wouldn’t

necessarily have the opportunity to do in my day-to-

day role.” Talia Rose, Stakeholder and Community

Engagement Advisor.

Among its achievements, the Emerging Leaders

program has engaged with some of the construction

challenges faced by the project, interviewed industry

sectors and produced a series of leadership insights

videos, as well as holding joint events with the FUEL

program and external leadership groups.

“This has enabled me to develop professionally and

personally and to support women in my team to

develop also. Knowing someone is willing to invest in

my future gives me the confidence to take on

new challenges and hopefully pave the path for

other women in the industry.” Cobi Murphy,

Customer and Travel Behaviour Manager, Program

Delivery.

Some of senior female engineers also take the

women in construction message into schools. Eva

Cho, Technical Approval Manager for the European

Train Control System, spoke with students at St

Margaret’s.

Anglican Girls School. Laura West and Tunnel

Stations and Development Area Engineer, Kelly

Pearson, also gave a ‘women in construction’

presentation to kindergarten children at C&K Seven

Hills where they spoke about their work on Cross

River Rail and shared videos from some of the

worksites.

There is also strong support within the organisation

to collaborate with programs that promote female

participation in STEM sectors by, among other

things, hosting students at Cross River Rail

Experience Centre as part of the Education

Department’s STEM Girl Power Camp including

presentations from Delivery Authority’s female

leaders.

One of them was Sharon Hosseni, as the Tunnel

Stations and Development Area Engineer at the

Roma Street worksite. Ms Hosseni, who arrived in

Brisbane in 2005 as a refugee, is very grateful for the

opportunities in her adopted country, saying: “The

opportunity to attend school with no objections and

knowing that I would be allowed to pursue a career

in engineering was my dream come true that would

have been barred for me in my home country.”
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P O T E N T I A L
F O R  C H A N G E

Sonia McDonald, CEO of LeadershipHQ recently sat

down with the Executives from Wah Kwong Maritime

Transport, Mr Hing Chao, Cecile Lee and Catherine

Smith. Based in Hong Kong, Sonia explored their

perspectives on Women in leadership roles and what it

means to their company to shine a light on this.

Sonia McDonald:
I would love to know a little bit more about how you

became committed to the DNI space and women in

leadership.

Hing Chao:
I would say we have a much clearer understanding of

where we are and where the company wants to go in

terms of diversity. We've helped women in leadership

today, much more so than in our company history.

However, at the same time, I will say that we have

arrived at this moment, with so much organic evolution

to begin with. We're dealing with partners from China,

Japan, Korea, Southeast Asia, India, America, Australia,

and Europe, so diversity is something that we value as

an industry. That is reflected, as you can see in our

constitution, as well as our senior management. We

fundamentally believe that having a broad spectrum of

people being represented, particularly at the

management level, is really critical to our thinking, and

critical to being competitive in such a global market.

Because that means we have access to information,

and more importantly, we have communication

channels, and cultural sensibilities.

Leading the diversity change in the Maritime Industry
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Mr Hing Chao - Executive Chairman 



