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Research methodology 
The intent of this report is to share the key insights from a series of one-on-one interviews conducted in early 2022 
with board Chairs at leading Singapore-based companies. The conversations focused on their experience leading 
their organisations and boards through the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and other geopolitical uncertainties, as 
well as their priorities for the year ahead. 

The Chairs we spoke to hailed from a variety of industries and sectors, with some holding board positions at 
more than one organisation. They were asked to rate their organisation’s performance, and share insights on 
their progress and priorities with respect to five broad themes: organisational and operational resilience; board 
practices; growth and innovation; trust and purpose; and being a chair. 

In addition, the Chairs were also asked to provide some practical leadership advice and strategic considerations to 
current and future Chairs to help them effectively plan for and lead their organisations into the future.
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Foreword
I am pleased to present to you the inaugural edition of the Chair of the Future: A Singapore 
perspective, the latest in a global Deloitte series of similar reports based on interviews with 
board Chairs throughout the world. 

Amidst the ongoing COVID-19 crisis and other geopolitical uncertainties, we are cognisant 
that many Chairs are reconsidering their boards’ priorities and certain aspects of how they 
operate. With that in mind, we embarked on a series of one-on-one conversations with 
Chairs at leading Singapore-based companies in the first half of 2022 to understand their 
experiences in adapting to the recent realities, and their priorities for the year ahead. 

Our research covered five broad themes – organisational and operational resilience; board 
practices; growth and innovation; trust and purpose; and being a chair – with the Chairs 
also asked to provide some practical leadership advice and strategic considerations to 
current and future Chairs.

While it goes without saying that oversight has been and remains a primary responsibility 
of the board, one overarching takeaway from our conversations with the Chairs is that 
they are now also finding ways to add value above and beyond mere oversight. Indeed, as 
turmoil and uncertainty persist over time, Chairs have found it necessary to leverage their 
deep domain expertise to drive management’s thinking on strategy, bring in alternative 
points of view, and promote engagement amongst a wide variety of stakeholders. 

As they look ahead to an increasingly complex global landscape, Chairs also realise that 
they are standing at a critical inflection point – and that now is the time for them to take a 
step back to re-evaluate the way they set priorities, manage their board, and engage with 
management. While there are no ready playbooks, we believe that both present and future 
Chairs could benefit from reflecting on their own experiences – and learning from the 
collective experience of their peers and predecessors. 

I am grateful for the Chairs who contributed to this research and provided us with valuable 
wisdom that will undoubtedly inform the thinking for future board talent. 

At Deloitte, we are committed to supporting Chairs in driving excellence in the boardroom, 
and in identifying, growing, and empowering the next generation of leaders. We hope that 
you will find this report an insightful read, and look forward to more conversations with you 
on how we can support Chairs of the Future.

Philip Yuen
Chairperson
Deloitte Singapore
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Moving beyond oversight
While the primary role of the board has been and remains oversight, 
Chairs are increasingly finding new ways to add value above and 
beyond oversight – not least by employing their deep operational 
experience to help drive management’s thinking.

Frequent check-ins with management 
Overall, Chairs we spoke to were satisfied with their 
board’s oversight of organisational and operational 
resilience issues (see Figure 1). Amidst the heightened 
levels of uncertainty that have characterised our 
recent times, most Chairs said that their boards are 
now meeting more regularly, and conducting more 
frequent check-ins with their CEOs and management 
teams on operational issues than ever before. 

The Chair at an agribusiness multinational, for 
example, shared that in response to COVID-19, their 
entire board held a record number of meetings to 
discuss the ways in which they can support their 
organisation in tiding through the pandemic. But the 
Chair’s commitment to supporting the management 
goes beyond having time demarcated for scheduled 
meetings: indeed, the Chair believes that the board 
should be constantly accessible to the CEO, so that 
the management team can consult them as and when 
needed.

Active stewardship 
Notably, our discussions with Chairs also revealed 
that the COVID-19 pandemic – coupled with recent 
geopolitical tensions and other global uncertainties – 
has made them much more conscious about the need 
to understand exactly what is taking place across the 
organisation from an operational perspective. 

