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COVID-19 (C19) took most of us by 
complete surprise. Although the full impact 
of the pandemic on our organizations, 
economies and communities will not be 
known for some time, we can be certain 
that now, more than ever, keeping people 
safe, continuing to serve customers 
and clients well and securing financial 
survival will require strong and effective 
governance and leadership.  
 
In our work with boards over the years, 
we have developed five key leadership 
practices to help them and individual 
board directors be more effective. This 
tool taps into different but interdependent 
aspects of the board’s role (see box 1 for 
further exploration). These practices can 
also be equally used at executive level 
and other levels within organizations; 
and applied to you, as well as the people 
and teams around you. These leadership 
practices, expressed as questions below, 
are as follows:
1. Does it matter?
Are we focusing our attention in the right 
areas? Are we channelling our energy and 
resources in the right direction? Do our 
meeting agendas reflect our purpose, 
vision, values and the environment within 
which we operate? 
2. Will it work?
Is what we are doing in this specific 
area working? Will the proposal we are 
considering achieve its intended purpose 
and deliver the outcomes we want? Are 
our meetings efficient and effective? 
3. How do we know?
Are we clear about the evidence that 
is driving our decision-making? Is our 
information as complete, reliable and 
valid as it can be? Do we understand 
uncertainties in the information that we 
are basing our decision-making on? Does 
our conduct enable people to be open and 
honest with us? 

4. Are we being accountable? 
Can we explain and justify our decisions 
and actions to our stakeholders? Is our 
indecision or inaction justified? Are we 
acting in line with our purpose and values, 
and being fair to all stakeholders? 
5. Are we adding value?
Do we make a genuine difference to our 
stakeholders? Do my own contributions 
have a positive impact on my colleagues?

These five questions can be applied in any 
context, from crisis, to start-up, to growth 
and ultimately transformation. In this 
article we apply them to the current C19 
crisis. 

Focus on what matters
Most senior leaders are telling us that C19 
has significantly increased their workload, 
making already long working days even 
longer. But crises also force us to think 
and reflect; they make us consider what 
we believe to be constant, true, and 
dependable. In essence they can help us 
focus on what really matters.   

At times like these, board and executive 
decision-making and action must be 
guided by the organization’s purpose and 
shared values. In our conversations with 
many senior leaders during this crisis, we 
have observed that they are prioritizing 
three areas above everything else: 
1. Protect their people – First and 
foremost they have prioritized the safety of 
their people, including in some instances 
repatriation. There is also a strong focus 
on well-being; ensuring frequent, often 
daily, contact with their people through 
webinars, emails and phone calls. Finally, 
they are doing whatever they can to 
safeguard jobs by introducing flexible 
working hours and reducing recruitment 
and promotions.
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“Adversity is like a strong 
wind. It tears away from 
us all but the things that 
cannot be torn, so that we 
see ourselves as we really 
are.”

Arthur Golden



Deloitte | A tool to help boards and executives navigate COVID-19

2. Continue to provide great service 
to their clients and customers – Where 
possible, they have quickly learned how to 
deliver work virtually and, where relevant, 
they have rolled out extensive programs of 
webinars and thought leadership to remain 
connected with clients and customers and 
to share global best practices.
3. Performance and liquidity – 
Introduced a series of preventive measures 
to support the sustainability of their 
business for the long-term.

Focus on what works
Physical distancing guidelines have 
rendered traditional face-to-face board 
and executive meetings impossible. Senior 
leaders will now have to rely on video and 
tele-conferencing as the only way to hold 
meetings. Chairs and CEOs are having to 
work closely with others to leverage the 
best technologies available to ensure the 
smooth running of meetings, as well as 
considering how their own chairing style 
may need to adapt in order to enhance 
meeting effectiveness.

Senior leaders have introduced and 
learned the following in relation to 
planning and running virtual meetings:
1.  Increased the frequency of leadership 

meetings (to once a week) but reduced 
the length of these meetings (1.5hrs 
max). These changes have been made 
because leaders have found that some 
people struggle to remain focused for as 
long in a virtual meeting as they would in 
face-to-face meetings.

2.  They have also found that they need 
to be much more disciplined in 
determining what goes on the agenda 
and more concise and clear in the 
introductory remarks that people make 
to their agenda items and the questions 
they ask.

3.  The common issue of everyone 
wanting to speak at once that can be a 
frustrating feature of virtual meetings, 
has not been as big an issue as senior 
leaders may have first thought. This 
risk is minimized interestingly by the 
technology itself as people who want 
to speak next will unclick their mute 
buttons, thereby enabling the chair of 
the meeting to manage the order and 
flow more easily. On occasions where 
meetings have supporting papers, 
colleagues also have the opportunity 
to submit their questions in advance, 
which allows better management of the 
discussion. 

4.  Those leading or chairing virtual 
meetings need to ensure, more than 
in face-to-face meetings, that everyone 
is brought into the conversation and 
given the opportunity to contribute.  
Otherwise, there is a risk that certain 
characters will dominate leading to 
suboptimal discussions and decisions.     

Be clear about what you know and 
how you know it
The C19 situation is extremely fluid 
and fast evolving which means senior 
leaders may need to make, communicate 
and implement decisions quicker than 
normal. To do this boards and executive 

committees will need to be equipped with 
the very latest information on a range of 
areas, from operations and finances, to risk 
and talent. Importantly, this information 
will need to be presented in a manner that 
enables board and executive members 
to quickly distil the critical points and 
assess the impact of the pandemic on the 
organization. 

