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ABSTRACT 

Purpose – This paper is an exploratory quantitative study to provide the first overview of 

the incidence of female directors in UK companies, mapped against types of firms.  It 

provides a unique quantitative perspective on the types of companies with boards on 

which female directors serve. 

 

Methodology/approach – A quantitative analysis of a newly constructed database based 

on data for all UK companies (using Companies House FAME data) was carried out to 

explore overall data for board membership related to gender, resulting in a new typology 

to describe firms with female directors. 

 

Findings – The data supports earlier partial studies suggesting male dominance continues 

at senior levels.  Although female directors represented 1in 4 directors in UK firms, most 

companies remain male dominated.  Only around 1 in10 businesses in the UK are run by 

a majority female board, i.e., women are in the minority on most company boards.  

Where companies are run by single sex boards, there are fewer all female firms than all 

male firms and fewer female majority firms than male majority.  These levels of 

membership can, however, be mapped against a typology to aid exploration of the roles 

being played by women at a senior level.  However, board composition by gender varies 

with size and sector.  Women directors are generally found in smaller firms and only 1 in 

226 of larger firms have a majority of female directors. The service sector remains the 

main focus for female firms, both business services and other services.   

 

Research limitations/implications – The study suggests that at the rate of progress 

achieved over the 2003-2005 period, it will be the year 2225 before gender balance in 

company directorships is achieved in the UK.  The study was based on Companies House 

data, where gender is a self-reported variable; therefore, considerable work had to be 

done to identify the gender of directors in order to build the database.  This is a limitation 

for others trying to assess female board membership.  The study did not attempt to 

explain why these levels of female participation are observed – this is a necessary second 

step following this first analysis of the incidence of women on boards.     
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Originality/value – The data provides the first comprehensive picture of the senior 

positions of women across UK businesses as it relates to their positions on the boards of 

companies.  It provides initial baseline data which indicates the current position and will 

provide a benchmark for future studies of progress towards achieving greater gender 

balance in the boardroom.  The typology which emerged also enables wider interpretation 

of female leadership, including the role of women on boards with majority female 

membership – the 49,000 plus „matriarchies‟ and the significant and interesting group of 

9000 plus „sisterhood‟ companies, wholly owned and led by women, both of which 

represent an interesting potential focus for future research.   

 

Keywords Gender, Directors, leadership  
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Boards of directors and Gender Diversity in UK Companies 

 

Introduction 

This paper is based on an exploratory study to establish the levels of female participation 

on the boards of companies in the United Kingdom. The research aims underpinning the 

study were to 

(a) address the lack of disaggregated data available for researchers when exploring 

company structures by gender 

(b) establish baseline data for female participation at board level across all companies 

in the United Kingdom 

(c) capture data and map it against a typology or model, if appropriate, to aid other 

researchers and policymakers working in this field. 

(d) identify the role of women in established companies – an under-researched area in 

female enterprise compared with business start up phases 

 

To explore female board membership levels in UK limited companies, a new database 

was constructed using Companies House data, to provide an overview of the gender of 

directors. Based on information for all UK firms, this data provides a comprehensive 

picture of the proportion of women on the boards of UK companies.  The analysis also 

led to an exploration of performance mapped to board gender diversity but the discussion 

of the content and findings are the subject of another paper. 

 

By constructing this new database and exploring it in terms of gender participation on 

boards, the study aimed to provide a new and unique overview of the gender diversity of 

UK companies at board level, which would increase understanding of the current 

situation related to UK board diversity.  The study, therefore, also contributes to better 

understanding of progress towards greater gender balance in the boardroom and provides 

an initial benchmark for subsequent research.    
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Reviewing previous work in this area: the data gap underlying policymaking 

