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2021 - Time to expand the corporate 
governance agenda 
2021 will challenge boards in expanding the scope of the company’s 
responsibilities towards better citizenship, even as investors will increase their 
focus on the ESG agenda and the company’s governance structure. Board 
accountability will be set at higher standards. And regulators will need to build 
capacity to improve enforcement.  
 

 

 

For boards, the lessons of COVID-19 will last longer than the pandemic. 2020 has compelled boards 
and managements to take decisions based on nebulous and changing conditions, amidst a high degree 
of uncertainty.  

In 2021 and going forward, we expect boards to focus on building flexible and therefore resilient 
organizations. The COVID-19 crisis, besides becoming a humanitarian problem, quickly became an 
economic one. While some companies suffered severely because of the lock-downs, the demand for 
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the services of others increased dramatically. Technology and networking products, and online 
education formats were some business that did well. The pharmaceutical industry rallied together to 
find and produce effective drugs and collaborations across the globe (across governments, research 
houses, educational institutions, technology innovators, and pharmaceutical giants) for the search and 
manufacture of vaccines made the industry a ‘group sport’. But the most interesting outcome of the 
pandemic was how some business were able to maneuver their facilities, and supply and distribution 
chains, for pandemic products including making medical equipment. This reflects how agile 
organizations are more resilient. With continuing environmental uncertainties that this pandemic is a 
pointer to, added to the climate change agenda, the world will be tested in situations that are yet to be 
imagined.  

Strengthening risk management practices has become a goal for boards – especially in terms of 
expanding the scope of the risk assessment. The increased focus on business process continuity and 
disaster recovery management are a given. As businesses have increased their footprint in the digital 
world, focus on digital governance, along with assessments of cyber risks will be added to the risk 
management agenda. The one lesson that COVID-19 has taught corporate India, and perhaps the 
country, is the importance of human capital. While the challenges of the labour exodus were 
unfathomed, parts of corporate India continue to struggle with getting the disillusioned labour back 
into the market. One of the larger companies (in the engineering, construction and infrastructure 
space) recently said that while the labour in numbers may have returned, the skill quality was vastly 
different, creating new challenges on retention and skill development.   

The pandemic has centrally questioned whether shareholder primacy trumps corporate citizenship. It 
is now indisputable that corporations have a larger responsibility towards society at large, which they 
cannot dismiss with the 2% CSR spend. ESG considerations will likely become board level issues, as 
more and more companies peg these factors into executive compensation, against only financial 
performance metrics. Decadent views like those expressed recently (as quoted by a newspaper) by the 
Chairperson of a hospital chain whining about the price controls imposed on COVID-19 care, drawing 
comparison with the flexibility that luxury hotels have in charging for a cup of coffee are telling signs 
of an inward focus and will only disappoint investors and stakeholders. For the most part, corporations 
across the world have managed the COVID-19 crisis, from finding drugs that work on the virus to 
getting the slew of vaccines ready. While corporations must rightfully take credit for their role in the 
ameliorating the impact of the pandemic, this has increased expectations, especially in terms of the 
role they will play in nation-building and creating a better future.   

Should we then expect corporate India to take on social issues or stand up to policymakers on national 
policy agendas? Will we see boycotts by citizens (akin to the #DeleteFacebook or #DeleteUber 
campaigns) of products and services that do not take a stand on issues? Perhaps that is a bit too early. 
But Indian boards have straddled a series of moral hazards in 2020 already – with financial decisions 
sometimes being at cross purposes with humanitarian choices. To this extent, 2021 must bring 
nuanced decision-making at the board level and a heightened sense of responsibility towards 
corporate citizenship. 

https://www.iiasadvisory.com/single-post/boards-focus-on-digital-governance-is-long-overdue
https://www.iiasadvisory.com/single-post/iias-covid-relief-and-vaccinations-set-to-dominate-csr-spends-this-year
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Investors will push the ESG agenda in 2021. Several domestic asset managers have already launched 
ESG funds. This increased focus, coupled with the existing push by foreign institutional investors, will 
increase the dialogue on environment and social aspects, in addition to the governance agenda. 2021 
is also going to increase the debate on the governance of E&S of the ESG agenda – how does it get 
decided and driven through the organization, how does it get monitored and where the responsibilities 
lie. These will be the new conversations that investors will have with corporate India. 

As investors expand their focus to a more holistic approach to investing, their patience with board 
members in letting things slide is becoming thinner. 2020 saw a lot more push back from investors 
where promoters showed opportunistic behaviour, where board compositions were lacking (more so 
in state-owned enterprises) and where they believed board members were not sufficiently engaged. 
The most interesting trend of the 2020 voting pattern is that investors are open to the idea that 
corporations can function without the promoters, and therefore promoters that have been responsible 
for the corporate disaster need to be let go. The idea that if you made the mess you need to clean it up 
is coming with a best before date. This increased accountability – of independent directors and 
promoters – we hope, will drive better governance standards across. 

To support investors, regulators (SEBI, RBI and MCA) too need to improve enforcement. Writing out 
new regulation to plug the gaps of previous regulation is suffocating companies and increasing their 
compliance burden. Instead, regulators need to step in and enforce better behaviour, keeping it 
aligned to the spirit of the regulation. To this extent, corporate India too needs to stop becoming 
creative in circumventing the letter of the law and comply with its spirit – this will likely reduce the trust 
deficit with regulators and market participants. 

