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A S COMPANIES RECOVER from the 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, if 
you had to choose a top priority for 

board members around the world to focus 
on first, which would you choose, and why?

Barry Williams: Understanding the implications 
of digital and how innovation is accelerating every 
aspect of how we do business. As you do your 
review of strategy, digital is a very important 
component that has tremendous impact.

I’m on a hospital systems board. We had a five-year 
plan: to transition to virtual visits for those people 
where virtual would make more sense than 
in-person visits. In the first month of the pandemic, 
we exceeded our five-year plan. In the 
first month. Now, we’re trying to figure 
out who should continue to have virtual 
visits, and who would need in-person 
visits, and work through the implications 
of that.

But the implications are far reaching—
this will impact staffing, real estate, and 
capital allocation. The more you can 
digitize and streamline some of these 
processes, it flows through all aspects of 
the business to make it more efficient. So 
I think that’s going to be the greatest thing to deal 
with and I can’t think of a better time to accelerate 
innovation than now. Because we have to do 
things differently.

How has the pandemic changed the way 
your organization, investors, and 
stakeholders are thinking about  
different topics? 

BW: I found there are four predominant topics in 
board discussions right now. First is strategy. I 
think most businesses understand that, whenever 
we get beyond this pandemic, we’ll have to have 
new business models. People are focusing on what 

is the new new because you don’t want to go back 
to how you did it before. 

I think the second is data and data security. I hate 
to say this, but most companies are experiencing at 
least twice as many attacks on their data as before 
the pandemic. There are those who are acting in 
bad faith to take advantage of companies and get 
access to data during this pandemic. 

Third, after the death of George Floyd this past 
May, there’s a huge spotlight on the issue of racial 
inequality and racial justice. There are lots of 
discussions on racial equality and going beyond 
that, wealth inequality. 

And finally, human capital. I think the whole 
approach to human capital has to be rethought. 
Many people have now found that they work well—
and perhaps more effectively—at home and they 
may even prefer it. A lot of people don’t want to 
live in big cities anymore; they want to be closer to 
their families, their parents. Meanwhile, 
companies are finding they can make better use of 
people if they offer more employment 
arrangements—staggered shifts, part time, and 
remote work. 

The pandemic has placed a bright spotlight on all 
of these issues. Now, employees and investors want 
to know more about companies’ positions on a 
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wide variety of issues. People have had time to 
think; they want companies to stand up and take a 
position. They are demanding disclosure: What do 
you think about equality? What do you think about 
climate change? That’s a major change, honestly.

Some investors are pushing back on CEOs 
whose statements in the marketplace don’t 
reconcile with actions their companies are 
still taking. Is this something you’re talking 
about in the boardroom?

BW: I think it’s just beginning to happen. Here in 
California, we tend to be on the forefront of many 
issues. Take the whole issue of representation on 
boards: California just came out with its second 
major mandate for public companies 
headquartered here. The first was on gender 
diversity; this one focuses on underrepresented 
people. Its aim is to ban all-white public company 
boards by the end of 2021, and it passed in 
September 2020.2 People talk a lot about these 
legislative mandates, but they are just the first step. 

Soon, the investment community will start 
demanding more disclosure about a wide variety of 
issues. ISS [Institutional Shareholder Services] 

came out with a new set of proposed policies3 that 
recommends voting against the chair of the 
nominating committee at companies that do not 
have any racially or ethnically diverse board 
members. 

In California, you all have had these  
terrible fires. What are you hearing 
and seeing from a board standpoint 
regarding climate change? 

BW: I think that debate is just starting. 

Shareholders and employees now have an 
interest in these issues and are 
demanding that companies take a strong 
position. The standing agenda will need 
to be enlarged to reflect things like 
climate change, diversity, and a whole 
bunch of public policy issues. Businesses 
will need to respond to how they impact 
the communities in which we live.

Businesses spend a lot on procurement 
and on philanthropy, but they have to be a lot more 
intentional about how those dollars are allocated 
and spent. So those are some of the ways that those 
conversations will be different. A lot of businesses 
are getting financial support and need it during 
these times to keep our economy going. I always 
cringe a little bit when newscasters say that 
companies are receiving government dollars. 
They’re getting our dollars, taxpayer dollars. I 
think business has to understand that when you get 
financial support, that comes with some 
obligations. So that’s another new conversation in 
the boardroom. 

As a board member in the health care 
industry, what is the conversation around 
the importance of health equality in today’s 
society? How much is it the board’s 
responsibility, especially thinking about ESG 
and demands for more transparency? 
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BW: I don’t think a year ago, our board thought 
much about health equality. We’ve had some 
employees step forward and take the lead in the 
industry. And now that is increasingly the fabric of 
our discussion. 

