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WELCOME FROM WATERMARK

There has been a focus on Gender Diversity in the boardroom for 
some years, both internationally and here in Australia. The ASX100 

have demonstrated quite a positive shift in gender balance over the past 
five years but movement outside of that group is much more patchy.  
 
At Watermark we want to widen the discussion on diversity past gender 
and include cultural background and industry skills and experience. We 
are not putting the spotlight on broader diversity purely because it is the 
right thing to do (which it is) but rather because it is the right thing to 
do for business. There is a body of research that points to diverse teams 
achieving superior business outcomes. We believe Australian business 
is missing an opportunity to introduce different perspectives, different 
ways of looking at challenges and different ways of solving those 
challenges by having largely homogeneous boards. 

In this first issue of our Board Diversity Index we hope to stimulate some 
thinking about the topic of broader diversity in Australia’s boardrooms. 

We would be very happy to assist you in broadening your approach to 
board diversity.

Graham Willis
Managing Partner
+61 2 9233 1200
Graham.Willis@watermarksearch.com.au

Watermark Search International
Lvl 10, 83 Clarence Street
Sydney NSW 2000 
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BACKGROUND
More than ever the focus placed on diversity and gender equality across 
the Australian workplace means it is an issue that is squarely on the business 
agenda. Whether it is the work completed by the Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency (WGEA)  on the gender pay gap, the Business Council of Australia (BCA)  
on diversity at the executive level or the Australian Institute of Company Directors’ 
(AICD) tracking of gender diversity in board appointments,  the issue is in the public 
eye. Does more need to be done by Corporate Australia to take action on the findings 
in the reports and recommendations of those bodies? Unquestionably yes; the issues 
are highlighted but by no means resolved. 

At Watermark we believe we can contribute to a broader conversation on diversity in the 
boardrooms of Australia. If one agrees with the premise that change starts at the top, then 
what happens at the board becomes ‘the norm’ for how an organisation thinks about diversity.  

We are talking about diversity in the broadest sense across race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical abilities, religious beliefs, political beliefs, or 
other areas of difference from what is considered ‘the norm’. For practical purposes, based 
on publicly available information, we can only measure some of those components of 
diversity. Even then, although the broad findings we see as difficult to dispute, it is quite 
possible that other reviewers might interpret some of the details differently. Such is the 
complexity and richness of this issue.

 
THE WATERMARK BOARD DIVERSITY INDEX 

Whilst acknowledging that gender diversity is a very live issue for this first 
Watermark Board Diversity Index (WBDI) we have chosen to broaden 
the view of what diversity in the boardroom means. We have used 
publicly available information to take a view on both diversity of work 
experience and background as well as cultural diversity amongst the 
ASX200 boards.

We will update this Index annually and track any changes in three 
areas; Gender, Cultural Diversity and Experience.  
 
We would like your take-away from this Index to be to 
start, or carry on, a conversation about diversity in the 
boardroom in a much broader sense.  

https://www.wgea.gov.au/media-releases/gender-pay-gap-biggest-manager-ranks

http://www.companydirectors.com.au/Director-Resource-Centre/Governance-and-Director-Issues/Board-
Diversity/Statistics

http://www.bca.com.au/publications/increasing-the-number-of-women-in-senior-executive-positions
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

We are covering three areas of diversity amongst the ASX200 
boards: 

• Gender Diversity
• Cultural Diversity
• Skills and Experience Diversity
 

GENDER DIVERSITY  

There is clear progress towards appointing more 
highly capable women onto the boards of the 
top ASX top 200 companies. 

As of 1st January 2015 19.3% of the top 
200 board positions were filled by women. 
Within that representation it is quite 
noticeable how much better the top  
ASX50 fare compared to the ASX151-
200 with regard to gender diversity. 

80.7% MALE

19.3% FEMALE

The ASX200 
gender balance
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If you are from a Finance background (Accounting, Banking, Insurance and Treasury) you 
make up 44.1% of all board members and the Legal fraternity make up a further 10.5% of 
the total board seats. If, however, you are from a Human Resources, Change Management or 
Industrial Relations background you make up 1.6% of the total board members. Equally, core 
Technology skills are poorly represented. 

We are not suggesting that board members 
have acquired neither Technology skills 
nor Human Resources ‘know how’, but it is 
demonstrably not a core competence. Many 
directors may have a 4G phone, a laptop 
and a Smart TV but it does not make them a 
technology expert.

SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE DIVERSITY

If we are to move in the direction of the recommendations of the 
white paper “Australia in the Asian Century”  released in October 
2012, we have a fair way to go. One of the recommendations is that 
“one-third of board members of Australia’s top 200 publicly listed 
companies …will have deep experience in and knowledge of Asia”. If 
deep experience and knowledge is a proxy for people who were born 
in, educated in and/or live in Asia then 
we are well off the pace. At its 
most generous interpretation 
we found less than 5% of the 
board members had deep Asian 
experience.

Asia aside, Australia has an economy 
built on export and our major trading 
partners are not well represented on 
our boards. Six of the economies that 
are forecast to be the world’s largest by 
2019 are currently represented by fewer than 20 directors in the ASX200. That is only 
4 years away and our boards risk being ‘disconnected’ from those economies and the 
way they think.

We see the same issues regarding core experience around Human Resources or Change 
Management. Senior executives will have had significant exposure to HR and Change Management 
initiatives during their career. They will have learned valuable lessons about what worked, what 
didn’t, what was important and what was not. 

In most cases, however, they were not the architects of a change program or an HR approach: they 
were the implementers and champions. Those roles are critical, but embedding the experience of 
the architects within the board will provide greater expertise and ultimately greater benefit. If the 
board believes people and culture are critical to executing on strategy, more people and culture 
experience on boards is warranted.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/02/weodata/index.aspx

4

http://www.murdoch.edu.au/ALTC-Fellowship/_document/Resources/australia-in-the-asian-century-white-
paper.pdf

4

Six of the  
economies that are  
forecast to be the world’s 
largest by 2019 are 
currently represented by 
fewer than 20 directors in 
the ASX200.

Many directors may have a 4G 
phone, a laptop and a Smart 
TV but it does not make them 
a technology expert.
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The Credit Suisse report in August 2012 titled “Gender diversity and 
corporate performance”   found that, boards with one or more women on 
them had a higher Return on Equity (ROE), lower gearing, Higher Price/
Book Value multiples and better than average growth. There are very good 
business reasons for adding diversity to the board agenda.

If gender diversity is important, then broader diversity is equally important… 
but where’s the research? In April 2012 Thomas Barta, Markus Klein and 
Tilo Neumann published an article in McKinsey Quarterly.  In summary 
they found, “for companies ranking in the top quartile of executive-board 
diversity, ROEs were 53 percent higher, on average, than they were for those 
in the bottom quartile. At the same time, Earnings Before Interest and Tax 
(EBIT) margins at the most diverse companies were 14 percent higher, on 
average, than those of the least diverse companies”. This research took into 
account companies in France, the United Kingdom, Germany and the United 
States.  

In November 2014 McKinsey released another report “Diversity Matters”  
by Vivian Hunt, Dennis Layton and Sara Prince that built on their previous 
work and incorporated mixed racial/ethnic composition into their research. 
In summary, “The analysis found a statistically significant relationship 
between a more diverse leadership and better financial performance”.

At Watermark we see the case for diversity as compelling because it is 
sound business. Is it too much of a stretch to believe that a diverse board 
or executive would create a better understanding of the customer base? 
Or that having a broader range of business experience amongst the 
board members would create greater opportunity to conceive of different 
options? Or that a range of thinking styles, some born out of cultural 
differences, would provide a number of different ways of addressing a 
challenge? We think not. 

This Watermark Board Diversity Index is the first in what will be an annual 
‘benchmark’ of a range of diversity indicators amongst the ASX200 boards.
We hope that this Index engenders discussion and debate and that it 
contributes in some small way to boards considering, and then appointing, 
directors with more diverse backgrounds.

THE BUSINESS IMPERATIVE
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https://www.credit-suisse.com/newsletter/doc/gender_diversity.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/organization/is_there_a_payoff_from_top-team_diversity
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/organization/why_diversity_matters

Our analysis shows that it would on average have been 
better to have invested in corporates with women on their 
management boards.
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THE WATERMARK BOARD DIVERSITY INDEX

The newer analysis within this Index is not in the area of gender diversity; that is already on a number 
of watch lists. Having said that the WBDI is about measuring diversity and, over time, changes in the 
various elements of diversity; gender is clearly part of that and so we will cover it. 

The ASX200, as of 1st January 2015, had 
19.3% of board positions filled by women. 
That number has continued to rise year on 
year for the past five years and the number 
of women appointed per year has been 
fairly steady at 26 % (between 22% and 
30%) over the last six years. 

If we look behind the headline numbers we start to see some large differences between the 
companies at the top of the index and those lower down. Given the differences in average board 
sizes between the ASX0-100 and the ASX101-200, the WBDI will use percentages rather than raw 
numbers. The top 50 companies have 22.6 % of their board directors as women, the bottom 50 have 
15.7%. As of today only five companies in the top 100 have no women on their board, which is five 
too many, but it does mean there are 95 that do.

