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Carl Bates
Chief Executive of Sirdar Group

Executive Summary

Dear directors and stakeholders,

The Sirdar Group is focused on educating, appointing and guiding 
high-performance boards for privately-held companies and family 
businesses across the African continent. In our capacity as a trusted 
advisor to boards in these two critical segments of the global 
economy, we have found a lack of empirical data to support their 
decision-making when it comes to fees, performance and diversity. 
In recognising the Sirdar Group’s 10th year of service in Africa, we 
are filling this void and further contributing to improving board 
performance.

Led by Eloi Lepitre as project manager and researcher, a robust 
process has been followed to ensure establishing this benchmark. 
In the first edition of the survey, we analysed three key questions 
supporting the improvement in board performance across Africa: 

• The perceived performance of these boards and the obstacles 
they face according to those who sit on them;

• The structure and quantum of fees earned by non-executive 
and independent directors and

• Board diversity with respect to gender, ethnicity, and the impact, 
if any, of board diversity on the perceived performance of these 
boards.

“In recognition of the Sirdar Group’s 
10th year of service in Africa, we are 

further contributing to improving 
board performance on the continent.”
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It is therefore our privilege to share this summary of Africa’s First 
Non-executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance and 
Diversity Survey for Privately-held Companies and Family Businesses. 

This research will challenge boards in stepping up to higher levels 
and provide context for fair and reasonable fees for independent and 
non-executive directors. While some results have been found wanting 
and will be the focus of further consideration in next year’s edition, 
the report overall provides a valuable insight for boards of directors in 
these two sectors. We trust you will find value in this publication and 
that the insights provide a better understanding of boards of directors 
in the context of privately-held companies and family businesses in 
Africa.

Thank you to everyone who shared their data and perspectives for this 
project. Thank you also to our partners who shared the survey during 
the data collection process and for your passion and support for this 
project. If you want to support the data collection for 2019 or complete 
the survey yourself next year, please visit http://bit.ly/sirdarsurvey

Lastly, we know boards have the power to drive a company and that 
companies drive our economies. Therefore, we believe in the great 
potential of African companies to drive long-term economic prosperity. 
Establishing high-performance boards can only boost business 
success and ultimately make a meaningful impact in the lives of all 
who live here.

Yours in directorship success,

Carl Bates
Chief Executive
Sirdar Global Group



Concentration of the responses by country
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Accra, Ghana
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The data in this report was collected via an online 
survey between mid-March and mid-June 2018. This 
survey was designed for completion by executive and 
non-executive directors currently serving on the board 
of an African privately-held or family business.

Incomplete, inaccurate or unverifiable (no company 
name nor email address provided) responses were 
excluded meaning of the 248 survey results collected, 
only 162 were used for analysis. 

The 162 respondents represented 139 companies 
from 12 countries - South Africa, Kenya, Mauritius, 
Zimbabwe, Ghana, Nigeria, Zambia, Tanzania, 
Algeria, Cameroon, Mozambique and Uganda – and 
67 percent of the respondents are privately-held 
companies and 33 percent family businesses. 

Collectively these companies represent US$15,567.4 
million in turnover, eight having reported a turnover 
above US$200 million. 60.4 percent of the companies 
have less than 100 employees; 28.4 percent between 
101 and 1,000 employees and 11.2 percent more 
than 1,000 employees.

Respondent demographics: industry and company structure

24%22%20%18%16%14%12%10%8%6%4%2%0%

Percentage of total

Family businessPrivately-held company

Electricity, gas
and water supply

Mining and quarrying

Wholesale and retail; repair; 
hotel and restaurants, 

household goods

Construction

Community, social
and personal services

Financial intermediation, 
insurance and real estate

Agriculture, hunting, 
forestry and fishing

Transport, storage
and comunication

Manufacturing

Business services



Africa’s First Non-Executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance and Diversity Survey for Privately-held and Family Businesses2018 © Sirdar Group, Cape Town, South Africa 8

Respondents Ownership Structure

67 percent
of the dataset

33 percent
of the dataset

77.1
percent

Family business primarily controlled by family members

16.6 percent
Family business with some shares held by executive directors

1.7 percent
Family business with venture capital or private equity partners

4.6 percent
Private company with a diversity of shareholders

41.9 percent
Shareholder-managed company (small group of shareholders holding a majority)

Single shareholder or primarily controlled by a single individual

18.1 percent

8.6 percent
Shareholder-managed company with venture capital or private equity partners

18.1 percent
Private company with a diversity of shareholders

13.3 percent
Other

0 percent
Other

Privately-held companies Family businesses



Independent Directors Add Value

Harare, Zimbabwe

Non-executive directors are not employees of the company and 
“are not involved in the day-to-day management of the company. 
Their role is to provide an objective perspective on the business 
[…] [and] oversight on the key aspects of effective governance, 
including strategic direction, accountability for performance, 
sustainability and conformance” 1.

Non-executive directors can either be independent or not 
independent. What differs between the two is essentially that 
“independent directors have no material investment or any 
relationship with the company that may influence decisions 
made. A relationship includes being a customer, supplier, [a 
former employee] or advisor”1.

