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ICICI Bank’s board should focus on recovery    
 

Over the past few months, ICICI Bank’s board has repeatedly let go 
opportunities to showcase its decisiveness. But, all is not lost yet: the 
board can still bounce back from its defensive stance through 
constructive action and meaningful dialogue with stakeholders.  
 
Controversies bring out the best and the worst, and corporate India has 
recently had its fair share. Such situations test boards at several levels: at 
their ability to tightly influence the narrative and to manage 
communication with stakeholders about assessment and / or mitigation 
measures, and provide the requisite guidance, to ensure decisions are in 
the best interest of the company. For ICICI Bank’s board there are 
learnings.  
 
1. The board must own the narrative 

Since the allegations broke out of quid pro quo transactions, the board 
has not provided any substantial clarifications. Most disclosures, 
including the ill-managed press meet held by the Chairperson, have 
provided nothing more than cursory responses – at best, word play. 
While the bank has met several institutional investors separately (in 
one-on-one meetings), its failure to address the obvious issues 
continues. Having communicated that it will run an independent 
investigation into the allegations, the bank has not  appointed anyone 
to investigate; it  has not defined a timeline within which the 
investigation will take place. In fact three weeks after a name first 
surfaced, it has neither confirmed nor denied the media suggestion 
that Justice Srikrishna is being appointed to head the investigations. 
Surely, the board realizes the urgency of its need to decide.  
 
In most of its communication, the bank has been reactive – either 
responding to stock exchanges’ request for clarifications or 
responding to rumours. In doing so, it has failed to own the narrative, 
creating greater room for conjecture. The larger implications of this is 
the reputational damage, which will remain with the bank for longer 
than the controversy. While the current events will sort themselves out 
in the fullness of time – one way or another – the board’s behaviour 
will remain etched in the minds of its stakeholders, making them much 
more cautious about trusting the bank again.  
 

2. Boards must maintain distance with the executive 
An important role of the board is to support its CEO.  Therefore, for 
the board to defend Chanda Kochhar amidst the current allegations is 
an expected outcome. However, ICICI Bank’s board defended the CEO 
without having conducted a thorough investigation into the 
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allegations. In so defending Chanda Kochhar the board has cornered 
itself and is now attempting to manoeuvre without stepping on its own 
toes. The initial internal inquiry that the bank ran, when the whistle 
blower letter first surfaced, may have shown no wrong-doing on the 
part of bank; and, ab initio, there is no reason to assume Chanda 
Kochhar is guilty. But it is unlikely that an internal investigation into 
Chanda Kochhar family’s finances would have convinced investors, 
given that she was running ICICI Bank at that time.  
 
Contrast this with Infosys which defended its CEO after all possible 
measures had been taken to ensure that there was no substance to 
the allegations. They ran an independent inquiry through a US-based 
law firm that interviewed hundreds of people and reviewed reams of 
documentation. Having satisfied itself that there was no merit to the 
allegation, the board rightfully defended the company’s CEO. The 
Infosys board’s approach displayed a meticulous, well-thought out 
plan, and showcased the value of maintaining some degree of 
distance (and therefore objectivity) while dealing with the company’s 
executive. 
 
In jumping to her defence without a full-blown external investigation, 
the board has boxed itself in with Chanda Kochhar. Any incremental 
step that it takes will, for the board, have the additional implication of 
managing its own credibility. 

 

3. Companies should learn not to impose on their listed subsidiaries 
Swapping of executive directors between a parent company and its 
subsidiaries is not uncommon, and acceptable in a group-based 
approach to talent. However, once subsidiaries get listed, they must 
break the umbilical cord and have a say in who leads the company. In 
the current situation, ICICI Bank’s board seems to have taken all 
decisions – moving Sandeep Bakshi to ICICI Bank and replacing him 
with N S Kannan at ICICI Prudential Life Insurance Company Limited 
(ICICI Pru Life). While ICICI Pru Life seems have had more than its fair 
share of luck with very competent leaders (Shikha Sharma, Sandeep 
Bakshi, and now N S Kannan), the current controversy raises concerns 
on whether ICICI Pru Life’s board has had anything to do with quality 
leadership the company enjoys.  

 
ICICI Bank’s board has a long way to go before the controversy rests. The 
appointment of its chairman is expected before the end of the month. It 
will be a shame if the decision assumes a life of its own.   
 
The board has not started on its best foot and remains enmeshed in 
tangles that it has tied itself into.  But there is room for the board to pull 
back and regain its credibility – by taking tangible measures that will 
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assuage the market’s concerns, by communicating in a more assertive 
and meaningful manner. If ICICI Bank’s board does not change its tack, 
its mis-steps will smear the bank’s reputation and legacy for longer than 
the current controversy.      
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Confidentiality 
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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 
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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. 

IiAS Voting Guidelines 
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the rationale and evaluation parameters which are taken into consideration while finalizing the recommendations. The 
detailed IiAS Voting Guidelines are available at www.iias.in/IiAS-voting-guidelines.aspx. The draft report prepared by the 
analyst is referred to an internal Review and Oversight Committee (ROC), which is responsible for ensuring consistency in 
voting recommendations, alignment of recommendations to the IiAS’ voting criteria and setting and maintaining quality 
standards of IiAS’ proxy reports. Details regarding the functioning and composition of the ROC committee are available at 
www.iias.in. In undertaking its activities, IiAS relies on information available in the public domain i.e. information that is 
available to public shareholders. However, in order to provide a more meaningful analysis, IiAS, generally seeks clarifications 
from the subject company. IiAS reserves the right to share the information provided by the subject company in its reports. 
Further details on IiAS policy on communication with subject companies are available at www.iias.in. 

Analyst Certification 
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About IiAS  
Institutional Investor Advisory Services India Limited (IiAS) is a proxy 
advisory firm, dedicated to providing participants in the Indian market with 
independent opinion, research and data on corporate governance issues as 
well as voting recommendations on shareholder resolutions for over 650 
companies. IiAS provides bespoke research, valuation advisory services and 
assists institutions in their engagement with company managements and 
their boards.  

 
In addition to voting advisory, IiAS offers two cloud based solutions -  IiAS 
ADRIAN, and comPAYre. IiAS ADRIAN captures shareholder meetings and 
voting data and provides packaged data that can be used to gain insights on 
how investors view specific issues and gain greater predictability regarding 
how they might vote. comPAYre provides users access to remuneration data 
for executive directors across S&P BSE 500 companies over a five-year 
period.  
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