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May 28 2010

ASX Corporate Governance Council

C/- ASX Regulatory & Public Policy Unit

Level 7, 20 Bridge Street

SYDNEY  NSW   2000

Dear Councillors

We are pleased to provide comments on the proposed changes to the Corporate Governance Principles and Recommendations as outlined in the Exposure Draft of 22 April 2010.  

Chief Executive Women (CEW) exists to promote the development and effective use of Australia's leadership talent. We believe the whole community benefits if the talents of women are fully utilised. CEW aims to accelerate talented women into senior leadership by fostering the development of talented women and improving their visibility to, and acceptance by CEOs, Boards and Senior Executives. 
Research continues to validate that diverse teams and businesses that have strong female leadership participation out-perform their competitors. However, our business leaders have failed to build sustained improvement in the representation of women at senior levels. For businesses that are more advanced, there are two key lessons from their success that the majority of Australian business leaders should take note of; firstly executive management (Board, CEO and Executive teams) actively own the issue and drive a strategic business response to turn around poor performance in female representation across their organisation, and secondly they measure, monitor and take accountability for their performance. 
Given this focus of CEW, we believe it is appropriate to focus our comments at this time to the diversity measures which are incorporated via the existing Principles, the guidance to existing Recommendations, and also new Recommendations as re-stated below:.

Principle 2 (Structure the Board to add value)

· Changes to the guidance for Recommendation 2.4. The Board Nominations Committee Charter should provide for the review of and reporting to the board on the proportion of women at all levels of the company.

· Revisions to Recommendation 2.5. The board's performance evaluation measures should include diversity objectives for all levels of the company.

· Amendment to the Guide to reporting against Principle 2. Companies will be required to disclose the mix of skills and diversity sought for board membership.

Principle 3 (Promote ethical and responsible decision making)

The three new Recommendations which require companies to:

· Establish a diversity policy which includes measurable objectives for gender diversity, including an “if not, why not” framing (3.2)

· Report performance against gender diversity objectives in the Annual Report (3.3)

· Report gender diversity for the Board and in the organisation in a way which is relevant and meaningful to workplace participation - eg by seniority or job category (3.4)

CEW supports all the proposed changes to Principles 2 and 3, and would encourage the ASX to also consider how it can support ASX listed companies in the formulation and implementation of their diversity strategies.  We believe that in order to change the unacceptable slide in the numbers of women in executive and board positions, culture change is required.  Culture change is hard for any company to achieve and we believe more prescriptive measures are required as a consequence. 

We realise from the interaction that we have had with a number of Australian companies over the past few years that to make and lead change, you need to have the facts. This was one of the drivers for CEW building a diagnostic tool - the CEW CEO Kit – so that large organisations can understand their own workforce and to inform the development of a tailored diversity strategy.  
A number of companies in Australia are already successfully using the CEW CEO Kit for that purpose.  At the end of 2008, CEW partnered with Ernst & Young to undertake the sale and promotion of the CEW CEO Kit, and they have since worked closely with a number of companies in its implementation. CEW and Ernst & Young are committed to maintaining the affordability of the Kit as our motivation is to support systemic change in Australian business.  
An advantage of ASX Companies being aware of the availability of the CEW CEO Kit to enable compliance with the ASX Guidelines and to inform a diversity strategy is that a common language around diversity matters may start to emerge and ultimately a consistency in reporting 

It is important to acknowledge that the Australian business community has invested in a broad array of initiatives to progress the representation of women. This investment has resulted in various levels of progress and related maturity in realising the targeted outcomes. In general three categories of business maturity have emerged:
· Advanced- the investment in strategy, measures and sustainable outcomes has resulted in these organisations gaining competitive advantage by attracting, retaining and developing female talent across their business. 
· Actioning- these companies are pulling together their previously fragmented response to the issues to create a strategic platform, including targets & measures, to make a rapid impact. They are seeking to gain a critical mass of women in leadership roles and are building mechanisms to immediately improve their results in attracting, retaining and developing women. Provided they maintain their momentum, these organisations have the potential to ‘leap frog’ the advanced group within the next 18-24 months. 
· Emerging or stagnant– these organisations have put little to no effort toward improving representation of women in their leadership roles and/or across the business, or if they have had met with little success. However, there is genuine renewed interest, and perhaps anxiety, for ASX listed organisations due to the proposed “if not, why not’ guidelines for the public disclosure of female representation. 

Irrespective of where organisations are at in their maturity levels, we believe there is value to be had in using the CEO Kit.

Some of the actions and learnings from companies that have used the CEW CEO Kit to inform their diversity strategies include:
1. Very specific insights, tailored to an individual organisation, diagnosing where the bottlenecks have arisen, such as a lack of women in line roles, or embedded attitudes towards women in the workplace.  From a strong fact base, organisations using the CEO Kit have been able to devise a plan to produce the greatest possible impact in the shortest amount of time.

2. Mandating a hiring policy that requires all short lists for senior roles to include a woman and that all internal selection panels must include a woman.  In addition, contracts engaging external search firms require them to put forward a credible female candidate in their short list.
3. Requiring their suppliers to have gender equality policies and programs

4. Ensuring that training and education of male employees occurs around the company’s business case for diversity

5. Encouraging men to increase their usage of the company’s flexibility policies

6. Using employee engagement surveys to baseline diversity both through a quantitative and qualitative lens.
We believe that ASX listed companies would see a major shift in their culture and improvement in terms of representation by adopting actionable initiatives.  Sustainable culture change must be supported by facts, focus and leadership from the top over the medium to long term.

CEW congratulates the ASX Corporate Governance Council on the proposed changes to the Corporate Governance Principles and Recommendations. We will continue to be actively supportive of ASX listed companies in the development and implementation of their diversity strategies.  

Yours faithfully,
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Naseema Sparks
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