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Welcome to our Fourth Watermark Board Diversity Index.
When Watermark considers diversity, we look at the
various ways in which Boards can bring diverse points
of view, diverse ways of problem solving, diverse business
experience and diverse social perspectives into the
Boardroom. There are many other aspects of diversity that
could be considered such as physical ability, belief system,
thinking style and sexual orientation. These would also add
to a Board’s diversity but there is an understandable lack
of publicly available data that allows us to consider them.
Please think of the various measures we have analysed
as elements of the ‘diversity iceberg’ rather than all of it.
As ASIC noted in its Report 564 on the Annual General
meeting season 2017:

“We support Board diversity as a mechanism
to maximise Board performance and limit
the prevalence of ‘groupthink’ in Boards. We
recommend that companies strive to achieve
the appropriate level of Board diversity to
achieve optimal Board performance.
This extends beyond gender diversity.” 1
As in previous years there is much more focus on gender
balance in the Boardroom, and the broader workforce,
than there is on any other measure. We include gender
in this Index not because it is a unique piece of insight but
because any conversation around Boardroom diversity
will start with gender and, we hope, progress from there.
This year we have added to our Index by:
• Providing up to date information that builds the
business case for diversity, not just in the Boardroom
but also more broadly across the company

of 2018 there were 34 boards in the ASX 300 with no
women, three of these were in the ASX 100. That number
has decreased and there is now only one board in the ASX
100 with no women.
Cultural diversity on Boards remains but a mere twinkle
in the eye of those highlighting diversity in the workplace
as beneficial and socially inclusive. We see some evidence,
from the UK, of the earliest signs of change in this area,
but, as yet, this is not reflected in Australia.
The age profile of those around the Boardroom table has
not shifted appreciably, up or down, and the experience
backgrounds of Board members are still dominated by those
from the Accounting and Finance professions.
As we have previously noted, we are only shining a small
light on the issue of Boardroom diversity but we hope that
this is enough to stimulate some conversation around
Boardroom tables. There is an expectation from the broader
community that companies’ employees are more diverse as
well as an expectation from the shareholder community that
companies will provide strong business results. Given that
there is a growing body of evidence that points to increased
diversity contributing to improved financial performance,
decision making skills and problem solving, it would seem
acting on diversity in companies, at all levels, neatly kills
two birds with one stone.
I hope you find the information in this Index meaningful and
thought provoking. I invite you to contact me, or any of my
colleagues, if we can be of assistance in working with you
to build the diversity of your Board or senior executive team.
Thanks to Emma Lukabyo and Graham Willis for their
contribution to this year’s Index.
Kind Regards

• Analysing the longevity of the Chairs of the ASX300
companies and highlighting those that have been
‘in situ’ for an extended period.
• Looking at the influence that the small, but growing,
group of Chairs that are women have on Board diversity.
• Looking at postgraduate education and professional
governance certification levels of Directors
Board gender balance continues to improve, albeit at
a measured pace, and the ASX50 have led the way. Having
said that the ratios have improved across the ASX300 as a
whole, whilst the ASX50 group has held steady at a 30:70
(female:male) split. When we collected the data at the start

Paul Lyons
Managing Partner
Watermark Search International
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This year we are covering four areas of diversity amongst the ASX300:

Gender
Diversity

Cultural
Diversity

Skills
Diversity

Age
Diversity

GENDER DIVERSITY
From a Board gender diversity perspective, the situation
continues to improve across the ASX300 whilst the
ASX50 might be in danger of thinking “we’ve got there.”
The ASX50 continues to lead by example, with women
constituting 30% of the directorships, but over the last
year the ASX50 have not built further on their progress
towards gender parity (surely the next aim?). However,
in one year the ASX300 have moved the female:male
needle from a 21:79 ratio to one of 24:76; the biggest
shift being in the ranks of the ASX101-200.
Last year we recorded 46 Boards with no women
members on them. This year that number has reduced
to 34 … a meaningful drop. As of the start of January 2018,
there were still three companies in the ASX100 with no
female representation on their Boards. As we go to print
we note that only TPG Telecom remains with no women
on their Board. There seems no obvious reason for this.
There are 10 companies in the ASX101-200 with no
women on their Board and a full 21% of the ASX201-300
Boardrooms are female no-go zones. The mining sector
have upped their game and have been replaced by the
Capital Goods and Commercial Services sector in terms
of the number of Boards with zero women. This sector
has taken over bottom place with 73% of their Boards
having zero or one woman on them.

As we have noted for the last two years,
the ASX200, let alone the ASX300, are not
going to meet the target set by the Australian
Institute of Company Directors (AICD) in 2015
to have a 30% representation of women on
Boards by the end of 2018.2
There are still 11 companies (in the ASX200) that have no
women on their Board. We should, however, acknowledge
the noticeable shift from 2015 when that number sat at 30;
that is a 57% improvement.

21%

of the
ASX 201-300
boardrooms
are female
no-go zones
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CULTURAL DIVERSITY

SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE DIVERSITY

There is a very small shift towards greater diversity
outside the Anglo-Celtic realm and, although very small,
any shift is welcome. The number of Board members who
are from outside Australia slipped slightly from 32.4% to
31.3%, which in itself is probably not that significant.

The shifts in skills and experience diversity are similar to
those of cultural diversity; minor on a year to year basis.
It is, however, noticeable that over the four years that
Watermark has been producing the Index we have seen
the representation of the Finance and Accounting and Legal
sectors on Boards reduced from 53.6% of all Board positions
to 46% of all positions. Over a two-year period, the
Marketing and Communications sector has continued to
edge up in terms of representation from 5.1% to 6.3%, whilst
Agribusiness representation has almost halved from 2.1% to
1.2%. The big-ticket items are still Accounting and Finance,
Engineering and Industrial, Consumer and Legal … experience
in those sectors is found in 75.6% of all Board roles.

