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" Legacy business groups line up to hire former tec
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or Al Skills Reaches Boardrooms

h CXOs as independent directors

Rica Bhattacharyya &
Mavulik Vyas

Mumbai: A battle for board-
room talentisheatingup
amongIndia’slegacy busi-

ness groups as they seek to -

onboard former tech CXOs
with expertise in cutting-

edgetechnologies like artifi-

cial intelligence (AI), cyber-
security, bigdata, and ma-
chine learning, as indepen-
dentdirectors.

However, the pool of such

seasoned technology leaders-

—former chief executives,

managingdirectorsandchief ~ Thiscomesata tme when
technology officerswithdeep Al isseenastheprimary

knowledge of Aland deep disruptive forceformost
tech—remainslimited, com-  businessesacross mdp§tr1es,
pany insidersand board prompting many tradlt}onal
consultants noted. businesses to go for rapid

Independent Call

About 1,329 first- | This was:

time independent [ from 997 ‘

directors were
appointed in NSE-
listed-cos in CY24

AVERAGE AGE OF INDEPENDE
DIRECTORS AT 2,294 NSE COS |

digitisation and foray into
new business areas as part of
their future growth strategy,
expertssaid.

That apart, new-age busines-
sestoo arehunting in the same
talent poolto hire veteransas
directors on their boards.

“Technology hasmoved
from being in the periphery to
occupyingthe centre stage
across businesses,” said
Pankaj Arora, managing
director of Russell Reynolds
Associates, a leadership and
board advisory firm.
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“This leads to companies
grappling with technology
bothas a game-changingop-
portunity and asa threatpo-
sed by riskssuch asdata bre-
ach, and cyber theft. Hence,
having someone on the bo-
ard who understands tech-
nology well enough to help
in strategy, governance,
risk mitigation, and identi-
fying future opportunities
is becoming a business im-
perative,” added Arora.
Prominent names among
independent directors with
tech background include
Gopichand Katragadda, for-
mer chief technology offi-
cer of Tata Group, who joi-
ned Asian Paints board in
April; Neelam Dhawan, for-
mer MD of Microsoft India,
whoisontheboardof Ather
Energy, Tech Mahindra and
others; Rekha Menon, for-
mer chairman and senior
MDof AccentureIndia, who

is on the board of Biocon;
and Al-Noor Ramji, tech ad-
visor and startup mentor
who is on board of Tata Mo-
tors and others.

“Only a few boards are res-
haping the board agenda
and configuration to rema-
inrelevant in the face of the
tsunami driven by AIL” said
Vineet Nayar, former CEO
of HCL Technologies. “As
products and strategies be-
come obsolete, so too do bo-
ards, unless they transform
tostayrelevant.”

Jyoti Bowen Nath, mana-
ging partner of executive
search firm Claricent Part-
ners, said, “The most com-
mon evidence of a compa-
ny’sreadinesstooversee Al-
related opportunities is fo-
und in the experience board
members have in technolo-
gy, digitaland AL”

The demand for former
CXOs with Al expertise is
primarily driven by the tech
sector where more than40%

of companies have at least
one independent director
coming from an AI backgro-
und, Nath said.

There is a high demand for
independent directors with
proven experience in the di-
gital and AI space in non-
tech segments, too, as the
use of Al becomes rampant
across industries, she said.

Industrial conglomerates,
manufacturing firms, auto-
mobile/EV and component
makers, consumer busines-
ses, education and edtech
companies lead the pack in
vying for Al expertise on
their boards, experts said.

Companies  understand
that appointing directors
with expertise in AI and
other emerging technologi-
es “helpsthem stay competi-
tive, manage risks, and ex-
plore new growth opportu-
nities in today’s fast-chang-
ing business world”, said
Anisha Patnaik, founder of
law firm LexStart Partners.

Abhijit Joshi, managing
partner at Veritas Legal, sa-
id while independent direc-
tors have traditionally focu-

sed on governance and
compliance, rapid advance-
ment in technologymakes it
important for companies to
onboard a few members
well-versed in Al, blockcha-
in and robotics as directors
as they “can play a critical
role in managing risks, fos-
tering innovation, and en-
suring compliance”.

“This combination of go-
vernance and technological
know-how enables busines-
ses to remain competitive
and achieve long-term
growth,” said Joshi, who al-

so serves as an independent.

director on the board of Na-
vin Fluorine International.

Stressing the need for
transforming company bo-
ards at a time when Al isra-
pidly reshaping businesses,
former HCLTech chief Nay-
ar said, “Boards must beco-
me agile, capable of interac-
tive experimentation, and
align leadership with new
opportunities created by AL
Al moves faster than tradi-
tional strategy processes
can handle, and boards
must set the pace.”




