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Foreword
We present this paper with thanks to all the chairs who, between April and October 2020,
shared a glimpse into their boards’ experiences and their own reflections on that period.
These insights provide valuable guidance on the changes in board priorities for the world
beyond the pandemic.
“We are still learning and still going
through this crisis — it’s not just a
question of ‘what we’ve learnt’ because
our learning is an ongoing process.”

“Everyone’s talking about how to take the
best we’ve seen and try not to lose it.”
We therefore continued our conversations in a series of
meetings and roundtables, with chairs of public and private
UK companies, with a focus on how chairs thought their
boards would change in the future.

Our work started by convening chairs from the UK’s largest
public and private organisations, to share our experiences
and learn from each other during the unprecedented
conditions that were unfolding in March and early April.
Deloitte experts in crisis management strategy and
operations also joined these conversations, as we all set our
sights on the same outcomes — to respond effectively, to
the unfolding health and economic crisis.

The conversations focused on how boards adapted through
the initial disruption and on areas of increased board focus
for the future, as the effects of the pandemic continue, and
as organisations adjust to the new landscape.
I am very grateful to everyone, representing over 200 public
and private organisations, who gave their time to these
conversations (see page 22). Thank you all. To honour the
Chatham House Rule under which the conversations took
place, we have repeated some of the comments made,
(shown in green), but they are unattributed.

These conversations developed over the late Spring and
Summer as boards, executive leadership teams, and
companies moved from crisis response into the recovery
phase. By late Summer and into the UK autumn, boards
were still recovering, but with the onset of winter and
second spikes in the virus and lockdowns looming, they
were starting to think about how their ecosystems would
continue to navigate the uncertainties. They also started to
focus on what would need to change for the long term, in
order that they could move beyond mere recovery, to start
to thrive in the world, postvaccine.

I believe that the role played by business will be significant in
the re-orientation and re-energising of the economy in the
coming months and years. Building back better, as boards
and as organisations, will help to determine what kind of
future awaits our businesses, the economy and wider society.

We recognised that the insights from these experiences
were likely to benefit other leaders and organisations as
they sought to rebuild better.

Nick Owen
UK Chair

“Boards need time to take stock — to
rethink how the business works, and
what the strategy is — against the new
template of how society works.”
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Executive summary
“This is the longest crisis we’ve seen in our careers so far — it combines personal
stress and business stress, through the intimate merging of work and home life. This
has given it an entirely different quality from the financial crisis of 2008.”
Respond, Recover, Thrive:1 understanding the
phases of crisis

Crisis tests leadership. The test is two-fold. There is the
immediate need to respond, navigating challenges to ensure
survival and recover stability. The second part is more
difficult: as organisations adapt within the shifting landscape
of risks and opportunities. This predictable pattern is true
for global pandemics, regional national disasters and single
company crises.

The collective COVID-19 experience has followed a
predictable pattern of initial crisis response, followed by
a period of recovery during which a company learns and
strengthens and then finally a period where the company
either thrives or fails as it prepares for the “next normal”.

Boards have had to demonstrate strong leadership to meet
the challenge of COVID-19, supporting the executive as they
ensure operational continuity, financial stability and the
safety of the workforce. Boards are now reflecting on what
will endure. The lessons learnt during 2020 will help them
to adapt for the future, ensuring their companies can thrive
among new risks and opportunities.

Within this framework, leaders can take specific tactical
steps to help their organisations emerge stronger. With
the right approach in each phase, a crisis can become an
opportunity to move forward and create even more value
and positive societal impact, rather than just returning to
the status quo.
Therefore, boards need to ensure management build a
resilient organisation: one which has the beliefs, mindset,
agility and structures2 in place to successfully cycle
through the phases of Respond-Recover-Thrive for every
crisis that impacts it.

The immediate response: surviving disruption
All businesses felt some impact — on their customers’
demand; routes to market; distribution and logistics,
manufacturing and production; and domestic and
international supply chains; as well as employee health and
well-being. For some, this has had significant implications
for business performance, liquidity and viability, and has
necessitated radical change to their business model.

Understanding how chairs have navigated this collective
crisis gives valuable lessons for all boards as they look
forward.