If we delve into that statistic we see that 95.5% of those
Board members from outside Australia are of Anglo-Celtic
or European background (North America, New Zealand,
Europe etc.). This is marginally lower than last year and
so the total number of Board members of non AngloCeltic or European background has increased from
80, in the 2017 Index, to 91 in the 2018 Index.

Given that our two-way trade with China,
Japan, The Republic of Korea, Thailand
and India accounts for five of the top
ten trading partners and that over 50%
of our population was either born overseas
or had at least one parent born overseas
our approach to cultural diversity in our
Boardrooms really is in its infancy.4

Directors
with accounting,
finance and/or legal
experience make up

46%

0.6%

31.3%

ASX300 Directors
with a non-Australian
background is at 31.3%



95.5%

95.5% of Board members
from outside Australia are
Anglo-Celtic or European
background

of the ASX300
Board seats

Directors with professional human resources
or change management experience make up
0.6% of the ASX300 Board seats
Software & Services and Telecommunications make up
9.3% of the ASX300 in terms of companies, but in terms of
Board members’ experience it is only at 4.6% of all Board
roles. This sector expertise is significantly under represented
across the ASX300. Given the integral part that technology
plays in transforming business models across all sectors,
we see this skillset as being very underweight. As we have
previously noted, given the change agenda in many
companies and the shifting nature of the work and career
environment, the low representation of those with Human
Resources and Change Management expertise remains an
anomaly. There are only 12 Directors who identified as
having their prime expertise in Human Resources and/or
Change Management. The only good news is that eight
of those were women, ensuring this area of expertise has
the highest representation of women by a country mile.
At our Watermark Executive Luncheon in October 2017
on the topic of ‘Missing in Action: Where are the HR
professionals on Australia’s Boards?” one of our panel
members, noted, “The (HR) profession could do with some
self-analysis and self-discussion … it is too inward looking.”3
This may be true but Watermark believes Boards would
benefit from greater direct exposure to HR expertise and
change management.
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AGE DIVERSITY
This was a new category for the Index last year and, as
a result, we do not have access to comparative data from
2014. There is more data available this year with 72% of the
ASX300 disclosing the ages of their Directors, for the ASX100
that is 86%. The average age of male Directors, who have
disclosed their age, is 61 and the average for women is 56.7.
The age difference between men and women on Boards is
4.3 years, marginally less than last year where it was 4.9 years.
That could purely be a result of increased reporting. Until the
number of companies reporting on age increases and settles,
this is going to be an ongoing problem with the analysis of
this data.

We can say with certainty that there is no
meaningful difference in the average age
of Directors (where reported) between the
ASX0-50 and the ASX250-300 which sit at
60.8 and 60.1 years respectively. On a sector
by sector basis, the most youthful Directors
are found in the Telecommunications
Sector, at 56.6 years, and the oldest are
in Healthcare, Pharmaceuticals and
Biotechnology at 61.8 years.

In last year’s Index we discussed the relevance of age as
a meaningful measure of Board diversity when balanced
against corporate experience, which largely comes with
age and exposure. We offered that it might be more
instructive to look at the length of time Directors had
been on the same Board, following the ASX Governance
Committee’s recommendation that Boards “regularly assess
whether the compromising of independence … might be
the case for any Director who has served in that position
for more than 10 years.”5 We found that 12% of the ASX300’s
Chairs had been Directors of the same company for more
than 15 years. A Chair’s longevity does not necessarily
translate to a lack of broader Board diversity, so we took
the opportunity to analyse that as well.

Telecommunications
average age of director

56.6
years

Pharmaceuticals and Biotechnology
average age of director

vs

61.8
years
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The one thing that establishes the basis for an
organisation’s long-term success is its culture. This is
both set and reinforced at the top of the organisation.
The Board and the Executive set, shape and steer the
cultural tone of the company.

There are also many studies (The end of this Index
references some of these studies) that demonstrate
the strength of diverse teams when it comes to superior
decision making, improved performance outcomes, greater
collective intelligence and improved social sensitivity.

“The single biggest issue facing Australian
Boards is the monitoring and management
of Corporate Culture.”6

“… research shows Boards perform better when
they include the best people with a diverse
range of perspectives and approaches, and
this value-add is not limited to gender alone.”8

 raham Bradley, Australian Institute of Company Directors
G
Essential Directors Update 2017

Diversity is a key cultural building block. Are new ways
of doing things accepted? Will those who are less vocal
be valued for the quality of their contribution even if they
are not as ‘loud’ about it? Is the promotion and review
process fair and equitable? Is the Board selection process
constructed to encourage diversity or does it have an
inherent bias against it?
There are many studies from around the world from the
likes of McKinsey, Credit Suisse, First Boston, Blackrock,
Deloitte, La Trobe University Business School and others
that, in summary, conclude Boards with greater female
representation had superior financial performance.

“We did find, as we expected, that there
was a positive association between female
non-executives on Boards and firm financial
performance … It’s not just about equity
and social justice, it makes economic sense
to have greater diversity on Boards.”7
Professor Paul Mather, Head of La Trobe Business School

J uliet Bourke. Partner, Human Capital, Deloitte Australia.
“Which two heads are better than one?”

If the facts that diverse teams perform better and Boards
with greater female representation make more money,
are not enough to shift the needle more rapidly, then
maybe the interest shown by ASIC in culture will move
things along.

