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Introduction

Leadership, diversity and skills is one of Socitm’s five key 
policy areas. Championed by President Sandra Taylor, 
this theme is critical to delivering better outcomes for 
residents and businesses in the places they live and work. 

Part of our commitment to increasing diversity 
within our sector’s workforce involves working 
collaboratively with members, our Local CIO Council, 
and with our strategic and international partners 
to increase the number of women pursuing – and 
enjoying – professions in technology and computing.

Just one in six of the 998,000 Britons working in ICT and 
telecoms-related jobs are women.1 There is no good 
reason why computing should be male-dominated – it is 
a young, fast-changing profession which encompasses 
a broad range of skills and in the 1960s was sometimes 
seen as ‘women’s work’. But in programming and 
software development, perhaps the archetypal role 
within the profession, only one person in eight is female.

The strong male dominance of computing has a number 
of negative impacts. It can discourage women from 
joining the profession or progressing in it, whether 
through a lack of role-models and mentors or a lack 
of flexible employment practices that make it harder 
for women to stay in or return to work after career 
breaks. For employers, it can mean a smaller and 
less diverse set of applicants for jobs, in a profession 
where skilled people are often hard to find. And when 
it comes to public sector technology, it can mean 
services fail to draw on the widest range of talent 
and may sometimes be built by men, for men.

Male dominance of computing qualifications, both 
in schools and higher education, is one reason 
relatively few women begin careers in ICT. But 
employees and employers can do a lot to change 
things in the workplace, such as by encouraging 
women to consider joining or progressing in the 
technology profession; providing encouragement 
and inspiration through events and mentoring; and 

providing programmes and more flexible ways of 
working that allow those who have taken career breaks 
(many for maternity leave) to resume their careers.

Purpose and audience 
for this policy briefing

This policy briefing sets out the opportunities to 
support and enable public sector leaders to realise 
promising solutions, to transform services and to 
achieve better outcomes through seeking voices 
from diverse backgrounds and upskilling public 
sector employees at all levels to be up to the task.

Our proposition is that, in the information age, 
public sector leaders risk missing promising 
solutions and failing to transform services when 
they lack voices from diverse backgrounds. 

One of Socitm’s key aims – and one of its core policy 
recommendations – is to provide and share case 
studies to demonstrate good outcomes through the 
application of effective leadership, focusing on diversity 
and inclusivity techniques and skills, improved capability, 
managing change to improve productivity through better 
use of tools, process redesign and other techniques.

In accordance with this objective, this briefing looks 
at three programmes designed to encourage women 
to advance careers within technology; one run by 
a local authority, one within a technology supplier 
and one that works across NHS organisations. While 
they differ, they all aspire to increase the number 
of women in leadership roles, as well as at other 
career levels. They provide models for how other 
organisations could set up similar projects.

Our policy briefings aim to represent the interests 
of those working in the public sector - in particular, 
local government. This briefing will be of interest to 
senior policy makers, decision-makers and managers 
involved in the delivery of local public services.
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Leadership, 
diversity and skills 

What is the challenge?

The information age will enable the public sector 
to operate more efficiently, lower costs, improve 
services, and achieve better outcomes. In order 
to realise this, leaders will need to acquire digital 
acumen, redesign processes, digitally upskill the 
workforce, develop diversity, and attract and retain 
talent. How do we achieve this when resources 
are scarce, and the labour market is unstable? 

What are we aiming to do?

 › Promote steps to build a digitally capable 
workforce and to address gaps in leadership, 
diversity, and hard and soft skills

 › Champion the importance of diverse leadership 
and teams, including the empowerment 
of women, for the design of services and 
products that work for everyone

 › Examine how to gain, re-train and retain skills 
within the workforce including apprenticeships and 
returners and addressing the salary gap in the sector

 › Drive the development of digital leadership in 
the public sector, championing the need for all 
leaders and managers to have a strategic vision 
of the possibilities and potentials of the use and 
deployment of technology in support of process 
review and service redesign – delivering user-
focused services that are accessible and responsive

 › Improve digital proficiency among 
managers and employees at all levels of 
the organisation and the sector

 › Reference the work being done across the sector, 
in particular the NHS, voluntary/third sectors 
to ensure that the Socitm leadership and skills 
development programmes are aligned and 
demonstrate and complement other initiatives

