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Forewords

A female top executive speaks

‘Would you like to participate in an interview on diversity and the 
success of talent at the top level?’
‘I didn’t need to think about the answer for long.’

At Arcadis, diversity is an important subject. Traditionally, the engi-
neering sector was a real ‘men’s world’, but that changed a long time 
ago, and the influx of men and women is now pretty balanced. This is 
not due to conscious efforts to that end; apparently, men and women 
are basically ‘the same’. However, this does not apply to women ma-
king it to the board. In that respect, the percentage of women is still 
(too) low. I am one of those few women at the top level.

Looking around, I find it hard to explain why I have managed to 
make it to the board, and so many others have not. What I do know, 
is that I think that is a great shame, as well as a missed opportunity, 
both for Arcadis and for the women. For me, there are two impor-
tant reasons for wanting to change this. First of all, our company is 
at the heart of society. Therefore, it would be only logical for it to 
be a reflection of society as well. This goes beyond gender diversity. 
But even more importantly: I am convinced that a diverse team is a 
more successful team. This has been studied and confirmed in the 
past, though not in the way Karin and Lieke have done.
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We looked into the differences between men and women, and what 
makes a successful diversity policy within Arcadis as well. I was sur-
prised to learn that, even in our own workplace, the phenomenon of 
‘Men are from Mars and women are from Venus’ is more prevalent 
than I thought. For example: of those asked, ‘the average man’ felt 
that being 70% qualified for a certain vacancy made him the perfect 
candidate, whereas being a 95% match caused the average woman 
to think: ‘so that means I am not the perfect candidate’. I had never 
realized this. This study has made me more aware of the differences. 
And that is a good thing, because as Johan Cruijff put it: ‘You don’t 
understand it until you see it’.

Then came the interview for this book, which, to be honest, didn’t 
go as I expected at all. Rather than getting to philosophize about my 
vision on diversity, I was asked about my passions and convictions, 
my earliest childhood, my relationship with my parents, and how 
that had affected my business relationships. While these were far 
from standard business questions, they were extremely relevant – I 
just didn’t realize that at the time.

What I remember most about the interview, is the realization that 
my drive to ‘make a difference’ is very deeply rooted, and that this 
drive is not only rational, but emotional as well. These days, I ac-
tually talk about that. This does not change my drive in any way, 
but it does help me to achieve more of a balance. And while that is 
predominantly better for me, I also think it makes me much more 
fun to be around.

Most of the management books I know are about the manipulabi-
lity of success, but also about the mystery of leadership. While it’s 
a comforting thought that success is manipulable, the notion that 
leadership is ‘intangible’ is rather frustrating. But what if, as Karin 
and Lieke argue, subconscious patterns and dynamics play an im-
portant part, and those two elements are ‘the secret ingredients’ to 
the perfect recipe for diversity and leadership? Doesn’t that make it 
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extremely important to be aware of those secret ingredients, and to 
reveal those secrets and put them to use? At Arcadis, advancement 
is on the increase, but that only goes up to a certain level. Above this 
level, advancement stagnates, and we have no idea why. It’s certainly 
not the intention of the company. It’s very well possible that the 
problem lies in subconscious dynamics and motives.

This book provides advice and assistance in looking at our own 
leader ship. In addition, it helps us determine how, with this know-
ledge, we can improve our diversity policy. It helps us look at our 
leaders and aspiring talents with a different, more complete perspec-
tive: in addition to their professional competence, we will now look 
at their character profiles and their personal history beyond their 
CV. They’re almost like people, after all....

Lidewij de Haas
Director Environment & Space
Arcadis Nederland BV
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One of the male top executives speaks

‘Diversity and leadership’. This subject has been at the top of the 
agenda of the corporate world and politics for ages. Like in soccer, 
the best coaches are in the stands when it comes to diversity. We 
all have our own opinions on both the cause and the solution, but 
despite this collective expertise, the goals we set for ourselves are 
barely achieved.

