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Mission: 
helping your board be its best

IMD has provided board education for the last 
35+ years, helping the boards of leading or-
ganizations to boost their performance. The 
IMD Global Board Center takes this a step 
further, carrying out world-class governance 
research and providing an even wider range of 
education opportunities to support long-term 
business success through a strong board. 
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board practices going Forward

talk about them second hand (which i always re-
gard with some scepticism when people do the 
same to me - except for you and iMd, of course!).

against the above background, what i really want 
to talk about is not the precepts of governance but 
the actual behaviour of boards as i have experi-
enced it myself and with others. governance to me 
is process, not a guarantee of progress. the most 
outstanding example of this distinction is the rise 
and fall of hboS in the financial industry in the UK. 

“Most people don’t understand 
what Boards should be doing 
all the time”

 
the biggest thing about becoming a non-executive 
director, particularly a non-executive Chairman, is 
the personal change of approach it requires. this 
is illustrated to me not only by the changes i have 
had to make myself, many of them painfully, but 
also by the people i now mentor, all of whom are 
about to take on non-executive roles. it is a tran-
sition - in some respects not unlike the one we 
have all done from primary school to secondary 
school when one has to learn a whole lot of new 
things rapidly in a different and much more dif-
ficult environment in which to achieve success.

Most people don’t understand what boards should 
be doing all the time. to the rising manager (my-
self included) they can seem remote, irrelevant 
and ineffective and many boards are, relying for 
their performance and status on momentum and/ 
or a good Ceo who is quite happy to have it that 
way. but sooner or later something really impor-

although i am still mentoring hard for CMi, i am undoubtedly “yesterday’s man” in a world which sometimes for-
gets what happened in the last month, let alone the last century. there will probably therefore be a need for some 
credentials, though i hate wasting talking time on them. if a CV would help, i can provide the one used by CMi.

My qualifications to talk about governance and boards are simply stated. My working life since the 
end of the 1960’s has been in two twenty-year halves: working as Ceo in one of the UK’s largest com-
panies until 1991 and then, after serving on the Cadbury Committee, being a non-executive Chair-
man of several large different organisations until i retired from fulltime work in 2010. the first peri-
od was a very intense practical course in company management with fortunately some very good results 
which, inter alia, earned me my title. the second period was about learning the totally different job 
of being a non-executive Chairman under all sorts of pressures, again fortunately with good results.

i have had a unique opportunity in this working life 
to see the evolution of corporate governance, first 
and foremost in the UK but also internationally. in 
the first half, before the UK Code came into be-
ing, i broke some of its main precepts. i was, for 
example, Chairman and Ceo of a very large com-
pany for 12 years; and while doing this i was the 
non-executive Chairman of another very large 
quoted company. i went from a board structure 
dominated by executives to one dominated by non-
executives. i pioneered three significant innovations 
in company handling which have now become to-
tally commonplace: demerger in 1989; the return 
of substantial sums to shareholders in 1993 and 
in the same year the introduction of total Share-
holder return as a long-term incentive measure. 

the second period, from 1991 to 2010, was about 
learning a totally different job - that of being a serial 
non-executive Chairman. Cumulatively i have had 
about 45 years of Chairing FtSe 100 companies. 
the first 12 of these years were when i was also the 
Ceo, but the last 33 were non-executive only and in 
a wide variety of significant organisations, including 
four FtSe 100 companies in totally different indus-
tries, the UK’s national theatre, and last of all, the 
Financial reporting Council, a public sector compa-
ny responsible inter alia for the UK’s Code of Corpo-
rate governance which brought me into contact with 
at least 50% of the Chairs of UK quoted companies. 

From a governance point of view, where am i 
lacking hands-on governance experience? there 
are five big gaps: the financial sector; closely-
controlled companies, including family ones; 
private equity; sovereign entities; and compa-
nies based in other countries, particularly in the 
Far east. of course, i have had a lot to do with all 
five of these and their practitioners but can only 
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tant goes wrong, which following good govern-
ance principles might at least have prevented. 

ideally, boards should be thinking all the time, 
short and long term, about what the company is do-
ing, the risks and their acceptability, the key lead-
ers of the company and their calibre, performance, 
succession, and remuneration, in particular the 
Chairman and the Ceo and their relationship, and 
of course the company’s financial performance 
and the views of its owners. to do all these things 
even moderately well is one hell of a challenge. 

the challenge is made even more severe because 
the non-executives are both allies and judges of 
the executive. Furthermore, all the non-executives 
almost certainly have elsewhere challenges more 
important to them and almost by definition never 
have enough time, let alone adequate informa-
tion, to do their non-executive jobs as they would 
wish. Corporate governance codes and princi-
ples do not show much sympathy for the prob-
lems of the non-executives and nor do the share-
holders or potential bidders, who may have their 
tanks parked permanently on adjacent premises.

to summarise non-executive board membership in 
damon runyon’s famous words “i long ago came 
to the conclusion that all life is 6 to 5 against”.

however, we veteran board members are all fight-
ers and optimists and very confident of our worth 
and abilities. So we buckle down and learn slowly 
(hopefully under the prodding and leadership of 
good Chairs) to think and work very hard at the job, 
to give and take straightforward talking with rea-
sonable calmness and maturity, and to tolerate ex-
ternal criticism without being thrown off balance. 
we also learn to think long with social awareness 
as well as prudence. nobody is going to thank us 
so the reward is that of satisfying our own stand-
ards. personally i have never complained about the 
pay, thinking sometimes i was lucky and some-
times i wouldn’t do it again for four times the sum.

i can tell you that my own pilgrimage through this 
assault course has been long and hard, sometimes 
very difficult indeed, and to this day has not conclud-
ed because one never reaches the horizon however 
great one’s board experience. but i have survived and 
i have found it very rewarding and i hope you do too.
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35+ years of 
board education 

experience

our Mission: 
helping boards 

be their best



Contact us
Loïc Frank
relationship Manager, iMd global board Center
tel: +41 21 618 06 92 
www.imd.org/boardcenter
boardcenter@imd.org

The IMD Global Board Center
the iMd global board Center is committed 
to supporting your company’s long-term 
success through its board performance.

our unique combination of open and 
customized board education programs aims 
to develop your board’s competitive advantage 
and realize its full potential.

these programs bring together world-class 
thought leadership, our own cutting-edge 
governance research and inspiration from best 
board practices of leading organizations in asia, 
europe, the americas and the Middle east.

The IMD Difference
iMd is a top-ranked business school. 
we are the experts in developing global leaders 
through high-impact executive education. 
 
Why IMD?
» we are 100% focused on real-world 
 executive development
» we offer Swiss excellence with 
 a global perspective
»	We	have	a	flexible,	customized	
 and effective approach
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Follow us on

Chemin de bellerive 23, p.o. box 915
Ch-1001 Lausanne, Switzerland

Central tel: +41 21 618 01 11
Central fax: +41 21 618 07 07
info@imd.org   www.imd.org

Affiliate with the IMD Global Board Center
» access a wealth of cutting-edge information 

on board and top leadership issues – 
 including publications, research articles, 

reports, information papers and analysis 
on governance and business topics 

» receive our bimonthly board feature-article 
highlights on timely issues 

» request information on topics of 
	 specific	interest	

Affiliation	is	free	–	 
simply visit www.imd.org/boardcenter
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