
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hot Topics Hot Seat: Women in Leadership 

with Kathryn James 

In addition to Hot Topics? Coole Solutions! Coole Insight brings you these 

regular articles where we interview experts, professionals and 

commentators on a range of issues that impact on education and society. 

The Hot Topic – Women in Leadership 

Whilst there is progress to report, there is still so much more to do to 

improve the representation of women in leadership positions. For example, 

in the FE sector the breakdown of women and male leaders in colleges is 

about 50 / 50, however 60% of the FE workforce is women, which 

highlights that there is still a disproportionately lower number of women 

going on to be leaders in their sector. The imbalance of men to women 

leaders in power means that decisions that affect and shape the world are 

more likely to be taken through the lens of a man, for example you only 

need to look at Parliament, Television Presenters, Legal experts and other 

key roles in society. For example, in the Financial Times Stock Exchange 

(FTSE) 100 companies there are more CEO’s and Chair’s named John than 

there are women. We need more women role models so that young 

women growing up can see what’s possible, as it’s harder to imagine being 

something unless you can see something. And we need women to be in 

positions to shape the world. 

For Kathryn James of KJ Consulting, leadership is not just about position 

but it is also about presence, and notes the volume of work that women 

do that has an impact on making the world a better place, but it often 

doesn’t get recognised, least of all my women themselves. Kathryn 

believes that there are different ways to demonstrate leadership, and 

sometimes we do that as an ‘outsider’ and women to need to have the 

confidence to celebrate their work, and to ensure their impact receives the 

acknowledgment it deserves. 

In the Hot Seat – Kathryn James, Director of KJ Consulting 

Kathryn James started her career as a careers advisor with the intention of 

supporting people to be all that they can be, to have opportunities and 

fulfil their potential. But organisations and systems don’t always work for 

people and Kathryn recalls how she “wasn’t happy about putting 

processes, systems and societal status quo before the needs of young 

people” and this is why Kathryn got involved with the Further Education 

sector. Kathryn went on to set up a service to support and help people 

with mental health problems into education - A service that went on to win 

national awards.  

Kathryn stayed in Further Education and became a Student Services 

Manager in a college before moving on to the National Institute for Adults 

Continuing in Education ((NIACE) which later became the Learning and 

Work Institute) where she wrote policy and good practice guides and on 

learning and health. Following Labour’s loss in the 2010 General Election, 

the Social Exclusion Unit was shut down, which led Kathryn onto the 

Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS), where she worked on the 

intervention services to FE providers as well as learner voice and health. 

LSIS was closed down and Kathryn went to the Education and Training 

Foundation (ETF) where Kathryn worked in supporting providers with 

leadership and management workforce development 

However, it was four years ago that Kathryn found her niche, which was to 

become a freelancer and private consultant, a space which enables 

Kathryn to have the independence and freedom to be creative and work 

on the things that are most important to her, things that can only make 

the world a better place. Kathryn reflects that “Freelance enables me to be 

independent, who I am, work with excellent people and focus on areas 

that I feel are important in the world and that excite and motivate me”. 

 

 

How would you describe the 

Women in Leadership agenda? 

KJ: “Often it’s about representation, 

personal development and more 

specifically about individual women 

developing their leadership potential 

and building their confidence. Which is 

fine but we have to be careful not to 

just about fixing women, the lack of 

representation isn’t a problem with 

women. For me, the agenda is 

broader than this, and should be more 

about the barriers and the system 

which do not support women to have 

leadership equality with men.  

So it’s more about working with 

organisations to look at their practice 

to assess why we don’t have as many 

women coming through into 

leadership positions. Why is it women 

have the same starting position as 

men but then get left behind or drop 

out, whether that is to do flexibility in 

the workplace, recruitment practices  

or bias for example.  

We also need to recognise the 

intersectional equality issues for black 

women leaders, LGBT leaders, 

disabled women leaders, age- we 

need to support women from all 

backgrounds, so the agenda is much 

broader than you initially think.  

 

“You can do it. Be braver. 
Forget the nonsense about 
needing to know, and be 
good at everything, don’t 
hold yourself back” 



 

Did you know that: 
 

• More men have serious road 
accidents than women. 

• Sticking with the car example, 

crash test dummies are 

designed to the shape of a 
man’s body, and that in a 
serious car accident women 
are 47% more likely to be 
seriously injured than men, 
and 17% more likely to die. 

• The EU responded to these 
statistics by introducing 
women crash test dummies 
(which are more reflective of 
shorter men), but then went 
on to sit these new models in 

the passenger seat! 
• Engineers are generally men. 