“You can’t talk culture without talking
‘tone from the top.’ Together, the Board
and senior management are responsible
for creating a culture where everyone has
ownership and responsibility for ‘doing
the right thing’. The Board should lead by
example by demonstrating conduct that
supports the firm’s values and take action
where they see the wrong thing occurring
— what you walk past is what you accept.”9
John Price. Commissioner, Australian Securities & Investment Commission
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The impact of culture on performance is the major reason
ASIC have incorporated consideration of a firm’s culture into
their risk-based surveillance reviews.
Finally, there is the reaction of the shareholders, institutional
investors and asset managers to the lack of gender diversity on
Boards. For instance, The Australian Council of Superannuation
Investors (ACSI) has recommended that its members vote
against the election of certain Directors in companies without
female representation on their Boards. In the United States
we see a very strong push from institutional investors and
asset managers to increase diversity on public company Boards.
BlackRock, State Street Global Investors and Vanguard have
taken active steps to use the influence of their proxy votes
to increase Board diversity.

“The concerted efforts of some of the largest and
most influential investors and asset managers
toward increasing Board diversity are likely
to be effective. Their support for shareholder
proposals, their ongoing engagement with
companies, and their consistent public advocacy
for independent and diverse Boards are
powerful factors that will change the corporate
governance landscape.”10
 avid A. Katz & Laura A. McIntosh, Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen & Katz.
D
“Activism and Board Diversity.”

Positive, empowering, inclusive, diverse and performanceoriented cultures get bottom line results: it is a real and
measurable correlation.
This Index illuminates a few components of Board
composition that help set not only the culture of the
Board itself but also that of the organisation.
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GENDER DIVERSITY
On the issue of gender diversity in the Boardroom the
“what gets measured gets done” approach has yielded
solid results. Success is by no means declared however,
recognising the progress made in combination with
what remains to be done is balanced and worthwhile.
When we commenced our Index, reporting on the 2014
year, we noted:

There are a number of well credentialed organisations that
keep track of gender diversity in the Boardroom and, to a
slightly lesser extent, in the senior executive ranks. They also
provide some useful strategies that a company can take to
shift the balance. These include the AICD, Women on Boards,
the ASX Governance Committee, Chief Executive Women,
The Workplace Gender Equality Agency, Male Champions
of Change and the like. We are aware of their work and will
refer to some of their observations in this Index, however
we are not trying to replicate their work.

34 of the
ASX200’s Boards
had no women
Directors, this
number has

22.6% of the
ASX50’s Board
positions were
filled by women;
that is

NOW
30%

19.3% of the
ASX200’s Board
roles were filled
by women;
that number is

fallen
to 11

NOW
26%*

* In 2014/15 we were only tracking the ASX200.
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CULTURAL DIVERSITY

AGE DIVERSITY

There is much less measurement of, and focus on, cultural
diversity even though as a country the Australian Human
Rights Commission notes that we are

Looking at the age profile of Boards is interesting only in that
it might show some shifts over time but, as we stated in the
2017 Index, we believe it is more likely that the average ages
of the ASX300 Board members will increase due to extended
life expectancy, improving health care and an increasing
retirement age. We do not see age, per se, as a particularly
powerful indicator of Board health. Due to the broader
demographic, health and political factors that impact age
in the workforce, we would suggest that the corporate world
needs to become increasingly comfortable with older Board
members … not less comfortable. At the same time Boards
need to be seeking out new Directors to broaden the NED
pool; this talent is likely to be younger and less experienced
but possessing some different insights.

“… a vibrant, multicultural country …
Since 1945, almost seven million people
have migrated to Australia. This rich, cultural
diversity is one of our greatest strengths.
It is central to our national identity.”11
Cultural diversity might indeed be central to our national
identity, but it is not yet central to our Boardrooms or executive
ranks. This too is shifting in the broader business community.
The Australian Human Rights Commission has engaged with
The University of Sydney, Telstra, Westpac and PwC to chart
a way forward for increased cultural diversity in the broader
workplace.12 Their work is not specifically aimed at the
Boardroom but if companies do take more advantage of
Australia’s multicultural mix, then that talent should eventually
find its way through to the senior executive ranks … but not
for a while.
Between the 2014/15 Index and the current one, the available
information points to cultural diversity shifting by only the
smallest amount … which is more than a little disappointing.
One of the issues is the small number of Board Directors
with non Anglo-Celtic backgrounds. For instance, if we wind
the clock back to 2014 when Singtel was listed on the ASX,
its Board was almost exclusively of Board members with an
Asian cultural background. That one Board was enough to
move the overall ASX representation of those from a broader
cultural background up, when it was listed on the ASX, and
down, when it de-listed … the situation remains the same.
Since Watermark produced its first Index in 2014 ASX
companies appear to have grown even more comfortable
with people ‘just like us’ but as we noted in our 2015
report “Given the diversity of the Australian population
we are not quite sure what ‘just like us’ looks like …”13

Life expectancy at birth has risen by 10.3 years as a female
and 12.5 years as a male in the last 55 years14 and if you
were aged 45 in 2015 you can expect to live until 85.6 as
a female and 82.1 as a male. This increased life expectancy
is one of the major reasons that the government is raising
the pensionable age to 70 by 2035. In the executive search
profession, we are sometimes asked to find those candidates
with ‘more energy’, a ‘more digital perspective’ or a ‘longer
career runway’ to fill executive and Board roles; these are
often euphemisms for younger candidates.
Life expectancy change 1960 – 2015



80.4
67.9
YEARS



84.5
74.2
YEARS
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The irony of the ‘longer career runway’ is that the workforce,
at all levels, are remaining with employers for shorter
periods of time. The Foundation for Young Australians
report ‘The New Work Mindset’ notes:

“It is more likely that a 15-year-old today
will experience a portfolio career,
potentially having 17 different jobs over
5 careers in their lifetime.”15
Longevity in a role or company is rarely offered by companies
and yet they look for that in their employees: there would
appear to be an expectation imbalance.

