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This section gives recommendations on how to develop balanced
boards. It has
four parts:
• Part one suggests a series of national interventions in target
setting, monitoring and reporting to consolidate the existing
laws and ensure that they are enforced.
• Part two focuses on directors and suggests critical
conversations for boards It also gives recommendations for
directors to support ongoing research.
• Part three looks at shareholder activists and puts forward ideas
for lobbying, media management and global networks.
• Part four looks at institutional investors and how they can
change the attitudes of companies and boards to encourage
them to increase board diversity.
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Key
recommendations
While gains have been made, the patterns remain stagnant.
An increase of women on boards is unlikely without specific
interventions.

South Africa already has legal mechanisms that nudge organisations towards increasing the gender diversity of their boards. These
mechanisms are outlined in the section titled: Current legislation and policy. However, following good practice guidelines is for the most
part, voluntary. For instance, there have been no consequences for JSE-listed companies that have not complied with listing requirements
related to the advancement of gender diversity at board level.

In South Africa, quotas are regarded as unconstitutional so voluntary targets are the primary legislative means to
bring about change. We believe that if properly monitored and reported, voluntary targets can be just as effective as
quotas.
The key question is: which entity should monitor and enforce progress? All of the following could play a role: the Commission for Gender
Equality, the Commission for Employment Equity, the BBBEE Commission, the Ministry of Women, Youth, and People with Disabilities, the
Department of Trade and Industry, the Institute of Directors, and listed exchanges.

Establishing clear targets
Targets for listed companies:
•

Listed companies should target at least 30% women’s board representation - with 40% as a stretch target. One in three listed companies
have reached the 25% level, so starting with a 30% target is reasonable and feasible.

•

Listed companies should set specific targets for women representation as committee members and committee chairs.

•

Listed companies should be required to show gender parity in the nomination of candidates at the long-list stage148 and for companies
to document reasons why short-listed candidates are backed.

Reporting for listed companies:
•

The IoDSA could enhance existing recommended practices in King IV by setting a voluntary target for gender diversity at board level.
This would ensure that JSE-listed companies must report on it.

Unlisted and private companies:
•

When considering which types of targets would be appropriate for unlisted public companies and private companies, also bear in mind
the size of the board and company.

•

Small private companies with proprietary directors149 probably hold limited potential for promoting board gender diversity and should
not be targeted.

148 The period when candidates are considered for appointment to a board. 149 Sole or major shareholders who are also directors.
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Monitoring targets: gathering data
It is difficult to analyse and measure progress without good quality data. Currently, researchers often need to compile their own diversity
datasets by going through each company’s annual report and manually capturing the data. However, there are more efficient ways of
doing this:
•

The Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC) should collate data on boards for listed and non-listed companies and make
this public. This is in line with the CIPCs mandate as a regulatory agency.

•

Stock exchanges should collate and share data on the gender, age and race of company directors.

•

Companies that are regarded as designated private bodies150 should be compelled to report the gender and race of board nominees,
committee members, and committee chairs.

Monitoring targets: analysis, reporting and promoting
•

Use regular reporting mechanisms of organisations like BWASA, IoDSA and 30% Club to keep board diversity on the national agenda.

•

Use information from the stock exchanges to produce lists of companies that exceed, meet or do not meet the gender targets.

•

Develop a national index, similar to the Female FTSE Board Report of the Cranfield School of Management (UK), to monitor progress.

•

Partner with the media to provide an impetus for change and celebrate companies who achieve or exceed the targets.
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Critical conversations
Meaningful debate in government, political parties, educational institutions, professional bodies, businesses and homes may inspire new
mechanisms and legislation that can progress this issue in a non-confrontational way. The following issues are starting points for productive
discussions:

•

International case studies show that the right legislation can encourage and enforce gender
equality on boards. How can a Gender Equality Bill augment and support the EE and BBEE Acts?

•

Rather than create a new Act, would it be more effective to amend the Companies Act, and
embed reporting requirements and consequences for non-compliance within it?

•

The BEE Act has been effective in increasing the number of black women on boards. How can
board gender equality legislation embrace all women, taking the unique social positions of each
race group into consideration?

•

There are presently no consequences for companies that do not comply with or implement plans
to increase the number of women on their boards. What consequences are appropriate and will
be effective?

•

An appropriate watchdog: listed companies are expected to report on the gender
composition of their boards, and the exchange on which they are listed should monitor
this. No organisation monitors and enforces that these exchanges do so.

•

Which entity should be responsible for monitoring reporting and compliance?

•

What mechanisms should this entity have to ensure compliance?

•

Would a Workplace Gender Equality Agency (such as in Australia) work in South Africa?

•

What is the role of government departments such as the Commission for Gender Equality,
Department of Trade and Industry and the Ministry of Women, Youth, and People with
Disabilities?

•

Should the JSE Limited make public the information of companies that are non-compliant
with its gender-related listing requirements?
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How board members
can make a difference
Developing the next generation of women board members won’t
happen without a concerted effort.

Board members can play a part by engaging in the following questions:
•

What is your board doing, and what more can you do?

•

Have you implemented a shadow board or other way of developing the next generation of women board members?

•

How are you utilising directorships in non-profit, unlisted public companies and in larger private companies to increase the pool of
experienced women from which listed companies can make board appointments?

•

How can your company support women to take on independent board directorships whilst serving as executive directors?

•

Are you implementing family and other support mechanisms to enhance the chances of women in their child-bearing years to serve on
your board?

Look outside of the normal networks for new talent
There is a vast, untapped pool of qualified and talented women who could add value to a board. Women from government, business,
academia and non-profit companies bring different perspectives to decision-making and strategy, and broader professional networks
necessary to implement corporate ventures.

Support research on board gender representation
Rigorous research can reshape conversation. These questions are worth answering:
1.

Are women CEOs in South Africa more likely to emerge out of companies with women on their boards?

2.

Are older directors (men and women over 60 years old) over-boarded because of industry experience, education, and networks and
affiliations? Are any of these problematic?

3.

How many boards should a director in South Africa serve on before being classified as over-boarded?

4.

What are the processes that gender-diverse boards have followed to ensure that women board members have voice and are supported?

5.

How can South Africa harness its available female board talent in spite of a culture of high levels of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions of
masculinity and power-distance?
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How shareholder activists
can make a difference

Shareholder activists have the power to encourage change through applying pressure to regulatory and industry bodies, and within
companies themselves.
•

Lobbying for more accurate reporting: support the movement for the CIPC to report on gender diversity on company boards and for
licenced exchanges to enforce gender, age and race reporting as part of their listing requirements.

•

Keep the conversation going: partner with the media to ensure that diversity remains part of the national conversation.

•

Connect with global bodies: engage with entities like the Australian Workplace Gender Equality Agency to understand the model and
mechanisms that the Agency utilises toward workplace gender equality.

•

Nominate strong women directors: shareholders who hold shares in multiple companies should nominate female directors who are
performing their duties well on one board, for other boards of other companies they hold shares in.
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How institutional investors
can make a difference

Institutional investors have a fiduciary duty to their investors to look after the long-term value of their investments, which should include
economic, social, and governance considerations. These include:
•

Shaping company strategy through private, informal conversations – and in doing so, encourage each of the companies that they
invest in to add at least one more woman to their board.

•

Give preference to boards that are making progress towards gender-balanced boards when determining which companies to
invest into.

•

Make their votes count and develop a co-ordinated voting policy that prioritises gender-diversity when voting on new board
members.
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