Many businesses deployed fundamental crisis responses
and many are faced with some degree of strategic
reorientation during 2021 and beyond.

“If the first part of the exam question is
‘can we survive’, the second is how we
create a sustainable business model in a
world that is very different and face the
challenges that come our way.”

As with other crises of this nature, the pandemic has
accelerated trends that were already emerging. These
included heightened sensitivity of business to the changing
global geopolitical environment; accelerating digitisation;
the need for greater agility in business operations;
enhanced focus on the workforce, workplace and allocation
of work; and the creation of a new or enlarged online
presence. For boards, this meant a greater focus on agility,
stakeholders and transformational change.
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Board adaptations: solving the paradox of
greater responsibility with less contact

• Acquiring greater insight regarding the interplay between
the external environment, the business model, financial
scenarios and the impact on the workforce and other
key stakeholders. Chairs see the value of boards having
a more integrated and holistic view, and its resulting
contribution to robust governance.

To enable governance to keep pace with external events,
boards have adjusted their ways of working. With these
adjustments in place, chairs have reflected on the physical
set-up of meetings, and on what should now be on their
agenda over the longer term.

• Evaluating which new governance mechanisms to
strengthen and sustain. In companies which devolved
decision-making to local management, governance
mechanisms were adjusted in order to have effective
oversight without getting in the way. Chairs now need to
evaluate what to retain and what to flex.

Some recent adaptations that chairs are considering
retaining, include:
• Striking a delicate balance between providing active
oversight without obstructing executive action. In many
cases, this brought chairs and CEOs even closer together.
Chairs are now paying particular attention to the quality of
their relationship with the CEO.

• Engaging with major stakeholders before major
management decisions were announced. This
engagement increased confidence on both sides. Many
chairs will want to maintain this dialogue, in order to
preserve the trust developed throughout this period.

• Seeking the right balance between virtual and in-person
board connections. Board meetings conducted by
videoconference often resulted in shorter, more frequent
and more focused meetings, reaching decisions more
efficiently. Notwithstanding this, the majority of chairs
felt there is something missing in the lack of face-to-face
interaction, and are evaluating how to develop their
approach in a hybrid model.

• Encouraging the executive to maintain the great
leadership and communication that many have
demonstrated: managing the shocks to the business and
workforce with decisiveness and empathy.
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“It’s our role on the board to ensure that leaders
have the right beliefs and mindset to create
resilience in the organisation.”
Looking forward: putting recent experiences
to good use

• Business transformation
–B
 usiness transformation: to keep pace with ongoing
external change

Chairs are conscious that the experiences of the past year
will shape their organisations’ thinking about future strategy.
The experience has given boards a better understanding of
risk and of what the resilient organisation will look like.

–O
 rganisational agility: to ensure that governance
supports increased agility and growth

Board attention in the longer term is likely to increase
focus on:

–O
 perating model: to evaluate necessary changes and
take the opportunity to be bold, if required

• Purpose, strategy and reputation

–D
 igital transformation: to understand the full
implications of accelerating opportunities and threats of
technology developments

– Purpose: as an authentic and consistent “North star” for
the organisation and its stakeholders

• Future of work

– Strategy: to ensure the organisation can articulate a
clear strategic vision, reviewed and flexed if necessary
to take advantage of the new environment

–F
 uture of work: to ensure the management team rethink
the optimum conditions for workforce well-being and
productivity, and to challenge preconceptions about
notions of workplace

– Reputation: to specifically focus on the organisation’s
reputation and to build trust

We have explored each of these areas in more detail in this
document.

– Remuneration: to navigate acceptable rewards and
targets among likely stakeholder tensions

“Achieving a better normal is not just
about having a better map; it’s about
having the nimble team, resources, and
systems that enable us to thrive before,
during and after change (especially
adversity). It’s about having a resilient
organisation.”