Over the course of my career, I have been a part of and at the head 
of many ‘mixed teams’, both in terms of culture and in terms of 
gender. This depended on – among others – the country I was living 
and working in at the time, and the nature of my portfolio. In the 
Philippines, for example, there were a remarkably high number of 
women in (sub-)top level positions. And in the Netherlands and Po-
land, I found myself surrounded by relatively many women and dif-
ferent nationalities as well. Apparently, the customer side of a com-
pany that focuses on distribution, marketing and communication 
draws in a lot of female talent. Over the years, I have experienced the 
power of these teams. Therefore, I firmly believe that organizations 
that don’t have a proper balance in the composition of the manage-
ment teams at every level are missing out.

Where this belief is rooted?
The composition of the population is very diverse. How all these 
different people perceive commercials, corporate promises, commu-
nication and products is at least as diverse. Successful companies are 
those who incorporate the behaviour and opinions of various target 
groups in all their business processes. After all, these operations al-
ways start and end with the customer.

The importance of gender diversity is that there are different rele-
vant – masculine and feminine – values out there. It’s important to 
look at the world from more than one point of view. The chances 
of this happening are greater if you combine different perspectives 
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in mixed teams. I have experienced the power of mixed teams and a 
good balance between masculine and feminine values in leadership 
and the management of an organization as well. For example, I con-
sider being action-oriented, an emphasis on achievement, hierarchic 
actions and claiming a certain domain to be typically masculine 
values. Feminine values include long-term vision, equality, a good 
atmosphere, collegiality and sustainability. At a time when many 
sectors need to regain customer confidence and servant leadership 
is the preferred management model, these feminine values are in-
dispensable.

Still, it’s hard for me to answer the questions of ‘what it takes to 
make it to the board’ and ‘why the board is predominantly domina-
ted by men’. That was not really the main objective of the interview 
for this book either; they wanted to get to know me as a person. 
How did I get to my current position? Which talents did I use to get 
there? What is my underlying motivation? What life experiences do 
I have? Which successes have I known, and which setbacks? What 
was my childhood like, and could I tell them something about my 
parents and grandparents? What influence has my childhood had 
on my achieving my current position at the top level? In short, the 
conversation was about which experiences and choices have shaped 
me. Over the course of the interview, I started to realize that Karin 
and Lieke were onto something: subconscious patterns and charac-
ter profiles do make the difference in the road to the board.

This insight provides new and stronger points of reference to tac-
kle the theme of diversity with greater success. With this insight, 
‘Making It to the Board’ provides companies an essential resource 
for fundamental improvement of the activities in the field of recruit-
ment, selection and development of various talents.

Robert Otto
General Manager Commercial Division
Delta Lloyd
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Women on the board: 
a lack of ambition, or a 
lack of skill...?
‘One of the most important talents that brought me here was the ability 
to just go for it and believe in the impossible.’

Gender diversity is extremely important to the vitality of organizati-
ons. This is widely recognized by now: a diverse composition at the 
top level provides more perspectives and possible solutions to com-
plex issues. In addition, gender diversity means that you are more in 
tune with various customer groups. For example, female marketers 
at breweries are behind supermarkets stocking more six-packs these 
days, rather than cases of beer. This is because it’s usually women 
who do the shopping, and buy beer for their husbands. They prefer 
not to have to lug around heavy crates.
Despite numerous diversity programs and interventions, the num-
ber of women on the board is barely growing. The large increase 
in women in advanced education and on the employment market 
should offer great possibilities to tackle this issue. However, this 
growing potential is still not sufficiently taken advantage of for the 
board. A missed opportunity, both for the women in question, and 
for organizations.

