
We interviewed 18 executive Southwest women 
on their career paths and learnt some amazing 
insights about their routes to success and how to 
stay focused when faced with challenges

Selecting High Performance Leaders
For Forward-Thinking Businesses



CHOOSE TO 
CHALLENGE

INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S DAY

International Women's Day takes place on the 8th

March. It is a global celebration of the social, economic,

cultural and political achievements of women. 

It is also helps to spread awareness regarding women’s

rights and gender equality. 

This years campaign is based on Choose to Challenge 

"a challenged world is an alert world and from

challenge comes change. So let's all choose to challenge."



We recently launched King Executive – a brand new
executive search partner for the Southwest. We

pledge to deliver an even gender split on all of our
shortlists for senior hires, where humanly possible,

and we want to help build a stronger representation of
women at senior level.

 
To mark International Women’s Day we have

interviewed 18 inspiring executive women across 
the Southwest.

 
They have shared with us their incredible stories
about how they have got to where they are today,

what opportunities they seized along the way, 
what success looks like for them, what behaviours

have helped them to overcome obstacles 
and provided really insightful advice which is 
likely to resonate with many women on their 

own career journey. 
 

We have shared the insights below which highlight
some really interesting similarities in quite a few of

the answers.
 

So grab yourself a cup of coffee or 
a glass of wine and enjoy! 

 

   
 
 



THE MAJORITY OF
WOMEN 'SEIZED
EVERY OPPORTUNITY' 

"Don’t doubt yourself, if you are offered an opportunity, don’t

over think whether you can do it, if it excites you then grab

that opportunity with both hands"

"Don’t doubt your ability, often women think they have to have

an 80%+ fit for a job description, whereas men consider

themselves eligible with only a 50% fit"

"All the times where I’ve thought, ‘not sure I can do that’

and I just jumped and did it anyway"



90% OF WOMEN SAID
WALKING AWAY TO TAKE
A BREATHER WAS THE
BEST WAY TO STAY
FOCUSED

"Remove myself from that situation and come back to it later. 

Sometimes it is when you step away and switch off that you 

find the answer easier when you least expect it"

"One of two things, talk to someone I trust if it’s a knotty issue I can’t

see past or get outside in the fresh air and go for a run or a walk in the

countryside to clear my head, so I can get a fresh perspective."

"I go for a run, listen to music, and let my mind de-clutter the

thoughts.  The fresh air and increased adrenaline often help me to

regain perspective and plan of action, as well as lifting my spirits."



We would like to say a huge thank you to all of the 
women who contributed to the article and made it such a

fascinating read:
 

Jayne McClure, CEO, The Travel Chapter
 

Natasha Pavis, Managing Director, Exeter Chiefs
 

Mary Quicke, Managing Director, Quickes Cheese
 

Alona Kemmett, Managing Director, AquaMarine Media
 

Debbie Bond, COO, Love Honey
 

Sarah Ware, CEO, Jenson Group
 

Theresa Dennett, Finance Director, Rodda’s Cream
 

Hannah Moon, CEO, Life Chance
 

Mags Naylor, Chief Executive, Exeter Leukaemia Fund
 

Beth Rogers, HR Consultant, BR HR
 

Zoe Ashby, Managing Director, Vapormatic Ltd
 

Samira Taylor, Head of Finance, Peco
 

Mary Wright, Group Financial Controller, Succession Wealth
 

Lindsey Lucas, Managing Director, Software Solved
 

Donna Hart, Owner, The Family Law Company  
     

Fleur Lewis, Partner, Bishop Fleming  
      

Sarah Jepson, Managing Director, Attention Marketing 
           

Helen Blackmore, Group HR Director, Succession Wealth

 



What’s been the greatest opportunity you’ve been
given and then seized within your career?

"The opportunity to go to University when I came from an under
privileged upbringing. My O’levels weren’t that great and therefore I

really didn’t know what I was going to do. But, my Dad used to read the
FT, and I used to read it with fascination and interest. I then took a

BTEC and found that not only did I love business but I loved finance. I
came out with 7 distinctions and went 

to Uni to study finance."

"Working for Yahoo! In the very early days – having 2 days to move myself
and all my belongings from Luxembourg to London to take the job!"

"I started at Exeter Rugby Club in 2006 as a ‘Hospitality Services
Manager’ when the club moved to Sandy Park Stadium. Therefore, I was

involved from the beginning, which allowed me to grow with the
business and it was important along the way to seize every opportunity
that arose to help develop the stadium and our offering, which finally
lead to my promotion to General Manager in 2014. In answer to your
question, I don’t believe it is ever just one opportunity you must seize

but every single one that you possibly can."



What’s been the greatest opportunity you’ve been
given and then seized within your career?

"I would actually say it’s within my current role at the Life Chance
Group, and our 2 Independent special schools in Devon. I was asked

whether I could provide the organisation with a few weeks consultancy
to help them shape their 3 year business plan. Whilst doing it I was so
inspired about the vision and values and how they support children
impacted by Trauma. That was two years ago, and I am incredibly

privileged to be taking over as CEO in September. My role is so varied,
and I love seeing how supported the students are by our great team, it

makes me proud every day."