– Stakeholder capitalism: to ensure companies
understand and address the needs of all stakeholders
• Stakeholder engagement
– Stakeholder engagement: to maintain two-way dialogue
with all stakeholders, understanding the range and
nuance of perspectives
– Employee engagement: to take the pulse of employee
views, concerns and aspirations
• ESG
– ESG: to consider how the business could do better in
all aspects of ESG, particularly accelerating climate and
social justice, whilst at the same time maintaining high
standards of traditional corporate governance to ensure
capital is appropriately and sustainably deployed
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The role of the chair: Developed and
enhanced through the crisis

• Culture and talent cultivator: chairs now more actively
monitor and sustain the corporate culture, starting with
support for the C-suite team stretched by the stresses
of the crisis and also on broader employee physical and
mental health and engagement.

Our discussions found that all the “Five Faces of the chair”
previously identified in our chair of the Future report,3 have
been intensified by the new demands placed on them.
Some particular extensions include:
• Company ambassador: now in more active engagement
with multiple stakeholders, chairs are listening hard, as
well as conveying the business’s narrative.

• Guardian: the most traditional role of the chair as
stewards of the organisation remains fundamental, as
chairs continue to protect the company’s reputation and
ongoing sustainability in a climate of increased public
scrutiny and media attention.

• Strategy provocateur: chairs are renewing the focus
and emphasis of their strategic input and challenge of
management, as business models adapt to the new
marketplace and economic climate.

• Board conductor: chairs are having to develop these skills
to orchestrate the board composition and conversations
effectively over a remote or hybrid interface reassessing
board composition and skills.

The five faces of the Chair of the Future:
Company ambassador
Represents the company in society and engages with shareholders and stakeholders,
including political and regulatory. Key messages include the need to adopt a narrative of
responsible value creation for multiple stakeholders.

Strategy provocateur
Provoke and challenge the CEO and executive team to develop a longer term
strategy with appropriate horizon scanning to ensure longevity of the company.
Apply periodic reviews of both strategic and tactical plans to respond to pace of
change and new disrupters. Ensure alignment between the board and executive.

CHAIR

Culture and talent cultivator
Ensures the company is led by a strong CEO and executive team by
providing support and challenge. Keeps a pulse on company culture
across the workforce while providing deliberate support to leadership
development and succession planning, beyond simply the CEO.

Guardian
Guard stakeholder interests by protecting the company’s reputation,
performance and shareholder value. Ensure a leadership culture that upholds
a high standard of ethics and complies with good governance practices.

Board conductor
Establishes the board composition with the right skills and experiences that are ﬁt for the
future. Sets the board agenda and facilitates eﬀective board conversations by harnessing
the talents and energy contributed by each of the individual directors.
6
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How have boards
adapted their agenda?
“Management have become electric at making decisions and making things happen at
a pace that they would not have believed possible before the crisis. We have achieved
in five months what we had previously planned to achieve in five years.”
The essence of the board’s purpose is to safeguard a sustainable business for all its stakeholders. During the initial period
of the pandemic, boards adjusted their focus to ensure their conversations were oriented towards the right things. This
increased the attention paid to financial and operational risk and resilience.

Enhancements included:
Financial

Operational

• Ensuring adequate liquidity in response to disruption to
revenue streams, by drawing on finance from government
schemes, rights issues or debt issuance.

• Taking measures for the safety of the workforce.
• Ensuring continuity in operations, through working from
home with digital technology and, for ‘fixed’ operations,
providing safety-enhanced workplaces.

• Reviewing risk in the balance sheet and increasing levels
of resilience around balance sheet structure and capital
allocation.

• Addressing resilience in the supply chain and securing
access to key supplies.

• Where necessary, and where possible, securing
agreements with existing debtholders, landlords and
other creditors.

• Rapid local responses to any issues impeding continuing
operations: devolving decision-making to local leaders,
and in some cases adjusting governance structures
through use of local sub-boards.

“The board learnt much more about
liquidity than they previously knew —
they gained a forensic understanding
of it.”

“We prioritised operational resilience,
rapid decision-making and clarity
of mission.”
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• Replacing board drinks or dinners with shorter Zoom
drinks, where points of conversation are designed to
encourage personal connection rather than a business
agenda.

Examples of practical changes to board ways
of working:
• More frequent and focused board meetings, often
resulting in quicker decisions reached with greater
efficiency.

