
7Total Property 6 Total Property 

———
BAYLEYS IS COMMITTED TO PROMOTING DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION AS A BASIS FOR 

INCREASING WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION - AND CAREER SUCCESS - IN THE COMMERCIAL 
PROPERTY SECTOR. WE ASKED TWO INDUSTRY LEADERS AND FOUR SUCCESSFUL FEMALE 

MEMBERS OF THE BAYLEYS NATIONWIDE COMMERCIAL TEAM TO SHARE THEIR OWN 
EXPERIENCES AND THEIR THOUGHTS ON THIS SUBJECT.

———

WHILE SHE’S DEEPLY DEDICATED to 
all aspects of diversity and inclusion, 
when Leonie Freeman, chief executive 
of Property Council New Zealand 
(PCNZ), talks about gender diversity, in 
particular, her passion is obvious.

“I know I get over-excited, but we’re 
really shifting the dial in this area 
now and seeing great outcomes when 
companies recognise that it’s important 
to welcome talented women, and even 
more importantly – to keep them.”

Freeman joined PCNZ in December 2018, 
after working in the industry for 30 years. 

“We do a lot of work around measuring 
women’s participation in speaking at 
industry events, such as panels, forums 
and conferences, and with our panel 
pledge, we aim for a ratio of 40 percent 
male, 40 percent female, and 20  
percent discretionary - male or female,” 
says Freeman.

“I tell women to just put up their hands 
and get noticed, and if they say that 

they’re nervous or don’t think they have 
anything to contribute, I remind them that 
of course they do.”

 She says there’s no doubt that attitudes 
are changing though – albeit slowly, 
in commercial real estate, which has 
traditionally been a male domain.

“One of our initiatives – and businesses 
like Bayleys are already doing this – is 
encouraging men in this part of the industry 
to support women co-workers, in order for 
them to progress on their own merits.”

Freeman says that after a few months 
in her current position, a journalist asked 
how she was finding it – specifically - as 
a female.

“I realised, then and there, that the 
gender part of that question should be 
completely irrelevant in future, and that’s 
what we’re working towards.” 

LIKE MOTHER, LIKE DAUGHTERS
Yvonne Westerman, director of Bayleys 
Taupo, is another well-known property 
industry stalwart.

“I just don’t give a hoot if someone’s 
male or female, the only important thing 
is whether they can do the job!” she says.

Her mother, Dorothy Westerman, was 
a Taupo real estate pioneer who regularly 
drove around town with her youngest 
children, in the early 1960s, putting up 
‘for sale’ signs.

“If a section was a bit messy she’d whip 
out her own rotary hoe and tidy it up!”

Westerman and her identical twin 
sister, Elaine followed their mother into 
the business.

“We never thought being female was 
an issue, and our mother didn’t give us 
any special treatment.”

Westerman specialised in property 
management, while Elaine Westerman’s 
strengths lay in sales, before her 
unexpected illness and death, eight 
years ago.

“To be honest the thing I’m most proud 
of in my career, is that I was able to come 
back, even in my grief, and keep things 
going here,” says Westerman.

“Within a few months we hit 50% of 
market share in Taupo for the first time, 
which had always been Elaine’s goal, and 
that felt really good.”

The business remains family-based 
and potential employees usually need to 
join a waiting list.

———
“I JUST DON'T GIVE A  

HOOT IF SOMEONE'S MALE  
OR FEMALE, THE ONLY 
IMPORTANT THING IS  
WHETHER THEY CAN  

DO THE JOB!”
———

YVONNE WESTERMAN,  

DIRECTOR OF BAYLEYS TAUPO

———
“THE GENDER PART OF  

THAT QUESTION SHOULD  
BE COMPLETELY 

IRRELEVANT IN FUTURE, 
AND THAT’S WHAT WE’RE 

WORKING TOWARDS.”
———

LEONIE FREEMAN, CHIEF 

EXECUTIVE NEW ZEALAND 

PROPERTY COUNCIL

GIVING VOICE TO
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make that happen.
“I don’t let it get to me though, as I’m 

quite pragmatic and I’m in a happy, 
healthy work environment with great 
male colleagues.

“I have a deep passion for my job and 
I hope that I can inspire other women to 
come and work in this sector.” 

INSTITUTIONAL KNOWLEDGE
Addressing the issue of gender diversity, 
REINZ CEO Bindi Norwell says that as a 
profession real estate has a good gender 
balance with around 48 percent of the 
industry made up of women. 

“Interestingly, there are quite distinct 
categories where one gender outweighs 
another – there are more men in all age 
categories below the age of 43 and over 
the age of 58, but women outweigh men 
in the 43-57 age range.” 

