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Dear Mr Sid

Overboard on Gender Diversity 
I think this fuss about gender diversity is getting too much. “20 by 20”. “25 by 25”. “30 by 
30”. What’s next? “50 by 50”? Maybe “100 by SG100” (which is in 2065)? 

I support equal opportunities for women. But they have to earn it. The Singapore 
government’s mantra has always been meritocracy. What happens to meritocracy when 
we now have ministers championing men making way for women?

You know what will happen when we have gender targets or quotas on boards?  
Tokenism. Women will become directors simply because they are women, not because 
they are the best for the board.

Diversity should also not mean gender diversity. A board should have people of different 
skills, experience, ethnic groups, generations, geography in the mix, and so on. In fact, 
some of these other types of diversity can be more important for a particular board. If 
a company is targeted at the young, would it not be helpful to have a millennial on the 
board? If it is operating in the US, would it not be sensible to have an American or two? 

I chair my board’s nominating committee. We have no women on our board, but we do 
have plenty of diversity. We have one “ang moh” (that’s ethnic diversity). All our board 
members have distinctly different industry and professional backgrounds (plenty of skills 
and experience diversity). The youngest director is 48, the oldest is 73 (that’s more than 
one generation, maybe even two). 

In the meantime, there are far bigger issues that our company has to contend with: 
cyber security, disruption, innovation, making a decent profit, paying good dividends to 
shareholders... As a result of the digital disruption which is affecting our company, we are 
looking for an IT veteran to join our board, but I am not going to be politically correct to ask 
our search firm to look for a woman director just so that we will not be “named and shamed”.

Equally yours

All For Equality

Dear All For Equality

Thank you for the feedback on board and 
gender diversity.

I agree with several of your points, but I may 
weigh them differently.

From your description, your board does 
believe in board diversity. However, the fact 
is, you are missing on an important dimension 
of diversity: gender. While diversity should 
not mean, by default, gender diversity; at the 
same time, it should also not mean all kinds of 
diversity, except gender diversity. 

Why gender diversity
Gender may be only one of several dimensions 
of diversity, but it is an important one. There 
are two main reasons why this is so: social 
justice and business.

According to Gender Diversity on Boards: 
A Business Imperative, a report by the Diversity 
Task Force, women represent half the global 
talent pool. In Singapore, they account for 
45 per cent of the resident work force, and 
76 per cent hold tertiary qualifications for 
those aged 25 to 34, compared to 72 per cent 
of men.

However, according to the 2016 Singapore 
Directorship Report, only 11 per cent of 

listed company directors are women. The 
disproportionate number of women on boards 
relative to women in senior management ranks 
is not only unfair, it also suggests that boards 
are likely missing out on talent that they might 
otherwise have. 

From a business standpoint, some studies 
show that companies with women directors 
do better, though the position is not as clear 
cut for many reasons, including the question 
of cause and effect, the methodologies used, 
and there are other studies that come to the 
opposite conclusion. 

Gender quotas and measures
All that said, this much is clear. When 
something is out of line – in this case, the 
proportion of women on boards – it is not 
uncommon for regulators to introduce 
measures to encourage alignment. 

Hence, the advocacy over the last few years 
for improving women representation on 
boards, and debates about appropriate 
measures which have ranged from “naming 
and shaming” to gender quotas.

I agree with you that pushing these measures 
too far could result in tokenism, which would 
be undesirable. Gender quotas – which, though 
discussed, have not been seriously pursued, 
as yet – would certainly risk going in that 
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Mr Sid's References (for this question)
Board Guide
Section 2.8: Diversity

Nominating Committee Guide
Section 3.5 Board Diversity
Appendix 3F: Skills Diversity
Appendix 3G: Gender Diversity
Appendix 3H: Sample Board Diversity Policy

Singapore Directorship Report 2016
Section F: Gender Diversity

Boardroom Matters 
Vol 1, Chapter 26: “Sense and Sensibility in Board Diversity” by Lyn Boxall
Vol 1, Chapter 27: “Gender Diversity: A Mountain to Climb?” by Annabelle Yip
Vol 1, Chapter 28: “Gender Diversity: Quotas, Targets and Cultural Mindsets” 
by Junie Foo
Vol 1, Chapter 29: “Enter the Digital Director” by Robert Chew
Vol 1, Chapter 30: “Board Diversity:  The International Perspective” by Tan Yen Yen
Vol 1, Chapter 31: “Back to Basics: Financial Literacy for Board Members” 
by Barbara Voskamp
Vol 2, Chapter 37: “Gender  Diversity: Make It Happen” by Junie Foo
Vol 3, Chapter 30: “Dealing with Diversity Fault Lines” by Eugene Kang
Vol 3, Chapter 31: “Boards Must Mind the Talent Diversity Gap” by Max Loh
Vol 3 Chapter 32: “Narrowing the Gender Gap in Singapore Boardrooms” 
by Junie Foo
Vol 3, Chapter 33: “Addressing the Three Disconnects of Diversity” by Max Loh

Who is Mr Sid?

Mr Sid is a meek mild-mannered geek who 

resides in the deep recesses of the reference 

archives of the Singapore Institute of Directors.

Burrowed among his favourite Corporate 

Governance Guides for Boards in Singapore, 

he relishes answering members’ questions 

on corporate governance and directorship 

matters. But when the questions are too 

difficult, he transforms into Super SID, 

and flies out to his super network of 

boardroom kakis to find the answers.

direction. It is encouraging that 
the strongest measure proposed 
so far has been the disclosure of a 
board (including gender) diversity 
policy, measurable targets and progress 
in meeting them. I think that is very 
reasonable.

As to the target of “20 by 20”, it is but 
a rallying call. It has no regulatory force – 
at least, not yet.

Your next director
You say you are looking for a digital director. 
Did you know that, according to a 2016 survey 
by the Infocomm Media Development 
Authority, 30 per cent of infocomm media 
professionals are female? 

If you do find a female digital director, you could be 
killing two birds (your digital director and a female 
director) with one stone.

And to ensure that you provide sufficient opportunities 
for women, you could instruct the search firm to find 
at least one female candidate in the slate presented to 
the NC. 

Hopefully then, you will not get named as one of the 
few boards without a female director. 

Yours sustainably

Mr Sid

The diverse forms of 
Super SID.