It's important for our seating in Hong Kong

because we see Hong Kong as being a bridge. A

bridge between China and many other places in

the world and having this diversity or having the

sensibility gives us the ability to communicate and

understand different issues. As you know, my

predecessor, my sister Sabrina Chao has been at

the helm of the company from 2010 to 2019 when

she formally handed over the reins of conference

to myself. So, she is an example of a woman

leading a traditional family enterprise, and Sabrina

has been representing the industry and the Hong

Kong International over this period. She is currently

the chairman of BIMCO, which is the biggest

shipping organisation, representing all the various

shipping companies around the world, and she is

the first Chinese woman to be at this position. So,

this shows you that there's just something that is in

our DNA. It happened organically because of my

sister's position, obviously, we have also been

sensitive to the unique qualities that different

genders bring to play. I will say in today's world,

particularly during COVID, that we value some of

the unique attributes, not unique to women, but

where humans perhaps sometimes naturally have

an advantage over men, particularly in the caring

aspects of the company because COVID has been

an extremely difficult time for everyone. We are

evolving as we transform into a more diversified

shipping company. Alongside with owning and

trading assets, we also provide management

services and commercial services. I think you know,

women, again, have something to contribute with

their detail-minded approach. A lot of women are

also very loyal to the workspace. When I finished

my studies, I spent some time working in Europe,

including Scandinavia, and I was very inspired to

see women playing a much more prominent role

in general, 20 years ago, in the shipping industry.

For example, in the operations team, which is a

critical department, I saw a lot of women playing a

very important role. I think this is an aspect where

my company aspires to do more. 

We see that, increasingly, in China, and different

places around the world, there are more and more

women taking an active interest in relation to men.

So, women are starting to get interested in the

industry or rather the representation between men

and women. I think in certain positions where

tradition has been quite dominated by men. I see a

lot of potential for women to step up, beginning

with, for example, ship operations. 

Sonia McDonald:
What steps are you taking at the moment to go

about that?

Hing Chao:
In the summer. I was visiting the Shanghai Maritime

University. I had a meeting with the university

leadership, including the university president, and

they were telling me that some of the outstanding

students in navigation and engineering are now

women, but they struggle to find shipping

companies that are interested to take them on

because of this traditional prejudice. And I thought,

isn't this a wonderful opportunity for us to tap into

this talent pool? This professional educational

background, but where the industry really hasn't

quite caught up, particularly in this part of the world,

providing opportunities for women and shipping.

You know, I see an opportunity right there to maybe

to try and do something different.

Sonia McDonald:
Are there any other strategies you have around

bringing more women into your organisation? Or are

you happy with the way that that you organically

attracting and retaining women?

"I think in certain positions
where tradition has been quite
dominated by men. I see a lot of
potential for women to step up"
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Hing Chao:
If you look at our company's structure, there are

several partners, finance and accounting. I think

we're fine even in terms of gender make up, and in

fact, our CFO is a lady. Other divisions are also

women. In terms of technical management,

traditionally, there is not a lot of talent coming

through and certainly we still do not have many

women in the company. But you know, as I said, that

is something we would like to explore.

Sonia McDonald:
Have you noticed or have you done anything around

analysing or looking at the actual impact it's had on

the organisation in terms of making a difference to

the engagement or your bottom line by actually

embracing more DNI within your organisation?

Hing Chao:
We haven't done an impact assessment as to today's

standards. In general terms, I would say. People from

different backgrounds, be that different genders, be

that different ethnicities, or different age groups.

Their perspectives on things, tend to be quite

different. And for an industry that is as diverse and

forward as ours, I think having diverse perspective to

bring them into fall within a management system

can only be an asset. 

Sonia McDonald:
I agree, we work with a lot of women in these types

of industries, including mining and construction, and

one of the things that that can hinder women in

leadership with organisations is that they're not very

female friendly, particularly in construction. You have

to start at 6.30am and you don't finish until 6pm, it's

very hard to manage, juggle and balance a family.

Hing Chao:
I think we have implemented policies to be more

sensitive to the needs of women, but indeed also

men during maternity leave. So, we do have such

policies in place and in fact, you know, we also have

a space where, if you're a mother and a young

mother, you can retreat and have your own private

space.

Sonia McDonald:
It's great to see that you're still leading the way with

that. Do you think that it’s a lot more male

dominated? Or do you see other organisations or

other companies that are in your industry becoming

more diverse?