We were somewhat surprised to find that 32% of the
ASX300’s Chairs have been on that same Board for more
than 10 years. There is obviously a balance to be struck
between corporate knowledge and fresh thinking and it
is likely to be different by company, sector and individual.
We also noted that an ASX300 Chair is, on average, a
Director of the same company for 8.25 years. Averages
can be misleading, but this figure of 8.25 years seems
uncomfortably close to the ASX’s view that a Director
with more than 10 years on the same Board should
review their independence.

On the issue of longevity this year, we have had a closer look
at the number of years the Chairs of listed companies have
been Directors of that company. We have taken our lead from
the ASX Corporate Governance Council in reviewing longevity.

“Factors relevant to assessing the independence
of a Director … that might cause doubts
about the independence of a Director include
if the Director:
–	has been a Director of the entity for such
a period that his or her independence
may have been compromised …. the
Board should regularly assess whether
that might be the case for any Director
who has served in that position for more
than 10 years.” 16

32%

of the ASX300’s Chairs
have been on that same
Board for more than
10 years.
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EXPERIENCE DIVERSITY
The recommendation from the ASX compliance committee
that all listed Boards employ a Skills Matrix is there to not
only demonstrate to investors that the Board has a relevant
range of skills at its fingertips, but also, provide a mechanism
that feeds into: “a formal, rigorous and transparent process
for the appointment and reappointment of Directors to
the Board.”17
Matching the skills and experience of new Directors to
gaps in the coverage provided by the current Board and,
in parallel, matching those skills against the future strategy
should be a very robust way of ensuring the diversity of
experience on the Board is fit for the company’s purpose,
today and into the future.
There remain two areas of expertise where there has been
little or no change in Board representation, despite the clear
and obvious strategic demands.
The first is in the area of cultural and organisational change
and the second is in regard to technology. The media’s
coverage of Australian companies’ cultural breakdowns and
the resulting crises of shareholder confidence in 2017 were
significant. Yet less than 0.6% of all Board seats are filled by
Directors with human resources and culture change skills.
In early 2017 Edelman’s Global Trust Survey published
an article titled “Trust Free-Falls in the Land Down
Under” noting.

“Australians’ trust in business leadership,
including the ‘c-suite,’ company Directors
and Boards, is in dramatic decline.”18

We are not suggesting that the Human Resources Directors,
or other senior HR roles, are the sole keepers of the
company’s culture: they are not. The CEO, supported by
the Board and the executive team, has that responsibility.
What it does suggest, however, is that the executives with
the greatest amount of practical knowledge of the processes
that shift or re-enforce a culture are still not getting a seat
at the table.
The other area of low representation, given the strategic
landscape, is that of technology. The sector fares a lot better
than the HR sector with just under 5% of all Board seats
filled by those with a clear technology background. This is
still less than one technology ‘savvy’ Board Director for every
three Boards. That broader representation drops even further
if one considers the number of technology ‘savvy’ Directors
who are not in technology related companies. Of the 96
Directors with a technology background 50 have seats on
Boards in the Software and Services sector. That leaves
46 Directors spread across the remaining 274 companies,
or one technology ‘savvy’ Director for every six companies.
Rather like the media coverage of corporate culture lapses,
the coverage of Amazon’s pending arrival in Australia, and
the havoc it was going to wreak on Australian businesses, was
significant. The Australian on the 24th of November noted

“Reading the media coverage of Amazon’s
arrival in Australia last week you’d be
forgiven for thinking there was a new
Death Star entering our orbit.”

11

Despite all the Boardroom discussion
and strategy focused on the new
technologies needed to drive business
outcomes or protect the current business
from cyber intrusions, the “Digital Director”
is largely absent from our Boardrooms.
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GENDER DIVERSITY
As we have noted in previous Indexes, Gender Diversity at
the Board level is tracked and reported on by a number of
organisations and, as a result, it is the simplest measure of
diversity to analyse. When we say diversity, we can’t help
reflecting on a comment made by a client who was a female
CEO and said “When will people stop referring to me as a
diversity candidate purely because I am female?” … and she
has a very good point. Nonetheless, whilst women are still
in the minority when it comes to Board and executive roles,
there needs to be a focus on evening things up … whatever
the label applied.
As of the start of January 2018,
the situation looked like this:

ASX50
Split Gender

ASX100
Split Gender

Female
30.0%

Female
29.0%

Male
70.0%

ASX200
Split Gender

Male
71.0%

been in the ASX101-200 where the percentage of women
in the Boardroom has increased from just under 21.9%
to 26.1%, a 19% improvement. The ASX201-300 has also
upped the pace of change with a 16% increase in women
Board members.
When we look at the changeover of Directors we can see
that women are replacing male Directors at a faster rate.
That is to be expected if the ASX listed companies are going
to reach parity, or at the very least, the current 30% target.
The gender split of newly appointed Directors to those
companies already listed on the ASX in 2017 was 33.7%
women to 66.3% men and this contrasts favourably with
those leaving those Boards where the split was 20.9% and
79.1% respectively. Another way of looking at this is that
40 women rotated out of ASX300 companies and 68 were
appointed whilst 151 men left and 134 were appointed.
This year we took a closer look at those companies joining
the ASX300 and they do not fare that well. With the notable
exception of MACQ Atlas Roads Group, which has a 50:50
gender split, those companies joining the ASX have only
18% of their Board roles held by women Directors and 20%
of the new ASX companies have no women on their Boards.
The female:male ratio is 25% lower than the ASX as a whole
and a full 40% worse than the current 30% benchmark. It is
interesting the companies joining the ASX300 have not put
their Board houses in somewhat better order and that their
shareholders have not helped get them there.