This paper addresses two distinct research gaps with regard to women‟s enterprise; 

firstly, the lack of studies into established companies owned and managed by women and 

secondly, the lack of disaggregated data reflecting diversity.  Although there is a growing 

body of research into female entrepreneurship, this is still at a very early stage where 

established firms are concerned (Carter, 2000).The focus is more often on the start up 

process, while issues faced by those women running companies through various post-start 

up stages of the business life cycle have so far gone largely unconsidered.  Few studies 

explore how female-run firms develop and grow or how women operate as small business 

owners and managers to the business exit stage (Martin, 2001; Catley and Hamilton, 

1998).  Carter et al (2001, p. 22) comment that, despite the increased research interest, 

the research area of female entrepreneurship remains seriously under-developed due to a 

lack of cumulative knowledge and a failure to adequately conceptualise and build 

explanatory theories.  This paper begins to address this issue by confirming the status quo 

for women‟s enterprise in established firms, via the Companies House database, which 

includes limited companies only after their first 18 months of operation. 

 

In addition to the lack of focus on established firms, there is also a widely reported lack 

of disaggregated data reflecting diversity in the United Kingdom (Prowess, 2007).  To 

address part of this issue related to gender, a quantitative approach has been adopted, 

using data from the UK Companies House database. In this way, it is hoped to contribute 

to the knowledge base for formulating appropriate policy in this area so that targeted and 

tailored support mechanisms can be developed (see also Prowess, 2004). This is 

important as to date the quantitative evidence base and rationale for such policy 

initiatives remains weak, with, for example,  „relatively few studies of gender and 

business performance … most shy away from direct examination of quantitative 

performance measures, preferring instead to engage in … qualitative assessments of 

success‟ (Carter et al, 2001, pp. 36-37).   
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In addition, Bilimoria (2000: 27) bemoans the lack of „systematic and rigorous empirical 

documentation of women‟s boardroom contributions‟.  Gender parity on company boards 

is important in terms of economic performance and social equality.  The business or 

economic case for improving the representation of women on company boards has been 

made before (e.g. Bilimoria, 2000; Burke, 2000b; Carter et al, 2003).  The social case, as 

well as improving equality of representation on boards, might include, as reported in 

Fielden and Davidson (2005), that women are more likely to start businesses with ethical 

or social objectives (see also Warren-Smith, 2007; and Warren-Smith and Jackson, 2004) 

and have gender balanced workforces.  

   

Our aim here is to contribute to the basis for policy making in this area by examining – 

for the whole UK business population – the gender-diversity of their boards of directors.  

In terms of the UK context, it could be argued that it is simply the global phenomenon of 

“male domination” (Bourdieu, 1998), rather than any specific UK cultural trend, which 

restricts women‟s „corporate ascent‟.  However, the rationale for examining the incidence 

of women directors on UK company boards is that, in so doing, the knowledge base for 

policy to support women‟s enterprise and managerial development can be more 

effectively established and enhanced. It is difficult to map change or potential 

improvements in the position of women on company boards without having an evidence 

base as an initial measure; this study aims to provide such a baseline.  By doing so, the 

study addresses the issue highlighted in the Strategic Framework for Women‟s Enterprise 

(Small Business Service 2003, pp. 26-27), that, “There is a lack of baseline information 

with regard to women in business in the UK. … The lack of reliable data has been a 

major problem in understanding women-owned businesses and has hindered the 

development of evidence-based policy in the area” (see also Carter et al, 2001, pp. 36-37; 

Bilimoria and Wheeler 2000: 27).  Additionally there is a clear „need to build theory‟ 

(Burke and Mattis, 2000: 5) on this area, which is one of our future aspirations 

particularly in terms of both „sisterhoods‟ and the gender diversity/performance 

relationship.   
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The evidence presented here may be seen to complement the groundbreaking work of 

Singh, Vinnicombe and colleagues, which has examined the position of women directors 

in the changing group of FTSE 100 companies (Vinnicombe et al., 2000; Singh et al., 

2001; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2003, 2004, 2005), since it places their findings within a 

wider context of all UK firms.  This is, by its nature, a quantitative analysis to provide a 

descriptive review of the numbers of female directors and where they serve – the types of 

companies, size, sector and structure.  It is necessarily beyond this first step to provide 

detailed analysis of relationships and causality, or to identify the nature of the experience 

of these female directors, as these are beyond the scope of this study and are an aim of 

future research.   