1 Traversing the Avalanche, Carl Bates.
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Respondents were asked which directors they would remove from the board because they are not 
adding value. Independent directors were the least likely to be removed: 22 percent of the directors 
surveyed said they would remove at least one independent director. Executive directors were the 
second least likely to be removed. 36 percent of the boards with at least one non-executive director 
in the board composition had other members of the same board say they would remove a non-
executive director2. This result is also true when excluding independent non-executive directors’ 
own answers. Independent non-executive directors are even less likely to be removed.

Independent directors 
were considered to 
add the most value to 
the boards surveyed

There was a statistically relevant correlation3 between the percentage of 
independent directors on the board and how well the board performed against 
the performance score. The performance score is calculated based on answers 
given to questions related to the performance indicators.

The higher the percentage of 
independent directors, the higher
the board’s performance score

2 When calculating the percentage of boards in which at least one director was removed (executive directors, non-executive directors, independent directors), we excluded boards that did not
 have this type of directors. Example: 36 percent of the boards with at least one non-executive director in the board makeup had the respondent decide to remove a non-executive director.
3 The data evidenced a slight positive correlation between the two variables that was statistically relevant. A model of correlation is dubbed statistically relevant when the p-value is below 0.05.
 We found a p-value of 0.021. See page 12.

The research reinforced the value of independent directors on boards as demonstrated by the following 
key insights:

Boards with independent directors lead those without by an 
average +14.5 points across the six performance indicators.

Boards with at least one independent director 
outperformed those without them against 
widely recognised good performance indicators
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Effective impact 
on the company

Boosting value for 
shareholder and 
shareholders

Clarity of strategic 
and financial 
objectives

Accountability 
for performance 
against fixed 
objectives

Good board 
composition

Honest 
engagement

51.2 percent

74.4 percent

74.4 percent

70.7 percent

84.2 percent

86.8 percent

27.3 percent

50 percent

72.8 percent

59.1 percent

68.2 percent

77.3 percent

+23.9 points

+24.4 points

+1.6 points

+11.8 points

+16 points

+9.3 points

Boards with at least one independent director
are outperforming boards without one

The respondents were asked to self-evaluate their board against 
various key performance indicators (KPIs). These KPIs were 
selected to represent the activities of a high-performance board. 
The questions were framed as follows: “To what extent do you agree 
with the following statement: This board defines and approves clear 
financial and strategic objectives for the executive team (quantitative 
and qualitative)?”. The respondents were invited to select from 
the following answers: “Completely disagree, disagree, agree and 
completely disagree”.

Boards without independent directors evaluated themselves poorly 
compared to boards with at least one independent director. Only 27.3 
percent of the boards without any independent directors were satisfied 
with the impact of their board on company performance compared to 
51.2 percent for boards with at least one independent director.

We also saw boards with independent directors were more likely to 
implement a performance evaluation process as strongly encouraged 
in most African governance codes such as King IV in South Africa. 
The survey notes 45.1 percent of these boards conduct evaluations 
at least annually compared to 18.2 percent of boards without an 
independent director.

Additional insight for the table:
These results considered answers from every directorship level (executive, non-executive and 
independent directors). However even excluding independent directors’ answers, the survey 
found boards with independent directors outperformed those without on each KPI. In other 
words, it is the executive directors’ perspective that determines the value-add of independent 
directors.

Percentage of boards without any independent directors: 21 percent
Percentage of boards with at least one independent director: 79 percent

Widely recognised 
good governance 
performance 
measures

Positive 
responses – 
boards with 
at least one 
independent 

director

Positive 
responses – 

boards without 
any independent 

directors

Positive 
responses – 

advantage for 
boards with 
at least one 
independent 

director
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Kilimanjaro, Tanzania

Boards without independent directors

are less likely to report an increase of EBIDTA

(4.4 percentage points less than other boards).
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Independent directors seem to be 
essential to keeping a good balance
of power among the board 

The research showed having independent directors 
serving on the board reduced the risk a power imbalance. 
Asked whether a subset of directors was holding a 
disproportionate amount of power, 63.4 percent of 
boards with independent directors answered no against 
50 percent for boards without independent directors. 

Moreover, when asked to identify the directors holding a 
disproportionate amount of power, shareholder-directors 
(or directors appointed by shareholders) were designated 
in 48,9 percent of the answers. When excluding these 
shareholders, non-executive directors were designated in 
20 percent of the answers (none of these non-executive 
directors are independent).

Consequently, increasing the number of independent 
directors reduces the influence of shareholders and non-
executive directors over board decisions.

Respondents shared these thoughts
on boardroom power dynamics

“One [non-executive director]
is also a consultant, the other

two are shareholders.”

“Perhaps they act more as 
shareholders than directors in

a board meeting.”

“[The] majority shareholder is a
non-executive [director] and dominates 

decision making on the board.”

“Certain directors are not shareholders 
and decisions are often governed
by the three main shareholders.”
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Correlation between board performance and percentage of independent directors

Notes:
A p-value below 0.05 shows a 
statistically significant correlation. 
In other words the results’ p-value of 
0.021 means there is a 2.1 percent 
probability that stating there is a slight 
correlation between the percentage 
of independent directors and the 
performance score is incorrect. 
Here, this correlation is positive: the 
higher the percentage of independent 
directors, the higher the performance 
score.

