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Business

Anathi Madubela

T
h e  r e t i r e m e n t  o f 
Long4Life chief executive 
Brian Joffe, only to move 
to the chairperson’s office, 
is the latest such transi-

tion in South Africa’s business sector 
that has raised concerns about the 
blurring of lines to the detriment of 
corporate-governance integrity.

Issues regarding objectivity and a 
board not having independent over-
sight over a company often arises 
when corporates fail to fully adhere 
to the King Report on Corporate 
Governance, which outlines govern-
ance structures in the operation of 
local companies. 

Since the first booklet of the so-
called King Reports was released 
in 1994, there have been three revi-
sions, with the latest edition, King 
IV,  being published in 2016. 

According to King IV, a retired 
company chief executive should not 
become chair of the board until three 
complete years have passed since the 
end of their tenure. This cooling-off 
period is meant to ensure that the 
former chief executive can act inde-
pendently as board chair.

There are risks when this cooling-
off period is not observed, especially 
when there is a strong chief execu-
tive who could have an influence 
on the board, according to advo-
cate Annamarie van der Merwe, 
executive chair of the FluidRock 
Governance Group and, until 
recently, a longstanding member of 
the King Committee on Corporate 
Governance.

“There is a risk of established rela-
tionships that make it very difficult 
for a new CEO to bring his own fla-
vour into the business. He’ll consult 
with the chair to drive a certain strat-
egy, which he may want to say ‘actu-
ally I don’t agree with the strategy’ 
but does not have the space to do so,” 
said Van der Merwe. 

“In other words, the dynamic cre-
ated between the new CEO and chair 
is immediately at risk.” 

The chairperson is responsible for 
marshalling the effective function-
ing of the board including the collec-
tive oversight of management and 
should ideally be independent, while 
the chief executive spearheads the 
business. 

The cooling-off period is tied to 
when a director who previously 
served in an executive capacity can 
be classified as an independent non-
executive director, said Professor 
Nadia Mans-Kemp, of the depart-
ment of business management at 
Stellenbosch University.

“If a director directly steps over 
from being CEO to serving as the 
board chair, then they cannot be 
classified as independent based on 
the King Report,” Mans-Kemp said.

Van der Merwe said one of her 
big frustrations with the business 
world is its unwillingness to under-
stand the importance of corporate 

governance. But the King Report on 
Corporate Governance is not legisla-
tion, so no authority can hold com-
panies who do not follow its guide-
lines to account. 

“People don’t buy into the value of 
good governance because they don’t 
see the benefit of it. No regulator, 
bureaucrat or institution forcing it 
is going to have positive outcomes. 
It has to be, to a large extent, self-
regulatory and that is the only way 
it can have a positive effect,” Van der 
Merwe said. 

Commenting on the move by 
Long4Life’s Joffe, she said: “Is this 
the right decision with Brian? I don’t 
know and that’s the job of the board. 
They were comfortable, at the end of 
the day, with that decision.

“We have always said that it is for 
the board to weigh up the pros and 
cons of ignoring a good governance 
recommendation such as this one.” 

Long4Life’s financial director 
Mireille Levenstein said the com-
pany’s board did consider the King 
Report when making its decision to 
elect Joffe as chair.

“We just felt that from a Long4Life 
perspective and with Brian’s huge 
wealth of experience, we would want 
to retain that and it would be much 
more beneficial for all shareholders 
to tap into,” she said.

The 74-year-old Joffe is a busi-
ness heavyweight who founded 
the Bidvest Group in 1988 and was 
appointed chief executive in 2004 
before stepping down 12 years later. 
He then founded holding company 
Long4Life and listed it on the JSE in 
2017. Long4Life now has a market 
value of R3.81-billion. 

“Somebody of his stature with his 
knowledge, leadership and expertise 
… all the shareholders would want 
to support his role as chairman and 
his continued involvement in the 

group. So, that is our reasoning for 
the board wanting him to take the 
chairmanship role,” said Levenstein. 

She added that the board believed 
it would be in the interest of share-
holders for Joffe to be involved in all 
strategic decisions: “It’s just more 
relinquishing his operational day-
to-day as CEO but as chairman he 
would be involved in all major corpo-
rate strategic activities.” 

Van der Merwe believes technol-
ogy group EOH’s move a few years 
ago to appoint its recently-resigned 
chief executive as chair of the board 
was certainly not the right move.