 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. The next section on data and methods 

describes the development of the database on which this study is based.  The findings are 

then split between a general picture of the position of women directors in UK boards both 

in cross-sectional and developmental terms and a specific section focusing on 

„matriarchies and on „sisterhood‟ firms, i.e. those with majority female or all female 

teams of directors. These firms are a focus both because they are of specific interest in 

terms of female entrepreneurship and the business leadership agenda but also because 

they offer a potential focus for important and useful future research.  The final section 

draws out some of the main conclusions and suggests some directions for future 

development.  

 

Data and Methods  

Data was extracted from the FAME – version D (Financial Analysis Made Easy) database 

which provides electronic access to UK Companies House data. FAME covers both 

quoted and unquoted companies, and includes both the annual accounting returns made 

by firms as well as consolidated information on firms‟ directors derived from their 

Annual Returns. The data used here relates to all firms with registered operations in Great 

Britain with two or more directors. In 2005, there were 564,010 such firms in Great 

Britain and a total of 1.952m individual named directors on the boards of these firms.  
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The focus of our analysis was to understand the way in which female business leadership 

was evidenced by the board membership of women in UK companies.  In terms of the 

gender of directors, FAME provides a gender indicator in around 70 per cent of cases.  

For the remaining 30 per cent of directors, steps were taken to attempt to identify gender.  

These included searching and mapping gender against: 

 salutary titles (e.g. Mrs, Ms etc.) recorded in company documentation,  

 gendered name lists for first names and  

 review of first names by a group of students from a range of cultural backgrounds 

to provide a checklist of names from other cultures, against which those directors 

with unknown gender could be mapped.  

These approaches helped to classify around two-thirds of directors for whom the FAME 

database provided no gender indicator; however, around 2.5 per cent of directors 

remained unassigned by gender even after these processes.  Hence, in 2005, of the 1.95m 

directors in GB firms, 71.4 per cent (1.394m) were male, 26.0 per cent (0.508m) were 

female and 2.5 per cent (0.049m) were unassigned by gender. Expressed as a proportion 

of those with certain gender, this implies that 73.3 per cent of directors were males and 

26.7 per cent were females.  Using this data on directors‟ gender along with FAME 

information on the date at which directors were appointed and, where relevant, stepped 

down, it was possible to identify the number of male and female directors with certain 

gender in each year. This was then used to measure gender diversity, i.e. the percentage 

of company directors of certain gender which were women, along with board size. 

 

Board Gender Diversity in UK Business Leadership  

Our discussion in this section is based on the notion of board gender diversity, i.e. the 

percentage of the board of directors of a firm who are female. In Table 1, for example, we 

profile the number of firms in the UK in 2004 – the latest year for which complete 

information is available on the whole population of firms – for different quartiles of the 

distribution of board gender diversity. Of the 455,300 firms in our database in this year: 

220,000 had less than 25 per cent women directors, 194,000 had 25 to 50 per cent women 

directors; 26,800 had 50 to 75 per cent women directors and 14,400 had more than 75 per 

cent women directors (Table 1).  This counters some earlier suggestions that the gender 
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gap in the U.K. may be narrowing (Birley, 1996), as extrapolating the data would suggest 

that at the rate of progress achieved over the 2003-2005 period, it will be the year 2225 

before gender balance in company directorships is achieved in the UK 

 

Take in Table 1 

 

In terms of firm size, we find that 86.6 per cent of all firms are „small‟ but this rises to 

97.1 per cent of firms with board gender diversity of more than 75 per cent. Among firms 

with board gender diversity of less than 25 per cent a smaller 78.7 per cent of firms are in 

the „small‟ category. In other words, the percentage of women directors tends to be 

largest in smaller firms.  

