Women on SouthAfrican boards
– facts, fiction and forward thinking

March 2020

A report from the USB Chair: Women at Work

Section four: Forward thinking: getting more women on
boards

The publication of this report is sponsored by WDBIH.
WDBIH aims to be a catalyst of reform through strategic investments in the corporate sector and the
development of women entrepreneurs.
WDBIH understands that women who sit on boards face many challenges, and that research can help address
these challenges so that we can create more inclusive workplaces.
Authors:
Prof. Anita Bosch: USB Research Chair of Women at Work, University of Stellenbosch Business School,
abosch@sun.ac.za
Prof. Kathleen van der Linde: Professor in Mercantile Law, University of Johannesburg, kevdlinde@uj.ac.za
Mr Shimon Barit LLM: Research Fellow, University of Stellenbosch Business School
Citation wording for this report as follows:
Bosch, A., van der Linde, K., & Barit, S. (2020). Women on South African boards: facts, fiction and forward
thinking. University of Stellenbosch Business School, South Africa.

i

This section explores how to get more women on boards, and
how to get more out of those who are already there:
• Part one explores the ideas of power and influence and looks
the role of CEOs, board committees and committee chairs. It
also explores the weight of an interlinked, experienced director
who sits on more than one board. Women who remain outside
positions of power have limited ability to impact company
strategy, and companies should strive to appoint women CEOs,
committee members and committee chairs.
• Part two looks at how the number of women on a board
impacts their ability to function. Having three or more women
on a board can change the power dynamic of the board, and
open the door for more critical conversations and richer decision
making.
• Part four looks at short-, medium- and long-term tactics that
companies have used to find and grow women board members.
These range for closing the wage gap between male and female
board members to establishing a shadow board to grow the
next generation of women directors.
• Part five looks at different ways that shareholder activities can
encourage companies to take female board representation
seriously. These include selling shares (exit strategy) and
engaging in formal and informal conversations (voice). The
choice of which strategy to use depends on the level of
shareholding in the company
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4. Forward thinking: getting more women on boards

Power and
influence

Just being on a board is not enough. The power to influence strategy, and make a meaningful difference is determined by key positions like
the CEO or committee chair.

Research reported by Viviers and Mans-Kemp conducted by Inoxico in 2013 indicated that women
seldom replaced retiring directors but were rather added to an existing board110.
A diverse board opens the door for a female CEO
The low number of female CEOs raises two questions:
1.

Are diverse boards more likely to appoint female CEOs?

2.

Are diverse boards more likely to support female CEOs during their tenure?

Cook & Glass found that boards with one or more female board member are more likely to appoint and support female CEOs than all-male
boards are111.
The reverse is also true: all-male boards are less likely to appoint female CEOs. An all-male board that appoints a female CEO is also
not likely to support her in her tenure. This behaviour risks entrenching the bias that female leaders are not as competent as their male
counterparts112.
Additionally, the authors found that it is both the number of female board members as well as their influence on and interconnectedness
with the board that makes the difference113. When it comes to appointing women as CEOs, one highly influential female board member can
be more effective than several less influential ones114.

However, when it comes to supporting a female CEO, many female board members are more impactful
than one influential one115.

110 Viviers & Mans-Kemp (2019). Director overboardedness in South Africa: Evaluating the experience and business hypotheses. International Journal of Disclosure and
Governance, 16(1): 68-81. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41310-019-00057-x. 111 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition on the appointment
and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 142-144. 112 Carton & Rosette (2011). Explaining bias against black leaders: Integrating theory on information
processing and goal-based stereotyping. Academic Management Journal, 54: 1141-1158. 113 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition
on the appointment and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 143. 114 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition on
the appointment and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 143. 115 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition on the
appointment and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 143.
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Board committees hold the power
Many board decisions take place in board committees, and women directors who sit on these committees, or are committee chairs, have
more influence than those who do not. Green and Homroy argue that gender diversity in board committees may be a better predictor of
company performance than overall board diversity116.
Globally, women are rarely appointed to head up these committees117.

The outside expert: interlinked directors
An interlinked director serves on more than one board, and can bring practices and innovation from one company to another118 .
They have more authority and credibility than directors who sit on only one board, and are more able to influence the outcomes of board
decisions119. This is even more so for women on male-dominated boards. As they are seen as outside experts, with exposure to minority
issues, they have an opportunity to influence corporate strategy120.