Asher Bohbot was co-founder and 
chief executive of EOH from 1998 to 
2017, before he became chairperson 
of the board from 2018 until his res-
ignation in 2019, amid a governance 
overhaul.

“Let’s look back at EOH — was it 
the right decision from the board? 
In all probability, no, it wasn’t. 
Especially if you look today, here you 
have a company that has instituted 
civil claims against that particular 
individual,” said Van der Merwe. 

EOH recently charged Bohbot with 
a damages claim of R1.7-billion for 
failing to protect the interests of the 
business and enabling an environ-
ment for corruption. 

According to a News24 article, 
EOH, in its submission to the court, 
said Bohbot failed to implement 
effective anti-bribery and anti-cor-
ruption measures including meas-
ures to prevent conflict of interest.

EOH wants Bohbot to be declared 
a delinquent director and barred 
from acting as a director of any com-
pany for seven years from the date of 
the court order.

This comes after current chief 
executive Stephen van Coller last 
year appeared at the Zondo commis-
sion of inquiry into state capture to 

testify about the company’s suspi-
cious dealings with the government.

In his testimony Van Coller said 
EOH’s governance failure started 
with its board. The failure of the 
board was not only in its over-
sight role but also in how it was 
constituted.

Whether a chief executive should 
be prevented from becoming a chair-
person should be dependent on the 
facts of the case, according to Chris 
Logan, the chief investment officer at 
Opportune Investments.

“Jeff Bezos just did this earlier 
this year at Amazon. If a remark-
ably talented founder like Elon Musk 
decided he needed to step back a bit 
it would be a travesty if some rule 
prevented him from becoming chair-
man,” Logan said.

He acknowledged that there were 
instances of some rotten apples 
moving from chief executive to the 
chairperson’s office, “but I would say 
the problem is that they are rotten 
apples to begin with”.

The King Report needed to be 
updated to make it more effective, 
Logan added: “Our listed corporate 
sector in South Africa has been any-
thing but well run with numerous 
frauds like Steinhoff and Tongaat, 
and it is shrinking with six years of 
delistings on the JSE despite a global 
IPO boom. King [Report] must share 
the blame for some of this and it 
needs to be revised fundamentally.”

An example of a South African 
chief executive who followed King 
IV recommendations was Standard 
Bank’s Jacko Maree, who was at the 
helm for 13 years and after a four-
year cooling-off period returned as 
non-executive deputy chairperson. 

Anathi Madubela is an Adamela 
Trust business reporter at the  
Mail & Guardian

Corporate governance conundrum
Disregard for the King 
Report is evident in 
the move of Brian Joffe 
from CEO of Long4Life 
to the position of board 
chairman of the firm

‘People don’t buy 
into the value of 
good governance 
because they 
don’t see the 
benefit of it’

Moves: The Long4Life 
board approved the move 
of Brian Joffe (right) 
from chief executive to 
chairperson without the 
three-year cooling off 
period recommended 
by the King Report. 
In the case of Asher 
Bohbot (left) his move 
from chief executive of 
EOH to chairperson was 
questionable given the 
civil claims against him. 
Photos: Martin Rhodes/
Business Day/Gallo Images
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Education

COMMENT
Philippa Kerr

O
ver the past few years, I 
have applied for about 
30 permanent aca-
demic jobs, and been 
shortlisted and inter-

viewed for about 10 of them. None of 
them have been successful. 

Although my postgraduate educa-
tion was excellent, one thing we did 
not get advice on was how to confront 
the academic job market. Perhaps 
this was because our lecturers got 
their own jobs at a time when the aca-
demic job market was less gruelling. 

I went to my first job interviews 
embarrassingly unprepared — not 
only for the kinds of questions that 
are asked by the panels, but also for 
dealing with the rejections. 

I eventually found help in The 
Professor Is In, a website and blog 
run by Karen Kelsky, a former ten-
ured professor of anthropology in 
the US. The Professor Is In is geared 
towards US higher education, but 
it gives suggestions on how to do 
practical things such as write a cover 
letter, format a CV and prepare for 
standard interview questions.  

I have also accumulated some 
insights from my own experience of 
being interviewed for academic jobs. 

There are four kinds of interview 
questions you should be ready to 
answer briefl y but comprehensively, 
plus the questions you should pre-
pare to ask the panel at the end. 