C19 has already led to a proliferation of 
inaccurate or misleading information, 
whether this be information on how the 
virus spreads, which groups are at the 
greatest risk from the disease and how 
quickly business can return to normal, to 
name just a few. In this context, it is more 
important than ever to consistently ask 
questions like: 
1.  “Do I understand the source of this 

information?”
2.  “Has this information been checked and 

verified by a credible person?”
3.  “What do we not know about this issue?”
4.  “Are we making assumptions rather 

basing our decisions on facts?”
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“We believe this [COVID-19] is the acid 
test for all this talk about purpose and 
stakeholder capitalism… this is when 
we find out who was just talking the talk 
and who is walking the walk.”
Martin Whittaker
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1.  We have slightly modified Mervyn E King’s definition of corporate governance. For further information, see King IV (2016).

Box 1: Governance and leadership defined

A board exists to govern. In other words, governance is not one facet of the board’s function; it is the board’s function. 

A board governs in the interests of its ‘owners’ and wider stakeholders. 

Governance is the exercise of ethical and effective leadership (see below for definitions) by the board towards the 
achievement of three key outcomes1, notably:

Achievement of these outcomes results in trust, that is, the organization is perceived by its ‘owners’ and wider 
stakeholders to be capable/competent, reliable and as acting in their best interests. 

A board does not ‘manage’ the organization. This function is delegated to executive management.

A board has three key roles: stewardship, oversight and accountability.

King (2016) defines leadership as having two dimensions: ethical; and effective. Both dimensions should complement 
and reinforce each other, and are defined below:

•  Build effective and productive relationships with ‘owners’ and key stakeholders;  
•  Define the organization’s purpose, clarify strategic priorities and set policy;
•  Define the values and ethics of the organization, including fostering a culture of quality 

improvement and innovation;
•  Make key appointments aligned with organization’s strategic priorities, values and ethics; and
•  Ensure that effective governance arrangements are in place, including effective delegations, controls 

and risk management

•  Be properly informed about what is happening at all levels of the organization;
•  Hold management to account for decision-making and actions through providing challenge and 

scrutiny;
•  Monitor compliance and controls; and
•  Seek assurance that the organizational strategy and overall performance are on track. 

•  Exemplified by integrity, competence, responsibility, accountability, fairness and transparency; and
•  Involving the anticipation and prevention, or otherwise amelioration, of the negative consequences 

of the organization’s activities and outputs on the economy, society and the environment and the 
capitals that it uses and effects. 

•  Openly and clearly explain the direction, performance and conduct of the organization to all key 
stakeholders.

• Is results driven;
• It is about achieving strategic objectives and positive outcomes; and
•  Includes, but goes beyond, an internal focus on effective and efficient execution. 

1. Ethical culture

Stewardship

Oversight

Accountability

Ethical 
leadership

Effective 
leadership

2. Good performance 3. Effective control
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Be accountable
When something goes wrong in an 
organization the board will always find 
itself in the spotlight, receiving scrutiny 
from all stakeholders such as investors 
and regulators, as well as the media. When 
the stakes are high and scrutiny is intense, 
the board must remain accountable for 
the decisions and actions it has taken and 
not taken. This means that the recording 
of board and executive deliberations 
becomes even more important when 
potentially significant and far reaching 
decisions that will impact all stakeholders 
will be made. It also means that the 
board will need to be alert to, and work 
to mitigate, any decisions or actions that 
may be taken by an individual that are at 
contrary to the organization’s purpose, 
values and overall sustainability. 

Add value
In order to add value during this pandemic, 
boards and individual board members 
need to operate with heightened acuity. 
Our learning so far is as follows: 
1.  Whilst not diminishing a key role the 

board has to hold the executive to 
account, the overall tone from the board 
and from individual board members 
to the executive and others in the 
organization should be one of support 
and understanding;

2.  Utilize the skills and networks of 
individual board members wherever 
possible, for example, colleagues may 
have specific expertise in liquidity 
management or be able to access 
learning from other countries and 
industries on how they are responding 
to the pandemic. Board members can 
even mentor individual executives as, 

typically, they will have experienced 
more ‘crises’ in their careers to date than 
the executive has.

3.  Whilst the executive is focused on the 
day to day management of the crisis, 
the board can helpfully focus more on 
its stewardship role, looking towards 
the future of the business and exploring 
various scenarios. As Henry Kissinger 
recently said, “The historic challenge 
for leaders is to manage the crisis while 
building the future.”

4.  Staying connected throughout the crisis 
is essential, therefore, individual board 
members can undertake certain aspects 
of stakeholder engagement on behalf of 
the executive and wider organization to 
help alleviate pressure on the executive. 

In conclusion
We anticipate that the five leadership 
practices outlined in this article will help 
board leaders and others navigate C19 
more successfully. We are working to 
apply many of the principles and practices 
outlined in this article at Deloitte. Whilst 
the pandemic will have a significant 
operational and financial impact on 
most organizations, as well as potentially 
profound implications for society and the 
broader economy, we believe it will also 

highlight those leaders and organizations 
that remain true to their purpose and 
values, and behave ethically. As Henry 
Fielding said, “Adversity is the trial of 
principle”. 

By Jay Bevington, Organizational and 
Workforce Transformation Leader, Tim 
Parr, Consulting CEO and Rashid Bashir, 
Board Member and Government and 
Public Services Leader, Deloitte Middle East
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