 › Provide collaboration across the sector and 
with other agencies so that we can facilitate 
information exchange, knowledge-share, and 
learn from the best practice that we have 
individually adopted and promoted

 › Start to articulate and define the evolving 
roles of ‘tomorrow’s digital leaders’, including 
relevant skills and experience

Proudly sponsored by:

President’s team sponsor: 
Sandra Taylor
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01
Enfield Council

Women into Leadership board organises events with 
speakers and networking sessions, while working 
with council on flexible working

The London borough of Enfield has been working 
on tackling a lack of diversity among its senior 
managers for several years. Chief executive Ian 
Davis, who was promoted to the role in May 2017, 
decided the organisation would look at what 
barriers women faced in getting into top leadership 
roles. Julie Mimnagh, head of human resources and 
organisational development, led a series of well-
attended focus groups, which along with external 
research led to a number of recommendations 
made to senior management in early 2018.

In spring 2018, Enfield formed its Women 
into Leadership board to implement 
these recommendations. Its work has 
led to a number of changes:

 › Long hours: some of the barriers identified 
by the focus groups include a ‘long-hours 
culture’ and requirements to attend meetings 
with elected members, often held in evenings. 
Senior contracts stipulated that officers 
were required to put in the hours needed 
to meet the role, effectively an open-ended 
commitment; the council has since changed 
the wording to make it more reasonable.

 › Flexible working: the council has changed 
the way it describes jobs, being more 
proactive in advertising the opportunities to 
work flexibly and making it clear it is always 
open to discussing working in this fashion.

 › Internal opportunities: rather than 
seeking agency workers, the council 
now aims to offer work internally.

 › Examining data: the council is monitoring 
information such as its gender pay gap. At the 
end of March 2018 (the latest published data) 
the council’s mean average wage for women 
was 4.5% lower than for men, less than the 
6.4% gap in March 2017.2 Mimnagh says the 
council is aiming to reduce this further and 
briefing it more quickly than is required by law.

 › Well attended Women into Leadership 
events: these generally attract around 100 
people, generally women, although men 
can also attend, and the council is working 
to encourage more at such events. Its 
international women’s day event on 8 March 
2019, held at a country club, had the Paralympic 
athlete Baroness Grey-Thompson as a speaker.3 
Another event in June included a speech by 
Hope Virgo, a campaigner for mental health 
and eating disorders, on her experiences of 
anorexia and how she coped in the workplace.

 › Networking drop-in sessions: each 
month that usually attract 15-20 people, 
which allow for networking and discussion, 
to which it has recently started inviting 
speakers from within the organisation.
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 › Health and well-being: currently being 
planned, this may include supporting 
women returning to work after maternity 
leave as well as those affected by the 
menopause, premenstrual tension 
and other health concerns.

 › Communications: the board promotes its 
work through quarterly newsletters, which 
include success stories. One recent newsletter 
included a contribution from a woman who 
lacked confidence in applying for managerial 
and leadership roles. She attended events 
including the one for international women’s 
day and another on taking your career forward, 
and as a result successfully applied for a 
promotion to become a deputy manager. She 
writes: “My advice to all is that we need to 
remind ourselves that we are all capable of 
applying for roles at the next level of leadership. 
This is exactly what happened to me!” 4  

The Women into Leadership board of 12 meets 
each month, and has specialist groups for six 
workstreams, each of which is led by a board 
member with four or five other colleagues from 
a range of positions across the organisation. 
Work is carried out partly during working hours 
and partly during participants’ spare time, 
with the council providing a small budget. The 
board raised some sponsorship funding at its 
international women’s day event and hopes 
to do more along these lines next year.

Julie Mimnagh says the main benefit of the work 
is greater awareness of how women can get into 
leadership roles and raising awareness that the 
council takes the issue seriously. She adds that 
there are several examples of those attending 
events having gained confidence to develop 
their careers: “Women are applying for jobs and 
gaining progression,” she says. The council is 
looking at human resources data to evaluate 
this, although it does not yet have results.

From the council’s point of view, it gains more 
candidates for leadership roles and boosts 
career development: “It’s unlocking the internal 
talent we have in the workplace,” says Mimnagh. 
Around 60% of the council’s workforce are 
women, along with around half of the heads 
of service. The top tier of directors used to be 
male-dominated, but is now around parity. 

