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Women Empowerment

Growth and Challenges for Women in 
Accountancy

Unprecedented Buoyancy for Women in 
Accountancy
The New Companies Act, 2013 heralds a new era 
for women leadership in India. The Act mandates 
Woman Directors on the boards of certain specified 
classes of essentially large companies and listed 
entities. This is an emphatic acceptance of the  
need for a gender diversity perspective in 
organisations and recognition of the need to create 
more opportunities for women leaders. 

It is largely expected that such boards will  
favour Chartered Accountants and lawyers. The 

A call from the Editor's office asking me to write an article on Growth and Challenges for Women 
in Accountancy set me thinking really hard and also a bit amused. A few years back, I may have 
even been a bit reluctant to accept this engagement, as I would never have believed that a career 
in accounting would not be gender agnostic. My engagements with women in accountancy in the 
last one year have been the proverbial eye opener and has significantly changed my beliefs and 
attitudes on how Women Accountants handle or in some cases, do not handle their professional 
careers adequately well. It is believed that education is empowerment, but education does not 
automatically result in empowerment, as empowerment is a state of mind and a result of many 
factors including education. Education is knowledge enhancement while empowerment is a 
conscious and continuous act to use the knowledge gained to elevate oneself. Read on...

CA. Sripriya Kumar
(The author is a member of the 
Institute. She can be reached at 
sripriya@spka.in)
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tone at the top is well supported by a growing base 
of women who now account for over 20% of the 
total Chartered Accountants in the country and the 
number is only slated to grow further. 

This combined effect of affirmative actions at  
the tip and a social change that propelled the growth 
of women professionals at the base of the pyramid, 
will create an unprecedented buoyancy that a woman 
accountant should capitalise on. 

I am not suggesting that all of us, women  
Chartered Accountants, would become directors, 
but it is very reasonable to expect that these 
situations are likely to lower the impact of the glass 
ceiling and set more conducive conditions, physical 
and emotional, for women accountants to emerge as 
business leaders.

The Power of Self-Belief 
The Indian civilisation is one of the few in the world 
to have consistently appreciated and upheld the 
importance of women. Indian women had electoral 
rights far earlier than their western counterparts. 
While women's admission into Churches in the 
West happened much later, we, in India, were an 
integral part of all religious rituals. Interestingly, 
the most powerful portfolios in the 33 crore 
Hindu Pantheon of Gods are held by women gods.  
Defence by Shakthi, Finance by Lakshmi, Education 
by Saraswati and Agriculture by Uma to name  
a few. 

Lord Krishna in Chapter 10 of the Bhagavad 
Gita speaks of His seven feminine perfections 
being kirtih or exalted reputation, srir or lustrous  
beauty, vak or articulate speech, smrtih or excellent 
memory, medha or discerning intelligence, dhrtih 
or fortitude and kshama or forgiveness. The 
interpretation here is that He (and hence mankind) 
has borrowed these fundamentally effeminate 
attributes. 

Despite mythological and historic sanctions 
in favour of women’s capabilities, women often 
express the view that they are not too comfortable 
with their successes. Traditionally, women have 
been the 'nourishers' while men have been the 

Women, although inherently capable and 
demonstrative of multitasking refuse to believe that 
work-life balance is indeed in an operable realm of 

guilt free existence.

'providers'. This is perhaps why, despite overarching 
achievements, most women professionals seem to 
feel a sense of uncertainty and are often confused  
and even guilty as they attempt to constantly  
examine and re-examine the impact their successful 
careers may have on their family and children. 
Hence, they tend to be in a state of eternal cross roads  
which has an adverse impact on their professional 
and personal lives. Women, although inherently 
capable and demonstrative of multitasking refuse  
to believe that work-life balance is indeed in an 
operable realm of guilt free existence.

The need of the hour is for women to develop a 
much larger degree of confidence and self-belief and 
to constantly reiterate to themselves that there are 
only three things that matter – Talent, Empathy and 
Ambition. 

The Need to be Super Parent 
Most women accountants are confronted with the 
problem of having to choose between their profession  
or their family and decide on one over the other. 
These choices occur mostly after marriage, 
childbirth, illness of a close elderly relative or during  
'milestone board examinations' of children. 