For the purposes of this analysis, we 
excluded boards with more than 80 
percent independent directors.

The more independent directors serving on the 
board, the higher the board’s performance  

The graph below demonstrates a positive correlation between the 
increase in independent directors on the board and the board’s 
performance score against the key performance indicators measured 
in the survey.
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Slope of the scatter plots

“Adding one independent director 
to the board4 results in a one point 
increase in the performance score.”

4 This is based on the average size of an African board, which was six directors in this survey.
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Clear and transparent remuneration policies have become 
a growing concern for boards in recent years due to heavy 
scrutiny from shareholders and the media. Privately-held 
and family companies struggle to determine a reference 
point for the amount their non-executive directors should 

earn. In this section, directors’ fees are analysed according 
to three different perspectives:

• The main drivers of the fee levels;
• The equity component of fees and
• The average fees according to the sector.

Non-Executive and Independent Directors’ Fees
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This data has been collected in the currency chosen by the respondents 
and was mostly the currency the company uses as its main currency 
of operation. Fees were converted into US dollars at the prevailing 
exchange rate on 26 July 2018 for comparison purposes and it is 
recommended this becomes the starting point for local comparisons.

Boards’ fees: what is at stake? 

Directors’ remunerations have been the subject of extensive 
conceptualisation and empirical research over many years. 
Internationally, this research has typically dealt with European and 
American-based companies. Alternatively, and particularly in Africa, 
it has focused on listed companies and public entities. This has 
left a knowledge gap regarding non-listed African board practices, 
particularly relating to privately-held company and family business 
board fees. These firms have few guidelines to assist in building a high-
performing board and assess their directors’ rightful compensations. 

Recently, serving as a non-executive director has become increasingly 
exigent. The Korn Ferry Institute states: “Today’s non-executive 
directors must be more engaged … and more technically competent 
than ever before if they are to be equipped to succeed in a role that 
has become more and more demanding than was the case even 
[a few] years ago”. 

Hence, fees must be fair and equitable with regards to the time 
and effort the directors invest and reflect the extended legal liability 
they accept when appointed. It is in the shareholders’ interests to 
appropriately remunerate non-executive directors to attract and retain 
the best directors for their specific company and context. 

While this survey provides insight into non-executive and independent 
director fees, a company should always seek appropriate professional 
advice when determining the specific fees relating to their company’s 
circumstances.  

Primary drivers of diversity in director fees

The level and structure of fees for non-executive directors are 
principally driven by enterprise size. International reports reference 
industry segmentation taking into account the complexity of the 
operations, business risks and challenges and market factors. 
Director-specific factors like the scarcity of qualified non-executive 
directors, qualification and experience also play a role in the final fee-
setting process. Within a board, the main distinction between fees 
relates to workload; the chairman’s role verses other directors and 
recognising committee involvement in addition to the standard board 
process.
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Survey evidenced huge differences in director fees

Many respondents stated they received no director fees. Due diligence 
was taken in recognising this as a concern in sharing this data, but 
it is common, albeit not necessarily appropriate practice for boards 
without independent directors, not to pay non-executive directors fees 
to people who are also company shareholders. Hence, the survey 
excluded boards not paying its non-executive directors from the 
analysis. 

The survey evidenced a huge diversity in fees, reflecting the company 
diversity participation in terms of industry, size and country. The 
dataset spreads from one to 99.9 where the highest fees amount to 
99.9 times higher than the lowest ones. The average fees of the top 
10 percent are 23.3 times higher than the average fees of the lowest 
10 percent - a spread also evident in the percentile breakdown where 
a quarter of the non-executive directors are paid less than US$3,716 
annually compared with 50 percent being paid more than US$8,000 
and the balance more than US$14,189. 

However, extreme data is driving this spread. When the top and 
bottom five percent are excluded, the spread drops to 18.1 and 70 
percent of the data shows annual payments between US$2,104 and 
US$20,347. 0K
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Spread of African non-executive director fees1

1 We excluded the highest fee from this graph for clarity.
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Company turnover is the largest driver

of directors’ fees in Africa.

Cape Town, South Africa
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Turnover is the main driver of directors’ fees 

The research provided a positive correlation2 between turnover and 
fee levels. Mapping the boards according to the fees paid to non-
executive directors (independent or not) against turnover, there is an 
overall increase of the fees with the turnover (figure B). 

Key insights were:

The spread of fees decreases as turnover increases

The survey clearly showed the disparity in fees paid relative to 
those paid by their competitors decreases as a company’s turnover 
increases. This may reflect either a maturing in their governance 

processes or more formality in setting directors’ fees, but regardless 
of the underlying principle, what holds true is that the higher the 
turnover, the smaller the fee range.

The full data set reflects a fee scale between one and 99.9. Among 
companies with turnovers below US$50 million, fees range from 
$759 to $34,127 per annum or a spread of one to 45. Companies 
turning over between US$50 and $100 million paid non-executive 
directors between US$6,977 and US$22,757 (or a spread from one 
to 3.3). Companies with turnovers above US$100 million set their 
fees between US$6,616 and US$75,841 (a spread from one to 11.5). 
Excluding the extreme US$75,841 data, the fees range between 
US$6,616 and US$30,000 (a spread from one to 4.5).