There are also some relatively 
marked differences by sector. If 
we look at the Financial Services 
firms (Macquarie Group, Bank of 
Queensland etc.), 24.9% of their 
board members are women and 
the Retail segment (Wesfarmers, 
Woolworths etc.) have 24.2% 
representation.  
 
The Capital Goods segment 
(GWA, GUD etc.) have a much 
lower percentage at 9.7% 
and the rather larger mining 
segment of the market (Iluka, 
Oz Minerals etc.) has room 
for improvement with 15.5% 
of the board seats being 
filled by women.  

The smaller mining 
companies have 11 
companies with no 
women on the board.

GENDER DIVERSITY

http://mitsloan.mit.edu/newsroom/2010-malone2.php

Teams containing more women 
demonstrated greater collective 
intelligence compared to teams 
containing fewer women.

ASX0 - 50
22.6 %

ASX151 - 200
15.7 %

Gender representation  
in the ASX200
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At the bottom end of the gender diversity spectrum there were 34 boards with 
no women on their boards and there were a further 41 boards with less than 15% 

of the board made up of women. At the other end of the spectrum there are 31 
companies with one third or more of their directors who are women. So all is not lost

In summary, the gender diversity spotlight continues to cast its beam across the boards 
of Australia and the key players are responding. There is, however, room for the light to 

shine more strongly. 

If we start with the broadest level of cultural or ethnic diversity and we look at the percentage 
of NEDs (Non-Executive Directors) on the top 200 Australian boards that are domiciled overseas 

or have a demonstrable overseas heritage, then 14.2 % of our board members fit in that 
category. If we then look at a subset of that group and see what percentage of the total number 

of NEDs are of Asian heritage, that percentage drops to 4.5%. To be clear, we are not including New 
Zealand or Australia in the definition of Asia.  

 
The mining sector has the largest number of board directors of Asian ethnicity (18) and the technology 
and telecommunications sector has the largest percentage (12.7%). This is, however, skewed 
somewhat by the composition of one single board, namely Singtel. 

CULTURAL DIVERSITY

11

10

10

11http://insight.kellogg.northwestern.edu/article/better_decisions_through_diversity
http://accelus.thomsonreuters.com/sites/default/files/mining_the_metrics_of_board_diversity.pdf

While homogenous groups feel more confident in their 
performance and group interactions, it is the diverse  
groups that are more successful in completing their tasks.

14.2% of Australia’s Non Executive 
Directors have overseas heritage

Companies with no women on boards 
on average underperformed relative to 
mixed boards.
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Geographical distribution of board 
members with overseas heritage:

32.1% USA and Canada
31.6% Asia
15.1% UK
10% New Zealand

6.6% Europe
1.9% South America
2.7% Other
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Three of our 
top ten trading 
partners (South 
Korea, Thailand and 
Malaysia) have minimal 
representation amongst 
our top 200 boards. The 
trade measured is two-way 
trade and, as such, it does 
not much matter if you are a 
net importer or a net exporter. 
As a business, a more in-depth 
understanding of your suppliers’ or 
customers’ business culture would 
seem advantageous. Given China’s 
number one trading partner status, we 
observe that the representation for that 
specific trading partner is thin.

If we step outside Asia then less than 10% of 
our board members are from other countries. 
Even there we can see a predilection for 
English speaking Anglo Saxons on our boards 
(just over 8% of that 10%), or people we perceive 
to be ‘just like us’. Given the diversity of the 
Australian population we are not quite sure what 
‘just like us’ looks like, but in the boardroom it seems 
clearer.  

The ASX1-100 has a higher representation of NEDs 
with overseas experience and heritage, and  69.3 % of 
the overseas board members are found on those larger 
company boards. Those companies are more likely to have 
stronger business interests in other markets so it is logical 
they have a larger share of the overseas directors but it is still 
low at 17% considering the amount of their business that is 
international. The ASX101-200 have fewer than 10% of their board 
members from overseas.

We do not want to give the impression 
that we think cultural diversity amongst 

boards is purely to do with the location 
of a company’s overseas markets or key 

trading partners; it is also about diversity 
of thinking. Given some of the research 

that shows diverse groups are more 
successful in completing their tasks and 

thinking through more options more 
thoroughly, we believe that boards are 

missing a significant opportunity to 
enhance their own quality of thinking.

