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CEW submission to the consultation on the draft 5th 
edition ASX corporate governance principles and 
recommendations   
 
About CEW 
Chief Executive Women (CEW) is Australia’s leading network of women leaders, united 
in the purpose of women leaders empowering all women. Since 1985, we have worked 
with business, government, and the community to advance gender equity and remove 
barriers to women’s progression, participation, safety, and security.  

Our over 1,400 members are among the most senior and influential women across 
business, academia, government, sport, the arts, and the not-for-profit sector, together 
overseeing more than 1.3 million employees and over $749 billion in revenue. Their 
organisations represent a combined market capitalisation of over $1.144 trillion and 
contribute more than $249 billion to Australia’s GDP.  

Through advocacy, research, targeted programs, and scholarships, CEW delivers 
practical impact: accelerating women into leadership, shaping policy, and influencing 
the systems that drive economic and social progress.  
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CEW’s position 

Chief Executive Women (CEW) strongly urges the ASX to adopt a 40:40:20 gender 
diversity objective for S&P/ASX 300 boards; at least 40% women, at least 40% men, and 
up to 20% of any gender. CEW also recommends retaining the proposed requirement 
for entities to disclose how diversity informs board succession planning. Together, 
these measures recognise board composition as a core governance responsibility and 
support better decision-making, stronger risk oversight and sustainable long-term value 
creation. 

The existing Principles have helped drive progress by encouraging companies, investors 
and other stakeholders to strengthen women’s leadership pipelines. Given that women 
now comprise close to 40% of ASX300 boards, retaining a 30% objective lacks ambition 
and risks suggesting that progress is complete.1 The fifth edition should reflect 
contemporary expectations and set a forward-looking standard. 

A 40:40:20 objective, at least 40% women, 40% men and up to 20% of any gender, is not 
a quota or a mandate. It would operate within the existing “if not, why not” framework, 
allowing entities to explain transparently where they cannot meet the objective. 

 

Recommendation:  

Amend draft Recommendation 2.3(c) so that the measurable objective for gender 
diversity in the composition of the board of an entity in the S&P/ASX 300 Index is not 
less than 40% women and not less than 40% men, with up to 20% of any gender. 

 

Thirty per cent no longer reflects the market  

In the effort to reach gender equity in board representation, the 30% objective was an 
important mechanism for change. The success of this objective is a testament to the 
impact of consistent and transparent policy in driving progress.  

• Watermark Search International’s 2026 Board Diversity Index records women 
holding 38% of ASX 300 directorships, up from 20% in 2016.2  

 
1Australian Institute of Company Directors, ‘More women at the helm: Top ASX companies inching closer to 40%’ 
(17 July 2025). 
2 Watermark Search International, 2026 Board Diversity Index (2026) 

mailto:cew@cew.org.au


 
 
 
 

 
Chief Executive Women Limited 
cew@cew.org.au      
ABN 72 192 201 209           
(02) 9182-7800         

• The AICD Gender Diversity Snapshot reports 37.6% women directors for the ASX 
300 and 38% for the ASX 200 as of 31 January 2026. The ASX 100 and higher 
indices have reached 40%, while women hold 43.8% of ASX 20 board positions.3 

• ASX’s consultation paper records that 73% of ASX 300 boards had more than 
30% women in 2025.4  

• Only four ASX 300 companies now have all-male boards.5 

A measurable objective should provide a clear benchmark for assessing progress and a 
forward-looking goal that drives organisations towards best practice and reflects 
contemporary expectations. For the majority of ASX 300 companies, 30% no longer 
does that. Only 83 boards (28%) have not yet reached the 30% female director 
threshold.6 It sets no direction for future appointments and gives investors little basis 
for distinguishing between companies that are progressing and those whose progress 
has stalled. 

Retaining 30% will reset expectations downwards. The figure in the Principles is treated 
by boards, investors and proxy advisers as an authoritative market benchmark. If ASX 
restates 30% for the next edition, companies currently approaching or exceeding 40% 
may interpret that as confirmation that 30% remains sufficient.  

The market has already moved towards 40% targets. Since 2019, the Australian Council 
of Superannuation Investors (ACSI) has defined a gender-balanced board as 40:40:20 
and asked companies to set a timeframe for reaching it.7 ACSI has described 30% as 
having shifted from an aspiration to a minimum standard.8 

Australian companies have also adopted the higher standard in targets for executive 
leadership teams. CEW’s Senior Executive Census 2025 found:  

• 44% of ASX 300 companies and 59% of ASX 100 companies had set a 40:40 
gender target for executive leadership.9 

Australia should not risk losing progress by embedding a target that sits below current 
market performance. 