ASX300
Split Gender

Of the

Female
26.0%

Male
74.0%

Female
24.0%

Male
76.0%

Except for the ASX50 all the above measures have shifted in
a positive direction. We hope that the ASX50 have not called
“Job done” and that next year brings further movement.
As a whole the ASX300 has shifted from 20.6% of Board seats
being filled by women to 24.1%. The largest single shift has

167 Board
members

in companies joining the
ASX300 in 2017 only

18%

of them are

women

30%>
male

rectors
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As mentioned in the Executive Summary, if we take a moment
to look at Boards who have no women Directors, things have
once again improved. In 2016 there were 46 Boards with no
women and this year that number has reduced to 34, which
is a meaningful drop … but still too high. Another meaningful
improvement is the shift in the number of Boards with 30%
or greater women on them. In 2015 that number sat at 54,
20.2% of the ASX300, in 2016 76 (25%) and this year that
number has increased to 93 (31%).

YOY improvement of
0 women on Boards

and greater than
30% on a Board

to

to

46 34 76 93

From a sector perspective the Banking,
Finance & Insurance sector is on level
pegging with the Telecommunications
sector in having 38% of their Boards with
3 or more women.
In the case of the Telecommunications sector, 50% of their
Boards have 30% or more women. Interestingly the other
50% of those in the Telecommunications sector have zero
or one woman on them. Overall the Banking, Finance &
Insurance sector retains its mantle of having the greatest
gender balance with fewer companies having zero or one
female Director. The Mining Sector has ceded last place in
the Board gender diversity stakes to the Capital Goods and
Commercial Services Sector. This sector has 16 out of 22
companies (73%) zero or one woman on their Board … the
miners only have 62% with minimal or no representation.

Gender diversity within industry sectors
Telecommunications

50%
of boards

Capital Goods & Commercial Services

Have

30%>
30%>
female female
directorsdirectors

& Commercial Services
Banking,Capital
FinanceGoods
& Insurance

43%
of boards

Have

30%>
30%>
female female
directorsdirectors

18%
of boards

Have

30%>
female
directors

Mining

21%
of boards

Have

30%>
female
directors
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Once again there is a higher concentration of women with
multiple Board roles. If we bear in mind that the overall
number of Board roles filled by women across the ASX300
is 490, then the fact that 239 of those roles are filled by
91 Directors shows quite a concentration.

48.8% of all the
Board roles held
by women are
concentrated in
26.7% of that group

The ASX300 gender split is 24% women and 76% men and
on the 15 ASX300 Boards that are chaired by women that
split is 37% and 63% respectively. The correlation is clear
but we have not extended the analysis to see whether the
female Chairs are appointing more women or there was
already a higher number of women Directors when the
Chair was appointed.
We also completed an analysis of the Board tenure of Chairs
and how that might relate to Board diversity. There are 16
ASX300 Boards that have Chairs who have been Directors
of the same company for more than 20 years. These Chairs
are all male and often the founders of those companies.
Measured in terms of cultural background, age diversity or
skills & experience there was little difference in the profile
of these Boards to the overall ASX300 averages. The male
Directors are a little older (3 years) and the women a little
younger (2.5 years). Where there was a significant difference
was in the gender make up of their Boards where women
only made up 19.7% of the Board members and the men
made up 80.3%. This is well behind the ASX300 average
of 24% and 76% and even further behind the 30:70 target.
The message seems clear:

The inadequate representation of women Directors across
the ASX300 becomes exaggerated by the propensity of
Boards to appoint Directors with demonstrated listed NED
experience. This is most concentrated in the ASX100 where
43% of all Board Directors hold multiple ASX300 Board roles.
On the one hand it is understandable that Boards are
seeking new Directors with demonstrated listed governance
experience. On the other hand, we would suggest that
unless there is an acceptance that aspects of governance
can be learned on the job whilst the benefits of that new
Board members’ broader executive experience is put
to good use, diversity around the Boardroom table will
change very slowly indeed.
One of the other metrics we delved into this year was
whether the 15 ASX300 companies that had a woman
as their Chair demonstrated any differences in Board
member diversity. With regard to cultural background,
age diversity or skills & experience there was little or
no difference. However when it came to gender there
was a meaningful difference.

“If you want to bring about meaningful gender
balance change on Boards appoint more
women Chairs and focus diversity efforts
on those Chairs who have been Directors
of the same company for a long time.”

Boards
Chaired
by Women

Female
37.0%

Boards
with Chairs
of 20+ Years

Male
63.0%

Female
19.7%

Male
80.3%
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CULTURAL DIVERSITY
As we mentioned in the summary, the shift towards broader
cultural diversity is positive … but very small. Percentages
seem to mask the fact that the total number Directors of
non Anglo-Celtic or European background has grown from
82 to 91 … a 10% jump sounds more impressive than it
is when starting from such a low base. The same overall
picture remains; we are happy to have Directors from
outside Australia on our Boards … but they will be from
North America, the United Kingdom, New Zealand and
South Africa. Only 4.5% of our ASX300 Board Directors have
a Non-European or Non Anglo-Celtic cultural background.

“While we are comfortable with cultural diversity
in some forms, particularly when it comes to
food and festivals, we are not so comfortable
about it in other forms. We are not so comfortable
about having diversity in our corridors of power
or in our Boardrooms in our organisations, even
if we may be relaxed about having it in our
lobbies or in our lunchrooms.”

