
Balancing act
[With research showing that women are less interested in chasing fat salaries and senior positions and more 

focused on developing a good work-life balance, what are companies doing to help them achieve this?

‘EMPLOYERS NEED TO ENCOURAGE PEOPLE TO
COME BACK AFTER THEY’VE TAKEN TIME OFF OR
SLOWED DOWN DUE TO PERSONAL COMMITMENTS’

Asian women appear to be 
increasingly defining career success 
in terms of achieving a good work-
life balance, rather than getting to 
the top of their profession.

A recent study of  400 professional 
women in Singapore found that 58.3% 
of  them viewed being successful as 
having the right balance between their 
work and personal life, according to 
networking website LinkedIn. The 
finding represents a considerable shift 
compared with five to 10 years ago, 
when that figure was just 33.2%.

There has also been a drop-off  in the 
importance that women place on salary, 
with 57.8% of  professional women in 
Singapore now deeming a fat pay 
packet to be a key measure of  success, 
down from 64.7% previously. Instead, 
two-thirds of  women said they wanted 
greater flexibility in the workplace.

Maria Tsang, a partner at RSM 
Nelson Wheeler in Hong Kong, is not 
surprised by the survey’s findings. ‘I 
think work-life balance is definitely 
important. It makes you less stressed, 
more relaxed and healthier,’ she says.

This emphasis on work-life balance 
does not appear to be because women 
lack ambition in the workplace, either. 
In its Gender Diversity Benchmark for Asia 
report, Community Business found that 
80% of  professional women in six Asian 
countries aspired to senior leadership 
positions. However, around a third of  
those women expressed ambivalence 
about climbing up the career ladder. 

It’s an issue that was addressed by 
ACCA chief  executive Helen Brand, 
speaking during International Women’s 
Day in March, at which she called on 
the accounting industry to encourage 
women to reach senior-level positions. 
‘This is a day for celebrating progress, 
but also recognising what still needs to 
be done. As an industry we must work 
together to ensure that female talent is 

nurtured and supported. Women are 
still under-represented in high-level 
positions in our industry,’ she said.

ACCA has highlighted the importance 
of  gender diversity in the workplace in a 
series of  reports and events worldwide. 
In November 2012, a report was 
commissioned by ACCA and the ESRC 
(Economic and Social Research Council) 
from Cranfield School of  Management. 
Women in Finance: a Springboard to 
Corporate Board Positions? revealed that 
a financial qualification or a background 
that demonstrates substantial financial 
acumen are seen as catalysts for 
women getting onto the boards of  
FTSE companies. However, support is 

seen as key in allowing professional 
women to reach their potential while 
maintaining a healthy work-life balance.

In fact, Community Business’ report 
found that many of  the so-called ‘high 
potential’ women questioned worried 
that they could not meet their families’ 
needs and expectations and still do a 
good job at work. Take Irelan Tam, a 
Hong Kong-based regional financial 
director for a major international 
company. ‘There was always conflict 
between work and family, especially 
when I was on a project with tight 
timelines and cost constraints,’ she 
says. ‘It was especially difficult when I 
was required to work away from home 
during my kids’ school exams, or work at 
night when my kids were waiting for me.’

Childcare
Inevitably, childcare is an issue for 
working mothers. The Community 
Business study suggested women in 

Asia were suffering as a result of  the 
local practice of  having full-time, live-in 
helpers working six days a week.

Amanda Yik, senior programme 
manager at Community Business, says: 
‘Anecdotally, we have heard that 
because women have help, sometimes 
colleagues assume they can stay at 
work longer, which ignores the fact that 
people want to spend time with family.’

Working women in Asia, particularly 
those in global roles, also have the 
pressure of  working longer hours to 
accommodate conference calls to 
European and US time zones – a 
challenge that their counterparts in the 
West do not typically face. Community 

Business also found that many women 
feel compelled to put in longer hours 
than their male counterparts to prove 
they are up to the job.

Companies in Asia seem to be getting 
the message that gender diversity in the 
workplace is essential if  working women 
are to thrive in business. ‘They are 
increasingly aware of  the importance 
of  a gender-diverse workforce and the 
ability to attract, retain and promote 
the best female talent,’ says Yik. ‘But, 
compared to more mature markets like 
North America and Europe, they still 
have room to improve.’