Norwell notes that currently the 
CEOs of REINZ, the REA, the Property 
Council and the New Zealand Property 
Investors’ Federation are all women and 
additionally, the REINZ Board has a 
strong female representation. 

“However, we have many fantastic 
male leaders at CEO/MD level at the 
different real estate brands and property 
organisations,” she says.

“So, whilst we are making good  
strides in terms of gender diversity, 
it would be good to see more 
representation of women at senior  
levels across the profession. 

“Lastly, we have a good mix of ethnic 
diversity across the profession, but 
more work could be done in this space, 
particularly to represent Maori and 
Pasifika communities.”

REINZ holds an annual Women in 
Leadership event and Norwell also 
speaks at other events, sharing her own 
experience in leadership.

She says REINZ also tries to ensure 
that all the speakers, at different events 
throughout the year, represent the 
individuals that make up the real estate 
profession, in terms of gender, sexual 
orientation or race.

“We are working on an industry-wide 
culture and conduct programme that 
will provide best practice tools and 
resources to prevent discrimination of 
all forms in the workplace, including 
around gender.”

Norwell agrees that commercial 
real estate is still largely a male 

domain but says that many of the large 
brands run their own programmes in 
this space which involve initiatives 
such as research projects, mentoring 
programmes, and events, as it has been 
recognised that it would be encouraging 
to have more women in that side of  
the industry. 

“Additionally, the Property Council 
also runs a Women in Property 
programme which offers career support 
and networking opportunities.”

When it comes to her own career 
Norwell believes she’s been lucky.

“I haven’t felt any issues of 
discrimination – I’ve had great support 
from both men and women throughout 
my career, but I know that not everyone 
has had the same experience as me.”

She says she does her best to back the 
women she works with in their careers, 
and will continue to do so.

“I am a strong advocate of 
development plans, coaching and 
training & development across our team 
to support career development.”

Norwell is also involved in various 
mentoring programmes outside  
of REINZ and is a member of  
Global Women.

THE QUEST FOR DIVERSITY
In 2018, Bayley Corporation managing 
director Mike Bayley sponsored 
an Auckland University study that 
investigated women’s experiences  
in the commercial property sector  
in Auckland.

The report Women in commercial 
property: An analysis of women’s work 
life and structure in the professional 
commercial property industry in 
Auckland, was led by Professor Deborah 
Levy, with Doctor Raewyn Hills and 
Doctor Jane Horan from the Department 
of Property at the University of 
Auckland Business School.

They completed 20 intensive one-
on-one interviews with women at 
university intending to enter the 
commercial property profession, as  
well as with women currently employed 
in the sector, and women who had left 
it behind.

Broadly, their findings confirmed that 
gender-bias within the industry leads 
to loss of female talent – especially with 
a small number of senior female role 
models to inspire new entrants. Many 
women abandon commercial real estate 
careers because of a lack of support 
from male colleagues, bullying is still 
commonplace, and a lack of rigorous 
HR protocols often makes it difficult for 
women to resolve employment issues. 

It became clear that good management 
and leadership is vital for an organisational 
culture that is inclusive and fair. 

Bayleys national director, 
commercial, Ryan Johnson is a member 
of the Property Council’s Diversity and 
Inclusion Committee, and for the past 
two years the company has adopted  
the 40:40:20 panel pledge at all 
commercial events. 

Bayleys also has its own Women in 
Property Committee and is developing 
a recruitment strategy to educate 
women about the benefits of a career in 
commercial property and the support 
available to them at Bayleys.

———
“SO, WHILST WE ARE MAKING 
GOOD STRIDES IN TERMS OF 

GENDER DIVERSITY, IT WOULD 
BE GOOD TO SEE MORE 

REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN 
AT SENIOR LEVELS ACROSS 

THE PROFESSION.”
———

BINDI NORWELL, CHIEF EXECUTIVE 

REAL ESTATE INSTITUTE OF  

NEW ZEALAND

FLEXIBILITY AND FREEDOM
With a background in hotel management, 
Peta Laery, associate director sales and 
leasing at Bayleys North Shore, wanted 
more room for work/life balance, but 
when she first considered commercial 
real estate she was advised to try 
residential first.

Laery’s first role was in project 
marketing, selling apartments off the 
plan but she found she had no real 
enthusiasm for it.

She got her big break when she joined 
Bayleys' commercial division, 18 years 
ago and knowing it was male-dominated, 
she was determined to make a difference.

“I absolutely loved it, from the very 
first day, and I was lucky to have an 
amazing sales manager who took me 
under his wing for the first six months 
and taught me everything.