Hing Chao:
I think shipping is becoming more diverse and

consciously as well, because shipping remains one of

the most traditional industries in the world. I'm

pleased to see that in some of the other countries

and Hong Kong are starting to embrace more and

more women leadership. For example, I'm not going

to name names, but one of the companies that is

well established in the ASX in Hong Kong, they're

very well represented in senior management with

women and they are not the only one. And I also see

that in even in China. Again, I don't want to

essentialist gender, but sometimes despite some

cultural or intellectual prejudice, when a woman

becomes a mother. They tend to take a long break,

and prioritise family over work. We have seen that

that's not necessarily the case. Women tend to be

more stable workers, in many ways, their tendency to

shift jobs compared to men and I think it's

statistically support is less than men. So, women in

the workplace also give us stability.

Sonia McDonald:
What advice would you give other executives around

the key to building a company in culture that is

embracing DNI?

Hing Chao:
I think we should value women and their qualities,

but we must not try to cause specific gender roles

for men and women within the company. For

specific functions of the competition, which have

historically been male dominated, I see potential for

change. 
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Sonia McDonald:
As a senior leader, what are your thoughts on being a

woman in a leadership position?

Cecile Lee:
The gender mix of this company is very interesting

and compared to professional firms, that I have been

serving my previous career. I'm really glad to be kind

of the first director, female director in the company,

other than Sabrina Chao. I have the full support from

our board members and from the owners as well.

Although shipping is a male dominated industry,

they give me lots of chances to work on different

areas. Not just shipping, they let me look after the

property side.

Sonia McDonald:
It’s interesting to see that there are more women

working in maritime. What advice would you give

other CMOS in the industry to embrace diversity

inclusion?

Cecile Lee:
Because maritime industry is so male dominant, it

gives the impression that it’s not that easy to climb

the career ladder for females. I think they need to

encourage the subordinate, but at the same time, I

think it also depends on the type of work honestly

for ship management or technical matches. I don't

think it's easy for females. So, it comes down to how

could we improve the condition so that we could

attract and also create a safer environment for a

female staff member? It’s like the aviation industry.

When you see female pilots and hear the stories of

women in the cockpit and you're like, wow, like that

is so inspirational and we would love to see that on

ships as well. You know, seeing a female captain at

the helm I know, for me, I'd feel really safe. 
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Cecile Lee, CFO

Sonia McDonald:
I didn't realise how many remarkable women there

are in the industry. Tell me about your journey there.

And also, the fact that you're really championing it as

well. How did this change happen?

Catherine Smith:
Having an environment and leaders that are

empowering and encouraging, makes a massive

difference. At the time, I was pretty unhappy at my

law firm. I had been working really hard on a bunch

of really tough big cases, still wasn’t getting

promoted and it was still very male dominated. And

I thought I've got to change this up. So, I reached out

to a specific shipping headhunter that I knew

through the Western network, and said, I'm looking

for a change. She was based in the UK but has a real

international network and said I can't guarantee

anything but was able to set me up with a coffee

meeting. And from there, I met with an NCO and

was lucky enough to then get the placement from

there. And interestingly, I think that the question

about being a female in the industry, and then this

role didn't even come up. It was like, what's your

experience? What have you done? What would you

bring? It was a really positive discussion. So that was

super refreshing and it really went from there. In

terms of my connection with the Western

organisation, which I think for me, it's just been a

brilliant, empowering and inspiring organisation to

be a part of. Certainly Mr. Chao and Cecile and the

other directors and senior management have been

super supportive. So, I've found that really

encouraging as well. On a day-to-day level senior

management encourages and empower my

colleagues, no matter whether they're male or

female.

Catherine Smith, General Counsel & Company Secretary
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M O V I N G
T H E  N E E D L E

Moving the needle when it comes to increasing

representation and inclusion of women in technology

is not something that happens by accident. 

In 2019 the leadership team at Insight made a

strategic and conscious decision to accelerate their

actions to improve gender equality in tech. “It made

sense for our teammates and our customers to

double down on our efforts and to collaborate more

broadly with our industry partners,” says Mike Morgan,

Senior Vice President & Managing Director, Asia

Pacific (APAC). 