• Focus on the skills of chairing effectively in a remote or
hybrid environment, to encourage constructive board
debate and benefit from the perspectives of everyone
around the ‘virtual table’.

• More engagement with the detail of financial covenants,
and challenging the state of the balance sheet.
• 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.

“The need for boards to remain more
agile themselves is absolutely critical. It
will fundamentally change the way we
think about the board’s schedules and
meetings.”

• Demanding a better understanding of how changes in
the external environment flow through to organisational
capability and revenue streams.

“The executive team found it very
valuable to have someone to talk to
during the crisis. Huge pressure was on
management’s shoulders, and chairs
should help alleviate this.”

• Expecting more granularity of operational information
from management, bringing boards closer to the business.
Greater in-depth knowledge of operations can give the
board a better understanding of the consequences of
strategic decisions.
• Adapting the risk register into a more active management
tool, examined regularly and in detail by the board.

“As boards we rely on the leadership
qualities of our executive team. We
wouldn’t know their real leadership ability
without this crisis: fast decision-making,
winning hearts and minds. As boards we
would do well to reflect where the good
leadership came from and what it
looked like.”

• Using virtual meetings to on-board new NEDs, giving them
exposure to a wide variety of people in the business in a
short time.

Chair skills required: as board
conductor, establishing the board
composition with the skills and
experiences that are fit for the future.
Set the board agenda and facilitates
effective board conversations by
harnessing the talents and energy
contributed by the individual directors.
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What will shape the board
agenda of the future?
Purpose, strategy and reputation
Purpose

Strategy

“Purpose really matters. It is key to
improving the standing of business in the
community, getting your employees to feel
better about working for you, and getting
your customers to feel better about you.”

“Many business models just don’t work
in the new environment, so they need a
complete strategic rethink. There needs
to be a wider view of what the business is
there to achieve”

The pandemic, along with the Black Lives Matter
movement, has shone a light on social issues and
increasing inequalities, particularly with regard to jobs
and redundancies. Chairs are keenly aware of the need to
rebuild trust in business, and sensitive handling of social
issues is required in order to restore and maintain trust.

A resilient strategy is a key element of a resilient
organisation, which needs to articulate a clear vision of the
strategy in order to thrive.
Strategic direction and destination have been challenged in
some businesses throughout the pandemic. Boards need
to ensure that rapidly revised strategies are aligned with key
stakeholders, business values and purpose, and that the
organisation is capable of delivering.

Employees have often rallied around their company’s
Purpose and values, which have brought them together
around a shared endeavour, boosted morale, and helped
them be effective during a time of heightened anxiety
and uncertainty.

Boards are ensuring that any changes to the business’s
strategy include and maintain flexibility of options, as
external conditions change in future scenarios.

“Is the strategy crystal clear? Do people
know what they have to do and are
they delivering against it at pace. No
matter how long you think you have, it is
always less.”

Chair skills required: Company
ambassador, representing the
company in society and engaging with
stakeholders. Key messages include the
need to adopt a narrative of responsible
value creation for multiple stakeholders.
Strategy provocateur: Provoke and
challenge the CEO and executive team
to develop a longer term strategy with
appropriate horizon scanning to ensure
longevity of the company. Apply periodic
reviews of both strategic and tactical
plans to respond to pace of change and
new disrupters.’
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Reputation

Remuneration

“This is the time to preserve financial
strength and build reputational capital.”

“Focus on executive remuneration is going
to be even more polarised. Society looks
at how much execs get paid and cannot
fathom it.”

Companies continue to be judged on their actions, and
reputational missteps can be amplified in a way that
is hard to control. Predictable flashpoints that could
be triggers for breaking trust in the future, such as
executive remuneration, dividend payments or workforce
redundancy, need sensitive handling, careful consideration
of the perspectives of all stakeholders. Communication of
decisions in these areas should be clear about the rationale.
The trust of all external stakeholders and employees is
crucially important.

