
 

 
 

 

ELAINE WOODS – BUSINESS UNIT DIRECTOR 
 
1. What was your first ever job?  
 
When I was 14 I worked in a hairdressers washing hair on a Saturday for my mum’s friend and 
babysitting for neighbours – I know both very typical ‘girl’ jobs!  Even from an early age I was driven 
to have my own money and independence.  I worked lots of part time jobs in bars and restaurants 
until I left University and took my first ‘proper’ job as an Account Executive within an outbound 
Telemarketing company – a far cry from my Law and Criminal Justice degree and my original plan to 
work in in CID!  20 years later I’m still working in outsourcing and my passion for sales has never 
waned!  
  
2. Describe the journey you’ve taken to get to the role that you are in today? 
 
The journey was fairly simple, lots of hard work, long hours when needed and dedication to the cause!  I always had my eye 
on my next step and had a clear plan on how to get there.   I have been lucky enough to have been promoted a number of 
times within my 15 year career at CPM and always had managers & mentors that believed in me which makes a real 
difference.   I’ve never once believed that my gender has slowed my advancement down – if anything I think it’s actually 
helped me advance my career as I found on a number of occasions I joined high profile client accounts where I offered a 
different ‘female’ dimension to the relationship with clients in a pretty male dominated environment; helping change the 
dynamic and add value. 
  
3. In your opinion working in a predominantly male oriented industry (sales) what advice would you give young women 
who are trying to build a career in the industry? 
 
Sales can be an incredibly rewarding career for woman, the transferable skills you acquire will set you up well for any career 
choice in the future.  My advice would be choose a company and brand that you are proud to represent and one that has a 
clear Talent development/mentor programme to allow you to reach your full potential.  Look to see if this is supported by 
female representation in the Executive / C-suite roles as this will be a good barometer of parity. Be genuine, honest and be 
clear on the shadow you want to cast whilst supporting other women to reach their full potential too. Finally have 
confidence in your ability and your judgement to make great business decisions, this is often the one area women struggle 
with the most.  
  
4. As a leader in your business how will you strive to maintain a gender parity mindset? 
 
I judge and reward people based on their contribution and the dynamic and experience they bring to the team regardless of 
gender.  That said I think it’s incredibly important to model positive leadership behaviours and to challenge any gender 
stereotypes through focused recruitment for the best talent and development programmes for existing talent.  I think there 
is also much unconscious gender stereotyping in the workplace and the more we can challenge ourselves to acknowledge 
this and act appropriately the better.  After all most of us have been brought up with stereotypes since birth with toys, 
colours and jobs being defined as male or female, it’s therefore easy to understand why these are engrained unconsciously 
within us as adults. 
  
5. What role do you take in life/business to help forge positive visibility of women 
 
I consider my role in my home life to be incredibly important to spread positive visibility of woman as I am a mother to 2 
sons.  I speak with them regularly about valuing others regardless of gender, in their lifetime they will see further blurring of 
genders as we enter a very different time of how we define and interpret what it is to be male or female.  They have positive 
affinities with strong women in their lives and my husband is great at supporting these positive views too as we both 
scramble through the week trying to hold everything together, work, kids, dog, school run, football practice etc!  In business 
my team have a positive image of females in senior positions & in my direct team 56% of management positions are held by 
females further demonstrating that in a largely sales focussed environment both men and woman have equal chances of 
progressing.  
  



 
 
6. Who was the biggest influence on your career?  
 
I would say my first manager when I was just 21, she was incredibly driven and hungry to be successful and she also pushed 
me hard and gave me lots of encouragement to think big.  Within 2 years I was the company’s youngest Account Manager at 
23, I was really proud of what I had achieved.  I was managing the company’s flagship account and had my first taste of 
managing teams.  On the flip there were many aspects of her style that I found restrictive so I choose the best bits I had 
learnt from her and tried to find my own style and this approach has served me well ever since.   
 
  
7. Is there any women in leadership that you admire outside of your organisation?  
 
Of course the obvious for me is Cheryl Sandberg, I enjoyed her book and found her story really inspiring.  Closer to home I 
have seen many inspirational journeys from Lady Mone, founder of Ultimo, and Moya Green CEO of Royal Mail.  All of them 
had steely determination; I also love an underdog and I’m a sucker for a normal girl done good!  
  
8. What advice would you give to anyone starting a career in sales? 
 
My advice would be to set goals, be confident and don’t think you only get to the top by demonstrating the traditional 
‘male’ traits of aggression, competitiveness and being driect for example.  Building strong trusting high performing teams 
and being able to negotiate well are exceptionally important skills to master.   Forward planning & delivering results are all 
far more important in sales than any façade you think you may have to demonstrate in order to be successful. 
 
  
9. If you could state one characteristic that makes a strong business woman, what would that be? 
 
The standout quality that I admire is a really strong sense of self, they know their strengths, weaknesses but overall they are 
super comfortable in their own skin and this positivity radiates to others and pulls others towards them. 
  
10. What are the few resources (books, articles, blogs etc.) you would recommend to someone to gain insight into 
becoming successful in life and their career? 
 

Thanks to my mentor, I have read some great books and articles that have resonated with me over the years including Lean 
in by Cheryl Sandberg, The Confidence Code by Katy Kay and Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff by Richard Carlson.  These days 
with time pressures I prefer to read blogs and articles for short downloads including the APS of which I’m a member, I also 
enjoy the many articles on Forbes magazine and of course I love a good TED Talk.  I recently listened to the Chimp Paradigm 
audio book which helped pass the long hours travelling to meetings - I also found this really interesting and amusing too. 

 
 