1. The first question is along the 
lines of “why do you want to work 
at our university or department?”. 
If you haven’t prepared an answer 
to this, you will look silly— even 
though the reality is that most of us 
don’t have the luxury of choice about 
which university would be our ideal 
workplace. We just want a damn job. 
Scour the websites, see what courses 
they off er, and read at least a few of 
their academics’ publications to get a 
feel for what kinds of research their 
department does, what they teach 
and why you could make a contribu-
tion that compliments and augments 
what they already do there. Some 
variations on this question are: 

Why do you want to work in our 
department [or university]? How do 
you think you would be a good fit 
with our work? What attracted you 
about the advert for this position? 

2. A second type of question you’ll 
need to answer is “tell us about your 
research”. This can include your past 
or current research but also some-
thing about your future project and 
publication plans. This can be daunt-
ing for someone who is just fi nishing 
their PhD and doesn’t know if they 
have any future research plans. They 
may ask questions about sources 
of funding you have applied for or 
intend to apply for. Some panels 
even ask you to name journals that 
you will submit work to. Some varia-
tions on the question are: 

Tell us about your research plans. 
Tell us about your fi ve-year publica-
tion plan. How does your research fi t 
with our areas of focus in this depart-
ment? How does your work meet 

the criteria to score highly in the 
Research Excellence Framework (rel-
evant for UK universities) — in other 
words, how is it world-leading in its 
signifi cance, originality and rigour? ) 

3. A third type of question to expect 
is about your teaching approach and 
experience, including undergrad 
lecturing and postgrad supervi-
sion. They may want to know what 
courses you have taught in the past 
and how you have taught them (for 
example, what topics and readings 
you cover). They may ask about your 
approach to postgraduate supervi-
sion. They may also ask you for your 
“teaching philosophy”. I have never 
understood what this means or 
where one is supposed to have learnt 
how to articulate one (though The 
Professor Is In has some guidelines). 
In all the contract teaching work I 
have done, no permanent academ-
ics have ever required me to state a 
teaching philosophy before asking if 
I could help take their heavy under-
grad teaching or supervision load off  
their shoulders. Some variations on 
the question are: 

Tell us about what teaching you 
have done in the past. Tell us about 
your approach to supervision. When 
you teach this course on X, how do 
you normally teach it? How do you 
ensure excellence in teaching? How 
do you support diverse students? 
How do you encourage class partici-
pation when doing online teaching 
with big classes? 

Now that I think about it, I haven’t 

been asked a question directly about 
decolonisation in teaching, but you 
should probably be prepared for this. 

4. A fourth category of questions 
they might ask is about management 
and administration experience and 
ethics. Resist the temptation to com-
plain about previous workplaces and 
colleagues. Questions along these 
lines I have received are: 

Do you have teaching administra-
tion experience (I think they mean, 
have you been a course coordinator)? 
Do you have leadership and manage-
ment experience? (Have you served 
as head of department or similar?) 
Can you demonstrate that you have 
undertaken professional develop-
ment? (This probably means, do 
you have a postgraduate certifi cate 
in higher education, or have you 
attended workshops and courses on 
improving your teaching and super-
vision?) If you were in a difficult 
ethical position and how you dealt 
with that? How do you balance the 
multiple responsibilities of research, 
teaching and administration?

5. The last set of questions are 

the questions you should prepare 
to ask them at the end of the inter-
view. The main rule is not to ask 
things that orient towards how you 
will benefi t from the job. Defi nitely 
don’t ask anything about salary and 
benefi ts. Use this as an opportunity 
to show that you are interested in 
their department on their terms. For 
example, you could ask for further 
information about initiatives you 
have seen their department runs, or 
about the interests of their students. 

Don’t ask things that you could 
easily have found the answer to on 
their website or in their publications. 
During Covid I have sometimes 
asked about how they are doing 
online teaching (I am not sure if this 
was a good question.)  

So that’s basically it. 
Also keep in mind one of the fun-

niest and sobering lessons I’ve found 
on The Professor Is In. It’s a short 
video Kelsky made of herself explain-
ing why your own needs — profes-
sional and personal — are not impor-
tant when you apply for an academic 
job. They have a job that they need 
doing. You need to be able to artic-
ulate your value to them, in their 
terms. It is a department-centric pro-
cess, not an applicant-centric one. 

When I realised this (after my 
fi rst interview), I was shocked. I had 
believed the onus lay on the depart-
ment to find and appreciate good 
candidates — not on the applicants 
to “sell” ourselves. I thought that 
my CV and academic track record 

would speak for themselves, and that 
the department would do its home-
work on me. Well, LOL! (I never got 
off ered that job.) 