Employee numbers second driver of fees

Linked to the diverse fee spread paid by boards with turnovers below 
US$50 million are employee figures, apparently driven by the threshold 
of 100 employees (figure A1). Fees paid in this band are below those 
paid by boards with over 100 employees and more heterogeneous 
(except for companies employing 100 and 200 employees where the 
fees paid are similar). 

Only two boards below the median fees (US$8,000 
per annum) has a turnover above US$50 million. 

Turnover is not the sole driver of fees level.

Companies with a turnover below US$50 million show 
the largest variety in terms of fees. 
 

2 Pearson correlation coefficient: 0.31; p-value: 0.007
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3 We excluded the highest fee from this graph for clarity.

Figure A1: Directors fees verse employee numbers
 (for company turnover less than US$50million)

“The research shows directors’ fees 
significantly increase in companies 
with more than 100 employees.”

This driver exists across the boards regardless of turnover (figure 
A2)3. The graph reflects companies with less than 100 employees pay 
lower fees to their board members. Considering figure B3, the blue 
dots grouped predominantly in the bottom left hand corner reflect 
this phenomenon with the orange and red dots more frequent as one 
moves toward the right corner. 
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Figure B: Mapping of boards according to the fees paid to non-executive directors
 against the company’s turnover
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No independent director 
is paid with an equity 
component

Independent directors have no link with 
the company they serve but their role as 
independent non-executive director. This 
includes above all being a shareholder. 

Therefore, paying Independent non-
executive directors with an equity 
component will jeopardise their 
independence. 

Only 4.3 percent of all the boards 
surveyed included an equity component 
in their directors’ compensations. 
Those including this component only 
did so for non-executive directors with 
connections to the business, while 
all independent directors were paid 
exclusively in cash. Equally important 
was the statistic that 3.4 percent of the 
boards that incorporated independent 
directors, paid their non-executive 
directors an equity component versus 
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7.1 percent for boards without independent directors. Shareholder 
ownership may influence directors’ decisions as they have a vested 
interest. This supports the case for independent directors who can 
reduce any potentially detrimental practice. 

Impact of the country and industry

If the turnover and employee numbers are the two biggest drivers of 
fees among African boards, the country and industry are next in line 
for their influence. A common problem for any position - people are 
unequally paid in line with these factors and the research pinpointed 
this focus among various industries.

Considering the employee threshold and the impact the position 
poses against this threshold relative to fees paid, the analysis grouped 
boards according to employee numbers before breaking down the 
results by industry.

The fees data per industry grouped companies into enterprises 
employing fewer than 100 people (figure C1) and those employing 
more than 100 people (figure C2). 

Key insights regarding directors fees are:
• Non-executive director fees in the finance, insurance and 

real estate sectors are less driven by employee numbers 
as in other sectors.

• The transport, storage and communication sector ranks 
among the best paying regardless of employee numbers.

• The wholesale and retail and business consulting 
sectors have the largest fee spread, ranking below par 
in enterprises employing fewer than 100 employees, but 
rising dramatically when employee numbers increase. 
The wholesale and retail sector shifts from the lowest 
paying (under 100 employees) to the highest paying sector 
(above 100 employees), while business services4 is the 
highest paying sector on average for companies employing 
between 100 and 1,000 people, 

• Non-executive directors’ fees paid in manufacturing are 
linked to employee numbers. Ranking among the lowest 
paying sector for companies employing fewer than 100 
people, the sector is middle-ranked for companies with 
over 100 employees and the highest payers for companies 
with more than 1,000 employees.

4 On graph C2, we excluded on data for the business service sector, the highest fees of the data 
set at US$75,841. Including this data, business services is the highest paying sector.
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Figure C1: Non-executive directors fees by industry with less than 
 100 employees (with average, median and quartiles)

Average of non-executive directors’ fees in US$ (per annum)
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Figure C2: Non-executive directors fees by industry with more than 
 100 employees (with average, median and quartiles)

Average of non-executive directors’ fees in US$ (per annum)
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Directors fees follow an increasing trend

As the non-executive directors’ role evolves toward more responsibility, 
it is expected their fees will increase accordingly. Moreover, with the 
number of non-executive directors rising and all directors becoming 
more astute towards their rightful remunerations, long-term fees 
will probably converge. Year-on-year comparative data shows 7.4 
percent of non-executive directors saw their fees decrease, while they 
remained stable for 59.6 percent and increased for the balance.
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Internationally, major contributors to the governance 
discussion use the same tone about gender and ethnics 
diversity in boardrooms. They highlight the lack of  
diversity – even though progress has been made in recent 

years – and find a correlation between board performance 
and diversity in terms of growth, performance and value 
creation. 