 

This is perhaps most starkly illustrated by comparing the number of „large‟ firms (i.e. 

those with assets of more than £11.4m) which have less than 25% board gender diversity 

and more than 75% board gender diversity – 22,600 in the first case and around 100 in 

the second case. More generally, however, even for smaller firms the numbers of firms in 

the upper and lower quartiles of the distribution of the percentage of women directors tell 

a relatively stark story: 173,000 UK firms have less than 25 per cent board gender 

diversity with only 14,000 having board gender diversity of more than 75 per cent. In 

other words, for each „small‟ company in the upper quartile of the distribution of board 

gender diversity we find 12.4 in the lower quartile; among „large‟ firms this ratio rises to 

around 226:1.  

 

In terms of sector, firms with high proportions of female directors were very much 

concentrated in service sector businesses.  Of the 14,400 firms with more than 75 per cent 

board gender diversity, around 600 were in manufacturing but 5,200 were in business 

services with a further 4,800 in the other services category (Table 1). This meant, for 

example, that while manufacturing accounted for around 10.6 per cent of all firms it 

accounted for only 4.4 per cent of firms with board gender diversity of more than 75 per 

cent (Table 1).  
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In summary, examining the database for 2004, the findings which emerge reflect earlier 

findings such as those of Singh and Vinnicombe in terms of the low numbers of women 

directors in these firms.  In their study of the FTSE 1000,  the proportion of women 

directors in the top 100 firms increased from 5.8 per cent in 2000, but it was still only 

10.5 per cent by 2005 (Singh and Vinnicombe, 2005). Across the UK, firms with a 

predominantly male leadership are found in much greater numbers than those with 

predominantly female leadership – i.e., by around 10:1 overall - with this distinction 

being much more stark among larger firms. In addition, businesses with a female majority 

at board level were concentrated in the business and other services sectors and notably 

under-represented in the manufacturing and financial services sector. The latter sector is 

particularly interesting as it is here – perhaps somewhat unexpectedly – that there is 

greatest sectoral disparity between the proportion of firms in the top and bottom quartiles 

of the distribution of board gender diversity (50:1).  

 

In general terms, then, there is continued evidence that the boards of companies in the 

UK remain male-dominated (62.8% of all firms) with this disparity remaining greatest in 

larger firms. There are apparent implications here for gender in business leadership which 

would need follow up research to explore and quantify.  Overall, our figures suggest that 

for every firm with a female majority on the board of directors there are ten firms with a 

male majority but among larger firms this 10:1 ratio rises to a ratio of 226:1. One other 

contrast is worth identifying, here, before considering other issues. So far our analysis has 

been focussed at the firm level; however, if the group of UK directors are examined as 

individuals, there were around 28 per cent of directors who were female, a slight rise 

from 27.8 per cent in 2002 (Figure 1). Hence, although approximately 1 in 4 directors are 

female, only 1:10 firms are female-owned. The implication is that the vast majority of 

female company directors remain in firms where they have minority status.  
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Mapping board diversity against numbers of directors 

The main focus of interest here is women directors in UK firms.  To provide a first step in 

the analysis, the possible types of business were defined, using the numbers of directors 

listed per company and their gender.  A descriptive classification is suggested, 

differentiating between six types of companies in terms of the composition of their team 

of directors (Table 1), with the types describing the gender proportions at board level. 

 

1. Mom and Pop companies – firms with only two directors, one man and one 

woman. Of those firms classified by gender, 24.4% were mom and pop firms. 

2. Sisterhoods –firms in which the whole group of directors are female – regardless 

of number. Of those firms classified by gender, 2.0% were sisterhoods. 

 

3. Brotherhoods – firms in which the whole group of directors are male, again 

regardless of the size of the group of directors.  Of those firms classified by 

gender, 35.2% were brotherhood firms. 

 

4. Matriarchies – firms with three or more directors in which the number of female 

directors is greater than that of male directors.  Of those firms classified by 

gender, 10.2% were matriarchies. 