Various publications (such as the Monitor ‘Charter ‘Talent naar de 
Top’’ ) describe the measures organizations can take to increase the 
diversity on the board. At this time, little is known about the effec-
tiveness of these measures. We realize that this is obviously exactly 
what you would like to know: which investment will provide my 
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company with the desired result – more women on the board and 
improved advancement to the board?
This is an important question for us as well. As a consultant and 
an executive coach, we have been working with men and women 
on the board and at the sub-top level of organizations for years. We 
have noticed that advancement of women to the board has stagnated 
significantly, despite past interventions and ambitions. We wonder: 
Is this a lack of ambition, or a lack of skill? And: What do women 
and men require to make it to the board and stay there? Many pu-
blications do not provide sufficient answer to these questions and 
so far, the question of why advancement of women to the board has 
stagnated has not been answered either. In order for organizations 
to achieve more gender diversity at the top level, they require direct 
answers to these questions. This is why we decided to look into this 
matter.
Our experience has taught us that personal leadership is at the basis 
of leading other people. This is why we asked ourselves: which per-
sonal factors were decisive in getting those who are currently at the 
top level of organizations and companies where they are? In addi-
tion, we wanted to know how they managed to keep their position. 
Are personal factors at play there as well? And if so, which of these 
factors can be developed, and which can’t?
Finally, we asked ourselves which personal factors were the pre-
dominant reason behind the stagnation of women and men at the 
sub-top level. And again, we wanted to know: Can these factors be 
influenced?
In order to get an answer to these questions, over the course of 2010 
and 2011, we conducted one hundred and thirty in-depth inter-
views with men and women at the top level and the sub-top level. 
We interviewed people from various types of organizations, which 
included profit, non-profit and public organizations, and both large 
multinationals and medium-sized Dutch companies and instituti-
ons. In addition, we interviewed a number of Olympic champions: 
due to necessary choices, we have not included them in this book as 
a separate group. Interviewees were asked about, among others, their 
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motivations for wanting to make it to the top level, and the talents 
and qualities they used to achieve that. The desire to have an influ-
ence was one of the most common motivations. Most felt stamina 
was the most essential quality.
The information we gathered during the interviews provides an ex-
tensive and in-depth answer to the question of why advancement 
of people at the sub-top level to the board has stagnated. We dis-
covered that it’s predominantly subconscious patterns and certain 
character profiles that make the difference. This was at the basis of 
the creation of this book: we have discovered the ingredients that do 
make the difference, that do make advancement to the board suc-
cessful and sustainable – particularly if women and men contribute 
to that themselves.

All the examples and quotes in this book are in anonymous form. 
We have chosen to do so for two reasons: first of all, they are based 
on comparable experiences of various women and men. Secondly: 
being at the top level makes you visible and vulnerable. Therefore, 
we want to safeguard confidentiality.

Making It to the Board – Building on Character
We chose the Dutch title of the book, which means ‘making it based 
on character’, for two reasons. First of all, it implies that men and 
women who make it to the board have a specific and distinctive 
character profile. We wanted to show that it matters what kind of 
character profile someone on the board has. These profiles go a long 
way toward determining whether someone will be successful or not, 
whether someone aspires to make it to the board in the first place, 
and whether he manages to stay there.
Secondly, this title refers to the strategies women and men use to 
make it to the board.

We explain how character profiles are connected to two other lines 
of approach, and how these are decisive in the success of diversity 
and leadership in organizations. We have discovered how predomi-
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nantly subconscious processes are crucial to the success or failure 
of a diversity policy. We will describe these subconscious processes 
from three different perspectives that provide more of an insight into 
how they work: a person’s character profile, phenomena of transfer 
patterns and the system of origin.

character profile

A person’s character shows how he has responded to events and ex-
periences in his surroundings at certain stages of his life. Over time, 
a significant portion of these reactions become automatic; you react 
the way you do without thinking about it. For the interviews, we 
based ourselves on the character profiles of Jung and Reich, and 
Lowen’s bioenergetics. The work of these psychoanalysts has made 
an important contribution to what is known about personality de-
velopment today. A person’s character profile determines whether he 
is or will be successful on the board.

phenomena of transfer

In addition to a person’s character, his or her personal history and 
the development of fixed behaviour patterns play a role in succes-
sful advancement to a top position as well. These patterns predomi-
nantly arise from the parent/child relationship. We have found that, 
every day, people subconsciously repeat relationships from the past, 
including in professional relationships. These phenomena is referred 
to as transfer patterns.

system of origin

Character and transfer-based relationships are partly determined by 
dynamics that arise as a result of significant events in a person’s fa-
mily history, such as the loss of a parent at a young age. Hellinger, 
the creator of this paradigm, refers to the family as ‘the system of 
origin’. Our human actions are partly determined and ‘restricted’ by 
dynamics in our system of origin. These dynamics are passed down 
from generation to generation. During the interviews, we discovered 
that leaders of organizations are bound by the dynamics in their 
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system of origin as well. They subconsciously perpetuate these dy-
namics in the organization. We refer to this as the leader’s bond with 
his family system and the dynamics that have been passed down.