Boards are focusing on the challenge of retaining key talent,
and how to recognise and reward them for an exceptionally
difficult year, while navigating potential reputational issues.
For some, company performance will be worse compared
to previous years, and yet management teams have done
extremely well in navigating the crisis. Chairs know their board
conversations will be key to addressing these tensions.4

Stakeholder capitalism

Actions some boards are taking to oversee corporate
reputation

“Boards have to think about all their
stakeholders holistically — customers,
employees, suppliers, investors, regulators
and government. Strategy has to be
a stakeholder conversation not just a
shareholder conversation.”

• Many boards are engaging in deep discussions with
management on the reputational impact of their
decisions, before they are final.
• Chairs are adjusting the composition of their boards, to
provide gender and ethnic representation, making them
more diverse.
• Companies have work to do to maintain the trust in
their businesses earned during the early stages of the
pandemic. One chair has commissioned a junior board to
come up with specific initiatives to increase trust in their
sector.

COVID-19 has underlined the importance for boards of
understanding what decisions are appropriate in the light of
sacrifices that employees are being asked to make and also
the conditions that governments may place on providing
support. Senior executive remuneration and payments will
receive heightened external scrutiny when staff are being
furloughed or made redundant.
Chairs are painfully aware of the social and economic
implications for many people if their company either fails
or is forced to cut jobs in order to survive. Boards are
challenging management to be sensitive to the way in which
they let people go, and ensure that they have fulfilled their
social responsibilities to protect the most vulnerable
people in society and to prevent an increase in structural
and social inequality.
10
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What will shape the board
agenda of the future?
Stakeholder engagement
“As a board, we are clear on who our
stakeholders are, how we’ve engaged with
them in the past 12 months, and how
we’ve delivered for them. It’s been a very
helpful discipline.”

Broad stakeholder groups
Boards’ engagement with all stakeholders has tended to
increase, giving a better understanding of the views and
concerns of customers, suppliers and employees. Some
chairs have tasked NEDs with getting out into the business
and the stakeholder landscape, and to discuss their findings
with the board.
Some chairs are deploying Non-Executive Directors (NEDs)
tactically, by parachuting them into parts of the business
to oversee specific projects in real time. Their view is that
this brings the board closer to business issues, and helps to
ensure that complex risks are properly understood.

“My board wants to get involved more
with various different stakeholders. All
stakeholders have been keen to engage
and support and assist.”

The opportunity to get closer to the business in this way
has enhanced boards’ understanding and insights, in a
development that many chairs are keen to maintain.

“Shareholders have been remarkably
supportive. They understand that issues
have been caused by global events, not by
a problem with internal performance.”

Shareholder engagement
Investor meetings were moved to a virtual format during
the lockdown, which some chairs found just as effective as
in-person investor meetings.

“You want employees to understand that
you care for their well-being — there has
been a definite shift in how you think
about these things.”

Where management teams were making significant
decisions, the main shareholders were consulted before any
public announcements were made. Engagement between
shareholders and the company, led by the chair, in ‘real time’
increased confidence on both sides.

Employee engagement

“Companies have found detailed staff
surveys a very useful source of info that
they are likely to continue using.”

In many businesses, the whole workforce has been under
huge pressure during 2020, experiencing new levels of
anxiety and restrictions affecting every part of their lives.
Most businesses have significantly increased their employee
engagement in response. Chairs have found this increased
understanding of the needs and concerns of employees
to be an extremely valuable source of information for the
board, and are keen to retain it.

Chair skills required: as company
ambassador, representing the
company in society and engaging with
shareholders and stakeholders.
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What will shape the board
agenda of the future?
ESG
“If companies don’t take action on ESG
now, they will be at high risk of being left
behind.”

Environment
There is an imperative for action around environmental
issues, with calls from government, the public and
increasingly from the investor community for businesses
to act to protect the environment. As the stewards of long
term sustainable value, boards should be actively leading
this issue in their companies, calling on government for
changes in legislation where necessary, and investing to
create technology breakthroughs.

“Strategically, we’re seeing the confluence
of health, economy and environment.
This will have a massive ramification for
organisations.”

Many chairs appreciate the environmental benefit of
reduced travel and the benefits of digital capabilities in
influencing energy-efficient behaviour. They are are keen to
continue to encourage permanent energy reductions,
post-COVID-19.