 

5. Patriarchies - firms with three or more directors in which the number of male 

directors is greater than that of female directors.  Of those firms classified by 

gender, 27.6% were patriarchies 

 

There remained a very small group of unclassified companies where no details of 

director‟s gender was available – this represented 0.6% of all firms.   
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Given the effects of the unclassified companies on proportions attributed, Table 2 defines 

percentages for companies where gender has been identified.  Here women-dominated 

businesses (sisterhoods and matriarchies) make up the smaller proportions of firms while 

“mom and pop” businesses occur most frequently.  This is not to suggest that either 

gender dominates the “mom and pop” business given the emerging body of literature on 

the unattributed role of women in family firms (Janjuha-Jivraj, 2005). 

 

Take in table 2 

 

Once this classification was derived, further analysis occurred, using more disaggregated 

information to provide further insights in terms of the characteristics within each group. 

Analysis was structured around a number of dimensions including geography, firm size 

and sector, performance and growth, but this paper focuses firstly on size and sector. 

 

TAKE IN FIGURE 1 

 

Characteristics of companies with greater female representation at board level 

As previous research has suggested, female led firms are primarily small organisations 

and are found more often in the service sector. 

 

Size of firms with greater female representation at board level 

When the two groups of UK firms led by women are compared (Table 3), there is a 

prevalence of smaller organisations in both groups, but this is more so for sisterhoods 

where only 2.3% were medium-sized or large organisations, than for matriarchies where 

7.3% were medium-sized or large organisations.  The preponderance of smaller 

companies may possibly be due to the relative age of women-led firms since female 

entrepreneurship is a comparatively recent phenomenon and these firms may, therefore, 

be not as long established than male-led firms (Carter et al, 2001; Marlow and Strange, 

1994; Rosa et al, 1996) 

 

Take in table 3 
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Sector of firms with greater female representation at board level 

The two groups of female led firms show similar proportions in terms of sectors.  Seventy 

five percent of sisterhoods belong to the “Services” sector compared to 69% of 

matriarchies.  Within this, the sector with the largest group of sisterhoods is business 

services, while matriarchies are more often found in the „other services‟ category.  Table 

4 shows the relative proportions of sisterhoods and matriarchies for those companies 

where the sector is known.    Of the other sectors wholesale and retail, manufacturing and 

construction are in the same relative positions for each group in terms of numbers of 

companies and, although there are some differences beyond this, the numbers of 

companies involved are small. 

 

The Sisterhoods 

A group of firms of special interest from the perspective of women‟s entrepreneurship 

and business leadership are those where the team of directors is composed entirely of 

females. (In terms of the previous section this equates to having 100 per cent gender 

diversity). These firms we call „sisterhoods‟ (see, for example, Martin et al, 2005). Our 

database analysis suggests that there were 9400 such firms in the UK in 2004 – the last 

year for which we have complete data. Reflecting the overall pattern reviewed earlier, 

these firms were disproportionately concentrated in the „small‟ business size category and 

in the business services and other services sectors. In terms of business size, 98 per cent 

of sisterhoods had assets less than £2.8m in 2004 compared to 86.6 per cent of all firms.  

Conversely, only 0.6 per cent of sisterhoods had assets greater than £11.4m compared to 

5.7 per cent of all firms. In terms of sector, 38.6 per cent of sisterhoods were in the 

business services sector compared to 34.3 per cent of all firms with 27.2 per cent of 

sisterhoods in other services compared to 19.4 per cent of all firms. Offsetting these 

differences only 4.9 per cent of sisterhoods were in manufacturing compared to 10.6 per 

cent of all firms (Table 4).  

 

TAKE IN TABLE 4 
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This profile, of course, reflects longstanding concerns that women owned and led 

businesses tend to cluster in the service sectors and to be smaller than those run by men. 