Advice for the board
Why might this book be of interest to you? This may be the case 
if you have questions about this subject, and are in a position of 
influence. This book provides insights and advice that can help you 
change your current situation. You will get an answer to the questi-
ons we asked earlier: to what extent is a person’s character decisive in 
making it to and staying on the board, and which factors determine 
the success of diversity?

What makes this book different from other books about gender di-
versity and diverse leadership? It’s different in that it looks at the 
issue from three points of view. We explain what you need to make 
it to the board, and provide the missing building blocks for diversity 
and leadership development. In doing so, we assume that sustaina-
ble, i.e. permanent results of diversity development require personal 
leadership.
This book will tell you what factors hinder the advancement of men 
and women at the sub-top level and what – in essence – you need to 
achieve permanent results when it comes to diversity within organi-
zations. We will point out the differences that can improve the re-
cruitment and selection of talent and executive development further, 
which significantly increases the chances of advancement from the 
sub-top level to the board.

Reader’s guide
The book starts out with a description of the playing field of the 
board within organizations, and what may be attractive about wor-
king there. We will look at the current situation with regard to di-
versity policy in the Netherlands and conclusions from noted stu-
dies. In addition, we will reflect on the interviews and experiences 
that we have compiled in this book.
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Chapter two describes the most successful character profiles of 
Dutch women and men at the top level of medium-sized and large 
organizations. What are the real differences between women and 
men on the board, and those who do not succeed in achieving these 
top positions or do not want to?
In the next chapter, we will predominantly look at the matter from a 
system dynamics point of view. We look at the influence the family 
system has on the functioning of people on the board and the sub-
top level, and on the organizational structure in which you func-
tion. We show the effects these family systems have on being suc-
cessful on the board.
Chapter four covers the influence of transfer-based relationships on 
the way to the board. This third perspective shows how hierarchy 
in a person’s personal history influences professional relationships.
Chapter five describes our vision on diversity development, and 
contains practical assistance and advice. Subconscious patterns and 
dynamics seem to be the missing link in making a diversity policy 
successful.
Finally, we will look ahead: how can we expect diversity to develop 
in the slightly longer term?
This book was written for men and women at the top level and at 
the sub-top level of organizations. For the sake of readability, this 
book is written in the third-person narrative, using only he/his/him. 
However, a reference to the male gender obviously includes a refe-
rence to the female gender.

Karin Raes and Lieke Thijssen
June 2015
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2 Character profiles
  make the difference

‘Failure is not an option.’

This motto says a lot about the character of people on the board.  
A person’s character turns out to be one of the things that are deci-
sive in making it to the board. The character profiles of men and 
women on the board differ from those of the people who haven’t 
managed to make it there, or – having come to realize the price they 
would have to pay for it – no longer aspire to be on the board. Still, 
there is no recruitment and selection based on character. That is 
remarkable. Have you ever realized this before, and do you keep this 
in mind in the recruitment of talent for the board? Chances are that 
you don’t, or at least don’t consciously do so.

This chapter contains the first secret to the success of women and 
men on the board. For example, we describe the successful character 
profiles they require for their advancement to the board. In addition, 
we show how those character profiles differ significantly from the cha-
racter profiles of men and women who haven’t made it to the top.
The chapter starts out with a description of what character is, and 
which psychological tradition we have based ourselves on to bring 
those character profiles to the surface. After that, we will provide 
an explanation of the various profiles and describe the implications 
of these conclusions for you as an (aspiring) top executive. The im-
plications for diversity development within your organization as a 
whole are discussed in chapter five.



Making It to the Board

40

The origin of the character profiles
There are different theories about the character and its origins. The 
below descriptions make that clear.

Like Kets de Vries (2007), we consider ‘character’ to be: ‘the whole 
of the deeply-rooted behaviour patterns by which a person can be descri-
bed. It distinguishes us from others. It’s the stamp we have been given 
by nature and our upbringing, which determines who we actually are. 
Character forms the core of how people perceive themselves and how they 
present themselves to the outside world.’

According to Rank and Rank (1997), who go by the tradition of 
bioenergetics ‘the character reflects how certain experiences, struggles 
and compromises have affected someone who was unable to handle the 
pressure of these circumstances at a young age. These circumstances for-
ced him to develop life concepts that were only temporary solutions, in 
the sense that they were not solely created in the interest of a person’s 
vital urges.’