"That is a tricky one, I have been really lucky and have been given many
fabulous opportunities but probably being offered the Website Manager 

role at Tesco 20+ years ago.  This was the time when online shopping
was brand new and people didn't really know how to shop online,

ironically, I was given the role as 'if Deb's can do it then our customers
can do it' !!! It was this role that introduced me to e-commerce and

changed the direction of my career forever."



What advice would you give career-minded
ambitious women wanting to reach a

     senior level position?

"Ask them to ask themselves why do they want to reach a senior level 
position, is it for the right reasons and is it within the right organisation?"

"If it feels wrong then invariably it is so trust your gut – my favourite
quote is “all of us are in the gutter but some of us are looking at the stars”

– Oscar Wilde."

"Do what you love rather than chase the money or status or what you
think you should do. Follow your passion and be yourself, don’t try to be 

anything other than yourself."

"Make sure you tell people about your ambitions,
don’t wait to be asked! Keep asking for new experiences and

responsibilities, learn as much as you can about all areas of the business
and don’t give up. Even when you don’t think you have all the

experience, apply for promotions to
make people aware of your ambitions and get experience – 

you never know, someone may take a chance on you."

"Don’t doubt your ability, often women think they have to have an 80%+
fit for a job description, whereas men consider themselves eligible with

only a 50% fit."



What advice would you give career-minded
ambitious women wanting to reach a

     senior level position?

"When opportunities arise, even if these may seem out of reach, go for
them as you may be pleasantly surprised. Unfortunately you may face
discrimination,especially in some male dominated sectors, but ensure

that you are always professional and deliver. Above all, determine your
ultimate career goal and make careful choices to achieve it. The 1979
Harvard study of an MBA program class determined the 3% who had

clear written goals had a higher net worth 10 years later than the
remaining 13% with unwritten goals and 84% with no goals

at all. Aside from the financial angle, this is often referred to as proof
that having a clear SMART goal in mind will direct your focus."

"If you don't believe in yourself then you cannot really expect anyone
else to either. I believe to be really successful in a role you need

to love what you do, if you are happy at work and enjoy working 
with great people then you will naturally be more motivated 

and set up for success. 
Finally, find time to develop a strong mentoring network, I didn't do this

until recently and I wish I had done it years ago, as being able to learn 
from other people's experience and get objective advice 

has been priceless."



What advice would you give career-minded
ambitious women wanting to reach a

     senior level position?

"Don’t be afraid to put yourself out there and speak up. That way you get
noticed. However, I am naturally quite a quiet person but I have always

had a very positive can do attitude and that has helped me. Take
opportunities that you are given as you never know where they might

lead. Have a plan but don’t be scared to deviate from it."

"Listen to your gut feel or call it female intuition and be confident in
putting your ideas/point across. Gut feel in my experience is usually
spot on! Do not be afraid of situations or roles that are challenging –

ignore the inner voice that thinks it's beyond your capability 
and go for it."

"Don’t doubt yourself, if you are offered an opportunity, don’t over
think whether you can do it, if it excites you then grab that opportunity
with both hands. As women so often we start to let self-doubt creep in,

imposter syndrome can always be hanging around and we worry so
much about others, we so often don’t put our own ambition first."



What has been your greatest success to date?

"So many cool things.  Top card right now? Steering our business
through this crazy time where sales in April 2020 dropped to 40%,

developing online, sales of pre-packs, how our team came together to
produce a profitable year against all the odds."

"This type of question is always a tough one for me as I’m terrible at
looking backwards to consider successes as I’m always looking at what
I’m tackling next to move forwards. You could say becoming MD was
my greatest success and I would take that one step further and say that

being a mum and all that that brings and balancing that with a busy
career feels like a success too, but I couldn’t do all of that without the

amazing support from my husband. So maybe my greatest success has
been marrying my biggest cheerleader, having great friends and finding

a job I love that means I get to work with great people!"

"Probably leading and winning the tender for the online shop for the
London 2012 Olympics and then setting up the business from a blank

sheet of paper, trading it and finally closing down the business at the end
of the games...we were only a small team but we smashed it out of the

park."



What has been your greatest success to date?

"I think steering the company through Covid in my first year as 
CEO during 2020! Hopefully I passed my probation! I had a fantastic

team around me, absolutely the best team I could wish for and I 
will forever be grateful that we did it together, but I am also proud of
myself for being brave when I needed to be and making some really

tough calls last year."

"Seeing the business grow substantially in terms of employees, turnover
and number of clients we work with. And being a Mum and running 

the London marathon whilst doing the job!"

"Qualifying as an accountant, first time passes and quickly. The Financial
Controller told me “you will never be an accountant”, oh how I

overwhelmingly proved him so so wrong."



In the last five years, what new belief, behaviour,
     or habit has most improved your life?