We always knew that there was a disparity in 
access to health between different people. COVID-
19 has shown those impacts in dramatic fashion. 
We know that a disproportionate number of Black 
and brown people have been impacted by COVID-
19. Business has to put that on the agenda and 
understand that there are disparate impacts.

What do you see as the biggest issues facing 
companies’ recovery efforts right now, as 
they try to position themselves to thrive 
long term?

BW: I think all businesses have to decide what is 
mission-critical and focus on a strategy that fosters 
that. And then reexamine all the other things 
they’re doing. They may need to stop doing other 
things because of limited resources. Given all the 
risks that have been exposed in the pandemic, 
businesses need to focus on building a 
strong financial balance sheet in order to 
weather the storms we are experiencing. 

There’s going to be a lot more focus on 
strategy, a lot more focus on people. On 
handling risks. On innovation. Because 
that will be the way of the future: There’ll 
be an acceleration of innovation and a lot 
more digitalization of functions.

With this refocus on strategy, will 
there also be a refocus on board 
composition, potentially?

BW: Well, I hope so, since I’m now 
focusing my efforts on increasing racial 
representation on boards. Among the traditional 
arguments for the importance of diversity is that 
diversity of thought leads to better 

decision-making, better business performance. 
Having more diversity helps companies better 
understand and serve diverse markets. And the 
best way to get diversity of thought is to have 
diversity in demographics, such as race and gender. 

My favorite traditional reason to improve diversity 
is the war on talent. My kids and their non-Black 
friends are not going to go work for you unless you 
have a strong position on diversity and other issues, 
like climate change. Companies that are weak in 
these areas should get ready to lose the war on 
talent—and not just among young Blacks, but 
young people in general. 

Coming out of this pandemic, I think the biggest 
argument for diversity is we have to come up with 
new business models. And the best way to get 
started is to include more diverse people in 
decision-making. To do something different, you 
have to have the best thinking and people with 
totally different experiences in those conversations. 

Unfortunately, there are still people who equate 
diversity with a lowering of standards. And some 

people still think it’s a supply issue, that there’s not 
enough diverse talent out there, instead of working 
to identify and nurture that talent. 
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How do you think the pandemic has 
impacted trust of organizations? Has this 
come up in your boardroom discussions, and 
if so, how are you framing the discussion? 

BW: The new word is intentionality. People 
understand they have to be more intentional about 
a host of issues. 

So with everything that’s gone on during the 
pandemic, directors have to question some very 
basic things. What is the basis of the proposals that 
are being put forth by management? What is the 
data behind them? The science? I think boards 
have to ask, who had input into those discussions? 
And also challenge whether—and to what extent—
people who are not ordinarily in the discussion 
were involved. 

I’m most concerned about trust issues between our 
stakeholders—employees, customers, and 
communities in which we serve—and businesses. 
Everybody understands the bright spotlight that’s on 
us now because of George Floyd and the pandemic. 

But people are still questioning if it really is going 
to be different today than what we’ve had before.

Are we really going to do something significant this 
time? Is it going to be sustainable?

In California, a lot of companies are doing great 
things. They make great pronouncements and 
financial commitments, too. But a lot of people still 
question: Aren’t these the same people who led to 
the predicament we’re in now? Now, they’re going 
to solve it with more dollars?

Companies need more input from the communities 
they serve in their decision-making process. That’s 
something boards will have to work on: to gain the 
trust of everybody in this stakeholder group, not just 
the people we talk the same language to every day. 

Someone once told me, “When you get to the top, 
remember to send the elevator back down.”

One of the key themes you’ve brought up is 
what’s going to be different. To make bold 
change happen and sustain it, though, how 
can companies unlearn practices that 
inhibit transformation? How do you 
change behaviors?

BW: You have to handle it like you do with 
everything else in business: Have a business 
objective, then measure it, and tie it to 
compensation. Because if something is really 
significant, it ought to be measured in some form 
or fashion. 

We have to be intentional about these goals, make 
them actionable. They need to be recast in terms of 
business objectives, measured, and then we need 
to compensate people based on their ability to meet 
those objectives. That’s when we’ll see 
some movement.

How should a discussion on topics such as 
climate change be structured in the 
boardroom? Should there be a 
special committee?

BW: I think that is an awfully good question. I 
don’t know how many companies are dealing with 
it. I believe there are too many important issues to 
have a special committee on each. Think of the 
practicalities: You can’t have a separate standing 
committee for diversity, the environment, etc. You 
might have a working committee on some. To start, 
boards could bundle these issues and deal with 
them in the public policy committee. 
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At a minimum, though, you need to have standing 
agenda items to have a very full, structured 
discussion on topics. And the only way to do that is 
to get it on the standing agenda. 

What are the three secrets to having an 
effective board? 

BW: I did a study on the experiences of 50 Black 
corporate directors to determine the characteristics 
that define an effective CEO and board member. 

