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Ci~s half empty- Women are 
m being equal to men in the cor· 
sector. 

ACK in 2011, the Government 
announced a target for the corpo· 

. rate sector to push for women to 
~ represent 30% of decision-making 

positions by the end of 2016. Yet, 
e 2016, women accounted for only 
director positions in the top 100 
npanies on Bursa Malaysia. 
~rmore, there persists a gender pay 
veen men and women based on 
ncomes earned, according to the 
:ent of Statistics 2015 Salaries and 
~port. 

sia, however, is not alone. 
global reality- even in developed 
; like the United States, Canada 
ralia, where women account for 
20% of board positions in listed 
es and women in employment 
under 20% less than their male 
arts. 

lass halt full- Malaysia has 
progress In women inclu· 

,.ure of a more equal representation 
in leadership positions however 

increasingly promising in 
especially given recent progress 

,hening the pipeline of women's 

s of university enrolment in 
in the 1980s, men outnumbered 
more than a quarter. Today, that 
1verted, with more than 25% 
for women compared with men. 

mg pipeline of women graduates 
beginning to reflect itself in the 
. While overall gender ratio ofthe 
labour force is at 60:40 in terms 
men, at the executive level, it's 

!50 between women and men in 
Jrce- at least in listed companies. 
~s been significant progress in the 
ltion of women in the workforce. 

2010, the Female Labour Force 
pn Rate {FLPR) wallowed at 
r~ for many years. What thi.s 
!lS is that for every 100 women 

age, only about 46 were work
ing both full-time and part-time 
!nt. 
ho, FLPR has steadily risen from 
010 to 54.1% in 2015, which 
:to an additional 750,000 women 
's workforce, which is estimated 
te an additional 0.3% gross 

Jroduct growth to our economy. 
in getting more women into work 
. tributed to a number of factors 
·tter education (women with 

tation are statistically more likely 
ore service sector jobs (seen to be 
n-friendly than manufacturing 
ion), rise of micro enterprises and 
k arrangements. 
'verall workforce representation, 
1seeing more women in leadership 
gure2. . 
bmen are significantly underrepre
e boardroom and as chief execu
{CEOs), there are increasingly 

.n in top management. 
'the 2015 Bursa annual returns, 
ounted for 26.3% oftop manage
; all listed companies. 
ogress from the low 20s estimated 
surveys and bodes well towards 
e corporate sector's 30% target. 

re sustain this momentum of 
·,e agenda of women at work and 
iJ? 

WHERE IS MALAYSIA AT NOW? 
. '•. ,,• . ·.. ·. 

FACT: Advancing women at work and 
In leadership is a business Imperative. 
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There is a risk that progress of women in 
leadership will stall if this agenda is repre
sented purely as a women's rights issue. This 
is where some who champion advancing the 
women's agenda are potentially undermining 
it, especially if they are framing it as an "us vs. 
them" scenario. Yes, it has been quite unfairly 
a "boy's club," especially at the boardroom 
level for far too long. However, it shouldn't 
then be about righting this wrong by then 
wanting to have an-all women board either. 

The importance of advancing women at 
work and in leadership is that it is good for 
everyone {both men and women). Malaysia 
will not emerge a high-income nation if we 
do not optimise halfthe population, espe
cially when the fairer sex is emerging as the 
more educated cohort. Developed countries 
typically have FLPR exceeding 60%. Hence, we 
certainly have a gap to close in terms of our 
country's potential economic growth. 

Further, it is also about leveraging on 
diversity as a source of strength. Various stud-. 
ies point to greater diversity in companies 
leading to better financial performance and 
risk management. Analysing companies in 
the United States, Canada and the United 
Kingdom, McKinsey in its Diversity Matters 
2015 report found that gender-diverse com
panies were 15% more likely to outperform, 
and ethnically-diverse companies were 35% 
more likely to outperform. 