“We know from the data and the research that

everyone has more work to do when it comes to

gender equality and that’s not something to shy away

from. To create change we need to commit and take

action, which is exactly the journey we are currently

on.”

Insight’s Diversity and Inclusion Strategy covers a

broad range of initiatives, including a pillar dedicated

to increasing the representation, visibility and

inclusion of Women in Tech. The initiatives range from

important foundational policy changes right through

to more innovative and disruptive strategies. “It’s

incredibly important to have the discipline to be

realistic about your starting point and put an

appropriate amount of effort and investment into the

basics,” recommends Marea Phillips, Director of

People & Culture, Insight APAC. 

Increasing representation and inclusion of women in tech

Championing  Women | 27

Mike Morgan - Senior Vice President & Managing

Director, Asia Pacific (APAC)

“We really took the time to assess where we were at

and to put together a plan that would move us along

the maturity curve in a way that was sustainable for

our business.”

To oversee the implementation of the strategy and to

ensure a two-way dialog with their workforce Insight

launched a Diversity & Inclusion Council in 2020. The

Council is made up of a cross-section of teammates at

all levels who bring to the group a broad range of

perspectives and experiences.



ACTIONS WITH IMPACT

Industry collaboration: Gender equality and

representation of women in technical roles is not a

challenge unique to Insight. In 2020 they joined the

Champions of Change Coalition Microsoft Partners

Chapter to collaborate as an industry on high-impact

activities. Chaired by former Sex Discrimination

Commissioner, Elizabeth Broderick, together the

representative CEOs who are all committed to bold

action. The Coalition has been responsible for

bringing forward cutting-edge research and policy

advisory which Insight has implemented across the

area of Domestic and Family Violence as a workplace

issue, Parental Leave and benefits, Managing the

Gender Pay Gap and Women in the Digital Economy. 

Investing in women: To better understand the

opportunities to attract, develop and retain women

in technology Insight undertook a series for focus

groups with female teammates across all levels of

the Australia business. As a result of these session I

commitment was made to dedicate additional

investment into training in personal and professional

development for women. 

The cornerstone of this investment is the Microsoft

sponsored Women Rising Program. Designed by

women, for women, it provides the tools and

techniques to help women “rise through the ranks”,

and the 6 month program includes online learning,

coaching circles and peer connections. Insight

Enterprises Australia has had 15 women subject-

matter experts and emerging leaders complete two

Women Rising cohorts in 2020 and 2021 with plans

for regional expansion in 2022. In October, two

Insight alumni of the Women Rising program

presented to the APAC Executive Leadership team,

which has 45% women ratio, on the positive impact

of this program and key ideas to further the focus on

Women in Leadership in the technology industry

and at Insight. 
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Together they guide the strategy forward, share

feedback from the ground up and build advocacy

across the business. All Insight APAC teammates

were invited to put their hand up to be part of the

council. “We’ve had great success in landing our

initiatives in a way that is aligned with the

expectations of our teammates and our customers.

We know the appetite is strong, so it is our role

to keep the momentum going and pushing the

agenda forward,” says Katherine Clayton,

Organisational Business Partner, APAC. “It’s the

small things done consistently over time that have

the greatest impact on our culture, and it’s our

culture that is the greatest lever for change when it

comes to diversity and inclusion.”

At its core Insight’s strategy is about listening,

learning and taking action. Like most other

organisations they take a long-term view of the

work to be done and are commitment to having a

positive impact over time. “We know there is no

quick fix when it comes to improving diversity in

the workplace and driving a culture of inclusion.

We are always looking to learn and evolve and

keep this mission front of mind for our leaders and

teammates. Our team is very proud of what we

have achieved to date, and we are all motivated to

keep progressing and challenging the status quo.”

says Mike Morgan.

“It’s the small things done
consistently over time that
have the greatest impact on

our culture, and it’s our
culture that is the greatest

lever for change when it comes
to diversity and inclusion.”