"Quality of life supersedes everything else – you can work yourself to
the ground but ultimately family, friends, having down time is more
important. For the  first year I worked crazy hours at Aqua but then

realised I didn’t need to answer that email on a Sunday and no one has
died so if that piece of work happens on a Monday, its fine."

"Running 3 times a week (sometimes twice!) – it is
the best way to de compress following a days work and as a mum, my 

time is precious but ensuring you find time for yourself as well as 
everything else is vital."

"Moving away from trying to get things perfect before actioning them
and accepting that in order to move at pace and grow a business,

sometimes things can be 85% of the way there and you can go back
around at a later date to continuously improve."

"I started re-investing in my own personal development and knowledge
through getting out to events, talking to more peers, listening to audio

books, podcasts. I started with Simon Sinek, The Power Of Why and that
sparked my curiosity and thirst for more knowledge. More recently I’ve
also started to exercise more and caring more about nutrition and sleep.
Don’t get me wrong, I still love good food and wine and a late night with

friends, but I suppose I’m more mindful about it now."



In the last five years, what new belief, behaviour,
     or habit has most improved your life?

"A few!  Getting into a good bedtime routine has helped. Journaling has 
become really popular for a lot of people but I don’t like to spend too 

much time writing after a long day at work. I therefore have a one line a 
day journal which suits me. I simply use it as a gratitude journal to
reflect on all things I have appreciated that day. I have also started
meditating before bed and it has really helped me to sleep better. 

Thirdly exercise and eating well are such important habits to
develop. It can be really hard to lead a healthy and active lifestyle if you

are busy but if you are able to put some time in to planning healthy 
meals and finding time for exercise you will reap the rewards."

"Working on understanding how other people work, their
personalities and what drives them by listening and observing them.

This helps build up good relationships and enables you to get the best
out of your teams."

"Be yourself!  Don’t change your behaviour to “fit in”. A successful
organisation will have a diverse range of people, skills, behaviours and
values and it is this combination of people that makes a business great

not everyone being the same."

"To trust my gut instinct and to believe wholly in my own abilities, oh
and the value of working smarter! I also think there is a lot to be said

for aligning your business or work with your values. That’s
super important to me."



In the last five years, what new belief, behaviour,
     or habit has most improved your life?

"Self-acceptance and alongside that self-belief. When I finally gave up
trying to be like other people I admired and learnt to be myself as 

that was good enough! Of course I learn and take lessons from those
around me who inspire me, but ultimately you can only ever be

yourself. I’m still a work in progress however, I don’t think I will ever
need to stop trying!"

"Taking time out for myself and ensuring I take regular chunks of
annual  leave to rebalance – it took me 30 years to get to this point and I

wish I had done it sooner!

"Treat everyone as you would want to be treated regardless of position. 
When the winds of change blow – make sure you are building windmills 

and not walls!"

"There has been one key belief and behaviour change that has changed
the way I look at things and that is to take wellbeing seriously and make

time for wellbeing – one of the best things I did was going on a
mindfulness course over 6 months! It made me look at things in a

completely different light."



When you feel overwhelmed or unfocused, 
or have lost your focus temporarily, 

what do you do?

"Go outside – go for a 3 mile walk, tinker in the garden, play with the
cats, drink herbal tea but put distance between you and the problem.

Then come back to it with fresh eyes and it isn’t as insurmountable as it
first appeared."

"Generally re-set and by that I mean, step away and reflect on what is in
front of you and plan what needs to happen next. I have had to do this

many times during Covid!"

"Put everything down, turn everything off, turn around and go for a
walk, it will still be there when you come back but will feel manageable

when you do."

"Just get up, have a cup of tea and chat to colleagues. A 10 minute break, 
gives you reflection and then you can revisit the problem and solve it. 

If I’m really in need of a break, I take a day off and everything 
seems refreshed again."

"One of two things, talk to someone I trust if it’s a knotty issue I can’t see
past or get outside in the fresh air and go for a run or a walk in the

countryside to clear my head, so I can get a fresh perspective."



When you feel overwhelmed or unfocused, 
or have lost your focus temporarily, 

what do you do?

"Write a list! I often feel I am being pulled in many different directions.
When I feel overwhelmed I stop everything I am working on and

review/make a new list. I have also started to factor rest time and breaks
into my ‘to do’ list as I believe that down time can be so beneficial.  At
present so many of us are working from home it can be easy to sit at a
desk all day without stopping so a break has to form part of your plan

and you have to stick to it as though you would an appointment."

"I go for a run, listen to music, and let my mind de-clutter the thoughts. 
 The fresh air and increased adrenaline often help me to regain

perspective and plan of action, as well as lifting my spirits."

"Go for a run.  Or if it’s really bad (and after 6pm usually) have a 
large gin and chat it through with either my husband, close 

friend or colleague."



We hope you have found this article helpful,
whether you are on your own career journey
or simply taking time to learn about others

and what works for them. 
 

If King Executive can help you to fill a position
in your company, or if you are a

candidate looking for your next executive role,
please give us a call.

 
 

www.kingexecutive.com
 

Contact our CEO, Helen Plumridge direct:
07808 537696 | helen@kingrecruit.com


