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Board diversity is an issue which many housing associations ask us about at DTP. Increasingly, it’s seen as a critical element of effective 
governance – and rightly so. 

But what do we mean by diversity and how can it contribute to better organisational and governance effectiveness and performance?

The conversations we have with providers tend to revolve around boards and their relative homogeneity – especially compared to a 
landlord’s customer base or indeed wider society. Clients often ask us, “how can we be more diverse?”

Firstly, it’s important to note that social housing governing bodies are already more diverse than some other areas of society or 
business. But we certainly could do better. Attend any housing association board meeting and you are likely to find that white, middle 
aged men are over-represented. There may also be a lack of diverse thinking as well as faces. 

In some respects, the root cause of this is not housing associations themselves: wider economic and social factors are at play here. 
And as providers increasingly look for board members with particular technical skill sets, necessary to manage complex and diverse 
businesses, this lack of diversity can often be reinforced rather than challenged. 

RPs wanting to engage more in development, for example, may decide they want to recruit someone with experience in the 
housebuilding sector. Similarly, where a need for someone with financial expertise is identified, this will likely mean recruiting someone 
with a background in banking. The reality is, this may well push recruitment in a less diverse direction.

Putting together a diverse board which is up to the job is no easy undertaking. Firstly, there’s a lot of diversity within diversity! There 
were 10 protected characteristics at the last count, ranging from age and disability to race and sexual orientation. Providers should also 
consider their own particular characteristics including their cultural heritage – for some, there might be historic reasons for a customer 
base which skews in one direction: for example, associations set up to house miners and their families or railway workers. 

But it doesn’t stop there. A provider which takes board diversity seriously should also ensure there is diversity of thought within its non-
executives. In my experience this is one of the key ways of creating an organisational culture which is open to change and innovation. 

In a recent blog on the importance of diverse thinking, journalist Matthew Syed observed: “Some people have the tendency to accept 
the world as it is. They stick with the status quo. Others see the world as changeable. They wonder if there are better ways of doing 
things.” (I also remember former US president Ronald Reagan once joking that ‘status quo’ was Latin for “the mess we’re in”.)

With this in mind, boards need to welcome those with a willingness to question and reinvent. You need innovators and disruptors, as 
well as those who are more traditional and risk averse. 

Why? Well, there’s plenty of evidence that diverse groups perform better. A 2013 report by Deloitte found that diverse teams make 
decisions 60% faster than non-diverse ones. Meanwhile, a McKinsey study found US public companies with a diverse board delivered a 
higher return on equity. 

Delivering on these aspirations needs to start with a dose of reality. If you only have a board of between eight and 12 people you have to 
recognise that there are limits on what can be achieved. Prioritise what’s important to you, while always remembering that you need in 
place a board with the skills and expertise needed to achieve your objectives. And don’t pay lip service to diversity, or you will reap none 
of the benefits. 

We’ve found one option available to providers is to recruit ‘trainee’ board members from more diverse backgrounds, while taking 
responsibility for training and development. A buddy or coaching arrangement can also help with this.

But what about finding people? Modern digital communications channels now mean it’s far easier to cast the net widely. Make the most 
of social media, your own website as well as targeted advertising through specialist routes such as Women in Housing and the Housing 
Diversity Network. 

There are other ways you can help potential applicants and diversify your recruitment efforts. Be clear in your descriptions of roles and 
responsibilities and honest about time commitments. Think about when you hold meetings, what payment/expenses will be paid, and 
what training and development you can offer. Above all, sell the role to applicants who might need persuading, stress what’s in it for 
them and be available to explain things to them. Just being there for an informal chat before someone applies can work wonders. 

When it comes to selection, whittle down candidates first based on your key criteria. The equalities monitoring form can help as well as 
what people say on their application forms. In terms of bringing in divergent thinkers, psychometric testing can definitely be useful. 

Finally, make sure your interview panel itself is representative and as diverse as it can be. And give plenty of thought to the questions 
you’ll ask, ensuring they draw out the kind of diversity you want – and help you identify people who will make good non-executives. 

Don’t be daunted – this is not only possible, it also has the potential to help your business grow and develop, which will then ensure you 
help the people who matter most: your customers … whatever their background.
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