“The climate agenda has had a shot in the
arm. We need to use this as an accelerant
for positive change.”

Investors’ increasing demands for long-term sustainability
are also supporting these areas of progress. This enhanced
stakeholder engagement will flow into enhanced reporting,
measurement and metrics around ESG.
It seems possible that the coronavirus crisis temporarily
diverted the attention of companies away from
environmental issues as it brought social issues very much
to the fore due to the huge societal and workforce impact
of the pandemic. Organisations are now seeking to invest
in energy transition while addressing the needs of all
stakeholders.
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“Social justice is accelerating — this is a
trend that will continue to strengthen.”

Social
The attention paid to social justice and equality has
intensified considerably among individuals, workforces
and in the press. The concept of community and civic
responsibility is now firmly established. Chairs are aware of
their organisations’ obligation to act to address inequalities,
going well beyond gender and ethnic targets to work with
management to create more fundamental cultural change.

“We have to return to post-WW2, with
leaders that will pay employees before
themselves, to invest in their communities.
The balance of stakeholders is to be
celebrated.”

Governance
Governance is the essence of the value and purpose of the
board. Recent experiences, however, have caused chairs
to consider whether their governance mechanisms really
cover the right things.5 Some are considering bringing
new capabilities onto the board, to add perspectives on
climate and social justice. Others are increasing their use of
subcommittees to ensure sufficient detail is being paid to
specific issues, business units or locations.
Board governance is strong in the UK, but chairs now see
the need to flex their governance in a number of ways:
• to align with the broader ESG agenda
• to revisit governance mechanisms where decision-making
is more or less centralised
• to focus on risk and building a resilient organisation
• to focus on resilient growth and capital allocation in
particular.

Chair skills required: as guardian,
ensuring a leadership culture that
upholds a high standard of ethics
and complies with good governance
practices.
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What will shape the board
agenda of the future?
Business transformation
Business transformation

Organisational agility

“Strategically, virtually every company in
the world now needs to think of itself as
being in a state of transformation — it’s a
different mindset.”

“What we need is management teams
that are more agile and can operate in an
environment where they genuinely don’t
have all the information and therefore
don’t really have all the answers. Not all
management teams are comfortable
with that.”

Most organisations go through functional transformations
and portfolio transformations infrequently, and very
few undertake organisationwide transformations or
turnarounds as a matter of routine. However, as a result
of this pandemic, most organisations now have more
profound transformations ahead of them. Chairs need
to ask themselves how good the board is at overseeing
transformational change, and whether they have the right
people to do so.

Chairs have been impressed by the remarkable agility of
their organisations when under pressure. Some expressed
concern about slipping back to a state where action is
inhibited by unnecessary governance. Many are now
evaluating how they can ensure the business retains the
advantages of increased pace and agility, without losing
control.

Operating model

“It’s made me really question the whole
organisational setup: how the organisation
is run and structured, who we need in the
business.”
Most companies have been innovating ‘at the edge’ of
their operating model in recent years. As a result of the
pandemic, boards now see the opportunity to encourage
the executive to be bolder in their approach to rethinking
the operating model.

14
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Digital transformation

Supply chain resilience

“The internet is an irresistible force. Many
more interactions happen online than ever
before, with our people and customers.
We don’t see this changing.”

“We questioned the value of having such
remote supply chains.”
The focus on national economic resilience that is high
on the political agenda is mirrored in board discussions,
which continue to consider the resilience of their global
supply chains, and assess the potential risk of disruption.
Many chairs feel that the debate around localisation versus
globalisation is featuring heavily in their supply chain and
other discussions.

Organisations have accelerated their adoption of digital
technologies for employee, customer and supply chain
engagement. Boards are evaluating the opportunities and
threats that this acceleration has created, and will challenge
management to consider whether they can be bolder with
the adoption of emerging technologies.

“Resilience of supply chains is going to be
an important topic. There’s a feeling that
the world is becoming a less collaborative
place, if the globalisation trend goes into
reverse.”

