If women’s talent is unlocked the UK economy could benefit by up to £23 billion.
This astonishing statistic comes from the Women and Work Commission led by Baroness Prosser, set up in 2004 at the (then) Prime Minister’s request, to look at the causes of the gender pay and opportunities gap in the UK. Furthermore, the 2008 Equality and Human Rights Commission annual study, which researches the number of women in top roles across business, politics and the public sector revealed that the number of women in top leadership roles in the UK had fallen as an overall trend, though specific fields such as education and law have seen an increase in women occupying senior roles in 2009.
This has important implications for women’s career aspirations and opportunities. Even where women’s representation in top positions has increased (in 2008 11% of directors in the UK’s top 100 companies were female compared to 10.4% in 2007), the rate of growth has slowed, meaning that the ‘catch up’ time to achieve parity is now longer.
We are also living through a tough economic recession and this has had an impact for women and men, with both groups affected by reductions in working hours and redundancy and a decrease in levels of happiness.

This paints a gloomy picture for the future of women in leadership roles and it is true to say that current conditions present a challenge. But people and businesses may not only survive, but thrive in tough times, by tapping into their skills and expertise and making it work for them.

 So the question is, do you have the key to your untapped potential?
What makes a good leader?

Excellent leadership encompasses two different but equally vital components. The first is the skills required to carry out the role and the second is our dealings with others (e.g. trust, honesty, consistency). As we progress, the roles that we carry out become increasingly complex and the extent to which we rely on others to help us achieve our work targets increases. This makes good working relationships pivotal and those where there is a high degree of trust are the most productive.  
Studies conducted since the early 1980s show that female managers are thought more likely to embody characteristics of transformational leaders, such as considering team member’s individual needs and use their networks, interpersonal skills and coaching to achieve results. 
Know what employers are looking for

Employers tend to recruit against a set of skills for a specific role. Increasingly they are also looking for what are termed ‘employability skills’; a group of generic, transferable competencies which include communications and interpersonal skills, leadership and flexibility. These core skills enable an individual to integrate well into an organisation, fitting with its culture and its values. The good news is that we can evidence these skills through both our professional and personal experience, as we will see below.
Know your own skills 
When was the last time that you made a list of your skills? When recruiting, organisations tend to take a more holistic view of applicants now, looking at skills developed through both their personal and professional experiences.  This is particularly important where an individual has had a period of time away from the workplace.  The skills developed through voluntary activities (committee work, volunteering, advisory work) are no less important than those developed specifically through work. So make a list of all your skills and you’ll be surprised at what you can do.
Confidence
In my work as a learning and development practitioner, I have often seen how a lack of confidence can be a barrier to achieving whatever personal and professional objectives we have set ourselves. With people that I mentor, I encourage them to understand that true confidence comes from really knowing ourselves, trusting in our own abilities and having faith in our own decisions. By developing a deep self awareness, we can recognise the things we do that make us effective and ineffective.  We can then make an informed choice about any changes we wish to make. It is an approach that demands total honesty and openness to feedback, but self awareness (knowing ourselves), self reflection (making choices about how we manage ourselves, self motivation (the desire to carry through those choices) and self monitoring (evaluating the impact of our choices on the achievement of our chosen objectives) really can lead to self confidence. This can help us make better decisions and become more consistent in our dealings with others.
Get qualified

Making your skills list will identify any gaps in the skill set you need to achieve your chosen objective.  This will help you to identify the type of training you need to update those skills and any necessary qualifications for your chosen route. In organisations, exploring what training, coaching and mentoring is on offer can be very helpful. There are plenty of sources of external help available, too, including local libraries, colleges of further education and the Open University. 
It’s down to you

Frustrating though it may sometimes feel, we really do hold the key to our own success. By knowing ourselves, taking the initiative and spotting opportunities, we can achieve.
This article appeared in the December 2009 edition of The Office Manager.
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