In other words: a person’s character reflects how he has reacted to 
(major) events and experiences in his surroundings at various stages 
in his life. If someone is not aware of these automatisms or ing-
rained behaviour patterns, character becomes destiny. You can pro-
bably think of such a situation; an event or experience that has had 
significant influence on your choices later in life. For many people, 
such an event – consciously or subconsciously – plays a role in their 
career choices later on.

Reich (1930) and Lowen (1992) distinguish the following five cha-
racter structures within the character of each person:
•	 the	schizoid,
•	 the	oral,
•	 the	psychopathic,
•	 the	masochist	and
•	 the	rigid	structure.
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Johnson (1994) later added a sixth structure: the symbiotic struc-
ture.

For the sake of recognizability of these structures to the reader, we 
will replace the original terms after the initial introduction. You 
may associate the original terms with unhealthy or pathological 
structures, which is not likely to invite you to look into this further 
or identify with them. From that point onwards, we will refer to the 
schizoid structure as the ‘survivor’, to the oral structure as the ‘needy 
one’, to the psychopath structure as the ‘challenger’, to the symbiotic 
structure as the ‘merger’, to the masochist structure as the ‘sufferer’ 
and to the rigid structure as the ‘achiever’. You have to realize that 
this is not about people, but about a character structure, a part of a 
person’s character profile.

A person’s character is a mix of these character structures. In most 
cases, one of the bioenergetic character structures is easier to iden-
tify in someone’s attitude towards life, body language and attitude 
than the other structures. This makes this structure the dominant 
character structure.

All the character structures of an individual put together, and the 
extent to which they are dominant or hidden make up his character. 
We refer to this composition of character structures as the character 
profile or character mix. In doing so, we have based ourselves on the 
ideas of Reich, Lowen, Johnson, Veenbaas (2006) and others.

Development of the character
The basis for a person’s character (profile) is laid in the first five to 
six years of his life. The development of the character profile is a 
staged process. Every stage centres around a specific developmental 
need. A child experiences whether this need is met or not. In res-
ponse to that, he develops a way of coping with his surroundings. 
For example, every child goes through a stage in life where what he 
needs most from his parents is protection and nutrition. If, during 
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that stage, there is a lack of protection – for example due to a parent 
being absent or due to neglect – the child develops an extra sense 
and can become fearful, alert or distrustful.

Experiences and events form a person’s perception of reality; his 
self-image, his impression of other people and his impression of the 
world around him. As a result of his experiences, he develops all 
kinds of (subconscious) convictions. A child is unaware of most of 
these assumptions and convictions, but put together, they form his 
perception of reality. For example, a child may develop the convic-
tion that the world is a dangerous place. He carries that experience 
with him into his adult life, at least for as long as he is unaware of 
it. Someone with such a childhood experience tends to be guarded, 
tends to avoid taking risks and stays with an organization for longer 
than others do. He will also wait to see which way the wind blows 
for longer than others do, and usually isn’t too fond of change.

At the age of five or six, someone laid the foundation for his charac-
ter profile. At that stage in life, one or two of the character structures 
are dominant. These are most decisive for the character profile. In 
other words, the basis for a person’s character is laid this early on in 
life, which means that – at least in part – the basis for a position on 
the board is laid at that stage as well.

Over the course of a person’s life, the structures are continuously 
adjusted or confirmed. This is due to new experiences and events. 
Adjustment of the structure means that it’s smoothed down a bit. 
Confirmation means that new experiences reaffirm the structure, 
making it even more ingrained. This means that a person’s charac-
ter profile is not (completely) fixed, but can develop further later on 
in life. This is what makes investments in education and personal 
development worthwhile. As someone gets older, his options of reac-
ting to events in more varied ways increase. Therefore, personal de-
velopment and leadership development benefit from a good amount 
of life and work experience.
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Each character structure has specific qualities. Over the course of 
their adult life, people don’t just learn to take advantage of these 
qualities, but are also confronted with the limitations that come 
with their most dominant character structures. Depending on their 
willingness and ability to reflect on their own actions, people learn 
to be flexible when it comes to their options and limitations. The 
greater the flexibility someone develops in this respect, the more ef-
fective his thinking, sensitivities and behaviour will be. This greater 
flexibility will make him perform better. Depending on his talents, 
this also makes him capable of better performance. You will un-
doubtedly recognize this, for example in employees who have shot 
up on the career ladder, or those who have stalled at an early stage.