In 2016 the two-way trade (goods and services) with
China and India was of the order of $200Bn. If we add the
other major Asian trading partners in our top 10 (Japan,
South Korea, Singapore and Thailand) the figure is $354Bn.20
If we draw a line at the top 15 two-way trading partners,
the next five all being from Asia, we have one Board member
of Asian Cultural background for every $6.5Bn of trade. For
the United States we have one Board member of American
cultural background for every $390M and for the United
Kingdom that figure is $162M. On that basis, representation
on Boards has very little to do with the economic importance
of two-way trade.

ASX
100

ASX
200

 r Tim Soutphommasane, Race Discrimination Commissioner
D
September 2017-Leadership Council on Cultural Diversity Conference

We do not know the reasons for this significant under
representation of cultural diversity but suspect it will be
present in our Boards for many years. As we have stated
previously, our Boards neither represent our multi-cultural
population (the domestic customers) nor our major trading
partners (our international customers). It would appear
logical to have better insight into both interacting with our
shifting Australian demographic and/or our major trading
partners and changing Board composition would be one
way to gain that insight.
There have been some recent shifts in population, namely
the growth of Australian citizens born in China and India,
these two groups making up 8.3% and 7.4% respectively
of the Australian population.19 These groups constitute
a domestic market in the order of 3 million people.

Anglo-Celtic 89.1%
European 5.1%
Non-European 5.7%

ASX
300

Anglo-Celtic 90.6%
European 4.5%
Non-European 4.9%

Anglo-Celtic 89.5%
European 5.0%
Non-European 5.5%
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There is one sector that continues to have a higher degree
of cultural diversity amongst its Board members and that
is the Mining and Resources Sector. Of the 20 companies
in the ASX with the highest percentage of Non Anglo-Celtic
and Non-European Directors, six are in the Mining and
Resources Sector. All of those six have over 30% of their
Directors (two of them with 50%) from broader cultural
backgrounds. The next highest represented sector is the
Property sector with four companies in the top 20. In most
cases the inclusion of Directors with a broader cultural
background seems more likely to be tied to any joint venture
and funding arrangements rather than any desire for cultural
diversity on the Board. Our view, however, is that whatever
the reason for a more culturally diverse Board it is a good
outcome. If these two sectors could balance their cultural
diversity with the same approach to gender diversity
they would, by a long shot, be the most diverse Boards
in the ASX300.
We note the interest generated by the Parker Review,
commissioned by the UK Government, which published its
final report on the Ethnic Diversity of UK Boards in October
2017. This followed on from the McGregor-Smith Review,
entitled “Race in the Workplace” published in February
2017 which had a broader focus on equality in the broader
workforce. In terms of a business case for diversity and
inclusion the report notes:
“The potential benefit to the UK economy (of full ethnic and
cultural representation) is estimated to be £24Bn a year,
which represents 1.3% of GDP”21

“The time for talking is over. Now is the time to act.”
The McGregor Smith Review

Without trying to reproduce the Parker Review it is worth
noting a couple of the recommendations:
The first is that: “… the Government should legislate to ensure
that all FTSE 100 companies and businesses publish their
workforce data, broken down by ethnicity and by pay band.”
The second is that “each FTSE 100 Board should have at
least one Director of colour by 2021; and each FTSE 250
Board should have at least one Director of colour by 2024.”22

A Report into the Ethnic Diversity of UK Boards The Parker
Review Committee 12th October 2017
Whilst the terminology is not one we use in Australia these
are the types of initiatives which could make a positive
contribution to the diversity profile of Australian Boards
in the short to medium term.

The overall situation in the UK is very similar
to that which exists in Australia and Margot
James MP, the Minister for Small Business,
Consumers and Corporate Responsibility
noted “It is clear that the Boardrooms of
Britain’s leading companies do not currently
reflect the ethnic diversity of either the UK
or their key stakeholders, including customers,
suppliers and employees, that are critical to
the future of their businesses.”22
Corporate Australia is better than many countries, and
worse than some, when it comes to the issue of cultural
diversity and inclusion across all levels of the corporate
landscape. We believe, given the multicultural nature
of the Australian population and its workforce, we have
the opportunity to not just follow, but lead the way through
both increased cultural diversity at the Board level and
across the work force.
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Distribution of Cultural Background for Non-Australian Board Directors

Asia 10.1%
North America &
Canada 29.2%
South America
1.6%

UK 26.7%
Europe 7.7%
Africa 1.1%

NZ 14.0%

Other 1.1%
South Africa
8.5%
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SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE DIVERSITY
Changes in the sector experience of Board members across
the ASX300 pretty much picks up where it left off last year.
Those with an Accounting and Finance background continue
to dominate and even increased last year’s share by 1.2%.
We need to be a little careful in measuring very small changes
of 0.1 or .2 % not just because they are small but because
we have opted to include a category of Consultants this year
and they contribute 1.9% of all Board roles. Previously they
would have been rolled into other sectors.
The technology and human resources/change management
experts are still, to our mind, very under represented and
the Accounting and Finance experts (at over two per Board)
somewhat over represented. Of those new Directors joining
the ASX300 Boards there are two sectors that are more
strongly represented when compared to the overall ASX300
distribution of experience. These are in the Consulting and
Healthcare sectors, but neither are dramatic enough to
suggest a shift in Board hiring patterns more generally.
Once again, unsurprisingly, we see a strong correlation
between the sectors where Directors have experience
and the sectors of the company Boards they join. Once
more the Healthcare, Biotech and Pharma sector come
out as having the greatest number of Directors who have
remained in sector with 82% of their Directors possessing
a clear healthcare background. We believe that those
23 Boards are missing an opportunity by not including
more Marketing/Communications, Consumer, HR and
technology experience on their Boards.
This year we also looked at the qualification levels of
Board Directors, current and new, as well as the coverage
that the AICD, through its programs, has amongst the
ASX300 Directors.
We are aware that the Governance Institute also has
well-constructed programs for Directors to undertake,
however there is still a strong perception that the courses
are more geared towards Company Secretaries. Given that
this role is not counted as a Board member for the purposes
of this Index, we concluded it would be unrepresentative to
focus on the number of Directors with corporate governance
qualifications or membership.

