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The way forward

While the introduction of a COVID-19 vaccine was not 
something chairs were interviewed about, it is important 
to acknowledge the role it will play in economic recovery. 
The New Zealand Government has indicated the first 
vaccines could arrive in New Zealand as early as the first 
quarter of 2021. 

As vaccinations are rolled out, immunity to the disease 
will slowly start to build within the community and 
border restrictions may begin to be eased. As a 
nation dependent on cross-border trade, easing such 
restrictions will provide business with more confidence 
in their trade security and some economic relief should 
be seen. However, it is important to note this process is 
going to take time and it is likely restrictions will remain in 
place for many months, if not years, to come.

The road to economic recovery from COVID-19 will not 
be straightforward, but it brings with it opportunities for 
business to grow, implement lessons learned and move 
into the future with purpose.

In summary, we have found the impact of COVID-19 
has significantly shaped the way the chairs interviewed 

are thinking about the future. 

In the crucible of crisis, resilient 
leaders are defined first by  
who they are and what they  
do at different times and across 
multiple priorities. 
Resources for resilient leadership, Deloitte Global

When the pandemic struck, 
chairs focused on: 

• Recovering and rebuilding businesses more 
effectively

•  Adapting board operations and governance 
to be fit for purpose in an environment of 
constant change, and

•  Securing supply chains.

Their focus has now shifted to: 

•  Exploring the future of business and moving 
beyond traditional business models

•  Shaping boards effectively for the new ways  
of doing business, including accelerating the  
use of digital platforms and systems

•  Understanding risk appetites and tolerance,  
and preparing for risks and uncertainties in  
the future, and

•  Building and maintaining trust with all 
stakeholders.
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Decisive decisions 
How COVID-19 changed board thinking

Pressures on the board

Enablers of the board

Balancing competing 
stakeholder interests  

in crisis response

Response
Navigating the shifts  

in strategy and 
operations to bring 

stability

Board
Board provides input and makes 
key decisions in conjunction with 

management, overseeing the 
overall crisis response

Time

Management drives 
day-to-day crisis 

response

Scrutiny and challenge of 
management decisions

Recovery
Embedding  

operational adaptations 
to drive return to 

performance

Thrive
Mitigating future risks  

and embracing 
purpose to create new 

opportunities

Limited information 
or visibility to 

contextualise decisions

Need for accelerated 
decisions, without 

chance to understand 
full picture

Reduced governance 
over delegated 

decisions

Understanding 
(and preparing for)  

existing trends

Improved ways of  
working e.g. more 

focused meeting style

Productive  
engagement with 

shareholders

Purpose reinforced  
staff morale
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Advice for future chairs 
During the interviews, we asked chairs for advice they 

would offer future chairs. We have compiled their collective 
experiences to provide guiding principles for directors 

taking the next step into chairperson roles.

Focus on people 
• Actively engage with people at all levels to gain a thorough understanding  

of the organisation. Being present in the business and providing opportunities  
for engagement with employees will help you add greater value as a chair and 
inspire the wider team.

• Build a strong relationship and trust with the CEO from the beginning to take  
the company forward together. When the organisation is inevitably hit by a  
crisis, you will be able to overcome it as a team.

Have open conversations
• Communication is essential to be a successful chairperson, whether in a crisis 

or generally. Open conversation with the management team helps the chair to 
understand their views and ensures a productive working relationship.

• Diversity of thought supports a productive board. Consider the need for both 
diversity and broad capability around the board table to drive productive debate 
and discussion and avoid groupthink – facilitate board meetings in a way that 
enables all directors to have their say. 

Be committed, inside and outside of the boardroom
• The role of chairperson is not just a job, it is a significant commitment focused  

on delivering value to an organisation and its shareholders. 

• Thought should be given to how many directorships can be held at one time to 
ensure the appropriate time commitment can be given – particularly during times 
of crisis. This commitment includes a willingness to invest time into being out and 
about in the business and a passion to leave the organisation in a better place. 

• Getting out of the boardroom is essential. Learning from other experts and 
organisations can provide insights that help to generate new perspectives. 
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Learn from other chairs and directors
• As a new or incoming chairperson, regularly seek advice and feedback from other 

experienced members of the board and collect multiple points of view to form your 
own perspective. 

