Unitec Business School-Awards for Excellence, 21 May, 2008.
Dr Judy McGregor, Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner, New Zealand Human Rights Commission.
Kia ora tatou, talofa lava, warm Pacific greetings. It is my great pleasure to speak at Unitec Business School’s Awards for Excellence and to congratulate award recipients and Unitec’s Business School. The industry sponsors of the awards for excellence deserve high praise, too, for making the very important linkages between business and tertiary excellence. 
I want tonight to talk about business leadership, reflecting on my own experiences as an employer, a manager and being managed and on my work now as Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner where I look across employment practice in New Zealand.

I inherently distrust quick-fix, guru-type books written as a solution to business problems, including what’s often called the “leadership vacuum”. These books have titles like “Become a Millionaire in 3 Simple Steps”. Naturally I regret not having written one of these best-sellers myself and consequently retiring early to the Bahamas. 

However in my experience of 30 plus years in work in New Zealand and overseas, I think leadership is underpinned not by fads or fashions no matter how seductive they may seem, but by some core values and elements. When we have these right we are more likely to create a world-beating New Zealand Incorporated- a progressive and future-orientated society in which we are continually learning, innovating and leading. I want to talk tonight about 5 of those core values or elements which are:
· making the right choices 
· fairness
· business imagination 
· integrity 
· and optimism.
1. I’d like to start with making the right choices. 
I’ve had to date three distinct working careers- as a journalist and editor, as a business studies academic at Massey University, and now as a human rights commissioner. These allow me to reflect on the excellent, the good, the bad and the ugly of business life.  I started my first job in humble circumstances like thousands of New Zealanders. I worked during university holidays as a waitress in a Rotorua restaurant, paid $24 a week for a 50-60 hour working week of split shifts-lunchtime and dinner. 
It was the era when T-Bone Steak, eggs and chips was the high point of a Saturday night out on the town. I wore an unflattering black and white uniform with a black bow tie and teased my hair into a sixties bouffant. The work was exhausting, long hours, below the minimum wage, with an alcoholic chef who threw things in the kitchen and rather primitive diners as customers who were always right. 
What this experience taught me was that education, and going to university, meant I had choices. I wasn’t condemned to life as a low paid worker-it was just a life-forming interlude along the way.  It also taught me something else. I had to keep learning and retraining to ensure that I was employable at a top level over time. Life-long learning has more recently become a catch cry of policy makers as the global labour market impacts on us all, but top performers cannot sit on their current qualifications. This is probably not what you want to hear right now but as your careers develop you will exercise  business, community and family and personal judgements about what will keep you relevant in a rapidly-changing globally competitive labour market. 
In my case I realised I could benefit from a law degree as a newspaper editor to cut down the legal costs of employing expensive lawyers to vet copy and then later I needed a doctorate as an academic to win promotion to professor. I will have to soon upskill in IT if I want continuing work in the knowledge industry. Ambition alone is not enough in making the right choices. It  needs to be matched by skills and all of us have to make choices about timing, motivation, upskilling and re-educating.
Women, of course, have additional choices to make throughout their working careers. Until men can have babies, women will always have to juggle family responsibilities and career ambitions. They will also face societal attitudes around expectations of women as mothers. 
Last week I was working in Sydney and two Hollywood stars were caught in the media spotlight as working mums. The Telegraph’s headline about Cate Blanchett going to the Cannes Film Festival read “yummy tummy at 4 weeks” and there was a story  that firstly discussed whether she was using  stomach flattening underwear beneath her gown for the red carpet walk, and secondly criticism that she had left her baby son after only four weeks to promote her new film. The other Hollywood mum was Angelina Jollie, who was asked how she managed to combine her United Nations work, filmmaking and being pregnant with twins. She said she had a supportive partner (Brad, I presume), she could wear her pyjamas to the film set and she could take her children to work with her. 

Most women have more prosaic choices. But women’s leadership will come down to women making the right choices for themselves at different points in their family’s life-cycle and employers responding more positively to women’s participation as employees, managers and leaders by offering them the right choices re work/life balance and family flexibility. 

Pay reviews in the public sector currently show that start-up salary gaps between men and women are significantly worse for women re-entering the labour market after having children.
2. Fairness.

The good news on the employment front is there is not a better time to be entering the labour market in New Zealand and other developed countries which are crying out for skilled, educated workers. Despite some short term gloom in the domestic economy, skills shortages are here to stay. Unemployment in New Zealand is consistently among the lowest in the OECD and the Australasian workforce will shrink by 1.5 million in the next 25 years, partly because of demographic change and the ageing workforce. Your generation will be at the helm of New Zealand business in 10-20 years time.

Does that mean that all of you here tonight will be treated equally in terms of access to work and on-the job rewards and promotion? The answer is “probably not” and the question is what can we do about it?

The latest survey of more than 20,000 graduates with either bachelors/ and bachelor with honours degrees undertaken by the New Zealand Vice- Chancellors’ Committee shows two enduring and disturbing trends. The first is that female graduates in fulltime employment six months after graduation earned less than their male counterparts. The second is that Asian graduates have more difficulty securing full-time employment than their European/Pakeha counterparts. 

So what can we do about these negative trends? Good employers will believe in equal pay and will implement pay equity, that is equal pay for work of equal value, in their workplaces. This starts with being transparent about start-up salaries. Top achieving female graduates should ask at job appointments for an assurance that they are being paid the same as top achieving male graduates. Don’t start without knowing you have pay equity. Keep asking for pay transparency and negotiate……. ignorance is no excuse for not being paid properly because you are a woman.

