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Most ambitious managers want a 
boardroom seat. But being a custodian 
of the company’s future success and 
corporate values is very different from 
leading a department. Alison Clarke, HR 
director at United Utilities Group PLC, 
has valuable insight into this transition.

“Generating powerful boardroom 
conversations needs a balance of 
personalities,” she says. “Talented people 

get to the top by being strong managers, 
delivering good results and accountable 
leadership. However, the loyalties, 
incentives and drivers for the executive 
team are different. 

“The chief executive and chairman need  
to create an environment of openness, 
encouraging directors to confidently say 
what they really think.” With senior HR 
roles at Hilton, Whitbread Restaurants 

and global retailer AS Watson in her 
portfolio, Alison knows the value of  
the right boardroom mix. “Effective  
non-executive directors are crucial,  
and gender diversity can bring balance  
to situations.” 

New directors benefit significantly from  
a personal development programme.

“Entering the boardroom the first time is 
daunting. A mentor can interpret body 
language, identify power axes in the 
board and define your own contribution.” 

However experienced and cohesive a 
board is, time out as a group can deliver 
useful insights. “An environment in which 
powerful conversations lead to effective 
strategic thinking is the hallmark of 
strong leadership.” 

Switching on the power in the boardroom

Driving home the good news

Five determined female board directors 
faced up to the challenge of cycling across 
Cuba and raised over £17,000 to help 
improve the health of women and babies. 

Team Warren - comprising Joëlle Warren, 
Judith Nicol, Karen Jones, Deborah Cooper  
and Vicky Lawton (pictured with Rachel 
Spooncer of Coaching Perspectives), 
completed the women-only 400km charity 
bike ride in 5 days. 

All the money will go to the Institute 
of Obstetrics and Gynaecology Trust’s 
‘Women for Women’ fund. The charity 
trains women scientists and doctors to 
research and treat serious conditions 
affecting women and babies.

Joëlle commented: “We’re tremendously 
grateful to everyone who backed us in 
supporting a great cause.” 

WP five get on their bikes for charity
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Helping a newly-listed business to 
communicate effectively with the City, 
customers and employees was the 
challenge facing Julie Gaskell when she 
became Head of Communications at 
leading logistics company Stobart Group 
in January 2008. ‘Talent Matters’ spoke 
to her about the exciting ride so far.

With half a dozen acquisitions during 2008  
– including the purchase of Southend 
Airport – the Stobart Group is definitely 
in the fast lane. It is now en route to 
becoming the UK’s leading ‘multi-modal’ 
logistics business, combining road, sea, 

air and rail transport into a single offering 
for its thousands of customers.

The challenge facing Julie was to capitalise 
on the existing strength of the Eddie Stobart 
brand, but also help the entrepreneurial 
executive team to get the multi-modal 
message across to stakeholders. To achieve 
this, Julie has focused on implementing 
investor and stakeholder relations 
programmes and developing employee 
communication channels.

Click below to read how Julie drove the 
communications agenda.
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