Interestingly, however, these are exactly the areas of the UK and international economy 

which have grown most rapidly over recent years and seem likely to continue to grow in 

the future.  Service sector growth, for example, has been one of the key factors in the 

economic development of western economies over recent years, while writers such as 

Audretsch (2002) have stressed the disproportionate contribution of smaller firms to job 

growth and economic dynamism. Both trends are likely to be of disproportionate benefit 

to female owned enterprises – the sisterhoods – in the future.  

 

Discussion 

Our analysis suggests that there continue to be disparities between men and women on 

UK company boards.  Key points are that, first, female directors account for around 1:4 

directors in UK firms but only around 1:10 businesses in the UK have a majority female 

board membership. The disparity suggests that most cases women are in the minority on 

the vast majority of company boards. The implications for female leadership here need to 

be balanced against the realities experienced by women in senior roles.  The role of 

women in „mom and pop‟ firms, for instance, may be seen as a balanced position, with 

one male and one female board member.  However, there are some suggestions that 

women‟s roles have a more important effect on business practice or performance than the 

records suggest (Massey and Lewis, 2006; Gillis-Donovan and Moynihan-Bradt, 1990).   

Also, where women are in the majority, does this necessarily imply that they lead and 

dominate these boards?  Is there potentially a „feminisation‟ of board practice, linked to 

the suggested difference in male/female management and leadership styles or to the lack 

of ambition sometimes attributed to female entrepreneurs? More work would need to be 

done here to explore both the roles of those on such boards and whether there are power 

and authority issues for women on boards. 
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Size of organisations is an indicator of lower proportions of women on boards.  The 

preponderance of small firms when female majority firms are considered, i.e., for 

matriarchies and sisterhoods, is one indication of this, as is the disparity between the 

board gender diversity of firms being greatest for larger firms – with only 1:226 firms in 

this category having a majority of female directors.   

 

Another key issue to emerge from this analysis is the rate of increase of female directors.  

The overall proportion of female directors in the UK has grown in recent years but at a 

particularly slow rate. At the rate of progress achieved over the 2003-2005 period it will 

be the year 2225 before gender balance in company directorships is achieved in the UK!  

The evidence here on the representation of women on company boards is not wholly new, 

but the larger sample does provide further rigour and robustness to build on the evidence 

of other smaller scale studies – and those studies based on the UK‟s largest companies, 

the FTSE (Vinnicombe et al., 2000; Singh et al., 2001; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2003, 

2004, 2005).  These findings agree with studies elsewhere in the world that confirm 

similar trends, for example in Canada (Burke, 2000a) and the United States (Mattis, 

2000).   

 

Finally, there are two significant and interesting groups of companies where women are 

in the majority on company boards.  These are established firms, many of which are small 

firms in the service sector, but they have so far not been identified as a body of 

companies either to research or as a group to support through the business life cycle, 

growth, business exit etc.  For both policymakers and researchers, they provide new 

insights into how women can achieve senior roles in companies and the effects of doing 

so.  The 9400 sisterhoods wholly owned and led by women, show team entrepreneurship 

with a gender focus, as do the 42000 matriarchies. Although disproportionately in 

business services and other services, these firms exist in all sectors with a focus on 

smaller companies. These firms represent an interesting potential focus for future 

research. 
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While based on the experiences of a very large group of UK firms, our analysis to date 

has a number of significant limitations. First, our study is limited in terms of its ability to 

reflect the full richness of Horowitz‟s (2005) integrative model of team performance. 

Here, the key focus is to establish the levels of gender diversity on UK boards of limited 

companies.  This is, in itself, an important and detailed analysis but at this stage it does 

not include the other elements of bio-demographic diversity on boards (e.g. age of 

directors, ethnic diversity, disability, sexuality).  These aspects were outside the range of 

the study but would provide useful data, again to provide baseline data to enable 

measurement of progress towards improved levels of diversity on company boards.   

Also, without comprehensive data on skills or occupations, it is difficult to reflect job-

related diversity in terms of directors‟ functional expertise, education or organisational 

tenure (although see Burke 1997 who provides analysis of such characteristics).  