 
3 Australian Institute of Company Directors, ‘AICD Gender Diversity Snapshot’ (3 March 2026) 
4 Australian Securities Exchange, Corporate Governance Principles and Recommendations: Draft 5th Edition 
Consultation Paper (Consultation Paper, July 2026) 
5 Watermark Search International, 2026 Board Diversity Index (2026) 
6 Australian Institute of Company Directors, ‘AICD Gender Diversity Snapshot’ August 2026 
7 Australian Council of Superannuation Investors, ‘Gender Diversity Lagging in Board and Executive Leadership 
Roles’ (6 March 2022) 
8 Australian Council of Superannuation Investors, ‘30% Women on Boards Now Minimum Expectation under New 
ACSI Voting Policy to Boost Director Diversity’ (17 May 2023) 
9 CEW, 2025 CEW Senior Executive Census (September 2025) 
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Success of targets 

ASX’s consultation paper concludes that the existing 30% objective has promoted 
diversity and produced a step-change in board appointments. CEW supports this 
conclusion. 

The success of the 30% objective supports moving to 40%; it does not justify standing 
still. 

Targets convert intention into governance decisions. They inform board succession 
plans, nomination briefs and recruitment processes. They give chairs and nomination 
committees a clear outcome against which to plan appointments, and investors a 
transparent measure of progress. 

CEW’s Senior Executive Census 2025 found: 

• ASX 300 companies with a 40:40 gender target for executive leadership were 2.7 
times more likely to achieve gender balance than companies with no target.10 

• Those companies also had 11% higher representation of women in their 
executive leadership teams.11 

Although these findings concern executive leadership rather than boards, the principle 
is clear: the level of the target shapes the level of progress. Investors expect a 40:40:20 
gender balance, a substantial proportion of companies in the index already apply this 
target to their leadership teams, and ASX itself proposed the same formulation in its 
2024 exposure draft.12  

Achieving diversity  

Progress on gender diversity does not have to come at the expense of other forms of 
diversity.13 Australian boards can pursue both. 

Boards should seek diversity across gender, cultural background, age, disability, 
professional experience, skills and perspective. These characteristics are not mutually 
exclusive, nor are appointments a zero-sum exercise in which attention to one form of 
diversity prevents progress on another. 

 
10 Chief Executive Women, Senior Executive Census 2025: The Pipeline Problem (2025) 
11 Chief Executive Women, Senior Executive Census 2025: The Pipeline Problem (2025) 
12 Australian Institute of Company Directors, ‘ASX Corporate Governance Principles & Recommendations 5th 
Edition Consultation Draft’ (Submission to the ASX Corporate Governance Council, 8 May 2024) 
13 Elise Shaw, ‘Dr Philip Lowe on Resetting the ASX’s Corporate Governance Principles’ (Australian Institute of 
Company Directors, 10 August 2026) 
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Gender is also not separate from broader diversity. CEW supports ASX’s move to 
require entities to explain how diversity of thought, experience and perspective is 
incorporated into board succession planning. CEW supports that broader disclosure. It 
should complement a stronger measurable gender objective, not replace or weaken it. 

Gender remains the characteristic for which reliable, comparable and index-wide data 
is available. Australia has one of the most sophisticated gender data sets 
internationally, making gender diversity appropriate for a numerical objective. Diversity 
of thought is more likely to be achieved when boards include people with a range of 
lived experiences and perspectives. The ASX can retain clear accountability for gender 
representation while encouraging boards to improve diversity across all relevant 
dimensions. 

Forty per cent is an appropriate target across the ASX 300 

The argument that 40% is too high a hurdle for companies at the smaller end of the 
index does not reflect market experience or the Australian corporate landscape. ASX’s 
own explanatory material describes companies in the index as well placed, by virtue of 
their size, scale and organisational maturity, to meet a numerical gender diversity 
objective.14 

• Women accounted for 46.7% of ASX 200 board appointments in 2023 and 44% in 
2024.15 

• Watermark’s 2026 Index counts 2,057 seats across the ASX 300, with women 
holding 38%. 16 

The Principles already provide an appropriate mechanism for exceptional 
circumstances. If a company has specific reasons, it cannot achieve 40%, the “if not, 
why not” framework allows it to explain those reasons, its current composition, its 
timeframe and the alternative steps it is taking.  

