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Boards focus on digital 
governance is long overdue 
Boards overall, have been diffident to get their arms around things 
digital. In part this reluctance may be because the internet was not 
something many of today’s board members grew-up with and partly 
because the technology teams have prided themselves in speaking in a 
language that only the techno-cognoscenti understand. But given the 
shift that is underway, boards have no option but to thrust themselves 
into this conversation.  

 

 
 

The economic bounce back we have seen over the past few months, in part, is 
because companies have been able to conduct commercial operations remotely.  
For many, this transition along a digital path has happened much earlier and 
faster than they may have planned but is not yet complete.  This gives boards the 
opportunity to pause and review their digital governance framework. They need 
ask, whether the company has a digital governance structure and importantly, 
checks and balances in place. If it does this is an appropriate time to review these, 
if not it is time to put these in place.    
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Digital governance concerns itself with establishing a framework or rules for 
establishing or smoothening a company’s digital presence.  Lisa Welchman, a 
pioneer in digital governance, has defined digital governance to be a “framework 
for establishing accountability, roles, and decision-making authority for an 
organization’s digital presence. This will include its websites, mobile sites, social 
channels, and any other internet and web-enabled products and services.”  

Lisa Welchman has provided a framework and identified three elements on 
which digital governance rests: digital strategy, digital policy and digital 
standards.  

Digital strategy is deciding what the business hopes to achieve through its digital 
presence. Like traditional business strategy it begins with scoping the 
competitive landscape and how this is may change. Companies need to identify 
areas to focus on, pockets to invest in and finally bring a high degree of focus on 
execution. There is one fundamental difference, namely scale. By its very nature, 
the constraints that might otherwise hold a business back, for example, opening 
one branch at a time no longer apply. So, the greater challenge is to be able to 
think big and identify the customers pain points (digital KYC) that can now be 
addressed online. But make no mistake, in the end, strategy is about growth, 
market share, profits and margins.   

Digital strategy is relevant not just for start-ups and e-commerce players, but all 
companies. Think of how rapidly banks, insurance or brokerages have grown 
since they have established an online presence. Or business avenues created by 
social media platforms like Instagram or Facebook for beauty products where 
users can post photos in addition to more formal adverting. Today, even auto 
companies are using technology extensively – not just for creating awareness or 
sales, but at each stage of their operations, be it supply chain or distribution and 
reach. 

As the dividing line between work and personal is getting blurred (- think about 
the last time you hired someone without trawling their digital presence – 
unmindful of the fact that a lot of what was posted may have been about their 
own personal time), it is imperative companies have robust digital policies. From 
who gets to select the content management system, to what content goes onto 
the home page, to data privacy, to presence on the social media, to accessibility, 
security or the websites terms of use. Some parts are subject to endless 
conversations so building guardrails through policy is important as it clarifies 
expectations and brings predictability.  
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As in the ‘physical world’ the documentation should be as clear and there is a 
strong case to have them in the vernacular. The policies should be periodically 
refreshed to make sure these are up-to-date and in line with current business 
and legal requirements. Unlike earlier times, when such policies were filed away 
or displayed in the lunch room, today, with the intranet and other digital 
solutions, these are accessible to everyone inside – and even outside the firms.   

The third leg is digital standards. As in the physical world, as there are product 
specification and standards which can be extended to an organization’s digital 
avatar. These standards help specify the quality of an association’s digital 
presence and help define the overall user experience – be it the website, the site 
search, information architecture, the customer support and a whole lot more.  

Boards have been diffident to get their arms around all things digital. In part this 
reluctance may be because the internet was not something many of today’s 
board members grew-up with and partly because the technology teams have 
prided themselves in speaking in a language that only the techno-cognoscenti can 
make sense of. But board can no longer afford to be reticent in asking questions. 
To push for stronger digital governance, boards must begin by asking 1. Does 
the company have a digital strategy and ask for it to be articulated 2. Review the 
digital policies 3. Evaluate the digital standards and 4. Asking if the company has 
the capability for transforming itself and in this context identify or establish who 
will lead these efforts. This will just be a start, but given the shift that is underway, 
boards have no option but to insert themselves into this conversation.  

 

A modified version of this blog titled ‘Boards and digital governance’ appeared in Business 
Standard on 24 November 2020. Subscribers to the newspaper can access ii here or typing 
the following url:  https://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/boards-and-digital-
governance-120112400050_1.html 

 

  

https://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/boards-and-digital-governance-120112400050_1.html
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Disclaimer 
This document has been prepared by Institutional Investor Advisory Services India Limited (IiAS). The information contained 
herein is solely 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. 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 is committed to providing independent and transparent recommendation 
to its client and would be happy to provide any information in response to specific client queries. Neither IiAS nor any of its 
affiliates, group companies, directors, employees, agents or representatives shall be liable 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 
the 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 800 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.  
 
This article is a commentary on general trends and developments in the securities market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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 ESG 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, Fitch Group 
Inc., HDFC, ICICI Prudential Life Insurance, Kotak Mahindra Bank, RBL Bank Limited, Tata 
Investment Corporation, UTI Asset Management Company Limited and Yes Bank.  

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

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


