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Background
In 2017, State Street Global Advisors (SSGA) announced that it would place increased emphasis on gender 
diversity and vote against the chair of the nominating and/or governance committee or board leader of 
companies that fail to have at least one woman on the board or disclose substantial efforts at increasing 
female representation on their board of directors. As of July 2018, SSGA has voted against more than 
500 companies for failure to demonstrate progress on board diversity.i 

While boards are under mounting pressure to focus on board composition and refreshment, including 
tenure and individual and aggregate skills, diversity in particular has become increasingly important to other 
institutional investors, pension funds, employees, and other stakeholders:

 y BlackRock amended its proxy voting guidelines to include an expectation of at least two women 
directors on every board, indicating that it may vote against nominating/governance committee members 
if it believes that a company has not accounted for diversity in its board composition.ii

 y The Vanguard Group released an open letter addressed to directors of public companies worldwide 
stating that it had joined the 30% Club, a global organization that advocates for greater representation of 
women in boardrooms and leadership roles.iii

 y CalPERS engaged more than 500 US companies in the Russell 3000 index regarding lack of board 
diversity and reported that through May 2018 it withheld votes or voted against 271 directors at 
85 companies as a result of board diversity concerns.iv 

 y Glass Lewis has stated that beginning in 2019, it will generally recommend voting against the nominating 
committee chair of a board that has no female members and, depending on the circumstances, may 
extend that negative recommendation to all members of the nominating committee.v

Beginning in 2020, SSGA announced, it will vote against the entire slate of board members on the 
nominating committee if a company does not have at least one woman on its board, and has not 
engaged in successful dialogue on State Street Global Advisors’ board gender diversity program for three 
consecutive years.vi 
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In This Thought Piece
This Thought Piece highlights disclosure examples that align with the framework provided by 
SSGA in their Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity of Boardsvii and reaffirmed in their Annual 
Stewardship Report. In addition, we considered the remarks made at the 2017 Breakfast of 
Corporate Champions by Ronald P. O’Hanley, President and COO of State Street Corporation.viii

1.  Assess current gender diversity
2.  Establish goals to increase gender diversity
3.  Identify “diversity champions”
4.  Address behavioral biases
5.  Consider female directors for leadership positions
6.  Enhance transparency and communication

Since, broadly speaking, US proxy disclosures are insufficient for the scope of this Thought Piece, we 
draw largely from Canadian (as well as other international) shareholder communications to highlight how 
companies are communicating on the six points of the framework outlined by SSGA. Canada proves a 
particularly fruitful reporting jurisdiction to examine because TSX-listed companies have been required to 
disclose on the representation of women on boards and in executive officers since 2015,ix and because the 
requirement in Canada to produce a management information circular for proxy solicitation is similar enough 
to US proxy solicitation to provide meaningful insights.

FURTHER READING

FURTHER RESEARCH

Further Thought Pieces 
available for download on 
our website discuss how 
disclosures are evolving to 
meet the expectations of 
BlackRock, CERES and the 
NYC Comptroller.

https://argyleteam.com/
resources-page.aspx

Use Argyle’s Disclosure 
Database to benchmark how 
Fortune 250 corporations 
present “Gender Diversity” in 
their proxy statements using 
text and graphics.

add.argyleteam.com
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Assess Current Gender Diversity

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Assess the current level of gender diversity on the board and within management ranks.”

We looked for:

Examples of how companies assess and monitor the level of gender diversity on their board and 
throughout the organization.

National Bank of Canada (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

NBC tracks gender diversity of the Board and various senior management and 
management groups. Currently, 38% of the Board’s members are women, surpassing 
their target to have women account for 1/3 of directors. The overall target for 
representation of women among the officers of the Bank is 40% as part of a three-year 
diversity plan. An annual diversity status report is provided to executive officers as 
well as to the Human Resources Committee so they can monitor the change in the 
representation of women at the Bank and in all its business sectors.

https://www.nbc.ca/content/dam/bnc/a-propos-de-nous/relations-investisseurs/
assemblee-annuelle/2018/nbc-circular-2018.pdf
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HSBC Holdings plc (United Kingdom) 2017 Annual Report

