
Susan McNair: 
Director at PwC Newcastle

In this interview Susan chats to Nigel Wright about the firm’s 
diversity agenda including steps being taken to reduce its gender 
pay gap and recruit more people from wider social and educational 
backgrounds. Susan also shares with us her career journey in Risk 
Assurance and her thoughts about the North East’s challenges and 
opportunities over the next few years.

SINCE BECOMING A DIRECTOR, HOW HAS YOUR ROLE 
AT PWC EVOLVED? 

We always tell our new joiners that on your first day at PwC 
you’re a new starter; on the second day, you’re a leader and 
it’s true. We have a culture of mentoring and coaching from all 
grades and it’s a big part of the job that doesn’t change however 
senior you get. So, for me, I’ve spent my entire career preparing 
for and growing into this role.  Of course, you do get to make 
more decisions that affect the whole team and clients, and it’s 
exciting and challenging because I can have a bigger impact. 
The support is always there from partners and peers as well so 
I’m not alone.  Pastoral care of the team is something I’m hugely 
passionate about.  People are our firm’s only asset, so I believe it’s 
important to ensure their well-being and to create opportunities 
to learn and develop them.

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR LEADERSHIP 
STYLE?  WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU PASS ON TO OTHER 
ASPIRING LEADERS?

I think my leadership style is empowering and fair.  I want my 
team to enjoy learning but I hold them to account for delivery and 
expect high standards. In my experience, if you work hard the 
firm rewards you and you learn something new here every day.  
In terms of advice, I think learning is the most important thing, 
whether it’s the people you work with or the businesses you get 
to spend time with; absorbing it all and being open to advice and 
new experiences is crucial.
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WHAT’S THE BEST PIECE OF ADVICE YOU’VE RECEIVED?

I’ve had some excellent mentors over the years, men and women, 
who make time for me and have supported me at different times 
in my career. One of the things that has and continues to help 
me over the years is receiving encouragement. It gives me the 
confidence to try to achieve more.  Encouraging people helps plant 
seeds of belief, and it’s something I consciously try to give to my 
team. 

LAST YEAR PWC REMOVED UCAS POINTS AS ENTRY 
CRITERIA FOR GRADUATES. WHAT IMPACT HAS THIS HAD 
ON APPLICATIONS? HAS THAT IMPACT BEEN VISIBLE IN 
THE NORTH EAST BUSINESS? 

Yes, the impact is clear. This initiative is about promoting talented 
people regardless of their social backgrounds or educational 
pathway. We used to recruit from similar backgrounds; University 
graduates who had followed similar paths. We want to encourage 
applications from other qualification routes, different degree 
subjects and all walks of life. Our graduate scheme no longer 
focuses on training accountancy skills but also includes a much 
broader technology pathway. UCAS points as well as name 
and gender no longer appear on our application forms during 
screening.

PWC IS NOW RECRUITING HIGHER APPRENTICES. HOW IS 
THAT WORKING IN YOUR BUSINESS?

Our Higher Apprenticeship pathway is an excellent programme, 
taking leavers from sixth forms and colleges, and providing them 
with a work and study package that gives a fantastic start to 
working life. Many will qualify as accountants much quicker than 
they would as a graduate and certainly from the higher apprentices 
I have worked with in Newcastle, the recruitment has been very 
successful.

PWC’S AIM IS A DIVERSE AND INCLUSIVE 
ORGANISATION. WHAT DIVERSITY METRICS DOES IT 
MONITOR? HOW SATISFIED IS THE BUSINESS THAT 
TARGETS ARE BEING MET?

PwC monitors diversity by grade, gender, age and flexible working 
arrangements and the data is all publicly available.  If you go to 

our website, you can see employee representation within these 
diversity measurements. Targets are in place, with regards to 
achieving a diverse organisation, though we do not follow a quota 
rule. Hiring and promoting the best person for the job has always 
been my experience in the firm. Our Executive Board drives the 
diversity agenda, making sure everyone understands what we are 
trying to achieve. Monitoring and reviewing diversity also ensures 
we’re on the right track. This year 40% of new directors and 28% 
of new partners are female. Almost half of those appointments 
have occurred in the regions, outside of London. Additionally, 42% 
of our promotions to both Senior Manager and Manager in the 
North are female.  As a wider UK firm our BME % is on the rise with 
over 20% of our workforce coming from ethnic minority groups. 
Although progress is taking place, we acknowledge that there’s 
still more to do but we’re moving in the right direction.