Diversity in the Boardroom



Africa’s First Non-Executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance and Diversity Survey for Privately-held and Family Businesses2018 © Sirdar Group, Cape Town, South Africa 26

In the January 2018 report How and Where Diversity Drives Financial 
Performance, the Boston Consulting Group Henderson Institute 
(BCG’s internal think-tank) analysed more than 1,700 companies 
covering eight countries1. They measured both innovation (in terms 
of revenue generated by innovations or products with less than 
three years) and the earnings before interest and taxes (EBIT) 
margin to compare diversity at management level (considering the 
six dimensions of diversity, namely migration, industry, career path, 
gender, education and age). The report found a statistically significant 
relationship between diversity and both innovation outcomes and the 
EBIT margin, stating companies with above-average total diversity had 
both 19 percentage points higher innovation revenues (for projects on 
the market for less than five years) and nine percentage points higher 
EBIT margins, on average. 

These results hold true for companies in developed and developing 
countries with the research conducted in countries including China, 
Brazil and India.

Boardroom diversity in Africa is low

Behind the discussions and headlines is the reality that diversity 
remains low. The Businesswomen’s Association of South Africa 

(BWASA) South African Women in Business Census 2017 reflects 
women represent only 19.1 percent of the directorships for JSE-listed 
company boards. The Grant Thornton International Business Report 
2016: Turning Promise into Practice on mid-market companies found 
women in South Africa hold 23 percent of the senior roles against 
27 percent for Botswana, Nigeria and South Africa combined. 
However, 39 percent of the companies in the survey did not even have 
women in senior management against a quarter for the same group 
of countries.

However, Africa is showing a clear diversity focus. Effective, January 
2017 all JSE-listed entities must have a formalised policy on the 

1 Namely, the US, France, Germany, China, Brazil, India, Switzerland and Austria.

“Companies with above-average total
diversity had both 19 percentage points

higher innovation revenues and nine 
percentage points higher EBIT margins,

on average.”

BCG Henderson Institute
How and Where Diversity Drives Financial Performance

https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-performance
https://hbr.org/2018/01/how-and-where-diversity-drives-financial-performance
https://bwasa.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/2017-BWASA-CENSUS-report.pdf
https://bwasa.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/2017-BWASA-CENSUS-report.pdf
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promotion of gender diversity at board level, as well as disclose 
how they are performing against this policy2. Many African Code of 
Corporate Governance reports emphasise boards should aim toward a 
greater diversity. The Nigerian National Code of Corporate Governance 
compels companies to establish and disclose a diversity policy. This 
includes board requirements for setting out measurable objectives to 
achieve gender diversity that can be annually assessed in terms of 
the objectives and the progress in achieving them.3

The research reinforces this perspective and is dovetails with the 
latest BWASA census on women in leadership4. That census states 
women account for 22 percent of board directors, while the survey 
pins this figure at 21.76 percent. However, one major concern is that 
27.9 percent of the boards with independent directors have no women 
among their members.

Racial diversity in the datase

Although gender is often the foremost issue for workplace diversity, 
boards must appreciate other factors. Racial diversity is particularly 

critical for companies wanting to embrace different viewpoints and 
better foster sustainable growth.

However, defining an ethnic minority is thorny when addressing the 
group’s economic power. The notion is linked to every country’s 
history and racial diversity and one group might be an ethnic minority 
in terms of the population, but prevail economically. This same group 
might be a significantly larger part of the population elsewhere 
without dominating the economic power. The myriad of ethnicities 
across Africa compounds this issue when considering the continent’s 
wealth.

Despite the complexities, African boards are far from being diverse 
with 40.4 percent of the dataset having only one racial representation 
- in other words they have no racial diversity. 

Moreover, ethnic minorities (in terms of economic power) are typically 
underrepresented compared to their percentage of the population. 
While whites constitute a minority in Africa, white directors average 
48.9 percent of the directors on each board of the dataset5. 
This rises to 71.3 percent when only considering South Africa. 

2 New JSE requirements for women on boards Grant Thornton: https://www.grantthornton.co.za/insights/articles/new-jse-requirements-for-women-on-boards/ 
3 National Code of Corporate Governance, Part C, Section 5.13)
4 BWASA Women in business census: https://bwasa.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/2017-BWASA-CENSUS-report.pdf 
5 Impacting this number is that white directors are highly represented in South African boards and these boards represent 56 percent of the total dataset. 
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In Kenya, despite only constituting two percent of the populations, 
Indians have a significant economic influence over the economy and 
therefore, unsurprisingly, Kenya’s 44th tribe6 represents 52.5 percent 
of the directors of the Kenyan boards in the survey. In this context, 
remember the survey focused on boards of privately-held companies 
and family businesses. 
 

Impact of diversity on performance:
a focus for the 2019 research

Diversity is a complex element to measure, as it must consider gender 
and racial diversity among others. Complicating the analysis in this 
research was the diversity of the countries and economies studied. 
Hence, the dataset could not effectively evidence a correlation between 
board’s performance and diversity and this will be a key objective for 
the 2019 research. Yet, it does not mean boards’ performances are 
not influenced by diversity with significant global research showing a 
correlation7 and we believe this correlation exists in African boards.

The Sirdar Group believes diversity should not be considered a trendy 
new KPI followed to vamp up boards to attract investors. Mirroring 
the diversity among clients, employees and the community is rather a 
means to better serve stakeholders and ensure long-term sustained 
performance.