I came away with a shortlist on board effectiveness. 
Number one, boards have to have open discussions 
on topics and leaders should ensure everyone gets 
a chance to speak. I’ve been on many boards and 
typically, there are a handful of people who 
dominate the conversation. And other members 
don’t speak because they don’t want to repeat what 
someone else said or don’t think their view is worth 
saying. When I was lead director of my last board, I 
would go around the room and seek out the people 
who didn’t speak first and loudest to make sure 
they got a chance to put their view on the table first. 
One of the people I interviewed in my study said, 

“The first right answer is not always the best.” If you 
allow other people to further shape it and provide 
their views, you can come out with an even better 
answer. I underscore that. 

Second, the most effective boards have vehicles for 
independent agenda-setting. The agenda is not 
exclusively set by management or the lead director. 
On one board in which I was lead director, before 
each meeting I would call a third of the board 
individually to ask, “Why are you coming?” I 
wanted to know the two or three burning issues 
that each director wanted to discuss or questions 
they wanted addressed. Then I incorporated those 
issues into the agenda. 

And third, I think it’s important to have executive 
sessions. I liked executive sessions mostly at the 
beginning of the meeting because I wanted to hear 
the CEO’s perspective on the business where he 
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Don’t just hire one.  
No one wants to be  
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done that—it’s not an 
attractive proposition.

could talk candidly without the rest of senior 
management there. It also helped to hear what he 
thought the purpose of the meeting was and what 
he wanted to get done. 

A related question: What advice would you 
give to CEOs to help them make the best use 
of their boards? 

BW: I would say, first and foremost, listen to all 
board members to make sure you get diverse 
points of view. 

Second, get in touch with board members between 
meetings when you have more time one-on-one to 
talk. Much of the business of the board takes place 
not in the board meeting, but between meetings. 
Every board member has issues. Sometimes they 

don’t want to bother the whole board bringing 
them up; or they may just be thoughts that are not 
yet fully formed. Those can be better explored in a 
telephone call. 

Third, CEOs should match up the skill sets of board 
members with their strategy goals. I hope this 
happens as the pandemic subsides because we are 
experiencing the need for a whole new set of skill 
sets and companies will have to upgrade their skill 
sets. Which leads to my favorite topic right now: 
board rotation.

Why is board rotation your favorite 
topic now?

BW: Typically, you get a board with 
between 10 and 12 people, including the 
CEO. So, at most, one person comes up 
for renewal each year. Often less. So, 
when you look at the need for new skill 
sets and making sure we improve 
diversity—these two goals are aligned. 
But both are a challenge, unless you have 
some board rotation. Either we will have 

to enlarge boards sooner than we thought, or we’re 
going to have to just rotate some people off of 
boards and say, Thank you. Here’s the gold watch, 
you did a good job. There’s nothing wrong with 
you, but we need a skill set. 

2021 Directors’ alert 
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The pandemic has shown that we definitely need 
some new skill sets on boards. And if we see an 
increase in board rotation, we can accommodate 
the need for diversity more easily. 

Regarding intentionality, what should 
companies do to retain their Black 
employees to continue to build trust? For 
companies hoping to recruit Black executives, 
what advice would you give them? 

BW: Don’t expect people to rush to join a company 
if there aren’t any Black people or women on the 
board or in senior management. That’s where 
companies should start—ensuring representation 
at the senior management level and at the 
board level.

People want to be comfortable. Don’t just hire one. 
No one wants to be “the one.” We’ve done that—it’s 
not an attractive proposition. When I’m asked the 
difference between my first job vs. my second job, I 
was treated very well in both organizations. But in 
my second job, I had more of a defined specialty. I 
also had a larger network of people like me, both 
inside and outside the company, that I could talk to, 
share thoughts with, and get their perspectives on 
a variety of issues. 

But it’s not just about hiring. Issues of retention 
come up even stronger. Companies have to build 
the case that Blacks will be treated well and offered 
opportunities after being recruited. In companies 
that want to promote internal people, I ask, How 
many people of color have presented to the board? 
How many women have participated? Because 
that’s where you get known. 

If you’re going to recruit Black people, make sure 
there’s a support system in place so they can 
succeed. Make sure there are mentors and 
sponsors—we all take from other people. There’s a 
difference between a coach, a mentor, and a 
sponsor. A coach yells at you, a mentor listens to 
you, and a sponsor does something for you. Those 
are very different people playing different roles. To 
get ahead, you probably need all three.

I read a study somewhere that we’ve 
changed more in the last six months than 
we have in the past decade.

BW: We’ve got a long way to go, but I agree. And I 
hope we continue this momentum. There’s a bright 
spotlight on things now. But spotlights can go out, 
too. We’ve got to make these things sustainable. 
We have to take advantage of the moment.  

A new era of board stewardship begins (December 2020)
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