The board is looking at new areas, including 
what it can do to support female elected 
members. This could include moving 
meetings to more convenient times.

It is also looking at specific support for men. Two 
of the 12 members of the Women into Leadership 
board are men, and its chair Laura Martins says 
it is looking at how to engage men more, such 
as holding a drop-in session for men to find out 
how best to engage and inform them on the 
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work. The council offers shared parental leave, 
but offers men only the statutory pay for this, 
while women have access to enhanced benefits. 
One option is to open access to men as well.  

Enfield has also run a career returners 
programme since 2017, which is open to women 
and men who have taken a career break of at 
least two years. It consists of a six-month paid 
internship, with coaching provided by Women 
Returners, a specialist social enterprise, as 
well as mentoring and training. Those who 
successfully complete the programme are offered 
permanent or fixed-term employment. It works 
across a number of careers including ICT.

The council sees the scheme as using a previously-
untapped pool of local talent who understand the 
borough. The programme involved six returners 
in 2017 and 15 in 2018, with five starting recently 
in the 2019 cohort. It brings in high-calibre 
candidates and has helped in filling senior roles 
that the council has struggled to fill. It has also 
reduced the need for agency staff, cutting costs 
and improving the stability of the workforce.

Nadira Hussain, Socitm’s director of leadership 
development and research and formerly head 
of ICT at Enfield Council, was an advocate of the 
career returner’s programme and keen to ensure 
that the ICT service supported the initiative. In 
her tenure at the council, a number of key roles 

were offered for this programme, with positive 
outcomes. She is keen to endorse the initiative 
for greater take-up across local government and 
the sector at large as it delivers huge successes 
for both the employer and the participant.

Enfield Council is using a range of strategies to 
encourage women to return and advance in the 
workplace. With board-level support, these have 
strong potential to change the council’s culture 
and improve outcomes. Socitm plans to follow 
this work as it develops.
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Microsoft

Supplier offers strong maternity benefits including 
paid ‘keep in touch’ days, job-sharing and its 
Women in Microsoft group

Microsoft in the UK has its own range of strategies 
to promote what it refers to as diversity and 
inclusion (D&I). Helena Zaum, industry director 
for local and regional government, says that 
the company has been on “a substantial 
cultural change journey” over her 11 years 
as an employee. Global chief executive Satya 
Nadella, who was born in India, has made 
D&I a focus since his appointment in 2014.

Zaum says the company allows staff to work in a 
highly flexible fashion, to the extent that it is cutting 
the number of buildings it occupies in Thames 
Valley Business Park in Reading from five to three. 

“My manager doesn’t care where I work from, as 
long as the job gets done,” she says. “It’s incredibly 
flexible.” While this is a benefit for all employees, it 
may be particularly useful for parents and carers, 
work that is disproportionately done by women.

More specifically, the company operates a number 
of employee resource groups, including for women, 
black and minority ethnic staff and Gleam – the last 
being an acronym that originally stood for Gay and 
Lesbian Employees At Microsoft, with the company 
boasting that it has provided employee benefits 
to same-sex domestic partners since 1993.5 

The Women in Microsoft group, which has both 
global and national sections, carries out a number 
of activities. These include Digigirlz Days, a global 
programme which allows female school pupils to 
find out what it is like to work at the company, with 

recent UK events held in Cambridge, Edinburgh and 
London.6 For employees, the group runs evening 
meetings with internal and external speakers, 
which also provide networking opportunities, as 
well as workshops with topics including personal 
brand, getting promotion and working as a parent.

The group also operates digitally through 
Microsoft’s Teams product, allowing members 
to collaborate on advice and information 
sharing. Zaum says she found a mentor 
through the group who helped her to improve 
her knowledge of a specific technology.

Microsoft provides good maternity benefits, 
typically paying a full salary for six months, the 
chance for staff to come in for 10 paid ‘keep in 
touch’ days while on leave and a return to work 
programme. “It’s almost like your confidence 
clock gets set back to zero,” says Zaum of 
coming back to the company, something she has 
experienced each time after giving birth to three 
children. She praises the inclusion of several 
sessions of executive coaching in the return to 
work programme: “I found it was really valuable 
and helpful every time I returned to work.” 