6 https://www.nation.co.ke/news/Hindu-officially-becomes-Kenya-s-44th-tribe/1056-4027242-12m5ygj/index.html
7 A correlation differs from a causation. It does not mean having a more diverse board will immediately boost this board’s high-performance, but that boards with a higher diversity tend to perform better 

than those with a low diversity. 

https://www.worldfinance.com/strategy/the-multifarious-
benefits-of-a-diverse-boardroom

“Diversity in the boardroom should
not be an empty slogan adopted to

comply with regulations or best practices.
It is not simply a game of numbers or

ratios, but rather a way of making boards 
function more efficiently and effectively.” 
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Despite diversity in business being a hot topic, African boards are not very diverse

Notes:
We considered the percentage of white directors in the boards, as it is a thorny issue to define the dominant race in terms of economic power in the countries surveyed. Had that information been 
available, the percentage of directors coming from the economically prevailing race would probably be higher. 

40.4 percent of the boards 
have only one race represented 
on the board (76.9 percent have 
only one or two)

White directors represent
48.9 percent of the total

27.9 percent of the
boards do not have any women 

Female directors represent 
21.8 percent of the total
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There is no perfect board size, however there are best 
practices and reference points. The appropriate size is 
linked to company size, structure, industry and, most 
significantly, to the depth and issue complexities facing the 

corporation. Consequently, there is vast diversity in board 
size and the Sirdar Group believes the most appropriate 
for privately-held companies and family businesses is 
small boards meeting regularly.

Board Size

African Board Practices – A Deeper Look

Lagos, Nigeria
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Various researches have tackled this issue. This survey tried to give 
an estimate of what constituted a “good” size. In the 2010 book 
Decide & Deliver: 5 Steps to Breakthrough Performance in your 
Organization1, Bain and Company found seven people was the 
optimum size for any decision-making group. Every additional person 
reduces the effectiveness of decision-making by 10 percent. However, 
there was no consensus on an optimum board size. 

The Sirdar Group research included boards from two (one executive 
and one non-executive director) to 16 people with the median being 
six board members. The analysis found that on privately-held or family 
business boards in Africa there is an average of:

• 2.31 executive directors – with a maximum of six;
• 2.16 non-executive directors – maximum of nine non-executives 

and 
• 1.75 independent directors - maximum of eight. 

This makes the average composition of an African board as 37.1 
percent executive, 34.7 percent non-executive and 28.2 percent 
independent. 

Reviewing the different African Codes of Corporate Governance 
provides insight to these statistics. The first issue is the low average 
number of independent directors - below the minimum two set by the 
Mauritius Code of Corporate Governance and various other codes on 
the continent. The Mauritian code as an example also states the board 
must explain situations where there are fewer than two independent 
directors. 

Triggering this anomaly may be both the high average number of 
executive directors and lack of understanding of the value and role 
played by independent directors. The Nigerian National Code of 
Corporate Governance states non-executive directors must account 

1 Decide & Deliver: 5 Steps to Breakthrough Performance in your Organization by Marcia W. Blenko, Michael C. Mankins and Paul Rogers, Bain and Company, 2010. 

Average 
number of 
directors per 
board

37.1 
percent
Percentage 
of executive 
directors

34.7
percent
Percentage of 
non-executive 
directors

28.2
percent
Percentage of 
independent 
directors

6
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for no fewer than two-thirds of the board and independent non-
executive directors at least half of the non-executives. In the dataset, 
non-executive directors (independent or otherwise) only represent 
62.9 percent of the board members and independent non-executive 
directors do not reach the halfway mark for non-executive directors.

The Sirdar Group strongly encourages boards to structure themselves 
within these parameters.

Meetings

The number of board meetings constituted also fluctuates according 
to the enterprise and its industry issues, making this a thorny arena 
in which to set standards. There is a large amount of personal 
preference that drives the regularity of many boards. In 2017 JSE-listed 
companies held an average of five meetings2, while the boards of listed 
companies in Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom hold far 
more regular board meetings than their African counterparts.

Sirdar’s anecdotal evidence shows there is a correlation between 
board performance and regular meetings for privately-held companies 
and family businesses, in particular meeting monthly or six times 
a year. Annually the boards surveyed held between two and 20 

face-to-face or teleconferencing meetings. Face-to-face meetings 
ranged between one and 10 with boards on average holding 4.6 
meetings and 0.7 teleconferences during the year. 

While only 24 percent of boards use teleconferencing, this is one 
means for boosting the total number of annual board meetings. 
Considering both face-to-face and teleconferencing meetings, boards 
incorporating the latter meet an average 6.7 times annually against 
the 4.9 reflected for those only meeting face-to-face. Equally relevant 
is that boards using teleconferencing are evenly split between the two 
methods when holding their meetings.

Average number of in-person meetings4.6

Average number of teleconferences 3.3
2 2018 PWC “Non-Executive Directors: Practices and fees trend report” https://www.pwc.co.za/en/assets/pdf/2018-ned-report.pdf 
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Experienced or over-boarded? 

Are your directors serving on too many boards? With the dramatic 
increase in the number of boards without the requisite growth in 
competent directors, some people spread themselves among a host 
of boards. While potentially enriching their knowledge and viewpoints, 
there is a saturation point. To prevent this situation, 64 percent of the 
Standard & Poor 500 Index (S&P 500) companies cap the number of 
boards on which their directors can serve with 89 percent restricting 
the number to four3. 