Also, says Yik, despite flexible work 
arrangements being available in many 
of  these companies, they were not 
widely adopted by women in Asia, or 
had to be negotiated on an ad hoc basis 
with individual supervisors. Flexitime 
and working from home were more 
widely practised, but job sharing and 
part-time work were infrequently used.
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A joint survey, Retaining Women in the 
Workforce, launched in February 2013 by 
ACCA Malaysia and Talent Corporation 
Malaysia, found that only 30% of  
respondents’ employers offered flexible 
work, while just 7% had a childcare 
support facility. Unsurprisingly, 63% of  
women who were on a career break but 
were considering returning to work said 
that they were finding it hard to do so. 

ACCA Malaysia has also acknowledged 
the importance of  supporting women 
talent by including a category in the 
ACCA Malaysia Sustainability Reporting 
Awards for gender diversity. 

WorkLife Plus
PwC Malaysia is one of  the exceptions, 
offering a WorkLife Plus programme. 
People can opt for flexible working 
under the scheme, as well as take 
additional time out on top of  their 
annual leave entitlement and a career 
break of  one to three months for their 
personal or professional development.

Pauline Ho, PwC Malaysia assurance 
leader, who herself  has triplets, says: 
‘There may be certain points in your 
career when you may slow down or take 
a break, but that doesn’t have to be the 
end of  your career. What employers need 
to do is encourage people to come back 
after they’ve taken time off  or slowed 
down due to personal commitments.’

However, not all women think flexible 
working is the right solution. Florence 
Yip, financial services tax leader at 
PwC Hong Kong, says: ‘You can’t say to 
a client who wants to do an IPO, “I only 
work three days a week, so you need to 
wait”. Business doesn’t work like that.’ 
She advises women to try to achieve a 
work-life balance over a longer period 
of  time instead, rather than focusing 
on it on a daily or weekly basis.

Evidence suggests that Asian women’s 
desire for work-life balance is not simply 
a symptom of  the competing time 

While women are well represented in junior roles at companies in Hong 
Kong, Malaysia and Singapore, there is a dramatic drop in the percentage 
who hold senior positions in these countries, a phenomenon that has been 
dubbed ‘the leaking pipeline’.

Women fill an average of  52% of  junior positions at Hong Kong companies, 
while they also account for 45% of  middle positions, according to Community 
Business’s Gender Diversity Benchmark for Asia report. But women account for 
only 23% of  senior positions in the territory.

Malaysia has the highest proportion of  women in senior positions out of  the 
six Asian countries studied, at 28%, but this is still a sharp decrease from the 
53% of  junior roles that are filled by women.

Singapore followed a similar pattern, with just 22% of  senior posts taken by 
women, compared with 54% of  junior ones.

The group attributed some of  the fall in the number of  women holding senior 
positions to the fact that family still plays a dominant role in Asian women’s lives.

  *LEAKING PIPELINE

pressures they face, but also a sign that 
women regard professional success in 
terms other than just getting to the top.

‘Professional success for me is not 
just a high salary or a senior position,’ 
says Tsang. ‘It is people recognising 
your work and your contribution to the 
company and clients.’

Community Business found that 
some respondents felt they had already 
reached their desired level of  seniority, 
while a few were considering quitting 
their job altogether to start their own 
business or even go into teaching.

Louisa Mitchell, who is conducting 
research among female entrepreneurs 
in Hong Kong for the Women’s 
Foundation, picked up on a similar 
trend. Mitchell says the ultimate aim 
of  a number of  the women she has 
spoken to is not for their business to 
be as big or successful as possible, but 
rather to use the money and expertise 
they had gained to do something else.

One of  the women questioned 
wanted to sell her business and do 
charity work; another wanted to 
become an environmental educator.

‘What these women are trying to do 
is buy their freedom,’ says Mitchell. 
‘Their goals are more about freedom 
than money.’

Nicky Burridge, journalist

For more on ACCA’s report on women in 
finance, visit tinyurl.com/acca-women
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