In summary, our boards are not diverse 
and Watermark believes Corporate 

Australia is missing the opportunity 
to bring different experiences, 

approaches and thinking styles into 
the boardroom. 

12

12 http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-environment/Building-a-better-working-world---Diverse-teams-
perform-better

Fewer than 15% of board members 
are from other countries

We live in a deeply connected and global world. 
It should come as no surprise that more diverse 
companies and institutions are achieving better 
performance.” 
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As we look at the raw statistics, there is little 
doubt that there is a heavy bias towards those 
with Finance experience; 44.1% to be precise. 
This includes those with broader financial 
services experience as well as those with more 
accountancy and audit-based skills. In Australia 
we do not have the same strict interpretation of 
what constitutes a Financial Expert as say in 
the USA. One of the consequences is that NEDs 
with broader banking backgrounds are often 

found in Head of Audit Committee roles. As 
such it seems reasonable to combine these two 
groups to create one view of potential ‘Financial 
Experts’. We cannot say categorically whether an 
individual’s core expertise in a specific discipline  
is the main reason that they are on a board, but 

it would seem to be a fair assumption. 
Those with an Industrials and Manufacturing 
background are the next highest contributor to 
board seats with 19.4% of all board members 
demonstrating that experience. Unlike those 
with Finance experience, the distribution of 
those with an Industrial and Manufacturing 
background is strongly related to the specific 
sector that the company operates in. Of those 
with a Manufacturing/Engineering/Industrial 

background, 
81.5% sit on 
boards in those 
sectors. Of those 
with Finance 
experience, only 
20.3% are in the 

directly related Finance sector. In other words, 
those with Finance and Accounting skills are 
easily able to transcend sectors and those with 
Manufacturing/Engineering/Industrial skills are 
much more likely to remain within their sector of 
expertise.  

SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE DIVERSITY 

Those with Legal credentials are distributed across the sectors however are twice as likely to 
be in the top 100 companies as in the 101-200 companies. 

54% of those with clear IT skills are found in the Technology, Telecommunications and Media 
sectors with a smattering of people in the Finance sector. However, over 80% of those with IT 
expertise are found in the top 100 companies and are poorly represented in the  
ASX101-200.
 
A large majority of NEDs with Healthcare experience stay in the Healthcare sector. 73% of 
those with Healthcare experience are on the boards of companies in the Healthcare sectors.

Representation from the Human Resources, Industrial Relations and Change Management 
disciplines is so low as to be almost absent (less than 2%).

The ‘Other’ category, holds a diverse range of skills from, for example, specific taxi industry 
knowledge at Cabcharge to Agriculture at Bega Cheese.

Board sizes are larger for the ASX20 companies than the ASX181 – 200 so, in effect, they have 
fewer roles across which to spread a range of skills and experiences. The ASX20 firms have an 
average board size of just over 10 positions (range 8 – 14 members) and the ASX181-200 has 
6.5 members (range 4-12 members with Singtel being a notable outlier). 

12 http://www.ey.com/GL/en/Issues/Business-environment/Building-a-better-working-world---Diverse-teams-
perform-better

Companies that say they are good at 
ensuring that teams are comprised of 
individuals from diverse backgrounds 
and experiences tend to have higher 
EBITDA growth rates.
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In summary, if a potential NED has 
Finance experience (Banking or 

Accounting) there are roles for them 
on every board. At the other end of 

the scale, if you are an HR or an IT 
professional things look a little grim 
and boards, by and large, are not 

looking to appoint people with those 
skills. Given the impact of technology 

and people in every business model 
we believe those are significant gaps.

$

Sector 
background of 
board members:

FINANCE INDUSTRIAL

CONSUMER

LEGAL

HEALTH

TECHNOLOGYGOVERNMENT

HR/CHANGE

OTHER

44.1% 19.4%

11.6%

9.5%

3.5%

3%2.8%

1.6%

4.5%
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We hope you find some of the analysis interesting. We also hope you find 
the time to read some of the research into the relationship betweeen 
superior business performance and diversity around the board room table.

We do not wish to paint a picture of a diversity desert amongst Australian 
boards. That is too simplistic and does not acklowledge those boards that 
have embraced gender, cultural and experience diversity. It also does not 
give credit to Australia in comparison to many other countries, whose 
performance in this area is much poorer.

What we do wish to do, however, is to raise the breadth of the board 
diversity conversation so that it spreads from being limited to gender and 
includes cultural and experience diversity.

We want to do that for two reasons: 

• Australia is a culturally diverse country conducting business in a globally 
connected world. To be able to better reflect our own diversity and 
better understand the diversity of those with whom we do business 
seems a sensible move.