From an education perspective, we have only considered
postgraduate degrees and only if that Director’s biography
makes mention of their qualifications. What we measured
is that 34.6% of Directors state that they hold Masters
Degrees and of those just over half (51.8%) were Masters
of Business Administration. When it comes to new Board
members joining the ASX300 we were surprised to see a
reduced incidence of postgraduate degrees with only 16.7%
of them holding postgraduate qualifications. We expected
to see the number rising, rather than falling, given the
increasing popularity of postgraduate degrees over the
past 10-15 years.
One area that we noticed in completing this research was
that, when compared to their representation across the
ASX, women are more likely to hold better tertiary and
AICD qualifications. It may be a perception, or indeed the
reality, that women need to be better qualified than their
male counterparts to get an ‘equal’ chance.
The female:male representation in the Boardroom across the
ASX300 is 24:76 but when it comes to postgraduate education
that ratio is 28:72, the majority of those qualifications being
MBAs across men and women. Another way of looking at
this is that 51.3% of women Directors have Postgraduate
qualifications and only 35.5% of the men. When it comes
to the AICD qualifications of being a Fellow or a Graduate of
the AICD the women have made a much greater investment
in the Institutes courses and have a 41:59 ratio. For those
that have taken the AICD course, and not yet achieved the
standing of Fellow, there really is a big difference in favour
of the women with a 63:37 ratio the other way. When it
comes to the AICD qualifications 58.1% of women are
Graduates or Fellows and only 21.8% of the men.

Our female executive Board members
are better qualified both in terms of their
postgraduate education and their governance
education. In addition to the overall Board
gender diversity imbalance it would also
appear that women need to be better
qualified than their male counterparts
to ‘land’ a role as a Director.
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Other
2016 2.0%

Accounting
and Finance
2016 37%

2017

2017

1.0%

Agribusiness
2016 2.1%

38.2%

Legal
2016 8.4%

2017

7.9 %

2017

1.2%

I.T
2016 4.9%

Property/
Real Estate
2016 3.0%

2017

4.6%

2017

3.0%
SECTOR
BACKGROUND OF
BOARD MEMBERS

Government
2016 2.5%

HR/Change
Management
2016 0.4%

2017

2017

2.3%

0.6%
Engineering
& Industrial
2016 20.5%

Healthcare
2016 3.3%

2017

19.5%

2017

3.4%
Consulting
2016 –

2017

1.9%

Consumer
2016 10.3%
Marketing/
Communications
2016 5.6%

2017

6.3%

2017

10.1%
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AGE DIVERSITY
We note that more of the ASX300 are providing the ages
of their Board members. Across the ASX300 every bracket
increased their reporting on age but most noticeably in the
ASX201-300 where the incidence of reporting rose from
58% of companies to 67%.
Whilst more companies disclosed the age profile of their
Board members we are a little unsure that shareholders,
or anyone else, really know how to interpret the results.
We believe that both Boards, and the range of stakeholders
interested in the performance of a company, should be
focused on Board decision making processes, encouraging
informed and honest conversations, collegiality (but not
to the point of group think) and an openness to being
challenged. A Board Performance Review conducted by
a third party (not the Company Secretary or the Chair)
is a very good way of providing objective feedback
about performance and some strategies to improve it.

We have however looked at the age distribution of ASX300
Directors. Although there is a slight difference in the average
age by sector, it does not appear significant. The average
age of those disclosing their age has also increased for both
men and women by 0.3 years … again this does not appear
significant. We also note a difference between the average
age of the Directors joining Board and those leaving them
(6.2 years), but, given new Directors are about renewal,
that is to be expected.
When we looked at the Board tenure of the ASX300 Chairs
we did not just look at the time from when they had been
appointed Chair but the time from when they joined the
Board. The data revealed that 35% of the Chairs had been
on their respective Boards for less than five years, which
would seem to suggest a healthy injection of new talent.
On the other hand, 32% of Chairs had been on the same
Board for more than 10 years and 12% for over 15 years.

The characteristics mentioned above are not about age,
they are about aptitude and attitude. Many more mature
Board Directors are mentally agile, curious, well informed
and invested in their company’s performance. Similarly
many younger Directors possess the same valuable
attributes. We know of no substantive evidence of age,
young or old, as a determinant of Director performance.
We urge Boards and the company’s shareholders to look
past age as a determinant of diversity.

ASX
1–100

Disclosing Age 86%
Not Disclosing 14%

ASX
101–200

Disclosing Age 67%
Not Disclosing 33%

ASX
201–300

Disclosing Age 57%
Not Disclosing 43%

61.8 years

61.5 years

60.8 years

Average age of male
& female (years)
Average age of male
directors (years)

ASX 300
ASX 300
ASX 300

60

Energy, Utilities
and Transportation
Capital Goods,
Commercial Services
Healthcare, Pharmaceuticals
and Biotechnology

60.7 years

60.0 years

Mining, Metals
and Materials

Real Estate

60.0 years

59.1 years

58.8 years

58.6 years

58.5 years

56.6 years

Average age of female
directors (years)

56.7

Consumer

Software
and Services
Automobiles
and Components
Banks, Diversiﬁed
Financials, Insurance

Media

Telecommunication
Services
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Average Age of Directors

61
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35.0% 33.0% 19.9%
0–4 Years
on Board

5–9 Years
on Board

6.4%

10–14 Years 15–19 Years
on Board
on Board

5.7%
20+ Years
on Board

Average age (years)

60.1
ASX0–100

Average age (years)

59.7
ASX101–200

The greatest number of long serving Directors can be found
in the ASX101-200 with 70% of them on the Board for more
than 15 years.

