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1. Purpose

This developmental paper examines the role of executive search consultants as diversity actors in the area of gender diversity on boards. In 2011, there was unprecedented pressure on UK’s private sector to address this issue: the Davies Review asked FTSE-listed companies to set voluntary board targets and to increase transparency in their board appointment process. Subsequently, the Voluntary Search Code (VSC) outlined principles for more gender-inclusive practices among executive search firms (ESFs). This study examines how ESFs responded to these new institutional pressures.
2. Methodology 

The paper draws on ten exploratory interviews with executive search consultants in leading UK search firms. The sample choice was purposive: we aimed to include ESFs which were signatories of the VSC, in order to capture progressive diversity practices in this sector. Search consultants work closely with chairmen and nominations committees, so their accounts inevitably reflect how gender diversity is negotiated in the multi-actor dynamics between these key actors in the board appointment process. 

3. Findings 
Drawing on institutional theory, we examine how ESFs’ diversity approach is shaped by new norms and ideas existent in the broader institutional context. The accounts are examined along the three pillars of institutional order: regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive (Scott, 2001). Findings suggest that in UK’s executive search sector, coercive regulatory forces pushing for more gender-inclusive practices in the appointment process co-exist with normative and cultural-cognitive institutional forces which encourage adherence to the status quo (values, modus operandi and frameworks of meaning among search firms and corporate elites). As signatories of the VSC, ESFs officially espoused regulatory efforts supporting gender diversity on boards. However, ambivalences and contradictions in ESFs’ discourses and practices about gender diversity on boards revealed that beliefs and shared mental models among search consultants and their clients constitute pervasive cognitive-cultural barriers. ESFs’ diversity practices remained largely situational, informal, discretionary and deeply dependent upon the relational dynamic with their clients. While this enabled ESFs to be politically savvy when tackling diversity issues, it also allowed them to collude with their clients in leaving unexamined exclusionary practices in the appointment process. 
4. Research limitations/implications 
The paper employs institutional theory to explore how ESFs embrace the cause of women on boards through a gradual and politicized process of change in their diversity practices, highlighting the relational and situated nature of this change. This takes further Yang and Konrad’s (2011) suggestion that research on diversity management practices can benefit from the insights of institutional theory. The study uses a small sample and offers evidence pertaining to the multi-actor dynamic in the board appointment process, albeit only from the perspective of search consultants.  
5. Originality/value of the paper
In recent years, ESFs were put forward as a third party meant to add transparency and objectivity in the board appointment process. Despite their critical role as intermediaries on the elite labour market, there is limited evidence about their practices and particularly their role in pushing forward the diversity agenda (Doldor et al., 2011), a gap addressed by this paper.
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