Our survey found directors serve on an average of 2.7 boards. However, 
some recipients served on up to nine boards and 16.5 percent of the 
dataset exceed the S&P 500 four-board limit. Another 11.3 percent 
serve on a minimum six boards and 7.5 percent on a minimum of 
seven.

In line with the findings in the Spencer Stuart 2017 US Board Index, 
the survey found independent non-executive directors serve on fewer 
boards on average than non-executive directors. Spencer Stuart found 
US independent directors serve on an average of 2.1 boards – a figure 
that has held consistent over the past five years. The Sirdar Group 
research found independent directors serve on an average of 2.75 
boards compared to 3.64 for non-executive directors; 13.9 percent of 
independent directors serve on a minimum five boards or more and 
2.8 percent serve on a minimum seven boards.

3 2017 Spencer Stuart US Board Index:  https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/ssbi-2017-board-composition-part-2 
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Conclusion
Economies are built on entrepreneurship. Family and privately-owned businesses have been the backbone for global 
and national growth throughout history and their role in contributing to a country’s gross domestic product cannot be 
underestimated.

Nairobi, Kenya



Africa’s First Non-Executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance and Diversity Survey for Privately-held and Family Businesses2018 © Sirdar Group, Cape Town, South Africa 35

Statistics released by the Banking Association of South Africa in 
2017 identified small and medium enterprises (SMEs) as comprising 
more than 90 percent of formalised business in the country and 
providing about 60 percent of the labour force. As we look across 
the continent we see this story repeated. Ensuring these businesses 
continue past the founder-manager stage to the next generation, and 
for generations to come after that, is a significant responsibility. It is 
boards of directors across the continent, high-performance boards, 
that enable this to happen successfully and sustainably.

Our survey aimed to support the improvement in board performance 
by assisting understanding into director fees, performance and 
diversity on the continent. We believe this has been achieved. The 
results of this survey will support boards and directors across the 
continent to make better decisions in relation to these three aspects 
of a high-performance board.

Remuneration policies for non-executive and independent directors 
have come under the media spotlight and will continue to do so 
into the foreseesable future. We know they need to be clear and 
transparent, as well as being equitable and taking into account the 
time and investment these directors bring to boards. We trust that the 
insight provided by this survey supports you to ensure this is the case 
in a privately-held and family business context.

Equally important is diversity among board members to ensure 
viewpoints and expectations can reflect broader society in which 
companies work. While this year’s survey did not address this aspect 
to the degree we would have hoped, your support for the 2019 survey 
will support the continuation of this intial work into understanding 
directorship on the African continent even better.

The results of Africa’s First Non-executive and Independent Directors’ 
Fees Performance and Diversity Survey for Private and Family-owned 
Businesses, the Sirdar Group’s inaugural annual survey into this field 
can now provide a basis for comparison and assist companies further 
contribute to economic growth and development across Africa.

“The results of this survey will support 
boards and directors across the 

continent to make better decisions in 
relation to these three aspects of a 

high-performance board.”



Africa’s First Non-Executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance and Diversity Survey for Privately-held and Family Businesses2018 © Sirdar Group, Cape Town, South Africa 36

Insight into the terrain we want to climb

ensures that we climb successfully.

The Sirdar Group intends on making Africa’s First Non-
executive and Independent Directors’ Fees, Performance 
and Diversity Survey for Privately-held Companies and 
Family Businesses an annual event. 

This will translate into a significant amount of data 
and insight for African directors over time; enabling the 
Sirdar Group to substantially support the development of 
companies on the continent and provide the platform from 
which boards can reference their performance and fees.

In building this reference, participation from more African 
boards is critical. If you want insight into what African 
independent directors are being paid and understand how 
you can align your directors’ fees to best practice, pre-
register for the 2019 survey by clicking on the link below.

http://bit.ly/sirdarsurvey

It is estimated 77.5 percent of the people reading this 
document will pre-register for next year’s survey. We thank 
you for being one of them.

Pre-register for 2019
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The Sirdar Group wishes to thank the following expedition partners who supported and promoted this survey in 2018. 
Without your support the survey would not have achieved the reach that it did. Thank you.

Expedition Partners
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Family Business Association of
Southern Africa (FABASA)
http://www.fabasa.co.za/

Society for Corporate Governance
Nigeria

https://corpgovnigeria.org
Henley Business School

www.henleysa.ac.za

Contribution Compass
www.contributioncompass.com

African Corporate Governance Network
https://www.afcgn.org/

FEWA: Federation of women
entrepreneur associations

http://fewa.or.ke/
Institute of Directors Zimbabwe

http://www.iodzim.com/

Cape Chamber of
Commerce and Industry

http://capechamber.co.za/
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Appendix: Methodology

Johannesburg, South Africa
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This research was based on first-hand data gathered via a survey. 
To avoid bias and errors, the following methodology applied:

• Question bias: formulating questions is the first error source 
in survey-based research. Consequently, the questions were 
reviewed by a sample of industry experts and non-experts to 
verify they were clear, simple and not framed as leading. 