Explaining their active stewardship – or ‘hands-on’ 
approach to increasing their line of sight into their 
organisation – one Chair shared with us how they 
make it a point to have informal coffee chats not only 
with the C-suite executives, but also the C-minus-1 
executives and business unit leaders, to get a better 
“feel of the ground”. 

At the same time, many Chairs are also going above 
and beyond their traditional mandate of oversight 
to provide management with valued perspectives 
across various operational areas. To support their 
C-suite team in pre-emptively addressing issues, 
one Chair said that they constantly engage with 
executives two to three levels below the C-suite. This 
sensing not only provides them with more insight into 
the organisation’s operations, but also gives them 
a chance to guide management towards a solution 
before a problem snowballs.

Question: On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 is the 
least satisfied and 5 is the most satisfied), how 
satisfied are you with your board’s oversight of 
organisational and operational resilience issues 
within the past 1-2 years?

4.2

Figure 1: Average level of satisfaction with 
board’s oversight of organisational and 
operational resilience issues
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Black swans loom large
Apart from perennial cash and financing concerns, black swan and force majeure events 
were found to be top-of-mind operational issues for many Chairs. The Chair at an energy and 
industrials conglomerate, for instance, shared that their board was now considering scenarios 
or situations that had not been thought plausible before, and working with their management 
team to ensure that the organisation’s risk modelling processes and large-scale contracts 
account for an expanded set of supply chain and workforce vulnerabilities. 

Similarly, another Chair at a telecommunications company shared with us how there has 
been a need for their board to relook their organisation’s business continuity plans in light of 
recent supply chain disruptions – specifically, by moving away from ‘just in time’ to ‘just-in-case’ 
practices to better withstand external shocks.

Another Chair, however, was more concerned about black swans stemming from the climate 
crisis. While their agribusiness organisation already conducts scenario planning exercises 
across 20-year horizons, they were conscious that more needs to be done to increase the 
level of agility to cope with such unforeseen events – especially given that climate change is an 
existential crisis for the agriculture sector. 
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Running the board
In recent years, boards have begun adopting new ways of working 
– whether this is in the form of virtual board meetings, ad hoc 
meetings, specialised committees, or a more laser-sharp focus on 
the board agenda.

Reconsidering governance structures
By and large, Chairs felt that their boards are well-
formed and possess strong dynamics (see Figure 
2). One common theme was how the pandemic had 
encouraged boards to adopt more flexible ways of 
working in recent years – for example, getting together 
in a more ad hoc, rather than scheduled, manner to 
address urgent items as they arise. 

Chairs and their boards also appear to be 
reconsidering some aspects of their governance 
structure. Indeed, a growing number of issues 
are being assigned to various specialised board 
committees for deeper analysis and greater oversight, 
as board members become more acutely aware of the 
complex array of issues that are rapidly evolving into 
strategic risks.

Examples cited by Chairs included a risk committee 
at an agribusiness multinational – to whom the 
management’s central command team directly 
reports – which was set up to monitor the rapidly 
evolving pandemic situation and oversee staff welfare 
matters across six geographical regions, as well as a 

4

Question: On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 is the 
least satisfied and 5 is the most satisfied), how 
satisfied are you with your board practices 
within the past 1-2 years?

Figure 2: Average level of satisfaction 
with board practices

sustainability committee at an energy and industrials 
conglomerate to oversee climate change and foreign 
labour practices.

Adopting new ways of working
Just as their organisations have pivoted to virtual 
ways of working, Chairs also shared that many of 
their board meetings have become virtual; one Chair 
shared that they had only recently conducted their 
first face-to-face meeting in two years. They also 
mentioned that while board meetings in the past had 
been more procedural, they have since become much 
more focused on the agenda: in recent years, every 
board meeting has also included a sharing of updates 
by the various business units. 

But beyond ensuring that their board remains in touch 
with the business, some Chairs are also going further 
to support their board members in navigating the 
digital transformation and organisational culture issues 
which have become more salient in recent years. 

