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Could Chanda Kochhar have kept her 
job at ICICI Bank?  
Chanda Kochhar has resigned from ICICI Bank, yet the events that led to 
her resignation, continue to cast a shadow over its Board. In a 
contrafactual analysis regarding the developments in the bank over the 
last few months, we ask if had the board had acted differently, would the 
outcome have been any different for Chanda. 
 
In June 2016 Infralive, a website, first detailed  Kochhar’s Renewable 
Empire the story about Deepak Kochhar and Videocon.1 From the article 
it appears that ICICI Bank was a latecomer in the relationship that the two 
had forged. The story then found its way into WhatsApp messages. It was 
purported to be based on a whistleblower letter sent to North and South 
Blocks. Whatever be the reason, the story did not gain currency and soon 
died down. However, the news report seemed to carry sufficient details 
for MK Sharma, the then chairman of ICICI Bank, to ask for the papers to 
do his own digging around. He then asked a well-established law firm to 
review the documents.  This law firm seems to have given a clean chit (- 
more on this later). Up until here, the board did what it was expected to.  
 
But, like water finds its way through a crack, this story did too, but after a 
while. 
 
Cut to mid-February 2018, when Punjab National Bank (PNB), disclosed 
that it detected some fraudulent transactions with financial implication of 
about Rs 11,500 crore. State-owned banks were the markets whipping-boy 
and were admonished daily in the editorials. This fraud was immediately 
referred to the law enforcement agencies to investigate and recover the 
dues. As a part of this investigation a few private sector bankers, including 
Chanda Kochhar are reported to have been called for seeking 
information. This is when the Deepak Kochhar-Videocon link started 
getting whispered about again. But even then, more people were 
speculating about Mehul Choksi and ICICI Bank. So it surprised most 
when ICICI Bank’s board  put-out a press release on 28 March, giving its 
own processes and Chanda Kochhar a clean chit and saying there is 
nothing to the Videocon story.  This was aimed at pre-empting any 
negative fallout that may surface from the story that would appear the 
next day in Indian Express. The papers front page ran with the headline 
“Videocon gets Rs 3250 crores loan from ICICI Bank, bank CEO’s husband 
gets sweetheart deal from Videocon.”   
 

                                                 
1 The full story is no longer on the infralive.com website 
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The 28 March press release was perhaps a pre-emptive measure against 
this Indian Express article, yet a misstep in its communication – nobody 
self-certifies its own processes. They were unable to draw a line between 
ICICI Bank’s loans and the conflicts arising from Videocon’s transactions 
with Deepak Kochhar’s firms, giving the story its legs. 
 
This was followed by a press conference addressed by MK Sharma on the 
allegations surrounding ICICI Bank’s CEO, in which he read out the 
prescribed statement. The statement neither recognized nor addressed 
the investors’ real concerns. And in not allowing time for questions, the 
bank and its Chairperson, came off as wanting to side-step the issues. This 
led to more questions and less answers – and just did not help. Could this 
not have been avoided?     
 
While it is the job of the board to back its CEO, they need to do this in a 
credible manner. While the press release protected the bank in terms of 
outlining its processes and the inability of a single individual to influence 
lending decisions, it also jumped to Chanda Kochhar’s defense without 
any reasonable explanation. N Vaghul the banks former chairman was far 
more articulate in separating the bank from the allegation against its CEO.   
 
The board should have disclosed the process it followed in investigating 
the charges. The fact that a reputable legal firm had reviewed the 
transaction, and given Chanda Kochhar a clean chit, should have been 
disclosed – just as Infosys’ board did in its investigation of the Panaya 
transaction. Had the board disclosed that it has conducted an 
independent investigation, its assertions would have been taken more 
seriously, and may have well put a lid on the whole saga, at least for the 
discerning stakeholders. It is still not clear why this was not disclosed. 
 
The story then remained in the news cycle over the next few months and 
slowly took global proportions, including (unverified) stories of US 
regulatory probe and questioning from foreign institutional investors.  
But with no authentic voice explaining the developments, the bank 
continued facing investor ire. The board’s silence continued to hurt the 
bank’s reputation, as well as that of Chanda.  
 
In its 30 May board meeting, the board finally decided to conduct an 
external enquiry. But here too, all the board said was that there were 
whistleblower complaints against its CEO, which needed to be probed.  
This board initially did not clarify the most basic question being asked, 
whether it was the old Deepak Kochhar-Videocon matter, or was this an 
entirely different one. The silence fueled market speculation that these 
were perhaps a new set of transactions related to the Essar group – which 
had by now surfaced in the media. When story broke that Chanda had 
been asked to proceed on leave while the investigation was underway, the 

https://www.bloombergquint.com/in-the-news/icici-bank-chairman-addresses-the-media-but-leaves-several-questions-unanswered#gs.OlCHo50
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board refused to take an assertive stance – instead the bank clarified  that 
the CEO was on her annual leave, planned in advance. The board’s 
handling of this situation allowed the media to control the narrative 
opening up the story to more speculations – all of which only led to a 
further deterioration in the bank’s and Chanda’s reputation.  
 
On 18 June, the bank announced that Sandeep Bakshi was being brought 
in from ICICI Prudential Life Insurance Limited as the chief operating 
officer and would run the bank. He would report to Chanda upon the 
completion of the enquiry and till then, he would report to the board.  
 