HSBC maintains diversity statistics on the Board, group-level management, executive 
committee and direct reports, senior management, and the organization as a whole. 
A graph tracking the growing percentage of females in senior management illustrates 
their year-over-year progress towards their goal of 26.3% female share of senior 
management, which they achieved in 2017.

https://www.hsbc.com/-/media/hsbc-com/investorrelationsassets/hsbc-
results/2017/annual-results/hsbc-holdings-plc/180220-annual-report-and-
accounts-2017.pdf

ICA Gruppen (Sweden) 2017 Annual Report

ICA tracks gender distribution of the Board, various management levels, and of all 
employees as it works towards 50/50 gender balance in its managerial team. Women 
currently occupy 40% of leadership positions (Board and management team) and ICA 
has launched two new training programs targeting women at the middle and senior 
management levels, respectively, to increase equality among senior management.

https://www.icagruppen.se/arsredovisning/arsredovisning2017/globalassets/
annualreportpdf/20180305/ica_gruppen_ar2017_eng.pdf
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Establish Goals to Increase 
Gender Diversity

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Establish goals aimed at enhancing the level of gender diversity on the board and senior management.”

We looked for:

Examples of how companies establish goals to enhance gender diversity on the board.

Elementis plc (United Kingdom) 2017 Annual Report

Elementis provides gender diversity statistics for the Board (which achieved 38% 
female representation in 2017), various management levels, and the whole company. 
Accountability to increase gender diversity is achieved by factoring gender diversity 
in recruitment, talent management, and succession planning into the annual bonus 
assessment of the company’s CEO and CFO.

https://www.elementisplc.com/assets/downloads/2018%20pdf%20downloads/
Elementis_AR17_160318.pdf
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Telstra Corporation Limited (Australia) 2018 Corporate Governance Statement

Telstra details measurable objectives and progress on a number a diversity measures and 
maintains diversity statistics for the Board, various management levels, and the whole 
company. They recognize that the level of gender diversity may be temporarily affected during 
periods of Board renewal, but affirm their commitment to 40% female representation among 
non-executive directors, which they currently meet. Additional diversity measures include 
promotion rates for women and intake of female, disabled, and Indigenous graduates.

https://www.telstra.com.au/content/dam/tcom/about-us/investors/pdf%20
F/2018-Corporate-Governance-Statement.pdf

SNC-Lavalin (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

In 2016, SNC-Lavalin established a target of 20% female representation on its Board 
and in senior management positions over the next three years. It surpassed this goal in 
2017 and extended a 20% target of female representation to engineering positions and 
all levels of management over the same time period.

http://www.snclavalin.com/en/files/documents/2018-annual-snc-lavalin-proxy-
circular_en.pdf
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Identify “Diversity Champions”

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Identify ‘diversity champions’ on the board and within management who would support initiatives to meet 
established goals.”

We looked for:

Disclosure on the activities of “diversity champions” within companies.

The Coca-Cola Company 2018 Proxy Statement

At Coca-Cola, the new Chairman of the Board (and outgoing CEO) leads the Board 
in its commitment to gender diversity. Efforts are discussed in the governance letter from 
the outgoing Chairman of the Board and included in the performance review, which 
applies to his time as CEO.

https://www.coca-colacompany.com/content/dam/journey/us/en/private/
fileassets/pdf/investors/annual-meeting/KO007-Coca-Cola-2018-Proxy-
Statement-Bookmarked.pdf
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The Bank of Nova Scotia (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

Scotiabank’s President and CEO includes gender diversity as part of the overall 
leadership strategy and succession planning process and chairs its Inclusion Council, 
which is mandated to embed diversity in business strategy and enhance diversity of 
leadership. The Human Resources Committee oversees management’s execution 
of the leadership strategy and succession planning process, which is “designed to 
enhance the quality of depth and diversity of executive talent, develop top leaders… 
and strengthen the representation of women at the vice president level and above.” The 
strategy is discussed in the Compensation Committee’s letter and included in the CEO’s 
performance review.

http://www.scotiabank.com/content/dam/scotiabank/canada/en/documents/
about/484417_BNS_2018Circular_AODA_ENG.pdf
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Thomson Reuters Corporation (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

With the goal to reach 40% female representation at the senior leadership level 
by 2020, Thomson Reuters’ CEO chairs its Women’s Advisory Task Force, 
which focuses on increasing the number of women in leadership development 
programs. In addition, the CEO’s executive committee leads the company’s Career 
Sponsorship Program, which focuses on senior high potential female leaders and is 
designed to accelerate their growth, enhance their network, and position them for 
greater career success.

https://ir.thomsonreuters.com/static-files/a24dcd3f-5fc4-413c-8e12-
3060fad0aad2
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Address Behavioral Bias

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Address behavioral bias in the director search and nomination process and the management hiring process”

We looked for:

Examples of how companies address unconscious gender bias in the director (and management) 
search and nomination process.