Chair skills required: as strategy
provocateur, provoking and challenging
the CEO and executive team to develop
a longer term strategy with appropriate
horizon scanning to ensure longevity of
the company. Apply periodic reviews of
strategic and tactical plans to respond to
the pace of change and new disruptors.

15
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What will shape the board
agenda of the future?
Future of work
Future of work

“Work is something we do together — not
a place.”

The shift to remote working for office workers was a test of
the agility of business, and it has so far been recognised as
a success. Companies are grappling with the implications
of new working methods for culture, morale, innovation,
collaboration, onboarding, and learning, as well as
maintaining the mental health of employees in a prolonged
remote working environment.

“At the heart of all of these debates is
something very important: people are
demanding more from their employment
than just their monthly paycheque.”

Boards are increasingly aware of how employee well-being
has been affected, and want to ensure that management
are doing enough to protect the mental and physical
well-being of employees, in offices, on sites, on production
lines and at home, to provide extra support where
necessary. As remote working continues, extra well-being
initiatives and innovations will be needed, with visible
support and encouragement from the board for their
adoption.

“Many organisations will strive to balance
the amount of time they need to spend
in a working environment where they
can collaborate with others and make
collective decisions, with the amount of
time they need to spend working alone.”

Management need to design ways of working that support
those things which are lacking or more difficult to achieve in
remote or hybrid environments: innovation and creativity,
collaboration,6 effective management supervision and the
training and development of junior staff. This may require
an analysis of the interplay between ‘work, workforce and
workplace’,7 redefining each element to address employees’
well-being, development and productivity.

16

From surviving to thriving | How the boardroom is changing for the better

As companies plan for returning to the office or site,
the board needs to keep in mind the reasons why their
employees come to work. These might be for personal,
social and practical reasons, in addition to financial reasons
and getting the job done. Planning for the future should
balance the employees’ needs with considerations of the
costs of real estate, efficiency and productivity.
Businesses are beginning to think about redesigning their
workplaces to create spaces that meet the objectives of
work and the workforce, supported by technology.

“Two months in, we thought everything
will return to normal. In fact habits are
becoming ingrained, after many months of
changed behaviour.”
“Productivity has gone up — but job
satisfaction has gone down a bit, as people
miss the watercooler social connections.
We need to work out how to maintain the
human, social side — especially for the
younger workers, who meet their friends
through work — which you can’t do via
Zoom.”

Chair skills required: as culture and
talent cultivator, keeping a pulse on
company culture across the workforce
while providing deliberate support to
leadership development.
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Chair of the future
Advice for new chairs
As in our earlier report on the “Chair of the Future”, we asked chairs what advice
they would offer to the next generation as they join their board in the ‘better normal’
environment. Emphasis on business understanding at an operational level has particularly
increased, in response to the existential operational threat that many businesses faced.
Deliberately cultivate the right mindset
“Be curious — have an exploring mind.”
“Focus on what’s important — the essential core, not the extraneous. …. Hone down to see what will make
90% of the difference. Ignore the noise and focus on what will propel the business forward.”
“Be aware of your governance and regulatory responsibilities — but your overriding sense of doing the
right thing for the business comes first.”
“Be aware you will make mistakes, but move at pace and fix them — if you wait for perfection, you’ll never
get on.”
“Have a fabulous radar and sense where the world is going.”
“Be curious about what is happening in the world and why, whether that be tech, societal change or
politics. Politics is an amplifier of what the broad public is thinking.”

Invest time in all your stakeholder relationships
“Build a relationship of trust and confidence with the CEO.”
“Build a relationship with all stakeholders so you can discuss issues with them in difficult times.”
“Build a great board around you — of people with something to contribute and the confidence to disagree.”

Understand all facets of the business
“Really understand the business and culture of the organisation — how do things get done?”
“See and experience the business for yourself. Management reports are not always objective.”
“Probe the organisational model to ensure that it is fit for the new realities.”
“Understand how your strategic decisions will be translated operationally through the organisation.”
“Be clear-sighted about what is important for the business, as opposed to what is good PR.”
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Perspectives from chairs in
Australia and New Zealand
Since March 2020, our colleagues in Australia and New Zealand have asked the same questions of their chair communities.
Despite the differences across the geographies participating in this project, overall the three firms found similar themes
emerging from their conversations, including accelerated digitisation, the need for new levels of risk management and
enhanced relationships between chairs and CEOs. There is generally confidence among these chairs in the ability of
government and business to shape the recovery in the long-term.