Later, I realised why I thought this 
way. This is the self-centric empha-
sis that is drummed into you during 
the PhD and when publishing your 
work. When you write a PhD, you are 
encouraged to be original, to estab-
lish a unique position for yourself in 
your fi eld, to show you know what 
others have done and then show how 
you are doing something diff erent, 
and to show that your insights are 
not derivative. In other words, even 
if you work collaboratively, academic 
work is a highly individualistic and 
self-centred activity. 

Indeed, this is how you will need 
to continue to work if you want to 
advance in the academic profession 
once you have a real job. 

Y
ou may feel alarmed at 
how much work goes into 
the academic job applica-
tion process. But it’s not so 

much the amount of work involved 
that, to me, is the problem; it’s the 
way postgraduate education doesn’t 
prepare you for the academic job mar-
ket. If you think this paints a bleak 
and depressing picture of the state 
of universities and the academic pro-
fession, I wouldn’t argue with you. 
I think I have a mild form of PTSD 
from academic job interviews. 

It’s also worth noting that not to be 
successful in getting a permanent job 
is not necessarily an indication that 
you are not a competent academic. 
Universities have devised ways to 
get their teaching and research work 
done with the minimal fi nancial out-
lay, which means they like to recruit 
people on low-paid, fi xed-term con-
tracts and “postdoctoral fellowships”. 
I have been in postdoctoral purgatory 
for four years, so I am growing an aca-
demic track record but without any 
professional advancement. 

One of the problems with the sys-
tem is the process is not transparent. 
You never know who the competi-
tion is, and you never get feedback 
on why you did or didn’t get short-
listed, or why you were or were not 
off ered the job. By contrast, in some 
of the Scandinavian countries, all the 
applicants are named, evaluated and 
ranked in a document which is circu-
lated to all candidates. This means 
that even if you don’t get shortlisted, 
you can still get a sense of what the 
competition looks like and how, or 
whether, you can realistically aim to 
improve your chances. 

Of course, the process is not nec-
essarily as bad as I have described. 
Some people get permanent job 
off ers after fewer interviews than I’ve 
endured. In some disciplines, PhDs 
are rarer and more in demand than 
others. 

If you are reading this while pre-
paring for your fi rst job application, 
circulate this article, start a read-
ing group with your peers, read The 
Professor Is In, and educate yourself. 
Also, don’t hang too many hopes 
on your fi rst interviews. And if you 
are an academic who supervises 
postgraduates whom you know are 
interested in an academic career, 
please initiate a conversation in your 
department about the realities of the 
academic job market, lest you send 
your students on a long journey of 
disappointment.

Philippa Kerr is a postdoctoral 
research fellow affi  liated with the 
psychology department at Stellen-
bosch University

How to apply for a job in academia
I went to my first 
interviews believing 
that the onus lay on the 
university to find good 
candidates — not on 
the applicants to have 
to ‘sell’ ourselves
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Not to be successful 
in getting a job is 
not an indication 
that you are not 
a competent 
academic
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Of Blood, Sweat 
and Data: 
Showcasing 
divergent 
approaches, this 
exhibition strives 
for a critical lens 
on the city
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MAINBODY

The definitive news source and 
investigative news journalism 
content provider in South 
Africa

BUSINESS

Over 385 000 quality business 
readers flocking to follow the 
advanced business discourse 
of our weekly. This made M&G 
Business the second most 
read title in both the daily and 
weekly English market.

EDUCATION

M&G education supplements 
address and inform primary 
and tertiary educators and 
government about what’s 
happening in the sector.

FRIDAY

The go-to for lifestyle and 
travel news, arts and culture 
information and in-depth 
reviews and interviews.
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THERE 
ARE 2 
SIDES 
TO 
EVERY 
STORY

FACT OPINION

We tell the stories that mainstream media often skirt. Our publication attracts an 
educated, affluent & refined national audience who expect fact over opinion.

OVERVIEW

MAINBODY:
Defi nitive source of news & investigative news.

EDUCATION:
Informs educators & government on the sector.

FRIDAY:
The go-to for lifestyle, travel, arts & culture.

READERSHIP:
Our print readership of 320 000/week and 
1.2 million unique browsers/month drive the 
economy, actively transform society and always 
infl uence debate. They are high income earning, 
upper LSM/SEM individuals who work full time, or 
are self-employed. They enjoy new technologies, 
such as online and social media.
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