“I can honestly say in all the time since, 
there’s only been one occasion where I 
encountered a man who didn’t want to 
deal with me.”

Laery says she was given a great 
patch in the industrial area surrounding 
Auckland Airport and she soon knew 
almost every building, every owner, and 
every tenant – and still does today.

She enjoyed the personal freedom her 
job brought with it, guaranteeing plenty 
of family time, and she was frequently 
named top female commercial agent in 
New Zealand.

After eight years Laery left Bayleys 
to work for other commercial sales 
companies, before moving back to her 
original employer, early this year.

“I can’t believe how much has 
changed in Bayleys – especially when 
it comes to encouraging women in the 
business,” she says.

Laery enjoys being around younger 
salespeople and sharing her wisdom.

‘Some of the guys in their 20s, 
especially, are expecting to make lots 
of money but they don’t have the life 
experience that I do.”

 She says that as a sales and leasing 
broker, she has extensive knowledge of 

all facets of the business and that even 
after all these years, finalising a deal is 
still thrilling.

FINDING THE RIGHT FIT
With a business management degree, 
Rebecca Bruce is one of a handful of 
women working in commercial real 
estate in Hamilton.

“My mother is a residential 
salesperson, but commercial somehow 
felt like a better fit for me because 
I’m good with numbers plus I have 
accounting and marketing skills, and I 
can analyse data very quickly.”

Bruce won the 2016 Real Estate 
Institute of New Zealand (REINZ) 
Commercial and Industrial Rising Star  
of the Year award.

She joined Bayleys two years ago 
and says that the company has a great 
culture, with plenty of assistance 
available for its salespeople.

“They’re good communicators, and 
especially supportive of their female 
talent, introducing us to each other  
with conference call catch ups, and 
other events.

“In some ways this business is easier 
to progress in if you’re an older male, 
and some clients still prefer to deal with 
a man, but there are others who want a 
female agent.” 

Bruce says that in fact this is 
happening more often, as women are 
taking on senior roles in the businesses 
she deals with, in growing numbers.

 “It’s great because I’m very rarely the 
only woman in a room now but if that is 
the case, I always enjoy the challenge of 
showing I can add value, and before long 
they respect you. 

“The Property Council has been good 
to me too, organising six-weekly lunches 
with women in related fields, such as 
lawyers, planners and councillors, so 
it’s a really nice chance to network and 
share ideas.”

Bruce says negotiating commercial 
and industrial deals at the top end of the 
market can be complex and she finds the 
process of finding tailored solutions for 
her clients immensely satisfying.

Jessica McKenzie was doing a  
conjoint degree in law and architecture 
when a sudden change of mind saw her 
graduating in 2007 as a Bachelor  
of Property.

She joined Bayleys in 2012 and 
qualified as a registered valuer in 2013, 
concentrating on Auckland’s CBD and 
fringe suburbs.

“Commercial real estate suits 
my personality because I’m not an 
emotional person and dealing with 
people selling their homes doesn’t 
appeal to me,” she says.

“I really love numbers and I’m very 
analytical, so commercial is a natural fit.”

McKenzie, whose clients have included 
Auckland Council and Auckland 
Transport, confirms that this side of the 
property business is still mostly male.

“Last year I had to fight a rent review 
and there were raised eyebrows when  
a woman turned up, but I got through 
that okay.”

She says there’s no doubt Bayleys do 
all that they can to help support women 
in commercial real estate, but some 
attitudes in the wider industry are yet  
to change.

“Those senior men in business, who 
only want to deal with another man for 
their property transactions, really need a 
mind-shift and I don’t know how we can 

———
PETA LAERY, ASSOCIATE 

DIRECTOR SALES AND LEASING  

BAYLEYS NORTH SHORE

———
“I’M VERY RARELY THE 

ONLY WOMAN IN A ROOM 
NOW BUT IF THAT IS THE 

CASE, I ALWAYS ENJOY THE 
CHALLENGE OF SHOWING  

I CAN ADD VALUE.”
———

REBECCA BRUCE, COMMERCIAL 

BROKER BAYLEYS HAMILTON

———
“I HAVE A DEEP PASSION  
FOR MY JOB AND I HOPE  

THAT I CAN INSPIRE OTHER 
WOMEN TO COME AND WORK 

IN THIS SECTOR.”
———

JESSICA MCKENZIE, SENIOR VALUER 

BAYLEYS VALUATIONS LIMITED

Bayleys is proud to be a sponsor of a new gender diversity study which is being carried out by New Zealand 
Property Council, in partnership with Global Women and McKinsey & Company. For more information please  
visit: https://www.propertynz.co.nz/news/benchmark-diversity