The Chair at an integrated security services company, 
for example, shared with us how they are conducting 
digital education programs for its board. After all, they 
said, it is no longer sufficient to simply find digital talent 
for the board: instead, every board member should be 
digitally savvy enough to understand the implications 
and benefits of digital transformation. Other initiatives 
that the Chair is currently focused on also include the 
introduction of design thinking techniques to help the 
board frame organisational culture issues around a 
more defined framework.
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It’s a team sport
A Chair to a board is akin to a captain to a team: as one Chair aptly put it, “the board is your 
team”. What this means is that engaging individual board members, obtaining their buy-in and 
support, and managing the overall team dynamics are all central to a Chair’s role in managing 
their board.

Elaborating on how this is done, several Chairs stressed the importance of adapting their 
management styles to the specific context in question. One Chair holding the position 
at several organisations, for instance, shared with us how the approach with which they 
addressed issues differed significantly across organisations. 

Apart from encouraging more open discussions, other Chairs have also found it effective 
to sometimes engage with their board members on a one-on-one basis. One Chair, for 
example, shared with us the initial shock that they experienced when they first assumed the 
position, and realised that the organisation did not have the right people in the right places; 
in particular, the organisation did not have a Chief Technology Officer at a time when digital 
transformation is paramount, and its people agenda was headed by an executive with no 
prior experience in managing talent initiatives. While the Chair knew they needed to bring in 
new external expertise, they were also careful to consult the board members individually to 
solicit their views and obtain consensus on the next steps.
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Driving growth and innovation
Digital transformation has become table stakes. To drive growth and return on 
investment, Chairs are increasingly looking at how their organisations can not 
only double down on innovation, but also scale at speed.

Scaling at speed
Whether prompted by COVID-19 or otherwise, Chairs 
are intensifying their focus on their organisations’ 
strategy, innovation, and growth priorities – with a high 
level of optimism about their ability to make progress 
within the next 1-2 years (see Figure 3). 

A Chair at a telecommunications company, for instance, 
shared with us how their board is currently excited 
about expanding their organisation’s footprint in the 
metaverse, as well as the eco-tourism sector.

Of note, however, was that the focus of most Chairs 
was not only merely on digital transformation, but on 
innovating and scaling at speed. Indeed, adopting a 
‘start-up’ mentality had been regarded by some Chairs 
as being too risky. The Chair at an integrated security 
services company, for example, had ranked return 
on investment as one of the top considerations for 
the board agenda when considering transformation 
initiatives.

External perspectives required
For the Chair at an agribusiness multinational, sound 
business decisions and transformation initiatives that 
their organisation had undertaken in the pre-COVID 
era have given them a head start, and enabled them 
to scale more efficiently. Conversely, on the flip side, 
Chairs whose organisations are just embarking on 
their transformation journeys are looking at ways in 
which they can obtain more external perspectives and 
expertise.

Such external perspectives could take several forms 
– for example, incorporating new subject matter 
experts on the board, or seeking expertise from 
external consultants. In the words of a Chair holding 
the position at several organisations, bringing the right 
external perspective is critical to steering the board 
dialogue in the right direction, and preventing the 
board from becoming too comfortable. 

4.2

Question: On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 
is the least optimistic and 5 is the most 
optimistic), how optimistic are you about 
your organisation’s ability to make significant 
progress on strategy, innovation, and growth 
issues within the next 1-2 years?

Figure 3: Average level of optimism on 
organisation’s ability to make progress on 
strategy, innovation, and growth issues
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Incentives matter
Fundamentally, Chairs recognised that the board’s role in leading strategy and change 
depends in large part on their ability to support their organisation in navigating trade-offs, 
and achieving alignment between competing interests and priorities. 

For some Chairs, these trade-offs may lie in striking the right balance between accelerating 
digital transformation and increasing costs; for others, it may lie in balancing the board’s own 
risk and budget appetites, or balancing their stakeholders’ different objectives, time horizons, 
and even personalities. 

When it comes to achieving alignment, Chairs underscored the importance of incentives. In 
the context of sustainability, for example, the Chair at an investment management firm said 
that unless remuneration is linked to sustainability outcomes, organisations and boards may 
not truly appreciate the importance of sustainability to the business.

