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Developing your employees by enabling  
them to fulfil a role in public life
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'I was delighted to learn about UKRC's project which aims to increase the number of 
women in science who are represented on public bodies and decision making committees. 
The University of Reading has gained considerable benefit from having one of its female 

professors take part in this scheme, who since taking up a mentoring partnership 
arranged through the project, has been appointed as a Trustee of the National Museum 

of Science and Industry. Women scientists are frequently reluctant to put themselves 
forward for such positions and it is hoped this scheme will help overcome barriers which 

lead to gender imbalance on high level decision making committees.' 

Professor Christine Williams Pro-Vice-Chancellor  
(Enterprise), University of Reading

Introduction
As an employer did you know:

- there are over 800 public bodies and 22,000 public appointments currently in the UK

- public bodies provide independent advice to the government, others have executive 
 powers or deliver some aspect of public service and account for £26 billion of 
 expenditure annually

- every year, British business invests millions in sending employees on courses, designed 
 to give them precisely the skills and attributes that being a public body board member 
 instils for free.

Your support as an employer is vital to enable employees to fulfil their role 
as public body board members.

What is a Public Body?
Public bodies are set up by government ministers. They are attached to a sponsoring 
government department, but operate at arm’s length from both the department  
and minister.

Some provide independent advice to the government, others have executive powers and 
deliver some aspect of public service.

There are over 800 public bodies sponsored by UK government departments.  Public 
bodies are involved in a huge range of activities, from specialised areas such as gene 
therapy and pesticides to the arts, sports and consumer interests. Public bodies account 
for £26 billion of government expenditure annually.

In the area of Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) public bodies range from the 
Building Regulations Advisory Council to the National Museum of Science and Industry; 
from the Nuclear Research Advisory Council to the Human Genetics Commission.
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This short guide looks at:
•	 What’s	in	it	for	employers?	 
 The benefits of enabling employees to undertake public board work

•	 ‘Frequently	Asked	Questions’	section	about	public	appointments	and	employees

Enabling and supporting your employees, particularly female employees, to undertake a 
public appointment is increasingly becoming the norm in many companies because of the 
benefits that such appointments bring to the company.

The	UK	Resource	Centre	for	Women	in	Science,	Engineering	and	Technology	is	working	
with government departments and individual women to increase female representation on 
public boards. There is an under-representation of women on Science, Engineering and 
Technology (SET) related public boards and the case for a diverse board is compelling. It 
brings a number of benefits and advantages:

•	 The	ability	to	draw	upon	a	wider	range	of	skills	and	experiences

•	 The	likelihood	of	better	decision	making

•	 A	greater	accountability	to	the	taxpayer

•	 An	increase	in	public	confidence	in	the	system	of	public	appointments	as	a	whole,	 
 and in individual public bodies1. 

Selecting predominantly male leaders is ignoring the valuable talents women can bring.  
As one female board member said:

“We’re all better than we think we are, so encourage people 
 to go and do it rather than not do it”.

1Equal	Opportunities	Commission	(2005)	‘How	to	improve	the	gender	balance	of	public	bodies’
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The Benefits - What’s in it for Employers?
•	 Major	Employee	Development	Opportunity

Public appointments cover a wide range of responsibilities. Such transferable skills	are 
highly valued by employers in every sector.

Board members develop and implement the following sets of skills and attributes:

- Commitment to devote the necessary time to prepare and to participate actively in the 
 work of the body 

- Courage to ask questions that no one else has asked or query why a certain approach 
 is being recommended 

- Common	sense to be able to assess the impact of decisions on all sections of the 
 community and bring an independent view to the debate 

- Communication	skills with the ability to listen and to express one’s views; to negotiate 
 and influence and to deal with all groups, including specialists and experts 

- Clarity to assess a situation quickly, accurately and even-handedly; to think strategically 
 and to see the wider picture. 

“It suited me in terms of my career, personal and professional development”.  
Female board member 	

“The board encourages women to take on other roles on the board e.g. member of a  
sub-committee, sitting on interview panels etc”.  

