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Rise to the Top
ICAEW and TalentCorp launch 

leadership development programme 
for women in business

By LILY CHEAH
lily.cheah@leaderonomics.com

O
N April 17, the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in England & Wales 
(ICAEW) and Talent Corporation 
Malaysia Berhad (TalentCorp) 
launched the Women in Leadership 

Malaysia (WIL MY) programme, an initiative 
aimed at grooming the leadership skills of top 
Malaysian female talent. 

The eight-month programme will see partici-
pants paired with current successful corporate 
leaders, which include the likes of Selvarany 
Rasiah, chief regulatory officer of Bursa Malaysia 
and Nora Manaf, senior executive vice-president 
and group chief human capital officer at Malayan 
Banking Bhd. 

Sixteen out of the panel of 17 mentors are 
successful female leaders, with Leaderonomics 
CEO Roshan Thiran being the sole male men-
tor, for this year at least. TalentCorp CEO Johan 
Mahmood Merican says he looks forward to more 
male mentors participating in the coming years.

Elements such as strength development 
workshops and peer learning groups are also 
incorporated into the programme, with the 
view of helping participants gain greater self-
awareness and confidence in their leadership to 
ultimately facilitate more females rising to top 
positions in corporate Malaysia.

WIL MY is part and parcel of the Government’s 
overall initiative to increase the participation of 
females in the workforce. It believes that this 
is strategic to human capital development in 
Malaysia and one of the many crucial elements 
to help the nation attain high-income status by 
2020. 

Good progress, but still far to go
In 2012, Malaysia’s female labour participation rate stood at 49.5%, 
lower than most countries in the Asean region. There was a significant 
improvement in 2013 with a 2.9% jump up to 52.4%. 

The aim now is to see this figure 
increase to 55%, and this improve-
ment will have a significant 
positive impact to Malaysia’s gross 
domestic product.

Datuk Seri Idris Jala, Minister in 
the Prime Minister’s Department 
and CEO of PEMANDU at the 
launch emphasised that that 
female participation is not merely 
a matter of figures but a necessary 
component in nation develop-
ment.

Females today occupy 24% of top 
management positions in Malaysian 
public-listed companies according 
to the TalentCorp-PwC Diversity in 
the Workplace Survey conducted in 
September 2013. The government 
has set a target that women must 
comprise at least 30% of those in deci-
sion-making positions in the corporate 
sector. In addition, Prime Minister 
Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak has called 
on corporate Malaysia to focus on 
diversity, not only at board level but 

also at management.
On the big picture level, corporate Malaysia seems to be 

on track. Since 2011, there has been an encouraging upward 
trend in the number of females at the board level. 

From 7.7% female participation in 2011, the figure rose 
to 8.6% in 2013. In the first three months of 2014, Bursa 
also announced 22 new women appointments at the board 
level. 

“More women in leadership is not just about Malaysian 
government targets, it’s also vital for business,” said ICAEW’s 
commercial executive director Sharron Gunn at the launch. 

“Research shows that companies with better gender 
diversity perform better – perhaps because they have a 
diversity of opinions and may challenge the status quo; 
perhaps because they reflect the wider world and their con-
sumer base more effectively; or simply because companies 
who are looking for the most talented people take on more 
women.”

Unique hurdles to overcome
Yet there are hurdles to overcome in the rise up the lad-

der, and some obstacles seem to be unique to women, both 
in the personal sphere and at work. 

“For instance, we have come across feedback which 
describes how women may react differently than men in 
relation to career progression. If there is a promotion oppor-
tunity that requires five competencies, if a male has three 
competencies, he will immediately say he can do it. Whereas 
if a female has four, she’ll dwell on the one competency she 
does not have.” 

“So having successful female mentors as part of the 
programme is powerful as they have conquered the odds 
and can effectively show female mentees what is possi-
ble,” Johan explains.

 “We recognise that women rising up the ranks can face 
specific challenges, hence the value in having a specific pro-
gramme for women to help address some of these issues,” 
said Johan.

Female labour force participation rate (%)

Source: Department of Statistics, 2013.
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Women in Leadership Mentors
l 	Alisa Choong, IT country manager, Shell Malaysia
l 	Azlin Arshad, group CEO, ECM Libra Financial 

Group Bhd
l 	Chin Suit Fang, markets leader, PwC
l 	Datin Joan Hoi, director, Zurich Insurance 

Malaysia Bhd
l 	Datin Maznah Mahbob, CEO, AmInvest
l 	Dato’ Yasmin Mahmood, executive director,  

YTL Communications
l 	Elizabeth Lee, senior executive director,  

Sunway Education Group and Sunway University
l 	Fatimah Merican, former vice-president and 

director, ExxonMobil
l 	Habibah Abdul, former partner, Ernst & Young
l 	Lim Kit Wan, country director,  

Billy Kueek International Sdn Bhd
l 	Nor Rejina Abdul Rahim, MD and deputy 

regional head of marketing, Nomura Asset 
Management Malaysia

l 	Nora Manaf, senior executive vice-president, 
group chief human capital officer,  
Malayan Banking Bhd

l 	Raja Teh Maimunah, MD/CEO, Hong Leong 
Islamic Bank Bhd

l 	Roshan Thiran, Founder and CEO, Leaderonomics
l 	Selvarany Rasiah, chief regulatory officer,  

Bursa Malaysia 
l 	Shareen Ooi, group chief marketing officer,  

Media Prima Bhd
l 	Vimala Menon, chairman of Board Audit 

Committee, Petronas Chemicals Group Bhd, 
Petronas Dagangan Bhd and Cycle & Carriage 
Bintang Bhd

Johan Mahmood Merican (fifth from left), Datuk Seri Idris Jala (sixth from left) 
and Sharron Gunn (seventh from left) with programme mentors at the Women 
in Leadership Malaysia launch on April 17.