116 Green & Homroy (2018). Female directors, board committees and firm performance. European Economic Review, 102(C): 20. 117 Bilimoria (2012). Women on boards and
professional networks. Conference presentation at the National Academy of Management, Boston, MA; Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board
composition on the appointment and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53(2015): 141. 118 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board
composition on the appointment and success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 141. 119 Shropshire (2010). The role of interlocking director and board receptivity in
the diffusion of practices. Academic Management Review, 35: 246, 253; Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition on the appointment and
success of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 141. 120 Cook & Glass (2015). Diversity begets diversity? The effects of board composition on the appointment and success
of women CEOs. Social Science Research, 53: 141
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Critical mass:
from a lone voice to a significant say
It takes at least three women on a board for the female directors to
feel accepted and heard. Konrand defines three phases that trace
the path towards acceptance: invisibility, conspiracy and critical
mass121. This section of the report summarises each of these phases.

One woman on a board: the invisibility phase
A solo woman may be seen as a token appointment to meet the demands of gender diversity advocates122. This could have one of two
consequences: they may be excluded, or they may be hyper visible123.
The views of an excluded woman are intentionally or unintentionally ignored; while a hyper visible woman is seen as a woman first and an
accomplished individual second.

There is a difference in attitude to the first woman, and the only woman124. A competent first woman paves the way
for women who come after her to be evaluated for her capabilities, not her gender125.
Two women on a board: the conspiracy phase
Two women on a board may still struggle with the impact of entrenched stereotypes, but to a lesser extent than a lone woman would125.
A female director has a voice to back her up and validate her opinions126. However, when they agree, they could be seen to conspire with
each other on the basis of their gender – not having reached the same conclusions separately127.

Three women on a board: critical mass
Once there are three women on a board, women are no longer seen as outsiders on the board. They are no longer seen as voices for the
entire gender, but as individuals with independent opinions. The stereotyping problems that exist with one or two women on the board fall
away128 . Additionally, the boardroom dynamic changes: as women’s voices are accepted, a wider range of issues are discussed from a wider
range of perspectives. There seems to be an increase in collaboration and inclusiveness when women form part of the conversation129.

Why three women?
It’s useful to refer to Asch’s study regarding conformity to a majority opinion. Asch proved that when a majority express an opinion, even if
that opinion is wrong, the minority is more likely to agree with the majority than with the opinion of a single dissenter130.

However, if the dissenter has even one ally, the minority are less likely to agree with the majority.
This leads to greater group examination of the issue under discussion and a higher quality
decision131.

121 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147. 122 Torchia et al. (2011). Women directors
on corporate boards: From tokenism to critical mass. Journal of Business Ethics, 102(2): 308. 123 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on
corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147. 123 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational
Dynamics, 37(2): 147. 124 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 150. 125 Konrad et al.
(2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147, 153. 126 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of
three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147. 127 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards.
Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147, 153. 128 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 154.
129 Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 147, 155. 130 Asch (1955). Opinions and social
pressure. Scientific American, (193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 148-149.
131 Asch (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, (193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards.
Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 149.
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When applied to women on boards, a grouping of three women who strongly and unanimously advocate a specific point, in the absence of
a dissenting view, leads to three outcomes:
1.

They are more likely to persuade the rest of the board to follow their ‘apparent majority decision’132.

2.

If there is a persistent minority view in the face of a majority of three, this could lead to a more detailed exploration of the issue at hand,
so the board may make a better decision133.

3.

Women are more likely to voice their opinions when they know there is another woman on the board, as the other woman may be seen
as a supportive ally134.

Konrad et al. illustrated this evolution from one to three women using interviews with women directors, CEOs, and corporate secretaries135.
Torchia et al. studied this phenomenon in companies in Norway, where there is a 40% mandatory quota for women on corporate
boards136. The study tested whether an increase in female representation would increase organisational innovation137. The study showed
that the presence of one or two female directors on a board had no effect on the level of organisational innovation138 . However, there
was a significant and positive relationship between the critical mass of at least three women directors and the level of organisational
innovation139.