Economic and international evidence-base 

Recent Australian evidence reinforces the well-established economic case for gender-
balanced leadership. Companies with gender-diverse leadership are more profitable, 
manage risk more effectively and make better-informed decisions. Gender equality 
benefits the economy at large: Australian research has estimated that achieving gender 

 
14 Australian Securities Exchange, Corporate Governance Principles and Recommendations: Draft 5th Edition 
Consultation Paper (July 2026) 
15 Australian Council of Superannuation Investors, ‘Gender Diversity Lagging in Board and Executive Leadership 
Roles’ (6 March 2022) 
16 Watermark Search International, 2026 Board Diversity Index (2026) 
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equality could add $128 billion to the Australian economy.17 The 2025 Bankwest Curtin 
Economics Centre and Workplace Gender Equality Agency Gender Equity Insights 
report found that an increase of at least 10% in women’s representation on the boards 
of ASX-listed companies is associated with a 4.9% increase in company market value. It 
found that gender-balanced executive leadership is associated with approximately $93 
million in additional value for an ASX-listed company with a market capitalisation of $1 
billion.18 

More broadly, gender-diverse leadership is associated with stronger company 
performance, productivity and profitability.19 Diverse boards draw on the full talent 
pool, bring a wider range of lived experiences to decision-making, reduce the risk of 
groupthink and strengthen oversight of complex issues including artificial intelligence, 
cyber resilience, data governance, geopolitical disruption, workforce constraints and 
the energy transition.  

Internationally, comparable markets increasingly use 40% as the reference point for 
board gender balance:  

• The United Kingdom’s voluntary, business-led FTSE Women Leaders Review 
raised its target for FTSE 350 boards and leadership teams to at least 40% 
women in 2022. FTSE 350 boards reached 40.2% by the end of that year, three 
years ahead of schedule.20  

• The 2025 Review recorded women holding 43% of FTSE 350 board roles, with 
73% of companies meeting the 40% minimum.21 

• In 2003, Norway introduced a statutory requirement of at least 40% of each 
gender for corporate boards. The requirement applied primarily to publicly 
limited companies, as well as state-owned and inter-municipal companies. 
Women’s representation on public limited company boards increased from 
approximately 5% in 2002 to around 40% by 2008. This demonstrates that a 
clear, measurable target can rapidly shift board composition and expand 
women’s participation in corporate decision-making.22 

 
17 Deloitte Australia, Remaking the Norm (2024) 
18 Rebecca Cassells and Alan Duncan, Gender Equity Insights 2020: Delivering the Business Outcomes (BCEC–
WGEA Gender Equity Series, Issue 5, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre and Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency, June 2020) 
19 Rebecca Cassells and Alan Duncan, Gender Equity Insights 2020: Delivering the Business Outcomes (BCEC–
WGEA Gender Equity Series, Issue 5, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre and Workplace Gender Equality 
Agency, June 2020) 
20 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy and Department for Business and Trade, ‘FTSE 350 
Hits Boardroom Gender Balance Target Three Years Early’ (28 February 2023) 
21 FTSE Women Leaders Review, Achieving Gender Balance (Report, February 2025) 
22 Mari Teigen, “Gender Quotas for Corporate Boards: A Qualified Success in Changing Male Dominance in the 
Boardroom,” in Successful Public Policy in the Nordic Countries, ed. Caroline de la Porte et al. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2022), 133–152 
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This experience is directly relevant to Australia. It shows that a target framework, 
transparent reporting and business leadership can deliver 40%.23  

Recommendation 

Amend draft Recommendation 2.3(c) so that the measurable objective for gender 
diversity in the composition of the board of an entity in the S&P/ASX 300 Index is not 
less than 40% women and not less than 40% men, with up to 20% of any gender. 

 

Conclusion  

Australia has demonstrated that voluntary board gender targets can work. The progress 
achieved over the past decade shows that clear expectations can drive meaningful 
change. This progress reflects contemporary expectations across the market, 
particularly those expressed by CEW members, investors and other stakeholders. It 
also reflects the compelling business case for gender-balanced leadership, which is 
associated with stronger decision-making, performance, productivity and profitability.  
 
Retaining a 30% objective would lack ambition, send a poor signal to the market and 
risk turning a past milestone into a future ceiling. Australia is already approaching 40% 
women on ASX 300 boards, investors are using 40:40:20 as a benchmark, and the 
largest listed companies have already achieved this level of representation. 
 
There is no need to choose between gender diversity and broader diversity. Australian 
boards can, and should, advance both. Nor should the circumstances of a minority of 
companies determine the standard for the entire ASX 300, particularly when the “if not, 
why not” framework already provides a transparent and proportionate way to explain 
genuine constraints. 
 
The fifth edition should set a standard that reflects contemporary expectations and 
directs the market towards its next stage of progress. CEW urges the ASX to adopt a 
40% objective and maintain Australia’s momentum towards genuinely gender-
balanced boards. Gender balance is not only a matter of fairness and representation; it 
is good for business and essential to ensuring that companies draw on the full range of 
available leadership talent. 
 
CEW would welcome the opportunity to discuss this submission with the ASX and the 
Advisory Group on Corporate Governance. 

 
23 FTSE Women Leaders Review, Achieving Gender Balance (Report, February 2025) 
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