• Quite simply it’s good business. Companies that are more diverse 
demonstrate superior financial returns.

We look forward to measuring the increasing diversity of Australian boards 
over the next five to ten years.

SUMMARY
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The data used to create this Index is 
publicly available information from the 
board profiles provided by the top 200 
companies on their websites. Where that 
information is no more than a name or short 
biography, we have accessed information from 
other publicly available sources. The data used 
was current as of 1st January 2015.

In counting the number of board members we 
included the Managing Director and Chief Financial 
Officer if they were listed as a board member but 
excluded the Company Secretary.  

With regard to skills, we have made a determination that 
a board director brings one major area of experience to a 
board. We recognise this is an oversimplification and does 
not properly acknowledge the range of skills and experience 
that directors build over their executive careers; we accept this 
limitation of the Index. At the same time, based on our board 
search experience, we know that specific areas of core experience 
are predominantly the reason a director is invited to join the board.  
An NED who has been a CFO is most unlikely to be on the board for 
their HR experience; it does not follow that they do not have any. 
Equally just because an NED steeped in change management is set to 
contribute most in their area of expertise it does not follow that they can 
not interpret a balance sheet.

We faced some similar issues with regard to cultural diversity. In some 
less clear cut cases we made a judgement on the NED’s characterisation as 
say being of Asian or European in background. In many cases it is clear and 
in others it was a judgement based on their other executive or board roles. 
We would maintain that with regard to the overall percentages of any overseas 
representation on boards it makes very little difference to the key messages.  
 
Just as we made a determination, for example, that someone with exposure to HR 
issues was not an HR ‘expert’, an Australian that has worked in Europe for a period of 
time is not the same as an NED that has been born and educated there and in some 
cases still lives there.

DATA COLLECTION 
AND INTERPRETATION
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WATERMARK SEARCH INTERNATIONAL
SERVICE OFFERINGS

EXECUTIVE SEARCH 

Founded in 1979, we are one of the longest established Australian executive 
search firms. Despite the fact that we are, above all else, an Australian based firm 
we have an established track record in attracting, and then securing, candidates 
from overseas. We guarantee the quality of our work and are extremely proud of our 
candidate retention rate of 91.2% after two years. 

We have considerable expertise in senior executive appointments across a broad range 
of public and private sector organisations. Our practice has been built on a substantial 
body of work undertaken for publicly listed companies, private companies, state-owned 
corporations, and government agencies, departments and advisory Boards.  

DIVERSITY 
 
We pride ourselves on delivering the best candidates in the marketplace for consideration by our 
clients. We go further than most executive search organisations in ensuring that our clients have a 
gender diverse range of candidates as part of the process. In 2014 44% of all successful candidates 
introduced by Watermark were female. This is a significantly greater representation of women 
executives as successful candidates than any levels indicated by recent third party studies. 

BOARD SEARCH 

We believe that strong boards make for better organisations and improved business performance. 
In conducting searches we do not simply look for ‘a name’ but rather search for candidates with the 
relevant skills to add real value to a board. We often start our board search by working with the client 
to produce a Board Skills Matrix which then informs the specific brief. 

Our track record ensures familiarity with the specific, and often sensitive, challenges involved in 
appointing Non-Executive Directors and Chairs with the right skill, personal and cultural fit. Our 
process and experience allows us to generate diverse short lists and consistently find successful 
candidates who help boards perform at their peak. We often work with our clients and provide an 
induction process for their new Directors.  
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INTERIM EXECUTIVE MANAGEMENT 

We provide immediate and high level specialist 
executives, including senior managers, with 
the experience to bring stability to and provide 
guardianship for a company during a period of change, 
executive absence or performance turnaround. We also 
assist with providing executives who deliver on projects, 
programmes or specialist reviews. When clients are 
ready to appoint an executive we normally complete the 
assignment in two to three weeks. Those executives then 
remain in place for an average of 4.6 months.

MARKET INSIGHTS 

We have a unique ‘window’ into both the commercial and 
government worlds and are available to provide informal market 
insights to our clients on topics such as salary packaging, hiring 
trends and executive onboarding.

CONTACT US

Graham Willis 
Managing Partner
+61 2 9233 1200
Graham.Willis@watermarksearch.com.au

Watermark Search International
Lvl 10, 83 Clarence Street
Sydney NSW 2000 
watermarksearch.com.au

EXECUTIVE 
SEARCH

DIVERSITY

BOARD 
SEARCH

INTERIM  
EXECUTIVE 
MANAGEMENT

MARKET 
INSIGHTS
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