In contrast, in Malaysia, the 2015 PwC
TalentCorp Diversity survey found that about 
one-fifth of listed companies had no women 
in top management and one quarter of listed 
companies had no ethnic diversity in top 
management. 

Clearly, Malaysia is not yet fully leverag
ing on the strength of its natural diversity. 
Especially as Malaysia shifts from resource
based and lower-end manufacturing to 
higher value-added services, it becomes more 
critical for us to embrace diversity as different 
perspectives spur creativity and innovation. 

Diversity in corporate Malaysia is therefore 
about forging a truly 1Malaysia partnership 
to enhance the nation's competitiveness. 
Hence, promoting gender (and ethnic) diversi
ty should be seen as a business and economic 
imperative. 
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If diversity is so good, why doesn't it happen 
more naturaily? 

Truth is, it often feels more natural to not 
be diverse. All of us have a natural affinity 
towards our own kind, socially and profes
sionally. Diversity is potentially a double
edged sword- it provides us with different 
ideas and perspectives, which if well-man
aged, drives creativity and innovation, but 
if badly managed, leads to unproductive 
conflict. 

But if we don't embrace diversity, we will 
not achieve our full potential. So, how do we 
drive greater progress on' inclusiveness in 
Malaysia? Potentially contentious but in our 
point of view, quotas don't work. Attempting 
to force diversity, will lead to tokenism and 
compliance in form. Without embracing a 
mindset for inclusivity, the full benefits of 

Figure 1 
Strong progress in female labour participation rate (FLPR) 

against 2015 target of 55% 
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Figure2 
Women in decision making roles have increased 

While representation at board level lags, women in top management of listed 
companies is close to the 30% target (as at end-2015*) 
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So if it cannot be forced, what's the alter-
native? · 

We will just need to persevere with the 
current approach of advocacy and moral 
suasion, backed by facts, and to con
tinue raising awareness and ensuring 
that the issue remains at the top of 
the corporate sector's agenda. 

WHAT HAS THE 
GOVERNMENT DONE? 

Having the Prime Minister 
announce formal national policy 
targets for FLPR and women in 
leadership in 2010 and 2011, 
respectively, has helped to 
elevate the agenda. While not 
a quota, targets require meas
urement and what doesn't get 
measured, typically doesn't get 
done. 

The policy announcement has 
then been followed up by regular 
engagement with corporate Malaysia .. 
In particular, for women in leadership, the. 
Securities Commission has formalised the' 
target into the Malaysian Code of Corporate 
Governance, emphasising the importance of 
board diversity to strengthen governance and 
management of companies. 

Bursa Malaysia has followed up, in 2015, 
by requiring listed companies to disclose their 
diversity policy covering management and 
employees, in addition to collating data on 
board and top management diversity through 
annual returns. 
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WHAT CAN BUSINESSES DO? 
Awareness of the fads is important as it 

allows companies to benchmark themselves 
against their peers. For example, oil and gas 
companies can't use the excuse that it is a 
male-dominated industry for their lack of 
diversity when Petronas-listed entities have 
led the way with between 20% and 25% 
women on their board. 

Peer engagement (or peer pressure) does 
help, as shown by the experience of the 
30% club in the United Kingdom, where 
women on boards have increased from 
12.5% in 2010 to 26% currently. 

Much of UK's progress was achieved by 
having prominent chairmen (generally men) 
championing for diversity to their peers, 

combined with some pressure whereby 
the 30% club would make mention of 
companies with no women on board 
in the newspapers. Hopefully, the 
Malaysian chapter of the 30% 
club, which was launched in May 
2015, will enjoy similar success. 

For starters, progress is 
needed in the 20 listed 
companies in Bursa's top 100 
such as 101 Group, Fraser 
& Neave Holdings Bhd and 
Boustead Holdings Bhd, as 
they have no women on their 

board. The excuse that 
there are no qualified 

women rings hollow, 