Insight Enterprises recently launched a campaign

of profile pieces on a dedicated Women in Tech

career page and across social media, such as

Linked In, to challenge the stereotypes of tech

roles. These profile pieces feature stories from

women in Data & Artificial Intelligence, Finance,

Sales, software licencing and User Experience

Design. The intention is to continue this campaign

into the 2022 and expand on telling the stories of

the women in their workforce, who themselves

come with diverse experiences, work histories and

backgrounds.

WOMEN IN TECH

Marieke Quartermaine: Designing success

Marieke Quartermaine effortlessly breaks old-

fashioned tech stereotypes. As a User

Experience Consultant with Insight, she spends

her days talking to people, running workshops,

gathering research, designing and testing user

interfaces and yes, doing some coding.

“It’s not the stereotypical tech role,” she says,

laughing. “There is that misconception of

people stuck behind their screens, not having

discussions and things like that. My experience

is almost the opposite.”
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Promoting diverse careers in Technology: The
pathways into a career in technology are diverse

and exciting. Insight identified an opportunity to

shine a light on the women in their business and

showcase the variety of roles available to start

challenging the perceptions of careers in tech.

Beyond the traditional and somewhat out-dated

image of the (male) developer in the basement,

tech is now a career for everyone in every industry,

and increasing the participation of women is a

great solution to the battle for talent.

Arushi Tyagi: Data Power

Arushi Tyagi was just six years old when she first

fell in love with computing at school. By 11th

grade she was learning C and C++, her first

computer languages.

“It was all about logic – things making sense,

running things with numbers. I love numbers,”

she says. The avid crochet fan (also a numbers

game in many ways) loves numbers so much

she once gave a talk on how arts can be

connected to the fibonacci series.



Key Statistics at Insight

32% of Teammates are Female
57% of Senior Managers are Female
29% of Other Managers are Female
43% Board Members are Female

Rachael Lattimore: Licensing client success
Rachael Lattimore never planned a career in

technology. But at the age of 32, in the midst of the

2008 global financial crisis, the cafe she and her

husband owned collapsed. The couple lost their

home and, $120,000 in debt, Rachael needed a

job. Fast. She took a job in Spark’s small business

call centre. A series of quick career progressions

followed as Rachael found she loved the industry,

but wanted a role that enabled her to contribute

more and have a real impact on client outcomes. 

Kwai See: Strategic success
It was a throwaway comment that computer

science was ‘too hard for women’ that lead Kwai

See Barker into her career. “That was my

motivation. The minute you tell me don’t do that,

I’m going to do it,” she says with a big smile. A love

of learning, inherited from her mother, who was a

teacher, helped stand her in good stead.

Always interested in technology Kwai See got a

Bachelor of Technology and started her career in a

‘techie’ role, before moving into managerial

positions and quickly discovering managing

people wasn’t her passion. Then she found selling.

Nida Khan: Adding value in a transformative
industry 
Nida Khan’s passion for numbers has taken her

from being an accountant for an SME in the

construction industry to a career in technology as

Senior Business Financial Analyst for Insight. “I

never saw myself working in tech. I thought that

was just for IT graduates,” she says. Her accounting

and analysis skills (she has a Masters in accounting

and is a qualified CPA) opened the doors into the

sector.
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https://au.insight.com/en_AU/about/diversity-and-inclusion.html
https://au.insight.com/en_AU/about/diversity-and-inclusion.html
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C O N T R I B U T E  Y O U R  S T O R I E S  T O We hope you enjoyed LeadershipHQ's

Magazine: Championing Women.

We love hearing your stories, interviews

and case studies about how your

organisations and leaders are building a

world of kind, courageous and inclusive

leadership and cultures.

Collaborate with us and get your stories

heard - showcase your amazing leaders

and workplaces by sending us your

stories of inclusion and diversity.

Learn more or get in touch with our

team hello@leadershiphq.com.au - we

would love to hear from you.
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