The company is also open to flexible working 
arrangements including job-sharing, something 
Zaum says was crucial in persuading her to 
return to working for Microsoft after the birth 
of her first child. She usually works on Mondays, 
Tuesdays and Wednesdays (plus Fridays where 
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required), with her job-share colleague Ellen 
Wilson taking Tuesdays, Wednesdays and 
Thursdays. They share many responsibilities but 
have some specific areas, with Zaum focusing 
on health and social care and her colleague 
covering transport and environmental issues. 

Zaum says she and Ellen Wilson had worked 
together before establishing the job-share, an 
option which may help given the high degree 
of trust she thinks is required to make such 
arrangements work. It has advantages beyond 
allowing staff to work more flexibility: “Two brains 
are better than one,” she says. “It’s like being in a 
tiny micro-team.” Some public sector organisations 
already allow such working, but she thinks that 
extending this could help meet skills gaps.

Microsoft has a long history of work on diversity, 
meaning that Zaum and her colleagues have been 
able to connect with existing networks elsewhere 
in the company. Its openness to flexible working 
clearly widens its talent pool – in Zaum’s case 
convincing her to return on a part-time basis – 
and also fits with its products and services which 
enable remote collaboration. These show howwork 
to empower specific groups can strengthen the 
organisation as a whole.
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Shuri Network

New network for women of Black and Asian minority 
ethnic origin working in healthcare technology 
with national NHS support

In 2018, Dr Shera Chok was serving as the chief 
clinical information officer (CCIO) of Derbyshire 
Community Health Services NHS Foundation 
Trust when she attended a conference of 500 
people focused on CCIOs and chief information 
officers (CIOs). She realised that only four or five 
of attendees were women of Black and Asian 
minority ethnic (BAME) origin. “That felt to 
me not right,” says Chok, who is now medical 
director of Tower Hamlets GP Federation, given 
the diverse nature of the NHS workforce.

Data from NHS Digital for March 2019 covering 
the 1.25m people working for health service 
trusts and clinical commissioning groups in 
England shows that at least 20% are from BAME 
groups (76% are white, with no data on the 
others) and 77% are women. Ethnic diversity is 
even more pronounced for doctors, the group 
of healthcare professionals who often serve 
as CCIOs, with 40% BME and 45% female.7 

Chok met Sarah Amani, a senior programme 
manager at University of Oxford’s department of 
psychiatry, who told her that the proportion of 
BAME women at the event was the same as when 
she attended six years ago, putting her off going 
again. They decided to co-found the Shuri Network 
to encourage BAME women working in digital 
health and technology in the NHS. It is named after 
a heroine from the comic and film Black Panther 
who invents technologies to save her kingdom.

The network is supported by NHS England, NHS 
Digital and Health Education England, and 
aims to support all BAME women who lead, are 
involved in or are interested in digital health and 
technology in the NHS. It has initially focused on 
events, holding receptions at the Digital Heath 
Summer School in Leeds in July 2019 and the 
NHS Expo in Manchester in September.Its own 
inaugural event, held on 9 October at Barts Health 
NHS Trust in London, included talks by Health 
Education England’s CIO James Freed on why 
workforce diversity matters; Barts’ CIO Sarah 
Jensen and CCIO Charles Gutteridge; talks on 
pharmacy and allied health professionals; and 
discussions on how the network can develop.

Chok already has one area in her sights: “We’re 
looking at how to influence recruitment policy,” she 
says. This includes putting more thought into job 
descriptions, to stop qualified candidates for roles 
being put off by technology jargon. It also means 
broadening who is invited to apply for technology-
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related roles. CCIOs are typically senior healthcare 
professionals who take on the responsibility 
of collaborating with technologists, and the 
appointment process can be highly informal. 

Chok says she was invited personally to take on the 
CCIO role at Derbyshire Community Health, and 
despite having to look up what a CCIO did, found it 
to be one of the most rewarding roles in her career: 

“If I can do it, so can many other women,” she says. 

Along with working on recruitment, Chok says 
she is talking to NHS Digital and the Royal 
College of Nursing on improving mentoring 
opportunities for BAME women, including a 

focus on professional groups such as nurses and 
therapists. “Role models are really important,” she 
says, in convincing those at earlier stages in their 
careers that people like them can get to the top.

