WOMEN IN CORPORATE BOARD AFTER GLOBALIZATION 

– RESOLVE THE ISSUE OF GENDER BIAS(
         Throughout history, women have always aimed for a recognized place in society. Many years ago, women's contribution to society was limited and controlled by men. But today, a women's role is changing tremendously and they are playing a major role in many important areas such as politics, professional training jobs, medicine, business and law. 

        As women slowly gained their independence, they left their homes and went to work in pursuit of this equality and freedom from the "women’s work" of keeping the house and raising children. Though wages were not equal, and sometimes are still not today, women slowly earned their equality through sheer determination and hard work. Today over 50% of women work out of the home and the number of women-owned businesses is increasing substantially.

      Formerly women were not part of any political matter, but a handful like Mrs. Indira Gandhi (India), Ms.Golda Meir (Israel), Mrs.Margaret Thatcher (UK), Mrs.Chandrika Kumartunga (SriLanka), have attained power and have been growing in political office. In developed nations like USA, only now women contestants are emerging for the presidential elections. Till now, USA never had a woman President.

     Contrary to what is professed in today’s modernized world where gender equality is the talk of the hour, statistics and studies scream of bias that could be subtle or overt; direct or indirect; at the induction or senior level against women in almost all spheres including the workplace. It is 20 years since the term “glass ceiling” was coined by the Wall Street Journal to describe the apparent barriers that prevent women from reaching the top of the corporate hierarchy but the barrier still continues to deny untold numbers of qualified people the opportunity to compete for and hold executive and board level positions. Let us look at women’s participation in the corporate world today.

Women in Today’s Boardroom
            Shattering the glass ceiling is just one challenge facing women seeking to climb the corporate ladder…..

       Although businesses increasingly claim to recognize the need to attract more women into board-level roles, so far, despite various brave initiatives to improve the gender mix of top teams, there is unimpressive evidence of progress and the problem of male dominance at board level stubbornly persists.

     Ignoring calls by advocates of sound governance, shareholders and the socially responsible investment community for greater diversity in corporate boardrooms, the leadership of most of the companies chooses men to fill the overwhelming number of open board seats.
    In 2003, women held 13.6% of all board seats in the Fortune 500 companies.  It is observed that only 7% of Board members in the UK are women and in the US, the percentage (of women members) is estimated to be 12%. In Sweden, the figure is 8%. It is of interest to note that in Sweden, listed companies have been pulled up for their male bias and asked to put more women on their boards or risk affirmative action. The Swedish government is planning to pull to push the number of women directors to a level of 25%.

 In India, the women’s role in the Board is abysmally low, even a sketchy statistics on the percentage of women directors on corporate Boards is not available.

        The above statistics show that women in Board rooms are spotted few and far between. Though difficult to brush such disconcerting facts under the carpet, the bottom- line is that bias exists.
Women’s Potential in the Corporate World
        In today's competitive marketplace, companies recognize that diverse leadership teams are needed to outdistance the competition. Today’s corporate boards are looking for geographic, ethnic, and gender diversity and they want directors who can interact effectively.  Experts now see an unprecedented demand for women board members as companies seek boards that better reflect their customers and the increasingly diverse population thus enhancing competitive advantage. 

          The more homogeneous a corporate board is, the more likely its members will move in lock step -- and the less likely they will be to challenge management.  Exclusivity and homogeneity breed problems.  Hence, diversity is increasingly important at the board level.  For years, corporate watchdogs have pushed the idea that corporate boards should be more diverse because it was the right thing to do, thus leading to better corporate governance.  Companies that don’t have women directors on board face the risk of having a low corporate governance rating.  Low ratings can increase the company’s cost of capital by reducing the share price and encouraging shareholder activism

          Women are a source of independent director candidates.  In response to pressure from new legislation and corporate governance regulations, companies require larger numbers of independent directors on their boards.  In India, there are more than 9000 listed companies and the number is still growing.  Each of these companies will require at least four independent directors which totals to 36000.  Currently, around 5000 independent directors serve on various boards.  Therefore, nominating committees must consider qualified women candidates to fill this gap and the timing for increasing their representation on corporate boards is opportune.

The Call of Action in a New Era of Corporate Governance
        For decades now, even before the 'multitasking' jargon started doing the rounds in corporate offices, women in India have been playing multiple roles in their routine life. Be it a daughter giving a helping hand to the mother in the daily chores or a sister playing mentor to the younger siblings or a wife complementing the bread earning husband or a mother managing the house and the household budget or finally a working woman who does all these alongside a successful professional career - women have been playing every role with poise and to perfection. Women in India are known for maintaining a healthy work- life balance. 

       Today with increasing women literacy rates and the large number of women graduates and postgraduates, Indian women are ready to shift from the role of a homemaker to being an economic partner with their better halves.  The young generation of Indian women is more independent; career minded and challenge seeking as compared to earlier generations.  To name a few, Naina Lal Kidwai, the Chief Executive Officer of HSBC in India, Indra Nooyi, the President and Chief Financial Officer of PepsiCo, Ms. Chanda Kochhar, the Deputy Managing Director and heads the Retail Banking Division at ICICI, Kiran Mazumdar, Chairman and Managing Director of Biocon Ltd have come to the forefront in the corporate world.

         Given the sweeping corporate governance mantra, whopping requirement of directorships and changing career and education driven motives of women, the need of the hour is for women and corporate world to see the potential in the other. As companies shed the gender bias and warm to the idea of women in management roles, more women should break through the “glass ceiling” and create a “boardroom greenhouse effect”.
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