Improving enforcement will also mean capacity building for regulators. SEBI’s supervision arm is 
understaffed if one is to compare it the securities regulators in other regions. The quality of RBI’s 
supervision is being questioned with the recent failures of banks – and to that extent, strengthening 
the manpower and technology at both regulators will be in the interest of the Indian capital markets. 

While we put 2020 behind us, the lessons it has taught us and the new way of doing business will tag 
along to 2021. The corporate governance agenda is expanding, and regulators need to support this 
transition to the post-pandemic era. 

 

 

This blog was published on moneycontrol.com, which can be accessed here: 
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/opinion/2021-its-time-to-expand-the-corporate-
governance-agenda-6279901.html  

 

Read some of our related blogs 

• Boards: Preparing for another crisis, October 2020, Link 
• Five trends that will shape the governanace landscape in the 2020’s, January 2020, Link  

 

  

https://www.iiasadvisory.com/single-post/investors-signal-that-regulators-must-enforce-board-composition-norms-for-pses
https://www.sebi.gov.in/reports/reports/oct-2017/report-of-the-committee-on-corporate-governance_36177.html
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/opinion/2021-its-time-to-expand-the-corporate-governance-agenda-6279901.html
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/opinion/2021-its-time-to-expand-the-corporate-governance-agenda-6279901.html
https://www.iiasadvisory.com/single-post/preparing-for-another-crisis
https://www.iiasadvisory.com/single-post/2020/01/17/five-trends-that-will-shape-the-governance-landscape-in-the-2020-s
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Disclaimer 
This document has been prepared by Institutional Investor Advisory Services India Limited (IiAS). The information contained herein is solely 
derived from publicly available data, but we do not represent that it is accurate or complete and it should not be relied on as such. IiAS shall 
not be in any way responsible for any loss or damage that may arise to any person from any inadvertent error in the information contained 
in this report. This document is provided for assistance only and is not intended to be and must not be taken as the basis for any voting or 
investment decision or construed as legal opinion/advice. The user assumes the entire risk of any use made of this information. Each recipient 
of this document should make such investigation as it deems necessary to arrive at an independent evaluation of the individual resolutions 
referred to in this document (including the merits and risks involved). The discussions or views expressed may not be suitable for all investors. 
The information given in this document is as of the date of this report and there can be no assurance that future results or events will be 
consistent with this information. This information is subject to change without any prior notice. IiAS reserves the right to make modifications 
and alterations to this statement as may be required from time to time. However, IiAS is under no obligation to update or keep the information 
current. Nevertheless, IiAS would be happy to provide any information in response to specific queries. Neither IiAS nor any of its affiliates, 
group companies, directors, employees, agents or representatives shall be liable to any person for any damages whether direct, indirect, 
special or consequential including lost revenue or lost profits that may arise from or in connection with the use of this information. The 
disclosures of interest statements incorporated in this document are provided solely to enhance the transparency and should not be treated 
as endorsement of the views expressed in the report. 
 
Confidentiality 
This information is strictly confidential and is being furnished to you solely for your information. This information should not be reproduced 
or redistributed or passed on directly or indirectly in any form to any other person or published, copied, in whole or in part, for any purpose. 
This report is not directed or intended for distribution to, or use by, any person or entity who is a citizen or resident of or located in any 
locality, state, country or other jurisdiction, where such distribution, publication, availability or use would be contrary to law, regulation or 
which would subject IiAS to any registration or licensing requirements within such jurisdiction. The distribution of this document in certain 
jurisdictions may be restricted by law, and persons in whose possession this document comes, should inform themselves about and observe, 
any such restrictions. The information provided in these reports remains, unless otherwise stated, the copyright of IiAS. All layout, design, 
original artwork, concepts and other Intellectual Properties, remains the property and copyright of IiAS and may not be used in any form or 
for any purpose whatsoever by any party without the express written permission of the copyright holders. 
 
Other Disclosures 
IiAS is a SEBI registered research entity (proxy advisor registration number: INH000000024) dedicated to providing participants in the Indian 
market with independent opinions, research and data on corporate governance issues as well as voting recommendations on shareholder 
resolutions of about 750 listed Indian companies (https://www.iiasadvisory.com/iias-coverage-list). Our products and services include voting 
advisory reports, standardized services under the Indian Corporate Governance Scorecard, and databases (www.iiasadrian.com and 
www.iiascompayre.com). There are no significant or material orders passed against the company by any of the Regulators or 
Courts/Tribunals.  
 
The attached article is a governance-based commentary on general trends in the securities market.  This blog was published on 
Moneycontrol.com. 
 

https://www.iiasadvisory.com/iias-coverage-list
http://www.iiasadrian.com/
http://www.iiascompayre.com/
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About IiAS 
Institutional Investor Advisory Services India Limited (IiAS) is an advisory firm, dedicated 
to providing participants in the Indian market with independent opinions, research and 
data on corporate governance issues as well as voting recommendations on shareholder 
resolutions for about 800 companies that account for over 95% of market capitalization.  
 
IiAS provides bespoke research, valuation advisory services and assists institutions in 
their engagement with company managements and their boards.  

 
IiAS has equity participation by Aditya Birla Sunlife AMC, Axis Bank Limited, Fitch Group 
Inc., HDFC Investments Limited, ICICI Prudential Life Insurance Company Limited, Kotak 
Mahindra Bank Limited, RBL Bank Limited, Tata Investment Corporation Limited, UTI 
Asset Management Company Limited and Yes Bank Limited.  

IiAS is a SEBI registered research entity (proxy advisor registration number: 
INH000000024). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 