There are signs that labour and skills shortages are driving change in New Zealand business. It is slowly waking up to the economic and social values of diverse workforces. The ethnoscape of Auckland shows rapid change in Chinese business, for example, particularly retail enterprises, with 1700 entries currently in the Chinese on line business directory. New Zealand simply can’t afford to export top performing graduates off shore because they can’t find good jobs here. There is great hope for a new initiative, the Omega programme which is linking top shelf companies with job applicants in an Auckland-based mentoring programme. But individual employers themselves including small and medium enterprises must also model an inclusive society if they want to live in one. 

3. I want to turn to business imagination.
At the end of the day it is good ideas that propel business forward. The basic rule of thumb is that business makes money by cutting costs or selling more.  Personally I’m attracted to leaders who seek to generate profits not by cutting costs through decreasing staff numbers or trimming so-called “fat”, but by seeking new ideas to increase market share. 
Sam Morgan who sold Trade Me to James Fairfax for $700 million is a modern day hero of his time because he had the imagination to see that commerce could become a click me hobby, a home page and for some a way of life, as well as a major on-line business. Trade Me recently advertised for a swag of new staff and even their recruitment ads were sassy and inviting. Sam Morgan had business imagination and has created wealth and employment opportunities because of it. 
He’ll need continuing business imagination as second and third generation on line incarnations inevitably eat into Trade Me’s market. Canadian philosopher, John Ralston Saul, states that imagination, a primary element in creativity, is the primary force for progress. He blames the denial of imagination for bogging us down in false premises, poor policy options and stifling bureaucratic responses. He’s right ,of course. 
New Zealand’s business history is full of examples of good ideas that someone has hung onto when others thought they were mad, to generate jobs and wealth- the proverbial No 8 wire, wooden houses built without nails, the iconic bumble bee toy, the inboard rotary engine for boats, amphibious cars, 3D imaging for televised sport, Weta’s workshop to name just a few.
4. Over my working life Integrity has become more fashionable in business thinking with sustainability and climate change issues as well as negative events like who is to blame for leaky homes and finance company collapses. When I was a young, new newspaper editor working for Rupert Murdoch’s media empire I wanted to remove the traditional Page 3 girl, a photograph published each week of a topless model from the Sunday newspaper I edited. 
The Page 3 girl was very popular with certain men and with sports clubs, in particular. I knew that if newspaper sales dropped I would be gone as editor but could I live with myself as a young, liberal-minded female professional if I edited a paper that exploited naked women? I took a risk and dropped Page 3. Happily and unexpectedly sales went up because women bought the paper for the first time. 
Personally I don’t think naked newsreading will keep digital newcomer ALT TV in business either but that is another story. 
Integrity plays out in business in different ways. It’s  about how well you treat staff and customers, about what you use as raw material and how business connects with communities and the environment.  Take the New Zealand eco chic label Untouched World, the only NZ company currently using the UNESCO education branding. It makes its clothing with wool from merino sheep and fur from possum pests and is now the largest user in New Zealand of possum fur (there are 70 million brushtail possums eating 20,000 tonnes of New Zealand native trees and shrubs each night). Untouched World has a possum procurement network that does the following:

· contributes funds to communities through trapping programmes
·  provides jobs in areas suffering long term unemployment 
· reduces adult possum pests 
· reduces use of poisons to kill possum 
· and contributes to protecting native forests and birds. 
It makes good business sense for the company to be ethical. Integrity is often thought of as an old-fashioned virtue but it is likely to become a modern business imperative driven by consumer choice. You need to know you have a “bottom line” for yourself, your own quiet integrity that you can draw on in your professional career and your private life

Anton Oliver, former All Black captain, now playing in France was reported in the weekend press as saying that he was prematurely ending his enormously lucrative contract to go and study for a higher degree at Oxford. He said he couldn’t live with himself if he continued to play passionless rugby just for the money. 
As Thomas Jefferson once said, ethics are muscles which will gain strength by exercise. 
5. The last element of successful business leadership that I want to mention is optimism. By far the best people to work with in business are those who are optimistic, and not essentially negative. They make better bosses because they can see potential in others, they exploit good ideas, they take constructive risks and they often more easily forgive mistakes. They see profit-making as a means to the end of good business, not an end in itself. We’ve all worked, studied or encountered gloomy “put downers”. They erode self confidence, they generate doubts and delays and they make others miserable. If you think of your family, friends and wider whanau you tend to think first of those who inspire you, who’ve helped you, who are positive and forward- thinking. 
As you celebrate your success tonight I want you to mentally promise me that you will only seek out optimists to mentor you and that you will fashion your own work behaviours on positive role models and stand up to pessimists and bullies. As top performing business scholars and award recipients, New Zealand is relying on you for positive future commercial and professional leadership. The Nike ad says, Just Do It. Your continuing challenge as top performers and award recipients, though, is not just to do it, but to do it well and to inspire others to do it well also. For that, you will need to be an optimist.
The good employers that I see across many different sectors in my work as EEO Commissioner exercise and demonstrate  business leadership in a number of ways. Many of the best generate profits and sustainability by making the right choices, by exercising fairness to employees and customers, by encouraging good ideas and business imagination, and by demonstrating integrity and expressing optimism for the future.

Kia kaha, Kia toa, kia manawanui. Thank you very much for inviting me.
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