Suncor Energy Inc. (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

To increase the representation of women in leadership roles at all levels of the 
organization, Suncor seeks to identify high-potential women within the company and 
work with them to develop the skills, acquire the experience, and–critically–have the 
opportunities necessary to become effective leaders. Towards that end, Suncor regularly 
assesses formal processes to identify and remove barriers to women’s advancement. In 
addition, through its Diversity and Inclusion Counsel, Suncor delivers unconscious bias 
training to all leaders in order to “build stronger awareness and ownership of diversity 
and inclusion strategies and principles.”

https://www.suncor.com/-/media/Files/PDF/Investor-Centre/Annual-Reports/2017-
AR/English/2017_Management_Proxy_Circular_EN.pdf?la=en-CA&modified=20180
517230624&hash=531B4A32134A504C0EFBBBF9E58C49E7C0FDE489
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Premium Brands Holdings Corporation (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

Premium Brand’s Employment Equity and Diversity Policy specifically addresses 
unconscious bias and systemic barriers. It ensures recruitment and selection  
practices at all levels (from the Board down) “are appropriately structured so that 
a diverse range of candidates are considered and that there are no conscious or 
unconscious biases that might discriminate against certain candidates.”

https://www.premiumbrandsholdings.com/pdf/public-filings/PBH-Information-
Circular-March-19-2018.pdf

TELUS Corporation (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

Since 2014, employees at the level of vice president and above have received 
unconscious bias training. In 2016, TELUS extended this to hiring managers and the 
training is now included in their hiring course. The Board has set a target to have a 
minimum representation of 30% of each gender (male and female) and states they are 
actively seeking to add another female director to the Board.

https://assets.ctfassets.net/rz9m1rynx8pv/4hoHvOlp04WKKE4IWQuk6S/
e8e3fe8e4c095cc6f808956da1c294bf/2018_Information_Circular.pdf

13

https://www.premiumbrandsholdings.com/pdf/public-filings/PBH-Information-Circular-March-19-2018.pdf
https://www.premiumbrandsholdings.com/pdf/public-filings/PBH-Information-Circular-March-19-2018.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/rz9m1rynx8pv/4hoHvOlp04WKKE4IWQuk6S/e8e3fe8e4c095cc6f808956da1c294bf/2018_Information_Circular.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/rz9m1rynx8pv/4hoHvOlp04WKKE4IWQuk6S/e8e3fe8e4c095cc6f808956da1c294bf/2018_Information_Circular.pdf


Consider Female Directors for 
Leadership Positions

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Consider female directors for leadership positions.”

We looked for:

Companies that highlight their mechanisms for considering female directors for Board 
leadership positions.

Singtel Telecommunications Limited (Singapore) 2018 Annual Report

Singtel discloses their diversity policy, presents gender diversity of the Board and 
company as whole, and highlights an action plan for achieving their goals. The Board 
requires external search consultants to present female candidates, strives to consider 
female candidates when identifying new directors, and—significantly—appoints at least 
one female director to the Corporate Governance and Nominations Committee.

https://www.singtel.com/content/dam/singtel/investorRelations/
annualReports/2018/singtel-annual-report-2018.pdf
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Dream Unlimited Corp. (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

To further address advancement of women on the Board (and within the 
company), Dream has established a Leaders and Mentors Committee, which 
notably (and among other tasks), works with the Governance and Nominating 
Committee to identify excellent candidates for Board positions irrespective of prior 
board experience. The committee is charged to identify candidates with “due 
regard to the benefits of diversity and the needs of our organization.” Despite not 
having adopted formal targets for female representation, the focus has been effective: 
57% of directors (including the chair) and 40% of NEOs are female.