IN ADDITION TO TACKLING DEMOGRAPHIC DIVERSITY, 
PWC HAS TAKEN A LEADING ROLE IN EFFORTS TO 
REALIGN THE GENDER PAY GAP. WHAT STEPS IS THE 
BUSINESS TAKING TO ADDRESS THIS?

Regardless of gender, we have a clear pay structure for every 
grade. We publish our pay grades internally giving all employees 
visibility of what senior and junior staff earn. Historically, more men 
than women have risen to the senior grades so of course, a gender 
pay gap exists at some senior levels depending on experience. 
The issue, therefore, still lies with getting more women into senior 
roles. This year, though, we have had a record number of female 
partner promotions and if this trend continues, we expect the pay 
gap to continue to decline.
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This year 40% of new directors 
and 28% of new partners are 
female. 42% of our promotions 
to both Senior Manager and 
Manager in the North are 
female. 



Our graduate scheme no longer 
focuses on training accountancy 
skills but also includes a much 
broader technology pathway.  
UCAS points as well as name 
and gender no longer appear 
on our application forms during 
screening.
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AS A FEMALE DIRECTOR AT PWC’S NEWCASTLE OFFICE, 
WHAT MORE COULD PWC DO TO IMPROVE GENDER 
DIVERSITY IN THE NORTH EAST? 

Our North East and Yorkshire businesses do have a weaker gender 
mix compared with, for example, our London offices.  Although 
46% of our graduates are women, we often lose female employees 
when they reach senior management level. How we retain that 
talent is one of our biggest challenges. One way we’re trying 
to improve our retention of women is by implementing flexible 
working initiatives, helping our employees balance work with 
other commitments. Role models are important too. Other women 
in senior roles inspired me and enabled me to visualise myself in 
their position. We’ve recently received funding from our Executive 
Board to run a programme called Pearls, working with an external 
company. It’s focussed on nurturing our female talent pool by 
providing additional training, mentoring and networking with 
women. PwC also runs a Female Leaders in Business Programme. 
These networking events centre on career, personal and business 
challenges and provide a forum for discussion and making new 
contacts. 

WHAT ROLE DO YOU PLAY IN PROMOTING THE DIVERSITY 
AGENDA?

I act as a mentor for various female and male team members. 
Also, when I select project teams, I’m always conscious of making 
sure everybody gets opportunities to prove themselves, valuing 
different skills and never making assumptions about who might not 
want to work overseas or away from home. It’s important to ensure 
project teams reflect clients too. I like to present clients with a 
diverse range of skills and personalities.  As part of PwC’s aim to 
champion women in the workplace, in October, I participated in 
the ’5 days of women’ campaign. Interviews with myself and other 
female leaders across PwC’s North East and Yorkshire region took 
place which revealed their career journeys, their successes, and 
the challenges they have had to overcome to succeed along the 
way. I was amazed at the feedback from people who got in touch 
following the campaign and the social media footprint was much 
more than we expected. 

YOU’RE FROM SUNDERLAND AND HAVE SPENT YOUR 
ENTIRE LIFE LIVING IN THE NORTH EAST. WHAT DOES 
THE REGION HAVE TO OFFER PROFESSIONALS LIKE 
YOURSELF? 

What’s not to like about living near the coast and being 
surrounded by our beautiful region. Whenever I travel away from 
home and show colleagues or clients photographs of the North 
East they always seem surprised by what we offer, yet is it such 
an exciting and vibrant place to work. Many PwC employees live 
in the local area, including lots of the partners and directors. PwC 
has over three hundred employees in Newcastle representing all 
service lines. Within PwC UK, we always consider ourselves to be 
the friendliest office and visitors always say this. Our people enjoy 
travelling here for events or projects and integrating with our local 
teams.  We, like all businesses, need to continue to invest in the 
region and support its future prosperity. Inspiring our children to 
aim higher and making sure the North East continues to be proud 
and vocal about everything we do here. 