• Businesses have been through many crises before and leveraging other chairpersons’ 
and mentors’ experience can help organisations survive and, in many cases, thrive 
through disruption.  

Composition and capability is critical
• The composition of the board and management team is critical to achieving growth 

aspirations. Having the appropriate processes, culture and incentives to attract the 
right mix of experience and skill in an organisation’s leadership teams. 

• Encouraging current board and management team members to take up learning 
opportunities, such as other board roles or development programmes, can assist 
with generating new ideas and bringing new perspectives. 

• Chairs and boards want to add value to their organisation. Achieving this will require 
listening to others around you, challenging the agenda, and ensuring the board 
focuses priorities that will improve the business.

Prepare, prepare, prepare
• Environments change rapidly and it is up to the board to ensure the organisation can 

adapt and transform when it needs to. This may require running crisis simulations to 
ensure the appropriate response is in place and that communication is effective. 

• COVID-19 has highlighted the need to go beyond compliance. It is essential to have 
up-to-date business continuity plans and risk registers that are regularly tested  
rather than waiting for a crisis to begin before the organisation develops the tools  
it needs to survive.
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Perspectives from chairs in the 
United Kingdom and Australia

Despite the differences across the geographies participating 
in this project and their respective interviewees, overall, 
the three firms found similar themes coming through 
in the research – including accelerated digitisation, the 

need for new levels of risk management, and enhanced 
relationships between chairs and CEOs.

We found chairs were giving considerable thought to the continuum between centralisation 
and decentralisation, especially in global businesses where there had been an increase in 
autonomous decision-making at the local level in response to geographical variations in 

conditions. Boards need to assess whether local and central governance and risk processes 
are sufficiently robust for this new style of devolved decision-making. 

Insight, Deloitte United Kingdom research

Seasoned board members with crisis and recession experience … played a critical role in 
advising CEOs and C-suites on operations and strategy during the initial response to the 

pandemic. Newer directors and executives who had not previously experienced a crisis felt 
very supported by directors who provided insight in dealing with a deep crisis. 

Insight, Deloitte Australia research

Overwhelmingly, chairs confirmed their strategies remained relatively unchanged.  
What had shifted was the pace, with COVID-19 accelerating productivity and efficiency  

and challenging the ambition of execution. 

Insight, Deloitte Australia research

RESPOND
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RECOVER

THRIVE

Chairs are grappling with the implications for risk management, relationship-building and 
nuance that relies on face-to-face interaction…some changes have included asking more 

operational questions and expecting more granularity of information from management…
and adapting the risk register into a more active management tool.

Insight, Deloitte United Kingdom research

Unsurprisingly, several interviewees reported an increase in the number of scenarios they 
explored – up to 50 different scenarios, from Doomsday to off-the-chart recovery.

Insight, Deloitte Australia research

Chairs are aware of the attention paid to stakeholder capitalism, and the view that companies 
should address the interests of employees, customers, local communities and society in 

general and not just shareholders and other investors.

Insight, Deloitte United Kingdom research

What has emerged [from the crisis] is a sense that companies and boards may be  
able to do things differently, taking a fresh look at business models and revisiting  

traditional assumptions.

Insight, Deloitte United Kingdom research

Boardroom leaders are optimistic about Australia’s prospects to bounce back quickly from 
this crisis and many are justifiably bullish about their aspirations for growth. The enviable 

health response here positions us well for a sharp recovery and business leaders should be 
confidently poised to take full advantage of this.

Insight, Deloitte Australia research

Four issues emerged which are anticipated as priority areas for board attention  
in the near future: cyber risk, board skills, reputation and the future of work. 

Insight, Deloitte United Kingdom research
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Advice for future chairs

• Be agile and responsive

• Actively lead the articulation  
of the broader purpose of  
the company

• Fully embrace diversity  
of thought

• Participate in continuous 
education and keep abreast of 
emerging issues

• Demonstrate added value to  
the business 

United Kingdom  
perspective

• Lead with purpose and 
prioritise people

• Focus on the fundamentals  
of governance with  
accelerated agility

• Be brave, passionate, curious 
to learn, and seek diverse 
perspectives

• Know and empower your  
CEO and team

• Embrace the long view with a  
global outlook 

Australian 
perspective

“New ways of working must ensure a continued ability  
to adapt as the market requires” 

Ross Milne, Chair, Deloitte New Zealand
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