Perhaps this is a demonstrable 
example of when decisions are 
made in workplaces where the 
environment is predominately 
made up of men and therefore 

through the lens of a man. In 
this instance, the perspective 
of women in car design could 
and probably would have 
saved more lives over the 
years? 

 

This data comes from an excellent 
book by Caroline Criado Perez 
‘Invisible Women’ which uses data to 

expose the fact that the world is 
largely built by and for men. 

What role do you currently play in supporting the development of 

women leaders? 

KJ: “As part of my consultancy work, I am a Director for the Womens’ 
Leadership Network (WLN) and we are currently in the process of 

refocussing our offer to make it relevant today. The network was set up 28 

years ago with the aim of generating more college principal’s and whilst I 
think it’s fair to say this has been successful, it is now about a broader 
remit of supporting the potential of individual women leaders and 
improving organisational culture and practice. We have just started an 
exciting project on inclusive mentoring, and I’m really keen to get off the 
ground. With mentoring,  the traditional model is for less experienced 

people to find people with more experience to get the benefit of their 
wisdom and advice, but this concept is about recognising that everyone 
has the ability to be a mentor, no matter what your position or where you 
are in life. We all need to learn, and often the best learning can come from 
unexpected places, so this approach is an alternative to our traditional 
default setting to seek out the people who are most like us, and is about 
recognising the diversity of what different people can bring to a mentoring 

relationship. There is a great Podcast that I would recommend to anybody 
reading this where I speak with Ann Limb who was the founding chair of 

the WLN about her past and current experiences on #FEWomenspeakly 
which is another platform to get the voice of women out there.” 
 
As a woman leader yourself, please can you say a little about your 

experience of working in different organisations? 

KJ: “I experienced gender discrimination earlier in my career where a job 

was given to a man because ‘they have a family to support’ and because 

they were ‘a safer pair of hands’. In my experience this has been the 

default position that when times are hard, organisations look for a safe 

pair of hands, a safe leader who is often male. There is also the male 

association with ‘strong leadership’ where the default is to find a saviour, a 

charismatic hero type of leader which is often portrayed as a man- you 

need to look no further than the princess films that kids have watched 

down the years where men are the hero’s and women are to be rescued! 

I’ve also had good leadership support in my career where I have been 

allowed to play to my strengths but for me it was never about gaining the 

status of say a college principal, it was more about making an impact, and 

doing it in my way. This is what I mean when I talk about leadership 

position and leadership presence, and as a freelancer I am more 

interested in leadership presence as opposed to position and my ability to 

influence and change the world without being employed by someone else. 

Of course, there are assumptions made about leaders, for example, they 

either work in organisations and/or are constantly present in people’s 

lives, but there is a whole economy of freelancers who don’t lead people 

through position in a structure , but more through entrepreneurial 

leadership – through influence and creative thinking.  

What support and resources are available to support, enhance and 

advance the Women in Leadership agenda? 

KJ: “There is lots of generic leadership and management stuff available 

which is perfectly fine, but I would say it’s important to have a network 

and use that network for your own good but to also give to support in 

equal measure. Explore and seek out coaching and mentoring approaches 

that are different to the traditional models by talking with lots of different 

people who in turn will give you different perspectives on the same subject 

matter. The WLN has a network of inclusive mentors so why not join it as 

that will help you to stay connected. We also run webinars, podcasts and 

events. Ask people what they are reading, for example I am reading 

Invisible Women by Caroline Criado Perez, mentioned above. Also I would 

be very happy to discuss this Coole Insight article with anybody who would 

like to get in touch, and with those who would be interested in learning 

more about how to get involved with the Women in Leadership Network. 

Drop me an email at kj.consultinghi@outlook.com”  

 

 

Further Insight: 
 

• In the UK, the gender pay gap 

stands at 18.1%. 
• The gender pay gap widens 

over the 12 years after a child 
is born to 33% 

• Women tend to accommodate 
their care responsibilities by 
going part-time. Women make 

up 75% of part-time workers. 
Part-time work is paid less per 

hour than full-time work. In 
2017 the median hourly rate 
for full-time employees was 
£14 compared to £9.12 for 
part-time employees. 

• In the UK women make up 
61% of those earning below 
the living wage. 

• In the UK, 32% of MP are 
women. 

• Despite devolution supposedly 

giving power back to local 
communities, representation of 
women is worse. 9 councils 
have all-male cabinets, and 

only one in three councillors in 
England is a woman. All nine 
metro mayors are men. 

 
Leadership and representation matter. 
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