In the (development of) the character, there are differences between 
boys and girls, or men and women. In this process, the relation-
ship children develop with their parents is of great influence. For 
girls, their mothers play a major role in their identification as a girl 
or woman, and for boys, their fathers play that role in how they 
develop into men. The presence or absence of the same-sex parent 
has an influence on the healthy development of masculine and fe-
minine characteristics in both boys and girls. These masculine and 
feminine characteristics are discussed in the frame about ‘Successful 
talents and qualities on the board and at the sub-top level’ at the end 
of the chapter.

Successful character profiles
The character profiles of men and women on the board clearly dif-
fer from those of people at the sub-top level – but in what respect? 
In order to establish the differences between those on the board 
and those at the sub-top level, we compared the character profiles 
of those on the board and those at the sub-top level. In addition, we 
looked into which structures are predominantly behind the success 
of the men and women on the board, and which structures are be-
hind someone getting stuck on the way to the board.
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While on the board, the character profiles are largely homogeneous, 
those at the sub-top level are much more heterogeneous. Two diffe-
rent dominant character profiles were found among top executives, 
while at the sub-top level there are five.

One of the successful character mixes for female and male top exe-
cutives is a combination of the character structures of the ‘challen-
ger’ and the ‘achiever’, with one of the structures being a little more 
prominent than the other. The most common combination in suc-
cessful leaders is the combination of ‘the challenger/the achiever’. 
This means that the character structure of the ‘challenger’ is the 
most prominent and, after that, the structure of the ‘achiever’ has 
the most influence on the behaviour of these top executives. To give 
you an overall idea: these are the top executives that are most likely 
to take the lead in new situations.
The second most prevalent combination is the opposite combi-
nation: ‘the achiever/the challenger’. These colleagues can be recog-
nized by the high demands they make on themselves – and you may 
even recognize yourself in this.
The third and fourth variety are top executives in whom only one 
of these two character structures is dominant. In most cases, this is 
the structure of the ‘challenger’ and – slightly less often – that of the 
‘achiever’.

Regardless of their age, the same character structures are dominant 
in all top executives. However, there are differences in terms of emp-
hasis. Among those over fifty, the ‘challenger’ is the slightly more 
common dominant structure. Among those on the board who are 
in their forties and thirties, the number of people whose dominant 
character structure is that of the ‘achiever’ is equal to the number 
of men and women whose dominant structure is that of the ‘chal-
lenger’. This suggests that, over time, the combination of character 
profiles that is required to make it to the board. Amongst those 
at the sub-top level, there are more men and women whose domi-
nant structure is that of the ‘achiever’ than there are on the board. 
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2. Character profiles make the difference

This means that, in these younger generations, the influence of this 
‘achiever’ structure in making it to the board has increased. Do you 
recognize this development in the top of your own organization as 
well?

What do the two most dominant structures look like? We will start 
with an overall description of each character structure. After that, 
we will describe how these structures present themselves in people 
on the board.

the structure of the ‘challenger’
The hidden, subconscious conviction of the ‘challenger’ is: ‘I can’t 
trust anyone; I am on my own and have to do this myself.’ These people 
learned to stand on their own feet at a young age, and have thus 
learned to make it on their own. They don’t really know how to 
surrender, let go and trust others. Achieving something is a matter 
of ‘wanting to’ rather than of ‘daring to’. People with this dominant 
structure can be recognized by their strong focus on the future. Do 
you recognize this, in yourself or your colleagues?

The ‘challenger’ on the board
In organizations, men and women with this dominant character 
structure are focused on the battle for hierarchy. They are used to 
taking the lead and, as a result, tend to take the initiative. They are 
also the informal leaders within an organization. They take on a lot 
of responsibility, and you can usually rely on them – they have no 
problem taking on your duties in addition to their own. This struc-
ture is stress-proof, and they keep a clear head. When they first meet 
you, they will subconsciously size you up: are you strong enough to 
measure up to them, or will you be found wanting? They have dif-
ficulty showing their vulnerable side, and will only ask for your help 
if they have absolutely no other choice.

More than anything else, top executives whose dominant character 
structure is that of the ‘challenger’ want to be the best and the stron-