• Researcher bias: having no previous links with the boards 
surveyed, the Sirdar Group or the industry, the researcher could 
evaluate the criteria, not validate pre-existing hypotheses. 

• Responses bias: the respondents’ answers have been verified to 
avoid errors. Where there was doubt on data quality, information 
was double-checked using the internet or directly with the 
respondent. Moreover, survey questions were designed to allow 
the researcher to check the coherence of previous questions to 
guarantee the survey’s internal consistency. Correspondingly, 
respondents were asked to supply the number of directors 
according to their board position (executive directors, non-
executive director and independent directors), gender and race. 
The different pieces of information created a double-check of the 
number of directors serving on the board.

Every unverifiable, incomplete or seemly biased answer was excluded, 
translating into a 34.7 percent rejection rate of collected answers.

Performance score

The research introduced a performance score calculated by grading the 
answers given to performance-related questions, themselves based 
on widely recognised criteria used to evaluate board performance and 
governance. The nine graded elements were:

• Board impact on the company performance;
• Board performance;
• Ability to define and set clear financial objectives;
• Accountability for the performance against these objectives; 
• Board knowledge and experience with regards to the industry in 

which the company operated;
• Percentage of the board members not adding value;
• Board members’ rotation policy;
• Process for evaluation of board performance and
• Balance of power within the board.

The outcome produced results as objective as was feasibly possible, 
while also attempting to clearly define the position of the fees paid to 
non-executive and independent directors in Africa and the diversity 
reflected in these boards in line with a country’s population. As 
a learning curve, the 2019 survey will attempt to improve on any 
shortfalls that evolved in the production of the inaugural one.
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We are Africa’s leading educator, appointer

and guide of high-performance boards for

privately-held and family businesses.
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About the Sirdar Group 

‘Sirdar’ is the name given to the lead Sherpa on a mountain 
expedition. Where others view a high mountain as a great challenge 
or an insurmountable obstacle, the sirdar sees it as a clear path of 
opportunity. The sirdar builds the right team, chooses the correct 
route and knows when to go for the summit. At Sirdar, this strategy is 
applied in walking with companies on their journey to success.

Meaningful Economic Impact

This serves as the promise against which we measure our behaviour 
and decisions. It is underpinned by the understanding that effective 
boards grow companies. These companies become more sustainable 
with less risk and better returns. Stronger companies support a 
stronger economy. Stronger economies can do more for their people.

When the economy is flourishing and there is measurable, reliable 
growth, quality of life has the opportunity to improve on a national 
scale. It makes both the lives of the people, and the world, a better 
and more meaningful place. Facilitating long-term economic impact 
makes a meaningful impact on everyday people.

Sirdar Group delivers on its promise by providing three key services to 
the boards of privately-held companies and family businesses. 

Educate. Appoint. Guide. 

The first step in creating sustainable businesses is sharing the 
importance of the role of a board in a business. 

Boards are often incorrectly thought of firstly as a practice reserved 
for big businesses and corporates, and secondly as a group whose key 
role is to ensure compliance. In reality, a board of directors is a critical 
business tool for privately-held companies and family businesses. 
In so doing they improve performance, increase company value and 
deliver a return to shareholders and other stakeholders. 

Sirdar Group therefore drives awareness about boards and in-depth 
and practical education surrounding their importance and how they 
function. 
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The second step is appointing a high-performance board.

Often the success of the board is seen as a function of the names that 
sit on it. While critical to board success, it is only one part of the three 
key areas that are the foundation of, and sustain, a high performance 
board – people, methodology and process. Sirdar Group ensures that 
the foundation of the board, through the selection of the right directors 
for the specific circumstances, occurs. Through understanding an 

individual’s commercial astuteness, to testing their natural energy 
and ensuring their governance knowledge, Sirdar Group makes sure 
the right people are appointed to the team.

And the third value-adding step is guiding the board on its journey of 
success and growth.

To complete the picture, Sirdar Group’s unique methodology to 
create and sustain high-performance boards blends best practice 
thinking, holistic governance models, the practical application of 
governance principles, the provision and performance management 
of independent non-executive directors and a team to guide the board. 
This delivers real value to the companies in which we are involved 
and we see an immediate positive impact as well as an increase in 
sustained profitability and value in the businesses in which we work. It 
is how we deliver impactful and meaningful economic growth.

Carl Bates 
Chief Executive

Tim Holmes 
Senior Partner - Growth

Charline Miles 
Managing Director

Firdows Thebus 
Head of Education

Beverley Hancock 
Head of Appoint

Eloi Lepitre 
Report Author and
Research Assistant

The Sirdar Team
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Contact us today Connect with us online

sirdargroup.com

facebook.com/SirdarSAGroup

linkedin.com/company/sirdar-south-africa-group

twitter.com/SirdarSAGroup

Africa Base

13 Bell Crescent
Westlake Business Park
Cape Town, 7945

+27 21 276 0540

southafrica@sirdargroup.com

Global Base

PO Box 23-100
Wellington
New Zealand

+64 21 242 9383

global@sirdargroup.com

https://www.sirdargroup.com
https://www.facebook.com/SirdarSAGroup
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sirdar-south-africa-group
https://www.twitter.com/SirdarSAGroup