Similarly, the Chair at an energy and industrials conglomerate also shared with us that in 
order to promote greater collaboration, their organisation has found it necessary to realign 
incentives, and change the way their people are measured and rewarded. In their context, this 
had entailed the removal of entire legal entities, and reorganisation of teams from multiple 
different business verticals into a single business vertical.
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Advancing trust and purpose
Chairs recognise the importance of trust and purpose issues in 
securing their organisation’s social licence to operate. However, 
understanding the organisation’s specific context – and the levers 
that it possesses – will be critical to operationalising these concepts.

Articulating purpose
When it comes to trust and purpose, our discussions 
with Chairs garnered the most mixed responses (see 
Figure 4). Specifically, we observed that Chairs whose 
organisations had embarked on efforts to advance 
their trust and purpose agenda were more likely to 
feel that their organisations are well-placed to make 
progress on these issues. 

The Chair at an agribusiness multinational, for 
example, shared that the ongoing pandemic and other 
geopolitical developments in recent years have only 
resulted in a further solidification of their organisation’s 
defined purpose – specifically, in their duty of care to 
the communities in which they operate, as well as their 
commitment to environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) initiatives. 

But regardless of how they perceive their organisation’s 
progress, all Chairs that we spoke to acknowledged 
the critical importance of taking a stand on trust and 

Question: On a scale of 1 to 5 (where 1 
is the least optimistic and 5 is the most 
optimistic), how optimistic are you about 
your organisation’s ability to make significant 
progress on trust and purpose issues within 
the next 1-2 years?

Figure 4: Average level of optimism on 
organisation’s ability to make progress on 
trust and purpose issues

purpose issues. In the words of one Chair, “Mission and 
vision statements are now passé – organisations must 
instead articulate a purpose”. 

Operationalising purpose
To operationalise purpose, the Chair at an integrated 
security services company stressed the importance of 
context. According to them, an organisation’s purpose 
must be fully contextualised within its circumstances 
– including that of the broader industry, as well as its 
own access to the different levers that can make an 
impact. Purpose must also be defined both in broad 
and specific terms: organisations need to not only 
articulate clear values, but also define the specific 
behaviours that leaders, teams, and individuals can 
display to translate these values into their daily lives.
 
Apart from achieving greater organisational alignment, 
Chairs felt that communicating their organisational 
values more frequently also empowers their talent 
to do the right things in times of ambiguity. Some 
also cited more immediate and practical benefits: the 
Chair at a telecommunications company, for example, 
shared with us how they felt the organisation’s purpose 
directly affects its ability to attract quality talent.
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Securing the societal licence to operate
Recognising the importance of ESG considerations in securing their organisation’s social licence to 
operate, Chairs across the board are notably prioritising these concerns. The Chair at an energy 
and industrials conglomerate, for example, detailed several concrete steps that their board 
has taken in this regard, including establishing a dedicated committee to oversee sustainability 
matters, such as climate change and foreign labour practices, and appointing a new board 
member with the relevant sustainability-related expertise.

Given the small talent pool of sustainability experts within the region, however, finding the right 
sustainability talent for the board remains a challenge that many Chairs continue to grapple with. 
Other common roadblocks also include a lack of understanding of ESG. A Chair at an investment 
management firm, for example, shared that some board members have yet to fully understand 
that ESG entails much more than simply engaging in environmentally friendly practices or 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. 

Indeed, of the three components of ESG – environmental (“E”), social (“S”), and governance (“G”) 
– boards are most familiar and comfortable navigating dimensions relating to governance, with 
the environmental and social components being much less understood. It must be said, however, 
that this is not due to the lack of want of trying: as explained by the Chair at a telecommunications 
company, board members take ESG issues very seriously; it has just been difficult for them to 
obtain a firm grasp of this new and emerging topic.
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Being a Chair
As the ‘first amongst equals’, a Chair must perform the role of an 
orchestrator in converging the diverse opinions of multiple stakeholder 
groups, and managing the delicate relationship that exists between the 
board and the management team.

An orchestrator
When asked to describe the role of the Chair, 
‘orchestrator’ was a word that was repeated multiple 
times by several different Chairs. As the Chair at an 
agribusiness multinational explained, the duty of a 
Chair extends way beyond that of a board member: 
in addition to oversight, they are also responsible for 
agenda-setting, mentoring, and partnerships. 