http://www.dream.ca/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Dream-Unlimited-2018-MIC-
FINAL-SECURED.pdf
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Manulife Financial Corporation (Canada) 2018 Information Circular

Manulife developed its Global Women’s Alliance to increase female leadership within the 
company. The Global Women’s Alliance is an employee community for women that focuses 
specifically on professional development and networking. To increase exposure and impact, 
each chapter has an executive sponsor at the position of vice president or higher.

http://manulife.force.com/servlet/servlet.FileDownload?file= 
00P50000010BL5nEAG&ver=10
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Enhance Transparency 
and Communication

From SSGA’s Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards:

“Enhance transparency and communication with investors on the board’s position on gender diversity and 
report on progress against established goals.”

We looked for:

Meaningful investor communication about gender diversity.

Marks and Spencer Group plc (United Kingdom) 2018 Annual Report

Marks and Spencer communicates extensively around its Board Diversity Policy. 
It describes how it considers director candidates from a broad pool, including those 
outside of traditional listed boards, and its policy of only engaging search firms that 
participate in the Voluntary Code of Conduct for Executive Search Firms on gender 
diversity and best practice. They commit to maintaining 30% female representation in 
the short and medium term, and address efforts to strengthen its talent pipeline of senior 
female executives as it works towards 50% female (as well as 15% Black, Asian, and 
Minority Ethnic) representation in senior management by 2020.

https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/annual-report-2018/mands_
annualreport_2018.pdf
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Unum Group 2018 Proxy Statement

Unum communicates their commitment to gender diversity starting with the Board (27% 
female). They explain how the Governance Committee ensures continued diversity on 
the Board by requiring that candidate pools include diverse individuals meeting the 
recruitment criteria. They also discuss dedicating further resources to foster workplace 
diversity, including setting diversity and inclusion performance goals for the CEO 
and senior leadership team and creating an office of diversity in 2018 led by a chief 
diversity officer.

https://investors.unum.com/Cache/1001235179.PDF?O=PDF&T=&Y=&D=&FID= 
1001235179&iid=103324

Rite Aid Corporation 2018 Proxy Statement

Rite Aid’s disclosure is noteworthy for its frankness addressing gender diversity. 
The Board admits that its gender diversity may decrease in the short term while it 
works to balance director tenure and increase racial and ethnic diversity during its 
ongoing refreshment. However, they reaffirm their commitment to gender diversity 
moving forward.

https://www.riteaid.com/documents/45609410/73421892/2018_Proxy_
Statement.pdf/dfabab26-9cd5-3aad-09e0-a7cff70eef0a
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v Glass, Lewis & Co., 2019 United States Policy Guidelines (2018). 
http://www.glasslewis.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/2019_GUIDELINES_UnitedStates.pdf.

vi State Street Corporation, State Street Global Advisors Reports Fearless Girl’s Impact: More than 300 Companies Have Added 
Female Directors (September 27, 2018). https://newsroom.statestreet.com/press-release/corporate/state-street-global-advisors- 
reports-fearless-girls-impact-more-300-companie.

vii State Street Global Advisors, Guidance on Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards (December 31, 2017). https://www.ssga.com/ 
investment-topics/environmental-social-governance/2017/guidance-on-enhancing-gender-diversity-on-boards.pdf.

viii Mr. O’Hanley was President and Chief Executive Officer of State Street Global Advisors from 2015-2017. His remarks at the 
2017 Breakfast of Corporate Champions hosted by the Women’s Forum of New York are available here: https://www.ssga.com/ 
blog/2017/11/expanding-the-call-for-board-gender-diversity.html.

ix TSX-listed companies are subject to National Instrument 58-101 Disclosure of Corporate Governance Practices (NI 58-101), 
which was amended was amended in 2014 to require non-venture issuers to disclose on an annual basis: (i) the number and 
percentage of women on the issuer’s board of directors (the board) and in executive officer positions; (ii) director term limits or 
other mechanisms of board renewal; (iii) policies relating to the identification and nomination of women directors; (iv) consideration 
of the representation of women in the director identification and nomination process and in executive officer appointments; and 
(v) targets for women on boards and in executive officer positions. The Amendments came into force on December 31, 2014. 
See http://www.osc.gov.on.ca/en/14198.htm.
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