Female board member
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•	 Development	of	Core	Skills

Being a board member means using and developing core skills and attributes such as 
team working, self–confidence, leadership qualities and experience of public service and 
the mechanism of government.

“I had some experience of the public sector and I wanted to improve my skills and 
knowledge. It involves something new so it was a learning experience.”
“I’ve got a lot out of this board.  It’s been a good learning experience. Contributing my 
knowledge has given me pleasure”.

Female board member

•	 Development	of	Practical	Skills

Communication, negotiating, problem solving and strategic thinking are essential skills for 
public board work.  An employee will strengthen these skills during their time as a board 
member and will be able to transfer them to your workplace.

“It is helpful career wise in my current post.”  
“It was an opportunity to contribute at a strategic level to a major government body.”  

Female board member

•	 Development	of	Personal	Skills

Attributes such as reliability, integrity and confidence are developed and maintained as a 
board member.

“If you’re a fresh person, it’s the confidence – you’re so conscious of what you don’t 
 know and you feel inadequate. Women have got an awful lot to contribute and there are 
so few women. The assumption made by women is that you don’t know enough and you 

can’t contribute. Then you go along to a meeting and actually you know a lot more  
than most people there. Women underestimate themselves in terms of  

their knowledge and application.”  
Female board member

“So long as you are confident, have a point of view and express it 
 – you can influence them by looking at it a different way.”  

Female board member



7

•	 Informal	Networking	Brings	Added	Value

Being a member of a public board brings an employee into contact with other professionals 
with a wide range of experiences and skills from other sectors. Establishing relationships 
and networking allows an employee to share experiences, gain and provide support and 
learn from the experiences of other professionals.  

The increased personal network of an employee on a public board means that they have 
access	to	ideas	and	information	outside	of	the	corporate	‘culture’	that	can	be	of	added	
value to the organisation. Even the largest companies can benefit from a fresh perspective 
from outside. Smaller companies gain from the raised profile of their name in the public 
body community. 

It also improves understanding between the public and private sectors.  This can lead to 
long-term links.

“One comment I’ve heard is: ‘What a great bunch of people we serve with’.”  
Female board member

“You meet an incredible range of people and this in itself is a very worthwhile experience.  
There is a whole range of professionals that you can form very strong support networks with 
if you get a good board.  There’s a network of women out there who do these things and 

are informally supportive of each other.”  
Female board member

•	 Increases	Employee	Motivation	and	Loyalty

Allowing employees to take part in the work of a public board is also a very motivating 
gesture on the part of employers, which signals to the employee how they are valued and 
respected. This increases employees’ commitment and motivation.  

Employees who are given the freedom to be active on  
public boards by their companies feel supported and  
see	this	as	an	added	‘benefit’	of	their	employment	terms.	 
This increases loyalty and retention of the employee  
for the company.
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•	 Brings	Recognition	to	the	Company

Companies with employees who are active on public boards find that they have 
employees who have a higher professional standing amongst their peers and with external 
contacts i.e. clients, partners, sub-contractors. It helps employers to improve their public 
image. Customers and potential recruits will see your organisation as socially responsible 
and constructive.  

Employees who are on public boards become known as experts in the field, bringing 
kudos to their company as well as themselves.  And employees act as great ambassadors 
for your company!

•	 Innovation

Being a board member can give access to networks, national government policies 
and future directions, which can inform management decisions and help innovation. 
Employees can gain a fresh perspective, thereby contributing to different and innovative 
ways of doing things.

Frequently Asked Questions:

What types of public bodies are there?
There are three categories:

•	 Public	corporations	and	nationalised	industries: These bodies are publicly owned 
 and controlled but they have substantial freedom to conduct their own affairs; for 
 example, the BBC or the Bank of England 

•	 Health	Bodies: These include NHS Trusts, Strategic Health Authorities, Special Health 
 Authorities and Primary Care Trusts as well as their equivalents in Northern Ireland, 
	 Scotland	and	Wales

•	 Non-Departmental	Public	Bodies	(NDPBs):  
 There are four types of NDPBs: 

 > Executive	NDPBs generally operate under statute, employing their own staff and 
 managing their own budgets. They are usually responsible for the delivery of some 
 aspect of government policy, for example the Medical Practices Committee or the 
 Civil Aviation Authority.
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 > Advisory	NDPBs provide independent advice to Government, for example the 
  Renewables Advisory Board or the Gene Therapy Advisory Committee. 