 

In addition, although our analysis includes board size mapped against structure, size and 

sector, the study omits other possible moderating effects on female roles.  These might 

include, for instance, the frequency and duration of board meetings – i.e., the nature and 

importance of board activity in the individual firm – and also dominance, power and 

influence – the nature of the female „voice‟ on the board (see also De Andres et al., 

2005).  There may also be useful data on the effects of gender – if any – on the 

management style of boards.  Do all female boards differ from all male boards in how 

decisions are made, their vision and ambitions for the company's future?  The work on 

traits of female/male entrepreneurs might suggest this.  These last areas, however, were 

outside the scope of our initial quantitative survey.  As indicated in the introduction to 

this paper, our data derives an overview of the current proportions of women on UK 

boards but, by its nature, does not offer explanations for the relationships observed.   

 

In carrying out the study, although new insights have been gained and a clear set of data 

and indicators have been provided for others to follow, more questions than answers have 

emerged as a result.  Much useful work remains to be done in understanding the causal 

links for current levels of board gender-diversity and the effects of gender diversity on 

board performance, behaviour and approach.  The two groups of firms showing clear 
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female majorities in the boardroom – matriarchies and sisterhoods – also offer new scope 

for research in related areas, such as team entrepreneurship, while the role of family 

membership across these different types of firms in the descriptive typology also has 

potential for those working in the study and support of family firms.  Perhaps the most 

important aspect, however, is related to the governmental ambition to raise the numbers 

of women in business and to achieve gender parity on boards.  Despite the rhetoric and 

various attempts to encourage diversity, the study suggests that at the rate of progress 

achieved over the 2003-2005 period, it will be the year 2225 before gender balance in 

company directorships is achieved in the UK.   If progress is to be maintained and 

increased, this suggests that new routes will need to be found to support gender diversity 

at these senior levels.   This also suggests that work needs to be done to encourage other 

forms of diversity in the boardroom; however, the same exercise may also be required for 

other definitions of diversity, as there is a similar lack of disaggregated data for ethnicity, 

disability and sexuality related to company boards. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Data 2004: By Gender Diversity 

 Number of companies   Percentage of Women Directors  

 

Less 

than 25 % 

 

25% to 

50% 

50% to 

75% 

 

More than 

75% 

 

All Firms 

 
 

Less 

than 25 

% 

 

25% to 

50% 

 

50% to 

75% 

 

More than 

75% 

 

All Firms 

 

 000s 000s 000s 000s 000s  % % % % % 

Firm Size            

Small (assets < £2.8m) 174.0 186.8 25.4 14.0 400.1  78.7 93.4 94.3 97.1 86.6 

Medium (assets<11.4m) 24.7 9.2 1.2 0.3 35.3  11.2 4.6 4.3 2.1 7.6 

Large (assets>£11.4m) 22.4 4.0 0.4 0.1 26.8  10.1 2.0 1.4 0.9 5.8 

Total 221.0 199.9 27.0 14.4 462.3  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

            

Sector            

Primary 3.6 4.3 0.5 0.2 8.7  1.7 2.3 2.1 1.2 2.0 

Manufacturing  28.2 18.4 1.6 0.6 48.8  13.4 9.8 6.2 4.6 11.2 

Energy and Water 0.5 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.6  0.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Construction  16.9 16.8 1.1 0.4 35.3  8.1 9.0 4.2 3.3 8.1 