A positive outlook
•	Boardroom leaders are optimistic
about Australia’s prospects to
bounce back quickly from this
crisis and many are positive about
their aspirations for growth. The
health response here positions the
economy well for a sharp recovery
and business leaders should be
confidently poised to take full
advantage of this.
•	A s a nation dependent on crossborder trade, easing border
restrictions in New Zealand 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 that restrictions
will remain in place for many months,
if not years, to come.

Ongoing challenges
•	There was a recognition that many
of the longer-term impacts —
particularly on younger Australians
who have been disproportionally
displaced — are yet to be felt. This
includes concerns about future
wealth disparities, further job
cuts and a deterioration in mental
health. While there is optimism that
the vaccine will help lives return
to normal, it is unlikely to have an
immediately positive impact on the
economy in the short term, which
may prove frustrating to many.
•	The ongoing challenge for boards is
the unknown period of uncertainty
and being prepared for a range of
different future scenarios. Some
chairs expressed concerns over
New Zealand’s ability to continue
attracting offshore capital and felt
the pandemic exposed weaknesses
due to our isolation and reliance
on certain industries. Appreciating
these concerns, they feel there is a
chance to capitalise on opportunities
created by the pandemic’s impact.
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Long-term recovery
•	Australian chairs hope to see a laser
sharp focus from leaders within
sectors such as mining, education
and tourism, as they innovate and
adapt. They expect these to continue
to blaze a trail of recovery to benefit
not just those organisations but also
to boost the prospects for the wider
community.
•	The Australian and New Zealand
interventions that enabled rapid
control of the virus for now also
positions these nations as world
leaders in terms of health and
government response, offering a
road map to other countries for a
potential path out of this crisis.
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Approach
Scope of this paper
This paper gives a glimpse into the experiences of boards, through conversations with chairs of UKheadquartered companies over the period from April to October 2020.
Whilst we started at the beginning of UK lockdown, the emphasis of this paper has been on what chairs and
boards should learn from the last eight months, to be reflected in the board’s activity in the future.

The experience of different businesses
The pandemic has affected companies in different ways, and not surprisingly there have been variations in
their reaction to events and circumstances.
For companies whose business and revenues came to a sudden stop, COVID-19 has been an existential crisis,
and their immediate response determined their prospects for survival. These face radical reinvention.
For companies whose workers were classified as ‘essential’, their challenge was to meet increased demand
with reduced capacity and resources, against a background of increased media scrutiny and reputational risk.
Companies falling between these two extremes had to cope with the pace of change triggered by the onset
of the crisis and the effects on their workforce and global supply chains, to adapt rapidly and effectively in a
responsible way.

The timing of views
Chairs expressed optimism during the early Summer stages of recovery, but continuing uncertainty and
the reintroduction of restrictions by government in the form of further lockdowns has meant that many
companies remain on a ‘crisis footing’ for longer than previously anticipated. This shift in outlook was
reflected by chairs throughout the year.
• Informal roundtables from March-July 2020: Chairs shared their experiences of surviving the
economic shock and the effects of immediate changes on the organisation and on board ways of working.
Amongst the uncertainties and risks, there was a strong sense of pride in what was being achieved.
• First interviews in August 2020: Chairs expressed relief that their business had reacted effectively:
some companies were performing strongly and others had taken drastic action to deal with the threats
facing them.
• Later interviews in September 2020: Chairs started to express hope that the recovery was beginning,
as restrictions eased over the summer. New ways of working had been established where necessary, and
chairs were looking forward with optimism.
• Roundtables held in October 2020: The mood of chairs became increasingly reflective as restrictions in
the UK were reimposed. Boards as well as employees were beginning to show signs of fatigue, and chairs
were now considering how to sustain momentum and map out possible future scenarios.
All chairs share the view that it will be beneficial to retain elements of the changes in their organisation and
ways of working that were made over the previous six months.
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