The groups we interacted with in the women’s 
conclaves strongly believed that such career altering 
decisions were made in two contexts – one which 
was made by a situation created by the families (such 
as an illness of a relative ) and second, those which 
were reflective of the woman’s own need to see 
herself excel as a super or hyper parent. 

The situations, in case one above, were less 
complicated to handle from a career perspective. 
On the contrary, in our endeavour and enthusiasm 
to 'super' and 'hyper' parent to create the world’s 
best top scoring, superstar children and future 
adults, women professionals often compromise on 
their dreams and don’t realise their potential until 
they discover that it’s perhaps too late. The worst 
part is that some of us never discover what we  
have missed. What is needed to succeed in the 
professional arena is to set reasonable expectations 
in our personal lives both for ourselves and for 
those around us. Imperfection, is after all not life 
threatening! Further, whether all cricket moms 
indeed succeed in rearing the world’s best children 
is highly debatable. 

Women often wrongly believe that only  undiluted 
attention can improve and inspire a child. A 
mother’s demonstration of hard work, multitasking, 
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independence, values and the undiluted zeal to 
continue to pursue professional pursuits and 
independent endeavours, can make stronger and 
more self-reliant children that is a must today.

Synthesis vs. Compromise 
Getting back to work after a maternity 
break is challenging. Five of the respondents  
of an interview with 10 women stay at home, 
professional accountants indicated that they did 
not have the relevant support systems causing 
them to quit working and stay that way, while  
three respondents said they were unable to get  
the 'right break.' Two mentioned that they had  
lost interest somewhere along the way. A very 
'child-and-family-centric' existence combined 
with an inability to accept a seemingly 'step down' 
professional option has seen many unsuccessful 
women leaders. 

A contrary case in point is the story of  
Madhabi Puri Buch, an alumnus of the Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad who had 
to relocate to the United Kingdom on account of 
her spouse’s transfer. In a very interesting article, 
she spoke of her limited work options despite her  
sterling pedigree and her decision to join the  
British Home Store as a sales girl. She spoke in 
superlative terms of this stint, a training that she  
declared held her in good stead in her journey  
of ascent as the Managing Director and CEO of 
ICICI Securities.

From the options in the selection of an  
education stream, maternity breaks, returning to 
work, handling our professional portfolio, continuing 
in a chosen vocation and wanting to rise to the top, 
no woman can say that she has not pondered over 
the opening lines of the play Hamlet,  “To be or not 
to be."

In many cases, we often take what we believe is 
the easy way out which is to end our professional 
careers. This explains the large 'pipeline leakage' 
which is often discussed in the context of attrition of 
women professionals. Such leakages cause the supply 

of women for top positions to be sparse and in the 
absence of 'inspiring role model women leaders' in 
the professional arena, there isn't enough motivation 
for the women in the lower rungs to continue their 
professional careers and often succumb to the 
smallest of pressures.

This is essentially an act of compromise while 
what the situation demands is a synthesis. As 
women, we are inherently prone to compromise 
and not synthesise. Compromise is the ability to give 
in to situations, adjust and adapt regardless of the 
professional or personal setbacks while synthesis is 
the ability to negotiate and convert these situations 
to mutual benefit. Synthesis is forward-looking, 
proactive and balances the interests of all parties 
inter se.

Career Strategies 
Women, whether in practice or in employment 
should have a clear career strategy. Such strategies 
would include:
•	 Goal Setting: A medium-term plan where one 

sees oneself, both, in terms of career as well as 
financial goals. In most cases, women don't tend 
to be as focussed as they should be in terms  
of an end result that they seek to accomplish 
in a defined time frame. Periodic performance 
measurement and honest evaluation will enable 
women to stay motivated to continue their 
professional careers.

•	 Choice of Industry/Practice Domain/Clients: 
It would be important to assess one’s inherent 
strengths in determining the choice of a practice 
domain or industry or even a specific enterprise 
to work in. This should necessarily include an 
objective assessment of travel related flexibilities 
and working hours. 