Chok and Amani were first introduced by a white 
man – Doug Stewart, director of digital health at 
Surrey and Borders Partnership NHS Foundation 
Trust. Its events are open to everyone and 20% 
of the network’s members are not BAME women. 

“It’s great, as change will not happen unless we 
engage allies on our journey,” says Chok.
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Conclusion

The three examples highlighted here work in 
different sectors and in different ways, but have 
similarities in their approaches. They take a positive 
approach, such as by showcasing role models and 
working to remove obstacles including inflexible 
working patterns and off-putting recruitment 
practices. This makes them attractive to employers, 
as more women applying for roles widens the pool 
of candidates and helps to address skills gaps.

There are other common themes, including their 
inclusive nature. Rather than considering positive 
discrimination, they generally provide support for 
situations that largely, although not exclusively 
affect women, such as returning after a career-
break. Such support could help (and should be 
open to) men as well, such as those who have taken 
substantial paternity leave or to care for a relative. 

In summary, while these programmes aim primarily 
to support women in technology-focused careers, 
they should have benefits for everyone. Workforces 
that reflect the diversity of their communities should 
do a better job of serving them. They also tend 
to be better, more stimulating places to work.

By sharing best-practice and collaborating across 
the public sector, recruitment and retention of a 
diverse and socially more reflective workforce can 
be achieved. This is vital to the delivery of effective 
and efficient services that improve outcomes for 
individuals, communities and society collectively.

Socitm is actively engaged in the creation and 
progression of initiatives specifically developed 
to increase the number of women working not 
just in technology and computing, but across 
the public sector as a whole. In accordance with 
policy, it is also committed to making our sector 
more diverse and more inclusive to talent.

Digital transformation will be held back in UK public 
sector organisations if we don’t tackle the issues of 
leadership, diversity and skills in the workplace. It is 
important to make best use of time and energy in order 
to make effective use of new and emerging technologies.

As Sandra Taylor, Socitm president, puts it:

“We live in a world where technology impacts on almost 
every aspect of our lives, whether it be shopping, 
entertainment, leisure, communications or travel. Diverse 
experience, diverse ideas and diverse representation 
are all important factors in driving creativity, improving 
productivity, and ultimately improving the lives of 
people of all genders, classes and races. Now, more 
than ever, is the time to prioritise digital leadership, 
skills and diversity in our vital public services.”

Sector-wide inclusion

Socitm offers its own programme, Empowering Women 
(EW), through its Leadership Academy. Participants in 
EW (formerly known as Empowering Women in a Digital 
World) undertake a series of three one-day workshops, 
a coaching session and a group session, followed by 
a graduation ceremony at the President’s Conference 
dinner. It is intended for women with some experience 
as a team leader or manager, who are about to take 
on such a role or who are thinking about their career 
progression. Socitm membership includes places on 
this and other leadership courses, while non-member 
organisations can pay for places subject to availability.

Developed and delivered in partnership with our 
training partner, QA, EW is just one of the programmes 
offered by our Leadership Academy. Designed to 
harness, develop and promote talent within our sector, 
these programmes equip our diverse cohort with 
the confidence to manage and thrive upon change.

Inclusive and open to all, the Leadership Academy 
embodies our policy commitment to opening 
up opportunities to all. It also actively develops 
the skills and attributes necessary to provide 
successful, insightful and innovative leadership 
within the public sector in these disruptive times.
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As in all key policy-themed areas, our leadership, 
diversity and skills policy work and the associated 
Leadership Academy build on and further develop 
Socitm’s existing relationships with bodies like 
the LGA, SOLACE, CIPFA, techUK, MHCLG, the 
Welsh and Scottish Governments, the third, 
private and health sectors, and the media.

Socitm’s policy activity is central to representing 
and promoting the work of digital leaders and ICT 
professionals in the public sector and helps to inform 
Socitm’s research, events and services priorities.

Our policy work is led by our Director of Policy 
& Research, supported by the President’s Team 
and Director of Leadership Development & 
Research, and is advised by the Socitm Local CIO 
Council as the members’ representative body.

More information on 
Empowering Women programme: 
socitm.net/lead/empowering-women
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