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THE MEDIAN BOARD repre-
sentation of women in the BSE
100 companies wasa little over
16%in 2023, similartothelev-
els a year ago. According to the
Corporate Governance Scores
2023 report released by
proxy advisory firm Institu-
tional Investor Advisory Ser-
vices (IiAS), for the full effect
of gender diversity, women
should compriseatleast 30% of
theboard.

The good news though is
that the number of companies
where women comprise 30%
or more of the workforce
increased from 16% to 24%.

Though the progress has
been slow, the consensus
amongwomen directorsis that
things have improved. Vibha
Paul Rishi, who sits on the
boards of a host of marquee
companies, says India Inc has
come a long way from the days
when she found herself to be
the lonewoman on aboard.

The Companies Act 2013
madewomen'srepresentation
in listed company boards
mandatory but the real push
came from the Sebi mandate
that the top 500 companies by
market capitalisation must
appoint atleast one woman as
an independent director from
April 1, 2019. “But once it
started, the numbers just
grew,” Rishi says.

Others agree. “Today, even
very strong family run
businesses are co-opting pro-
fessional women on their
boards and I think that’s a
great step forward,” says
Ashu Suyash, founder & CEO
Colossa Ventures.

But do the numbers call
for celebration? A global com-
parison will put the picture in
perspective.

Women make up one in
three directors on the boards of
S&P 500 companiesworldwide.
Adecadeaftertheimplementa-
tion of the Companies Act
2013, 223 (or 45%) of the
Nifty-500 companieshave only
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one woman directorin compli-
ance with the law, as per
Prime Database.

“In India, women’s contri-
bution to GDPis 18%,while the
global average is 37%. The
number of registered enter-
prises set up bywomen in India
is 20%,while the global average
is 40%. The number of women
onboard is in the mid-teens.So
we havealongwaytogo.Ithink
the cycle has started, it’s on the
uptrend but we have a lot more
todo,’says Suyash.

Experts sayan Indian board
places a premium on familiar-
itywith the person chosen fora

Seat at the table because they

are entrusted with all kinds of
information.“Likealways,when
you have to comply with regu-
lation, friendsand familymem-
bers are recruited first,” points
out Suyash.
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That’s also a reason why the
same names are circulated. But
that's true also for men — one
sees the same “pool of directors”
soto speak,sheadds.

“Many corporations still
want a good looking board, not
necessarily an effective board,”
says Geeta Mathur, a profes-
sional independent director.

That brings us toa key dan-
ger facing board diversity —
tokenism.Theoretically,a diver-
sified boardroom enablesvalue
creation; but do theladiesinthe
hot seat feel theyare onparwith
their male counterparts or that
their presence is only about
adhering to the numbers man-
dated bylaw?

Forone,Mathurfeels certain
qualities that women bring to
the table — such as diligence
and conscientiousness —arein
greatdemand.“Onceyouareon

the board, they don't treat you
as a diversity candidate,” says
Mathur, who completes her
stint on the NIIT board soon.“I
willleave the placewith 50% of
the board made up of women,”
she says. “I consider that an
achievement.”

“What we need now is not
legislation,” says Rishi. “Diver-
sity is not just about absolute
numbers, it is about the quality
of thewoman member’s partic-
ipation: How are you treated?
Are you also part of the impor-
tantcommittees? Do theylisten
to you or there’s a lot of
mansplaining  happening?
That’s the next frontier to be
conquered.”

There is strength in num-
bers. So what will it take to
increase this pool of directors?

First, create a pipeline of
potential candidates, suggests
anindustryveteran.Start men-
toring women to take up more
risksbecausewomeningeneral
are risk averse. “Many accom-
plished women in the field of
HR or from a PSU background
have theabilitybutnot thewill-
ingness —theyare scared.Acer-
tain amount of financial liter-
acywill help,’ she says.

Second, maybe there’s a
need to make the regulation
around board membership
less onerous.

Third, look beyond
age/experience,  suggests
Mathur. Most corporationslook

for the number of years or the
companiesapotentialmember
has served. “Look for age diver-
sity,lookat theyoungerlot - say
the 35 to 40 year old group —
especially if you are taking the
ESGagenda seriotisly,’she says.

At the end of the day, it is
about dealing with a leaky
bucket.“Thereal challenge ends
upbeing canyouensurethatwe
don’t have that many women
dropping off from the work-
force before they reach the C-
suite.” Roughly, 35% of women
join the workforce, 20-24%
reach the mid-level and 10-
1:2% the top.“You have to deal
with thatfirst”sumsup Suyash.

{(With inputs from Rajesh
Kurup in Mumbai)



