*Prof. Colin Coulson-Thomas

*Prof. Colin Coulson-Thomas
s 10D India's Director-General,
for UK and Europe Operations,
also holds a portfolio of board
academic and international
roles, and has advised
directors and boards in over
40 countries.

Director Today * July, 201716

Avoiding Complacency and
Ensuring Challenge

rtain business and market

into account. Are inputs received from too
narrow a range of sources? Are reports honest
and correct? Have customers and business
partners been consulted? Confidants with
relevant experience and expertise, who respect
confidentiality and can provide a second
opinion, or act as a sounding board, can

orthe arriv »1 ofanew market entrant with a very
different business model. Forothers it might be a
more gen:
whether the
ang nc\mumorumumhm\ mcmwnum
company in the wrong d we the right
ol U Hive v oonsidesvions boon
overlooked?

Is bad news hidden? Were contrary voices
silenced, ignored or discourag

Many boards appear reluctant to be open and
transparent, especially in respect of
oransational ilngs. Cyviism and disrst s
the result. Some people conceal p ind

eservtions. Candour in rolation 10 wum
enables issues 1o be brought into the open and
addressed so that improvements can occur.
Confident leaders encourage whistleblowing
and independent channels. They ensure
mechanisms are in place to protect those who
use them. People are encouraged o learn from
their mistakes, be flexible in their reactions and
imaginative in overcoming obstacles and
barriers. When required, they take steps to
recovertrust

Securing Balanced Advice

Should business leaders be concerned about
expert advice they receive from professionals
employed by i tions and consultants.
they hire? Idcﬂ\\ ey shcud tsen t mgs
counsel based upon objective and rigorous
analysis. Independent directors should provide
challenge and ensure relevant factors are taken

One needs
advisers are not parasitic. Some people play up
the complexity of matters and situations for a
variety of motives, including to justify their
specialist roles and encourage dependency upon
At the same time, over simplification can
result in certain considerations being
overlooked,

to ensure that consultants and

the

s0 summarics should encompass

understanding. Hence the value of challenge in
the boardroom and scepticism. Auditors
wyers and regulators may need to be ~cqun|
n assessing evidence and/or in receipt of

Experts should provide m»nmrc»xul counsel
and service to others, but senior
initatt i ot e oo Sega

by allegations of greed, high levels of executive
P e ke o ffch compaiin fod
exorbitant fees. Key tests are whether when the
Soing eis tough peaple avoid confics of
interest and focus upon the concerns of
employers, clients and other stakeholders and
social obligations, rather than their own
interests

Identifying Relevant Inputs

Despite it high cost, the relevance and value of
much of the input business leaders
less than ideal. When new issues arise at
boundaries of what is known, and time is short
experts who can give advice may be in short
supply. Judging the value of those identified may
not be casy. Issues may be new to both directors
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and those who advise them. Many directors do not effectively challenge
the advice they do receive. Some may ot want to appear foolish or
gnorant, O

One can assess whether directors might be increasing the risk of
groupthink.

at the top of a pyramid, issuing commands and in control, or do they

brought to the board. They may nod X
interests might not have been consulted.

Wh witha novel or

‘board and its advisers may suddenly become apparent.

limitations of a
expressed

nsleyi One, sy become ayane, o bises, el ers and
prejudices and question the value being added. When a board's
contibution is most required and it needs ufmhmg. i may

P Dothey

it se indepe
judgement and provide objective advice in the best longer-term interests

listen, provide support and build others?
Ensuring Diversity

Surrounding oneself with compatible peaple who have similar
backgrounds, perspectives, views and thought processes can make it
easier o achit i i

gt givin @ low pioity 1 board evlmtion e rvieuing i3
geataii Iready be

el &, board - oo BeBtcat and 3 i
porpermtingligarhy,

Corrosive Implications of Unfettered Power
butshould

peop

chairmen and CEOs what they think they would like to hear? Do

colleagues agree just to keep in with them? Do some leaders surround
» &

fihat

of undifferentiated clones. Should one be surprised if using the same
recruitment and selection criteria, practices and consultants produces a
succession ofsimilar fnotdentikitresuls?

When was the last time a Nomination Committee reviewed its
membership and practices, or corporate recruitment and talent

Are they simply imposing their views upon a compliant community of

ill comply?
Expecsive comoraie peograntis. 15 swome & p:lmullm‘ common
corporate culture should be challenged. Were they to impact upor

e, aperoachesand bebavioursand harmogeise ther, ight i

Doall di
f

ectors exercise independent judgement, o do certain members
h CEOor otherp
some of them? In difficult and crisis situations, some peoples pliabiliy,
lack of moral fibre and other limitations can be cruelly exposed. Others

beabletotum?
Arealisation that
o has bcn lost may eome 1o I, Thos who fvoured 8 dffent
strategy, or who argued unsuccessflly for an altemative approach may

P
ignored andor passed over for promotion may flourish when constraints
oved and/or they are givena place inthe sun.

