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I T IS SOMETIMES SAID that a crisis is like 
water, it finds the cracks in an 
organization. What did the pandemic 

reveal for you? What are the biggest issues 
facing your companies in the recovery? 

Karin Dohm: Indeed, the biggest challenges have 
been how unpredictable and quick developments 
have occurred and now, a year later, how we’re all 
still grappling with the pandemic. From an 
organizational perspective, the crisis has taught us 
to reflect upon our general approach to governance 
and ask hard questions, such as: What will we be 
facing in the next 18 months, having left behind all 
sense of normalcy? How does it affect our systems 
and the process of decision-making? How well are 
we prepared to react, in terms of scenarios and 
plans? And how do we avoid falling back into old 
habits, with a deceptive sense of certainty?

Has the pandemic encouraged your boards 
to think differently about risks, in particular 
those long-tail, low-probability, high-impact 
events? Are we going to see organizations be 
more risk averse and more prudent from a 
financial management perspective?

KD: Similar to the global financial crisis in 2008, 
liquidity turned out to be key during the pandemic. 
Here in the European Union, governments and 
central banks did an excellent job this time 
supporting the available liquidity in the market. 
Once again, interdependencies and intellectual 
property (IP) are garnering further attention. I 
expect that we will see changes in production and 
distribution chains, especially in the pharmaceutical 
and manufacturing industries over the next few 
years; boards and political leaders will want to 
safeguard IP, such as research and development. 

My background is as an auditor, so I tend to focus on 
risk management processes more than most board 
members typically do. I think COVID underscored 
the need to regard the potential consequences of 
distress as a risk to supply chains, to revenues, which 

were affected due to customers’ behavioral changes, 
and more. This can be applied to any form of 
disruption, no matter where it derives from.

It is said that the pandemic has accelerated 
underlying trends and led many companies 
to “sharpen strategic focus and accelerate 
transformation programs. How has it 
affected your companies? 

KD: In general, companies need to focus not only 
on the short-term acceleration of any envisaged 
changes but also on mid-term and long-term 
strategic developments and innovation, 
independent of and beyond the circles of crisis 
management. For any board, maintaining the 
vision and looking beyond the immediate future 
has been challenging in 2020. On the other hand, 
the pandemic crisis has shown that boards can 
operate more flexibly. Board members tend to be 
pulled together more than before and the amount 
and frequency of exchange has intensified. It has 
also revealed the growing demand for boards to 
support complex decisions.

The pandemic has led to calls in some 
quarters to rethink capitalism to some 
degree, and to reconsider the social 
contract that exists between business and 
society. How are boards balancing the need 
to adapt to the changing needs of society 
and their obligations to shareholders? 

KD: The pandemic indeed has raised boards’ 
awareness of these issues. However, I am not sure 
how profoundly this awareness is leading to long-
term change if you look across our economies. To 
transform based on the lessons learned during the 
pandemic, we need to adopt a broader set of 
actions than we did so far. Just to give a tiny but 
important example: Within the health care 
industry, for example, companies should consider 
creating new payment schemes for nursing staff, so 
their compensation is more aligned with the 
medical and societal value they bring. 

Independent director, 
Germany 
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I am convinced that 2021 is the year where we need 
to develop further and embed an ESG approach to 
corporate actions. Not only because investors and 
shareholders demand that (rightly so!). But also, 
out of our own conviction, as one of the lessons of 
2020 was that we cannot just carry on like we did. 

How has the pandemic has impacted trust 
in general? Among board members? How 
about with balancing trust and challenge 
with management?

KD: As in any crisis, COVID-19 rightly increased 
the frequency and exchange of communication 
between companies and their stakeholders. I 
believe intensified communication is a meaningful 
tool for crisis management in general. 

Many companies have been much more 
engaged with investors in this period—
updating them on results on liquidity and 
perhaps also raising finance. Do you think 
this has changed the engagement level of 
investors with their portfolio companies 
forever, and for the better? What has 
worked well and what should be bottled and 
used as the standard going forward?

I am convinced that 2021 is the year where 
we need to develop further and embed an 
ESG approach to corporate actions. Not only 
because investors and shareholders demand 
that (rightly so!). But also, out of our own 
conviction, as one of the lessons of 2020 was 
that we cannot just carry on like we did. 

KD: In Germany, one of the areas that needs 
further development is the format of annual 
shareholder meetings. Ideally, we should offer both 
virtual as well as onsite participation going forward. 
This discussion has just started.

Has the COVID-19 pandemic changed the 
way companies, investors, and other 
stakeholders are thinking about topics like 
ESG, including climate?
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KD: ESG and the reflection of ESG criteria in a 
company’s activities and reporting is—and needs 
to be—of ever-rising importance, independent  
of the current situation. Nevertheless, COVID 
increased the focus and the attention on ESG, even 
if we are still discussing the ways to achieve such 
change and how quickly we can make change 
happen. We have a strong dynamic in this process 
of discussion.

In your view, what is the role of the board of 
directors with respect to climate? What 
should they be doing and how do they work 
with management to do it? Should 
companies have a board committee 
dedicated to this area? 

KD: Any company’s impact on its environment and 
the climate needs to be a critical measure that 
management and boards apply when designing 
strategies and defining actions. That should not be 
the job of a committee; it needs to be ingrained in 
the everyday work of a board as a whole. I think that 
nonexecutive directors have an obligation to take on 
the role of challenger in this situation. Because 
directors are not bound in daily business issues, 
they can push to embed the climate discussion into 
the company’s strategy and related KPIs.

There is a growing call for companies 
across industries to more intentionally 
integrate ESG into a range of key 
performance measures. This should place 
ESG, including climate, as more central 
topics on the board’s agenda. Do you think 
companies get this? Are they doing enough 
to report their ESG progress, as investors 
are beginning to demand?

KD: Yes, with different paces and breadth, though. 
I think that speed is critical, and it would help if 
companies’ efforts to reduce their CO² footprint is 
accompanied by governmental standards and 
incentives. Do we need an ESG committee in the 
board? No! This is not a ring-fenced topic. It is 
pervasively important for our overall strategy and 
planning. We expect serious further regulation 
within the European Union in the next few years, 
which is why the entire board needs to prioritize 
and focus on this now. 

What are the top three secrets to an 
effective board?

KD: Trust, transparency, and genuine interest in 
the company and its environment. 

What advice would you give a new CEO 
about how to get the most value from his or 
her board?

KD: Reach out and use the board as a sparring 
partner and in its advisory capacity.

What single external trend do you think 
boards should be talking more about  
and why? 

KD: In-depth assessments of cyber risks. Across 
industries, the challenges and risks associated 
with cyberthreats will increase in range and depth 
over time. 

A new era of board stewardship begins (January 2021)
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