132 Asch (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, (193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards.
Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 149. 133 Asch (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, (193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or
more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 149. 134 Asch (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, (193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008).
Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 149. 135 Asch (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American,
(193): 31-35; Konrad et al. (2008). Critical mass: The impact of three or more women on corporate boards. Organizational Dynamics, 37(2): 145-164. 136 Torchia et al. (2011).
Women directors on corporate boards: From tokenism to critical mass. Journal of Business Ethics, 102(2): 299-317. 137 Torchia et al. (2011). Women directors on corporate boards:
From tokenism to critical mass. Journal of Business Ethics, 102(2): 299. 138 Torchia et al. (2011). Women directors on corporate boards: From tokenism to critical mass. Journal of
Business Ethics, 102(2): 308. 139 Torchia et al. (2011). Women directors on corporate boards: From tokenism to critical mass. Journal of Business Ethics, 102(2): 308.
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Change from
within
Companies can take an active role in identifying, training and
promoting high-potential female candidates to their boards.

Short term

Close the gender wage gap between male and female board members: this signals to
women that they are valued equally and can contribute equally to board decision-making140.
Make the search for talent a high priority: companies that want to transform their boards
should prioritise the process of identifying female candidates for higher management and
board positions141. Progressive companies look outside of traditional networks and explore
sources like academia, professional bodies, government, and non-profit organisations when
looking for appointees142.

Medium term

Turn managers into directors by sponsoring emerging talent: a longer-term strategy includes
investing in the next generation of female directors through an existing director actively
vouching for a woman in senior management, opening opportunities for her and through this,
and preparing her for a board position.
Train, mentor and support: preparing for a board role takes more than technical skills transfer;
these women may need tools to deal with the normative, male-dominated behaviour (The Old
Boy’s Club)143. Companies can consider developing a ‘shadow’ programme where women can
shadow sitting board members and learn the ropes regarding board protocol and decision
making.

Long term

Change the culture of the company: removing gender biases and stereotypes throughout the
organisation would have the most impact of all144. This is a profound and difficult change which
many companies struggle to implement.

140 Wiley & Monllor-Tormos (2018). Board gender diversity in the STEM-F sectors: The critical mass required to drive firm performance. Journal of Leadership & Organizational
Studies, 25(3): 304. 141 Viviers et al. (2017). Mechanisms to promote board gender diversity in South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489. 142 Wiley & Monllor-Tormos (2018).
Board gender diversity in the STEM-F sectors: The critical mass required to drive firm performance. Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 25(3): 304. 143 Viviers et al.
(2017). Mechanisms to promote board gender diversity in South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489. 144 Viviers et al. (2017). Mechanisms to promote board gender diversity in
South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489.
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Shareholder
activism
Shareholders can encourage companies to take board gender diversity
seriously. Here are two strategies to consider.

The exit strategy. If majority shareholders sell their shares, they can decrease the share price and impact a marked depreciation in a
company’s market capitalisation145.
The voice strategy: conversations with directors, managers or other shareholders can be formal or informal, in private or in public and
include:

Private, formal

Public, formal

Filing shareholder resolutions, voting for the appointment or

Questioning management at annual general meetings about

re-appointment of female nominees as directors

gender policies

Private, informal

Public, informal

A private conversation among directors, managers or lobby

Using media platforms to stimulate public debate on board

groups

gender diversity146

What works for large, institutional investors may not work for small shareholders
A larger institutional shareholder probably has a more voting power than individual shareholders with smaller shareholdings and have the
power to informally apply pressure to directors and management. For smaller shareholders, public voice strategies probably have a more
rapid and widespread effect than private ones147.

Investment bankers and advisors
There are many players in the process of listing on a stock exchange, one of the most influential of which are the investment bankers who
may also underwrite the initial public offering (IPO). Goldman Sachs Group Inc will not aid European or American companies with an allwhite, all-male board with an initial public offering. They join BlackRock Inc. and State Street Global Advisors who have similar policies.148

145 Viviers et al. (2017). Mechanisms to promote board gender diversity in South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489. 146 Viviers et al. (2017). Mechanisms to promote board
gender diversity in South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489. 147 Viviers et al. (2017). Mechanisms to promote board gender diversity in South Africa. Acta Commercii, 17(1): a489.
148 Green, J. (2020). Goldman to Refuse IPOs If All Directors Are White, Straight Men. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-01-24/goldman-rule-adds-to-death-knellof-the-all-white-male-board

37

The publication of this report is
sponsored by WDBIH.