Groupthink

A concentration of power and/or lack of diversity can result in

ensure that all relevant

Some people are insecure. They dislike personal confrontation. Others
may be convinced that their uppmx\ch et o t.\lrmc!. or

atracted to ruls, robots, automaled systems, artfiia mlc!llbcn:c
applications and the mandating of preferred responses and actions
e may or may not be appropriate in uncertain situations,
new circumstances or when expectations and priorites change. What
about updating and leaming, erors, exceptions and special cases? One
may need to question limits, relevance, balance and boundaries.
Unfamiliar or unpreced sues can arise. Their discussion and
resolution may require fresh thinking and variety of contributions and

Internal C

shared culture, team work and collaboration that many people feel
obliged to it in”, “go with the crowd” or “bend with the wind”. They

question,

few hands?
and balances to ensure such power is not misused? Is there proper,
balanced and objective debate, involving challenge and a diversity of

not mean everyone has to agree with each other. Better outcomes that
“push the boundaries” might be achieved if people engaged in debate,
i ek e Gt 05 Gl et
uniformity and complacency, argument and c be
preferable to lnzy agreement and cooperation oat s based upon

vulnerable when

objectivity

enthey
are in a minority and those they consider more important in a hicrarchy
think differently. Ifself-aware and alert, they should also be sensitive o
the impact of their own conduct, shared assumptions and corporate
practices upon others.
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but what about other arcas? Who plays the role of competitors or other
stakeholders, looking at the world from their perspective and thinking
about how they might react? Who challenges suggestions from an
employee, investor or customer viewpoint? Should projects and

sequence? Might his allow them to be better contrasted, compared and
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challenged?
internally, or

favouritism? ised and do impartial ad

more of them are accepted.

Should new product teams and those suggesting pol required to
pith ther ideas 10 @ wider range of internal and el paics wnd
interests
decide, when

? v

corporate affais,but the electorate might need to vry according 10 the

Honesty and integrity are qualities that appear much sought after when
ird chairs are asked what they look for in new board members.
Honesty,
particularly important when distinguishing between fads and
fundamentals, surface and substance and reality and illusion, and when
sirling the lahtbaance between acilon and ssction, complely and
lici

Oz ccion o ko et St o i i i
", particularly when they feel under time pressure. They
may bcmuan v dlay snd ncesiny ot putting an item onto  board
agenda and the subsequent discu However, it is
sometimes better for issues o be addressed up front, rather than be
allowed to arise later and disrupt implementation. Where a proposed

Are they truly u\dtpcl\dcm ?Con
hey expressthee views 0 ndependent audit commites members and
chairs without exccutives being present?

Influence of Shareholders
How many institutional and other investors and owners of family

companies consider the internal workings of companies within their
portfolios? Are they even aware of the realities of boardroom dynamics

ofresources
addressed rather than allowed to fester. This can speed up the eventual
delivery of soughtafier results

Rules, Principles and Priorities

U U 6 O NS e e Rt i 12
details o c p

peopl Other than
CEO

isacting like adictator?
‘Some shareholders just focus on “outpus”, visible aspects of corporate.
performance. They stay clear of interal t probe what
they feel are operational concerns, but a lack of intemal checks and

importance of checks and balances? An excessive mphas

upon just

them, and whether the membership of boards and committees is
composed of a diversity of people who are open minded, tolerant of
differences and expressing a range of views. Is a board o committee

ked
healthy diversity of experience, skills, perspectives and viewpoints, and
the discussion and debate that can improve decisions and outcomes,
encourage creativity and innovation, and enable a company 1o be
adaptable, flexible and intelligent”

ol Ascounts and butdothe

pas oras

Are they able

todolargely as they please?

What should directors, and especially independent non-executive

directors who are concemed about a cor

diversity. look out for? Should their enquiries extend beyond the board?

Should ey robe todeenmine i chocksand blanes it withi e
0 .

ncentration of power and lack of

narmatives efect what ariular individuals want otherst read,rher
than a broader.

for any disappointment and failure? As the remit of narratives widens,
transparency and balanced, fair and honest reporting becomes more
important. Some organisations are black boxes. Itis only when they are

Are particular i nted? What steps are

investigated or memoirs are writien that one may geta sense of how they.
operate, where poy w decisions are taken and whether there is

taken to ensure that appointments are based on merit rather than

Reaching Peak Performance

Why is one performer moved to a peak performance level while another settles for a standard or even substandard performance? It's

performers can be encouraged by extrinsic motivators like promotions, raises, or threats. However, peak performers work energetically
because they relish the challenge. They take total responsibility for their job performance, their job satisfaction, and their personal life
atisfact i
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