Another Chair holding the position at several 
organisations also shared with us their belief that the 
role of the Chair lies in orchestrating the dynamics 
of multilateral exchanges – whether this is between 
different board members, between the board and 
other stakeholders, or between management and 
outside expertise.

Similarly, the Chair at an investment management 
firm stressed that stakeholder management and 
relationship-building are key parts of the role of a Chair. 
In particular, they believe that a Chair should be able 
to forge relationships with different stakeholders, and 
identify their unique strengths to understand what 
they can bring to the table. 

But even as Chairs manage diverse opinions and 
perspectives, convergence – that is, landing on 
a common outcome for their board members, 
management, external parties, and other stakeholders 
– remains the ultimate goal.

In terms of how a Chair could guide the conversation 
towards a consensus, one Chair underscored the 
importance of adopting an institutional, rather than 
personal, approach. In other words, a Chair must be 
able to put aside their own personal opinions, and 
instead represent the common interests of their 
different stakeholders.

Having said that, Chairs also acknowledged that 
convergence and consensus, while ideal, are not always 
possible. In such scenarios, the Chair at an integrated 
security services company said that the Chair must 
be able to make the final decision, while being direct 
and transparent with the rest of the board. Another 
Chair also noted that while it is the responsibility of 
a Chair to make every effort to engage their board 
members, it is inevitable that engagement levels will 
differ between individuals. Where it is not possible to 
engage everyone, the Chair must learn to “do the best 
with the rest”.

A balancing act
When it comes to their interactions with management, 
several Chairs have described their role as a balancing 
act. Specifically, Chairs shared that there is a fine balance 
that they need to strike in terms of the amount of space 
that they give management: while the board needs to 
give management sufficient space to execute their duties, 
giving them too much space also makes it difficult to 
exercise oversight and intervene where necessary.

Indeed, as the Chair of an agribusiness multinational 
succinctly put it, the relationship between the Chair 
and the CEO is a delicate one to manage. To this end, 
several Chairs offered some advice. The Chair at an 
investment management firm, for example, believes 
that it is helpful when the Chair and CEO are aligned in 
their vision and strategy for the organisation.

This view was also echoed by a Chair holding the position 
at several organisations, who said that it is important 
for them to set the tone with the CEO, and ensure that 
the organisation’s values are embedded in them. Having 
overseen the onboarding of new CEOs at different 
organisations, the Chair also emphasised that this step is 
especially critical during leadership transitions.
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Advice for future Chairs
When asked if they have advice for future Chairs, the Chairs that we interviewed had the following 
words of wisdom: 

Start early
Where possible, aspiring Chairs should begin their preparations early. 
One Chair who had early and continuous exposure to the complexities 
of the board, for example, shared with us some of the benefits they had 
experienced from this early start. 

Other key aspects that aspiring Chairs should pay attention to include the 
differences and boundaries between executive directors and non-executive 
or independent directors, as well as being able to clearly distinguish the role 
of a Chair or board member in governance and stewardship from that of 
day-to-day management. 

Go granular
As Chairs are not involved in day-to-day management, they need to stay 
close to the ground in order to remain up to date with what is going on 
across the organisation. Across the board, Chairs that we spoke to advised 
future Chairs to spend more time with the CEO, management team, and 
other business unit leaders on their business model. 

To this end, they also recommended that future Chairs go into more 
granular detail with their organisation’s operations, and tap on their own 
wealth of expertise to find ways to deliver greater value – either by providing 
management with guidance, or connecting them to external perspectives. 

Focus on board renewal and diversity 
Future Chairs should prioritise succession planning, both in the spirit of 
board term limits and for practical reasons, as board members are bound 
to rotate. Chairs also advised future Chairs to focus on board diversity, 
and to bring in board members with different backgrounds, experience, 
and expertise – particularly in emerging areas such as digitalisation and 
sustainability. 

Finally, Chairs taking on new roles should also speak to their predecessors 
to learn from their experience, and not be afraid to make bold changes to 
their board composition if they find it necessary to deliver greater value.
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