Wholesale, retail 26.2 26.1 2.6 1.4 56.3  12.5 14.0 10.2 10.6 12.9 

Hotels, restaurants 4.4 4.4 0.6 0.4 9.8  2.1 2.3 2.3 3.1 2.3 

Transport, communications 7.9 5.9 0.6 0.3 14.7  3.8 3.2 2.2 2.2 3.4 

Financial services 10.0 3.7 0.4 0.2 14.3  4.8 2.0 1.6 1.5 3.3 

Business services 75.8 70.3 7.7 5.1 158.9  36.1 37.6 30.3 37.8 36.4 

Other services 36.3 37.0 10.4 4.8 88.5  17.3 19.8 40.8 35.8 20.3 

Total 209.9 187.0 25.5 13.5 436.0  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Notes: Figures related to UK limited firms with two or more directors trading in 2004 and established prior to end-1999. Sectors are defined as follows: primary SIC 1-14; 

manufacturing SIC 15-37; energy and water SIC 40-44; construction, SIC 45; wholesale, retail SIC 50; hotels and restaurants, SIC 55; transport and communications, SIC  

60-64; financial services, SIC 65-67; business services, SIC 40-74; other services SIC 75-94. 
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Table 2  : Composition of population of firms by Ownership 

Typology 

Company Type  Number of firms  Percentage 

   

Brotherhood 170.2 35.2 

Patriarchy 133.5 27.6 

Mom and pop 117.8 24.4 

Matriarchy 49.4 10.2 

Sisterhood 9.4 2.0 

Unclassified  2.8 0.6 

   

All firms  483.1 100.0 

Notes: Figures related to UK limited firms with two or more directors trading in 2004 

and established prior to end-1999. 
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Table 3: Comparing Firm Size for female majority firms 

 

  Firm Size  

  
Small 

(assets <£2.8m) 

Medium 

(assets<£11.4m) 

Large 

(assets>£11.4m) All 

      

Sisterhood No. 8410 151 49 8610 

 % 97.7 1.8 0.6 100.0 

Matriarchy No. 43123 2403 870 46396 

 % 92.9 5.2 1.9 100.0 

All Firms  No. 413465 35603 27130 476198 

 % 86.8 7.5 5.7 100.0 

Notes: Figures related to UK limited firms with two or more directors trading in 2004 

and established prior to end-1999. Not all firms can be categorised by size. 
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Table 4 - Comparing female led firms by sector, ranked  

  

Sisterhoods 

(n=8163) 

Matriarchies 

(n=43,358) 

Other services 35.98% 39.44% 

Business services 38.96% 29.33% 

Wholesale, retail 10.40% 10.62% 

Manufacturing  4.66% 7.24% 

Construction  2.72% 4.84% 

Hotels, restaurants 2.65% 2.34% 

Transport, communications 2.06% 2.34% 

Primary 1.05% 2.17% 

Financial services 1.53% 1.66% 

Energy and Water 0.00% 0.03% 

Notes: Figures related to UK limited firms with two or more directors trading in 2004 

and established prior to end-1999. 
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Table 5: UK Sisterhoods in 2004: By Size and Sector 

(Number of firms) 

 

| Firm Size  

 

Small 

(assets 

<£2.8m) 

Medium 

(assets<£11.4m) 

Large 

(assets>£11.4m) 

All 

Firms 

     

Primary 83 3 0 86 

Manufacturing  367 10 3 380 

Energy and Water 0 0 0 0 

Construction  216 5 1 222 

Wholesale, retail 832 16 1 849 

Hotels, restaurants 210 5 1 216 

Transport, communications 162 3 3 168 

Financial services 116 6 3 125 

Business services 3070 80 30 3180 

Other services 2915 17 5 2937 

     

All Firms 7971 145 47 8163 

 

Notes: Figures related to UK limited firms with two or more directors trading in 2004 

and established prior to end-1999. Not all sisterhoods can be classified by size and 

sector. Sectors are defined as follows: primary SIC 1-14; manufacturing SIC 15-37; 

energy and water SIC 40-44; construction, SIC 45; wholesale, retail SIC 50; hotels 

and restaurants, SIC 55; transport and communications, SIC  60-64; financial services, 

SIC 65-67; business services, SIC 40-74; other services SIC 75-94. 
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Figure 1: Women Directors in UK Firms (% of total) 
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Notes: Figures relate to UK firms with two or more directors established prior to 

end-1999. Source: Authors’ Company Accounts Database 




