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Abstract
1. Purpose
The majority of literature on women’s careers in accounting focuses on the additional barriers that women face. We consider what role a finance qualification or background can play in facilitating women’s career progression and situate this within the present debate about women on boards. In doing so we reveal that accountancy qualifications, although usually completed several years before individuals aspire to board-level positions and often stated as a necessity by executive search consultants, appear to be more of a requisite for women than for men. The main paper will attempt to theorise about the symbolic role of this qualification, how and why it legitimises the ‘otherness’ of women, facilitating their rise to the most senior positions in business - environments rife with masculine norms.
2. Design/methodology/approach 
We analysed the demographics of 1,086 male and female FTSE100 board directors, considering sex, qualifications, functional background and current role. In addition we interviewed a unique sample of 20 elite individuals - key stakeholders to the board appointment process (seven executive search consultants, five chairmen and eight individual female directors).
3. Findings 
The roles of Executive (ED) and Non-Executive Director (NED) serve different functions and what qualifies an individual for these roles will differ.  In ED roles, women appear to be relatively more successful in reaching the most senior jobs through the function of finance than through other functions. In the FTSE100 companies women hold 9% of Chief Financial Officer positions, compared to just 6% of other ED roles. Of male ED positions, only 26% are financially qualified and 44% have financial backgrounds. In contrast, 45% of female EDs are financially qualified and 65% in total have financial backgrounds. Analysis of our interviews suggests why women may fare relatively better within finance functions.
[bookmark: _GoBack]For NED roles, interviews with women directors and Chairmen revealed perceptions that it is not necessary for all board members to have financial qualifications or backgrounds and yet in the 12 months preceding the study, the majority (57%) of new female board appointments had strong financial backgrounds. All three groups of interviewees agreed a certain level of ‘financial literacy’ was requisite, but this could not be clearly defined. The symbolic importance of the finance qualification, particularly during the appointment process, was apparent. The search consultants felt it easier to present women with financial backgrounds as more ‘viable’ candidates. Despite a declared commitment to increasing the representation of women, there was a sense of a ‘harder sell’ introducing women. The women saw financial qualifications as a leveller, allowing a level playing field. Most interviewees were conscious of the stereotyping that still exists concerning women’s competency operating at the most senior levels. With boardrooms still heavily male dominated, the perception of women as ‘other’ or ‘alien’ was acknowledged. The language of finance was seen to help to break down some of the barriers of stereotyping.
4. Originality/value of the paper
There is very little accounting literature considering facilitators to women’s careers. In addition this paper considers the accountancy qualification not simply as human capital, but as a symbol, legitimising the otherwise ‘alien’ women. This mixed-methods study involves an elite sample of key stakeholders in the board appointment process.
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