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“Women on Board: A Malaysian Perspective on Accelerating Board Diversity”

Bismillahirahmanirrahim. Assalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh and a very good morning.

Ms. Irene Natividad, 

President, Global Summit of Women;

Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,
INTRODUCTION
1. On behalf of the Government of Malaysia, allow me at the outset, to extend my sincere congratulations the organiser, Globe Women, for its initiative in bringing together distinguished leaders and individuals globally to share our experiences and winning strategies to advance women in the economic sphere. The Global Summit of Women has always pioneered new ideas for stakeholders to keep abreast with them worldwide. We are truly honoured to be a part of the session today. I would also like to thank the Government of Turkey and its people, who have made us so welcome and we deeply appreciate the warmth, care and attention throughout this summit.
2. Malaysia is a developing country that has grown tremendously since we first gained independence in 1957. During these formative years, Malaysia’s economy changed from one that was agro-based to one that was industrial, with a robust annual rate of growth that saw the country dubbed as one of the Asian Tigers in the 1990s.
3. Malaysia is now in the midst of further transformation as we adjust to the demands and challenges of a globalised and borderless world. Under the capable leadership of our Prime Minister, Dato’ Seri Najib Tun Razak, we are navigating exciting times of change. Various initiatives have been put into place with the aim of steering Malaysia towards becoming an advanced nation, in all senses of the word.
4. The nation’s development path is guided by the Government Transformation Programme (GTP) and the Economic Transformation Programme (ETP). The six National Key Result Areas (NKRA) and the New Economic Model, with its eight Strategic Reform Initiatives, are the framework for the nation’s economic transformation. The implementation of the development programmes will be realised through the tenth and eleventh Malaysia Plans.
Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

WOMEN IN MALAYSIA
5. So where have women factored into this equation? Women in Malaysia have always played a decisive role in nation building. Comprising almost half of the population, the role of the Malaysian Woman has continued to evolve over time. Improvements in access to education and healthcare combined with changes in the economic landscape have spurred women out of the traditional domain of their homes and into the labour market. From a marginal 30.8 percent in 1957, the female labour force participation rate has now increased to 47.3 percent. 
6. Women now hold some of the key positions in organisations that are central to the country’s development, including inter alia, the position of Governor of Malaysia’s Central Bank, and the Chairman of the Securities Commission. Nevertheless, there is no room for complacency when it comes to either gender equality or national development. The time has come for us to move beyond our present achievements and raise the bar to a higher level.
7. To date, 13 percent of women are appointed as members on the board of directors in government-linked companies (GLCs), which is an increase of 2 percent from 2005 (11 percent). Statistics collected by the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development from 200 companies listed on the Malaysian Stock Exchange further revealed that women comprise 7.6 percent of the members on corporate boards. In addition, women appointed to the board of directors for financial institutions and in the insurance sector were 6 percent and 7 percent respectively
.

Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

Why developing economies / countries need to accelerate board diversity?

8. As a responsible Government, we have made the ascension of women into decision-making positions a priority. In order to achieve our goal of becoming a developed nation by 2020, women must be enabled and empowered to fulfil their potential as the driving force that will propel our nation to greater heights. For us as a government, not only is it an issue of equal opportunity and rights, it is a fact that makes economic sense, for ‘investing in women is smart economics’.
9. As we well know by now, studies the world over have repeatedly shown us that a more diverse board including women leads to, among other things, increased profitability. Given that Malaysia’s advancement is hinged directly to an increase in growth as well as GDP, and if including women leads to increased profitability, while a lack thereof is a handicap, it would only make economic sense to make it happen! At this juncture, we cannot afford to be left behind, for the longer we stall, the further behind we will fall.
Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

How is Malaysia accelerating board diversity?

10. While considerable progress has been made in the public sector, where women now comprise 32.3 percent of premier decision making posts, we intend to replicate and hopefully surpass these numbers in the private sector. 
11. To come up with effective solutions, the challenges must first be identified. Research has indicated that the barriers to women’s career advancements can be grouped under three familiar social phenomena: the so-called glass ceiling, which due to its invisibility impedes women’s ascension to top management positions; work-life balance, which depicts the tension women face between family and career responsibilities; and finally the ‘invisible woman’ phenomenon, which describes the female worker who is always ‘in the back room’ so to speak - productive but not seen – and therefore not in line for a promotion
.

12. To move women up the ranks, the Malaysian Government has enacted a variety of measures that aim to address the challenges:
13. To address the legal and regulatory framework, the National Plan of Action for the Advancement of Women, formulated in 2009, includes “women at decision making levels” as one of the 13 sectors under the Plan. In addition, the effort to mainstream women into development is continued in the Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011-2015) where women have been seen as a vital component of society. Malaysia has also adopted the At Least 30% Women in Decision-Making Positions Policy, that aims to accelerate the realisation of the policy.