 > Tribunals have jurisdiction in a specialised field of law. For example, Disability 
  Appeals Tribunals or Employment Tribunals. 

 > Boards	of	Visitors to penal establishments are responsible for safeguarding the 
  well being and rights of inmates and speaking out on their behalf. 

What is a public appointment?
There are currently over 22,000 public appointments. If your employee becomes a public 
appointee, they will be a member of the board of one of these organisations, involved in 
making decisions that develop, shape or deliver government policy and public services. 
Decisions that can affect all our lives.

How can I find out more about vacancies
and how to apply?
The best place to look is www.publicappts-vacs.gov.uk but vacancies are also advertised 
by the relevant government department or public body on their websites or in the press. 
The UKRC advertises SET vacancies on its website and sends details for GetSET members 
www.getsetwomen.org.uk who express an interest in public body work.

How much time off from work 
is required?
Most appointments are part time and require between  
1 day per month to 1 day every two months to attend meetings.  
Time to read papers and prepare for meetings will be done  
in the employee’s time and not in work time.
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Is notice given when board meetings 
will be held?
Board meetings are usually set in advance for the whole year.  This will enable your 
employee to plan and prioritise paid work.

Will	the	company	have	to	pay	for	expenses?

No. About half the appointments carry some level of remuneration. Expenses, including 
travel, childcare and eldercare are usually reimbursed.

How long does an appointment last?
Usually one to five years. They may be renewed for a second term to a maximum of  
ten years.

Do employees need experience to be a 
board member?
For some appointments, experience of working with others in taking decisions may be 
important. This could include:

•	 Committee	experience	perhaps at work, or from holding a previous public 
 appointment or an appointment to a local body such as a board of magistrates 

•	 Community	participation in voluntary activities, perhaps as a School Governor or   
 board member of a Housing Trust, Chamber of Commerce or pressure group 
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Do employees have to be an expert to 
be a board member?
Some appointments will require specialist expertise, but many will not. Most important is  
that an employee has an interest in the subject.

Will it benefit my employee?
Yes. Employers recognise the development opportunity a public appointment can offer.  
A public appointment gives employees the chance to:

•	 Give	something	back,	contribute	their	expertise	for	the	benefit	of	the	community	and 
 help influence decisions that affect all our lives 

•	 Meet	people	from	all	walks	of	life	who	also		want	to	make	a	difference	

•	 Develop	their	career,	gain	board	experience	and	extend	their	skills	

•	 Return	from	a	career	break	or	maternity	leave	

“It can be incredibly stimulating and rewarding. You don’t do it for the money and yet it  
can be very rewarding to use your skills and to be able to contribute”.  

Female board member

Will it benefit the organisation?
Yes. Employers sometimes need help in recognising the benefits of having an employee joining 
a public body. Having an employee involved in a public body can:

•	 raise	the	public	and	sector	profile	of	the	organisation	via	membership

•	 contribute	to	the	corporate	social	responsibility	strategy

•	 provide	useful	board	and	committee	experience	and	training	for	staff	career	development 
 purposes (at staff time cost alone) 



The	UK	Resource	Centre	for	Women	in	Science, 
Engineering and Technology 
Listerhills Park of Science and Commerce 
40-42 Campus Road 
Bradford 
BD7 1HR

 01274 436485 
 01274 436471 
 info@ukrc4setwomen.org 
 www.ukrc4setwomen.org

Produced in conjunction with:

The Commissioner for Public Appointments  
Office of the Commissioner for Public Appointments  
3rd Floor  
35 Great Smith Street  
London  
SW1P	3BQ	

 020 7276 2625  
 020 7276 2633  
 enquiries@publicappointmentscommissioner.org