•	 Part-time vs. Full-time working: This should 
include a reasonable assessment of 'good year' 
and possibly 'not so good years' which would 
be ideally interlinked with significant academic 
years for the children. It would also be important 
to factor in the strength of the support systems, 
such as parents and in-laws, in these decisions. 
This would necessarily help a woman to pace 
herself better and opt for 'flexi' models. 

•	 Perception Management: While confidence 
and outspokenness are often considered as 
leadership skills in a man, these qualities are 
not always appreciated in women professionals. 
This sometimes deters women from displaying 

Compromise is the ability to give in to situations, 
adjust and adapt regardless of the professional or 
personal setbacks while synthesis is the ability to 
negotiate and convert these situations to mutual 

benefit.
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the confidence levels they need to. But it is only 
a matter of time when the cream does rise to 
the top. A firm and a completely professional 
approach to work is highly recommended.

•	 Boutique Approach: This is particularly 
relevant for women in practice. It is imperative 
that we identify unique practice strategies to 
succeed. Women driven organisations would be 
better off as being theme based (e.g., IFRS, Risk 
Consulting, Vertical Specialised Work, Indirect 
and Internal Taxation) rather than attempting 
a multidisciplinary approach to practice 
especially when most women accountants 
prefer to run proprietary organisations or 
small partnerships. A boutique style of practice  
enables higher visibility in the market place  
and provides specialisation linked advantages  
in the short term and also creates a more 
conducive framework for smaller women- driven 
firms to network or merge with other firms in the 
medium and longer-term. 

•	 Self Promotion: A Zenger and Folkman  
research study conducted in 2011 reported  
that women rarely speak about their 
accomplishments which is a very important 
factor for growth in an organisational hierarchy. 
Women Accountants need to be less self-effacing 
and learn to speak about and showcase their 
accomplishments much better.

•	 Networking: Professional growth, especially 
in the accounting profession will hinge on  
the capability to network with professionals 
within and outside the accounting fraternity. 
However, our domestic challenges cause us to 
be work-focussed and very monochromatic. A 
Forbes blog had a very interesting quip that I 
reproduce here, “I notice that many more men 
than women focus on where they want to take 
their careers, and regularly use some part of 
their time to develop the relationships that will 
support their success, and offer themselves for 
outside-their-day-job opportunities that will 
show their superiors they have the bandwidth 
and the capability to do more. Women, on the 
other hand, tend to put all their energy into 
simply doing the best possible job in their 
current position. We seem much more inclined 
to believe that work is a meritocracy, and that  
if you simply work hard and get great results, 
you’ll get noticed and promoted. Admirable, but 
not very accurate.”

The Will to Succeed 
In my view, staying in a professional career and 
contributing, albeit, even as a small measure is 
a glowing tribute to the Chartered Accountancy 
course that we successfully passed. 

Most of us think that our attrition from the 
professional arena, being an isolated phenomenon, 
would not make a difference to the society. I am 
reminded of the story where a king wanted all his 
people to pour milk to fill a tank. Most people poured 
water thinking that their solitary contribution 
could not possibly dilute the tank. All there was at 
the end was water. Every drop counts in a nation 
building process and so does the contribution of 
women accountants. The ICAI has set up a Women 
Members Empowerment Committee, a truly 
laudable diversity initiative that will most certainly 
herald the emergence of more leaders from amongst 
our midst. 

“I saw my life as an open empty glowing page 
and I could fill it up with whatever I wanted,” said 
Jack Kerouac. It is up to us, Women Chartered 
Accountants, to make the choices that, we believe, 
will make us not merely happy but will also enable 
us to contribute usefully to the society we inhabit. 

Most of us think that our attrition from the 
professional arena, being an isolated phenomenon, 

would not make a difference to the society. I am 
reminded of the story where a king wanted all his 

people to pour milk to fill a tank. Most people poured 
water thinking that their solitary contribution 

could not possibly dilute the tank. All there was at 
the end was water. Every drop counts in a nation 
building process and so does the contribution of 

women accountants. The ICAI has set up a Women 
Members Empowerment Committee, a truly laudable 
diversity initiative that will most certainly herald the 
emergence of more leaders from amongst our midst.
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