In our Institutional EYE dated 20 June 2018 we observed that having 
communicated that it will run an independent investigation into the 
allegations on 30 May, the bank had not appointed anyone to investigate 
nor had it defined a timeline within which the investigation would take 
place. In fact, three weeks after Justice Srikrishna’s name first surfaced in 
media reports, the board had neither confirmed nor denied the media 
suggestion that he was being appointed to head the investigations. That 
the bank had asked Justice Srikrishna to head the investigation was a 
chance for the board to get control of the narrative, but by the time it 
confirmed the decision, it was yesterday’s news.  
 
To us, it was not clear whether the board realized the urgency to move 
forward swiftly particularly given the RBI rule that a bank cannot be 
without a full-time CEO for more than four months.  (- a rule not widely 
known then, but the board must surely have known). In light of this, it is 
not clear why the board lost precious time in appointing the committee 
members, let alone putting the investigations on a tight schedule.  Nor 
why they appointed someone on whom they were unable to impose a 
time line.  
 
Even as these events soothed investors nerves and importantly helped 
move ICICI Bank away from media focus, the bank proposed her re-
appointment on the board of ICICI Securities. This again brought Chanda 
back into the limelight. The bank argued that not nominating her would 
signal that the investigation is moving against her. But if if she was not in 
a position to discharge her role in the bank, she could hardly be in a 
position to do so in ICICI Securities.   
 
At its board meeting on 4 October, the board announced that Chanda 
Kochhar has decided to resign and that Sandeep Bakshi was being 
appointed as the Bank’s CEO. Justice Srikrishna, it seems, had indicated 
that he was not in a position to complete the investigations and submit 
his findings by 18 October, when RBI’s four months were ending. In a 
sense, it is Justice Srikrishna and not the board who took the call that it 
was time Chanda called it a day.       

https://www.bloombergquint.com/business/icici-bank-says-ceo-chanda-kochhar-is-on-annual-leave#gs.DEbLtoE
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https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/91c61f_1a90df13b6d346c18c3281fc17a7d7b6.pdf
https://www.bseindia.com/xml-data/corpfiling/AttachHis/99eaaaf8-fc2f-4fc4-9f91-3553b8cd2688.pdf
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Another act has played itself out this week. The bank clarified that the 
reputed law firm that had found no evidence of nepotism and conflict of 
interest on the part of Ms. Kochhar  was withdrawing its 2016 report. This 
was the very report on which the board rushed to defend Chanda Kochhar 
and relied on all along.    
 
It is worth asking if the ICICI Bank board had acted differently, would 
the outcome for Chanda Kochhar been any different? Had the board 
presented a more cogent explanation to their defense of Chanda 
Kochhar, would she not still be in the corner office? Had the board 
disclosed the original law firm’s report to the investors, would it not 
have calmed nerves? Had the board disassociated the bank’s processes 
and the allegation against Chanda Kochhar in a reasonable and mature 
manner, would it not have had more credibility with investors? Had 
they not proposed her name on the ICICI Securities ballot, would there 
not have been some thawing between her and the media? Had the 
board moved decisively in appointing an enquiry with a definitive time-
line, could a timely report not have led to a different outcome? Had the 
board been firm and asked Chanda to go on leave, would that not have 
ensured that they remained in control the narrative rather than 
reacting to events? Had the board counselled Chanda, and been firm 
with her from the beginning, could she not have gotten away with a 
rap? Or is it that irrespective of the board’s actions, the error of 
judgment that Chanda Kochhar made in not disclosing the conflict of 
interest and fighting her ground, meant that she just had to go? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.livemint.com/Companies/ElljC26UaDb3oKzTH2CD0O/Cyril-Amarchand-Mangaldas-Chanda-Kochhar-report-ICICI-Bank.html
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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 750 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.iisadrian.com and 
www.iiascompayre.com). There are no significant or material orders passed against the company by any of the Regulators or 
Courts/Tribunals.  

IiAS further confirms that, save as otherwise set out above or disclosed on IiAS’ website (www.iias.in):   

• IiAS, the research analyst(s) responsible for this report, and their associates or relatives, do not have any financial interest in the subject 
company. 

• IiAS, the research analyst(s) responsible for this report, and their associates or relatives, do not have any other material conflict of interest 
at the time of publication of this report. 

• None of IiAS, the research analyst(s) responsible for this report, and their associates or relatives, have received any compensation from 
the subject company or any third party in the past 12 months in connection with the provision of services of products (including 
investment banking or merchant banking or brokerage services or any other products and services), or managed or co-managed public 
offering of securities of the subject company.  

• The research analyst(s) responsible for this report has not served as an officer, director or employee of the subject company in the past 
twelve months. 

• None of IiAS or the research analyst(s) responsible for this report have been engaged in market making activity for the subject company. 
• ICICI Prudential Life Insurance Company Limited, a subsidiary of ICICI Banking Corporation Limited (ICICI Bank), holds equity in IiAS.  

 
Disclosures relating to the subject company 
IiAS as a proxy advisor provides various services including publishing reports on corporate governance and related matters. These services 
are subscribed to by various market participants. The subject company has subscribed to IiAS’ services, for which IiAS receives remuneration. 
IiAS has received remuneration from the subject company in the past twelve months. 
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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 750 
companies. IiAS provides bespoke research, valuation advisory services and 
assists institutions in their engagement with company managements and 
their boards.  

 
In addition, IiAS offers two cloud-based solutions -  IiAS ADRIAN, and 
comPAYre. iiasadrian.com 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. Iiascompayre.com provides users access to remuneration 
data for executive directors across S&P BSE 500 companies over a five-year 
period.  
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