14. As a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and in line with our international obligations, the Malaysian Government recognizes the link between stronger and more effective laws to protect women and their ability to be productive and effective workers. As such, we are also looking at, for example, the possibility of introducing legislation around sexual harassment, with the aim of creating a safe working environment, one that will prove beneficial to both employers and employees.
15. Other crucial initiatives have involved engaging with the stewards of the corporate world – the Securities Exchange Commission, the Central Bank, GLCs, national development agencies, corporate decision makers, and other stakeholders – to address the structural inequities that exist. These include the promotion of specific corporate policies that will encourage positive work-life balance such as parental, maternity and paternity leave; flexi-hour regulations; childcare; and work-from-home options.
16. Allow me to highlight for example, a consultation session initiated in March this year with the Securities Commission, the Central Bank of Malaysia and Malaysian Stock Exchange on strategies to catapult women into decision making positions in the corporate sector. These discussions have resulted in collaborative efforts to look into the possibility of implementing gender diversity on boards through, inter alia, the Malaysian Code on Corporate Governance. The Code, which was developed and implemented by the Securities Commission in 2000, incorporates the principles and best practices of good governance and prescribes the best possible corporate governance structures and internal processes.

17. To increase their visibility in the workplace and increase the pool for of viable female candidates for promotion, we are also pushing for structured capacity building through the availability of coaching, mentoring, networking and sponsorship
.
18. Finally, and we’ve heard this mentioned often, are the attitudes of women themselves with regards to their ambitions and aspirations. McKinsey
 recently reported that very few women want to reach the top in the first place. As they move up the ranks, this number decreases, but the majority continue to believe that reaching the pinnacle of decision-making will not be worth the cost to get there.

19. We believe that to address this issue holistically, and to augment the measures I mentioned earlier, it is absolutely essential to begin changing mindsets among our younger generation and future workforce. The aim for a minimum of 30% women representation in leadership positions should start on campus, among the student community. 

20. Recently, we launched a small year-long pilot project in which we have begun working with students at a local public university. Aimed at addressing the issue of gender equity on campus, the project aspires to create a new generation of Malaysians who are gender sensitive and gender equitable, and imbue young women with the right skills, exposure and opportunities that will benefit them and their communities beyond campus life.

Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen,

CONCLUSION

21. Before I end my speech, allow me to share my own experience in the corporate sector before becoming involved in the world of politics. 
22. I was once a young corporate lawyer, determined to make a success of my career and life, at the same time be a wife and mother. It was not easy but I refused to give up. I was willing to work with and eager to learn from the best in the field. I have a very supportive husband who happens to be a scientist and a man who is secure about himself. I come from a large extended family who has always been my pillar of strength and safety net. I was not afraid to be with people who were intelligent and learned, because I wanted to learn from them. I learned never to be always in my comfort zone only. I also had great mentors all the way. They were both men and women. 
23. I was blessed enough to be given the opportunity by the then Chairman of Malaysia’s National Investment Corporation (a government-owned investment company) to sit on several public-listed companies under its stable, beginning from 1986. Subsequently, I became the first Malaysian woman in 1993 to be appointed as the Chairman of a conglomerate of two public-listed companies on the Kuala Lumpur Stock Exchange, namely Island & Peninsular Berhad and Austral Enterprises Berhad.

24. I am humbled that I was part of Malaysia’s acceleration towards board diversity. Nevertheless, I stood on the shoulders of many women who came before me, and it was as a result of their struggles that I was empowered and able to take up these positions. Similarly, our work here today is aimed at building a highway that will lead to the opening of doors to the boardroom.  
25. To the organisers, thank you once again for organising the Global Summit of Women, and for the wonderful opportunity to share a little of what Malaysia is doing in accelerating board diversity. It is my sincere hope that our work here, when applied, will further catapult women into the boardroom.
26. On that note, thank you once again, May Allah SWT bless our efforts.   

Wassalammualikum wrm wbt.  
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� Data compiled by the Central Bank of Malaysia in April 2011


� MWFCD_UNDP Final Plan of Action_30% Policy


� Sponsorship: “a special kind of relationship in which the mentor goes beyond giving feedback and advice and uses her or her influence with senior executives to advocate for the mentee” (see study published in Sept 2010 issue of the Harvard Business Review titled “Does mentoring provide the same career benefits to men and women” available at http://hbr.org/2010/09/why-men-still-get-more-promotions-than-women/sb2)


� Barsh, J. and  Lee Y. (2011) Special Report produced exclusively for The Wall Street Journal


Executive Task Force for Women In The Economy 2011: Unlocking the full potential of women in the U.S. economy
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