Once again, we stress it is not about
age nor longevity when it comes to
suitability for a Board or Chair role, it
is about performance. We refer to the
position of the ASX Governance Council
that offers “the Board should regularly
assess (for independence) … any Director
who has served in that position for more
than 10 years.”23

Average age (years)

60.1
ASX201–300
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There has, to date, been an almost singular
focus on gender when it comes to diversity
on Boards. That is not just an Australian
focus but something that can be seen more
globally. In Australia, and elsewhere, this
focus has brought about change and is
resulting in a higher representation of
women on Boards. Success cannot be
declared, however the progress is significant
and we believe momentum will continue to
improve Board gender balance. We do not
yet see evidence of a push for Board gender
parity and the current 30% target is likely
to remain the ‘benchmark’ in the short to
medium term. We do however encourage
Boards and shareholders to see the 30%
target as a place to start rather than a
place to end.

The Parker report in the UK might be the start of a more
serious consideration of cultural diversity. Australia, as
a multi-cultural society, is in a good position to make its
own way in this regard. The Davies Report (on Board gender
diversity) came out with an initial target, set in 2011, of
25% women on the FTSE100 by 2015. This target was then
revised, in 2015, to 33% by 2020. Incidentally the FTSE100
companies met the 25% target in 2015.
In similar fashion the Parker Report recommended that
“each FTSE 100 Board to have at least one Director from
an ethnic minority background by 2021 and for each FTSE
250 Board to do the same by 2024” Sir John Parker summed
up his view of Boardroom diversity by saying “Today’s FTSE
100 and 250 Boards do not reflect the society we live in,
nor do they reflect the international markets in which they
operate. Whilst we are making good progress on gender
diversity in the Boardroom, we still have much to do when
it comes to ethnic and cultural diversity.” 24
We believe that we will see a shift in the UK because of this
report and look forward to this conversation starting in earnest
in Australia’s Boardrooms and governance organisations.
We hope that we are contributing to the debate and that
the movement towards diversity in the Boardroom can
become one that is wider than gender. We believe that
changing the makeup of the Board over time sends a clear
signal to the rest of the organisation about ‘how things get
done around here’. As many studies show ‘greater diversity
= better results’.
We look forward to:
• A year of further progress on gender diversity
in the Boardroom
• An increasing willingness for Boards to undertake
third party reviews of their performance
• Positive changes in Boardroom cultural diversity
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We have continued to keep our data collection ‘contained’
to the ASX300 but we have added some new measures this
year from within that data set. Items such as longevity of
Chairs, the educational attainment of new Directors and
a more in-depth review of the profile of those Boards that
are joining the ASX300. It is probably worth noting that at
any one time there are rarely 300 companies in the published
lists from the ASX, in this case there were 297 companies
that made up the data for this review. The data was current
as of the start of January 2018.
In considering the number of Board members, we have
included the Managing Director but not the Chief Financial
Officer or Company Secretary as members of the Board.

When it comes to the terminology of cultural background,
Anglo-Celtic, European etc., we have used the same
terminology as that used by the Australian Human Rights
Commission in its publication “Leading for Change”12.
We do believe that the focus on cultural diversity should,
and will, gain momentum and there are strong economic
and social benefits for companies and shareholders.
We invite you to contact us if you wish to discuss any
components of this Index

We invite you to contact us

With regard to skills we have made a determination that
a Director brings one major area of experience to a Board.
We recognise that 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.

Paul Lyons
Managing Partner
+61 2 9233 1200
paul.lyons@watermarksearch.com.au

Based on our experience we know that specific areas of core
experience are predominantly the reason a Director is invited
to join the Board. For example, a Director who has been a
partner in a law firm is unlikely to be invited to join for their
human resources experience; it does not follow that they
do not have any. Equally just because a Director has had
an executive role in companies that have been through
significant change, it does not make them a change
management expert.

Level 36, 140 William Street
Melbourne, Victoria 3000

Regarding postgraduate education, those holding PhD’s have
sometimes recorded a Masters qualification and sometimes
not. We have not assumed that those who did not record
a Masters hold one, given one can progress through and
obtain a PhD without undertaking a Masters. We have
however counted, for both women and men, both a PhD
and a Masters as separate qualifications.
With regard to cultural background there is, in some cases,
a degree of judgement applied. In many cases the individual’s
cultural background is quite clear; in other cases where an
individual has been educated in Australia and is of a different
cultural background, it is less clear. Just as we have determined,
for example, that someone with exposure to organisational
change is not a change management expert, an Australian
that has worked in Asia for a period of time is not the same
as a Director that was born and educated there.

Watermark Search International
Level 10, 83 Clarence Street
Sydney, New South Wales 2000
www.watermarksearch.com.au
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EXECUTIVE SEARCH

BOARD SEARCH

DIVERSITY

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 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.

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 to provide
an induction process for their new Directors.

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 2017, 43% 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. In addition to our focus on gender
diversity we have also had the opportunity to
assist a number of Indigenous organisations
secure high quality candidates through well
targeted executive search.

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. Our latest
survey shows that those executives remain in
place for an average of 7½ months.

Watermark Search International
Sydney Office
Level 10, 83 Clarence Street
Sydney NSW 2000
02 9233 1200
Melbourne Office
Level 36, 140 William Street
Melbourne VIC 3000
03 8629 1000
watermarksearch.com.au

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.

