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 ź WHAT DOES BOARD 

EFFECTIVENESS LOOK LIKE?

 ź SETTING THE BOARD AGENDA

 ź REGULATION AND COMPLIANCE

 ź BOARD PAPERS AND DATA

The first event explored the whole agenda

In this follow up fourth event we explored in more detail board dynamic. This ebook seeks to summarise some 
of the key findings arising from the fourth event. Some of the findings have inevitably strayed back into the 
whole agenda; an important reminder of the interactions of the components of board effectiveness and of a 
fundamentally iterative process.

The Board Lab is a joint initiative between Brainloop and The 
Chairman’s Network to look at board effectiveness, what it is, 
what influences it and how it might best be optimised.

The Board Lab is intended to capture attendees in experimental mode during a series of events, and 
by using the format of a board meeting, we are planning to develop findings for application back in 
the boardroom.

The events bring together leading chairmen, board members and company secretaries with Barry 
Gamble, an experienced Chairman of debates and companies, as Chairman.

 ź BOARD DYNAMIC

 ź THE ROLE OF THE CHAIRMAN

 ź THE SKILL SET GAP



Board Dynamic

After an introduction, Barry Gamble begins by asking the room - what constitutes good 
board dynamic?

What makes a good board dynamic?

A shared view was that a good board dynamic is everyone making a good contribution, 
which often comes down to the chairman in ensuring everybody in the room gets a say. 
Some of the quietest people, perhaps more introverted, sometimes have the biggest 
contributions to make. 

All recognised being in those board meetings where important points have been slid over 
in favour of the loudest person. 

All board members need to be made to feel comfortable enough in board meetings to 
express their opinions open and honestly. 

In some boards, a few people can dominate over others, which too often creates an 
unproductive boardroom culture. This is important to remember since a quieter member 
of the board might remark later, even outside of the boardroom, when others might feel 
they should have raised it sooner. All recognised the risk of leaving a board meeting 
mistakenly thinking consensus has been achieved when that is simply not the case - 
especially from the perspective of the Chief Executive. 

Sometimes, it was noted, that often it’s not that fact that quieter board members 
didn’t want to say anything, it’s the case that they might not have been given a proper 
opportunity to say what they needed to say. 

That’s the job of a good chairman. 



Diversity

The Chairman’s role is to enable discussions around a board table. As boards 
become more and more diverse in opinion and profile, Chairman need to be 
equipped to be able to deal with that without bias - something that a group 
member didn’t think was happening enough. 

“To get true diversity of thinking, you have to have people that will look at the 
same thing, but come up with some different strategies. As we shift to more 
diverse boards, there would be naturally more tension and challenge” was seen 
as a perceptive point.

When there is more diversity of thinking in the boardroom, all recognised there 
would be more diversity of input - but it is how it’s managed - and it’s how then 
the chairman manages that tension that matters. People shouldn’t fear if they 
can’t articulate their point of view and that they are going to feel bullied into 
submission. The chairman needs to focus on facilitating that constructive and 
open debate and the feeling that everyone should have the ability to contribute 
and not be intimidated. 

“I’ve seen boards where dominance and fear are the two biggest destroyers of 
good input” was a powerfully expressed remark.

It’s essential to have a high sense of curiosity in the boardroom as one member 
put it: “Sometimes, you get things in front of you which you simply accept. For 
example, slightly controversial maybe, but we accepted this meeting’s agenda, 
and we haven’t challenged it at all.”

The diversity of boards means that the role of the chairman is getting ever 
more demanding - the burden has to be shared, spreading the ‘heavy lifting’ 
around the table - otherwise, the chairman may be too concerned with 
managing a successful meeting instead of prioritising the different views in the 
room. 

The group discussed the old and new styles of managing diversity at the 
board table - and who is responsible for managing the change. Ultimately, the 
chairman has to recognise the need for change and diversity - but it is easier 
said than done. It’s true to say that there are different skill sets, different 
approaches and the different traits are going to be needed on the board of 
the future (often, near future). Barry Gamble describes this like cooking in a 
kitchen: “If you’re cooking something, sometimes you do need to move the 
ingredients around a little bit if you’re going to get something extraordinary.”

There is a problem, though: Boards tend to develop themselves in their own 
image, they tend to look in the mirror to formulate the idea on who might join 
in the future - which makes the likelihood of recruiting someone similar to the 
board even more so. The last thing a chairman wants to deal with often is a 
confrontation, though it is a big part of their job. 

Unity is important for a board, but unity by debate or compromise?

A group member described boards as having ‘positive demanding culture’ - 
absolutely true. 



Unity 

“From my experience, having worked on board that had good unity and having worked on 
board that didn’t have good unity, I can tell you that they thought debate was irrelevant” 
remarked a group member.

Debate is essential for successful boards. 

But, how do you handle a board when there isn’t unity? 

There are questions to ask of the individuals around the table - how does that person feel? 
How does the rest of the board feel about that person? Are they seen as a distraction or 
pain? Or is it that they can see both sides of the argument? 

Unity isn’t a bad thing, not always - as long as it doesn’t splinter the organisation. But how 
do you handle the situation if they do? Resign? As one member said, “No, unless there’s a 
very, very good reason to do that.”



Dominant leaders

“I’d like to argue that, in fact, the best-performing companies are ran by dominant 
individuals” a different view expressed by a board member.

Referring to companies like Apple, Google and Amazon - thinking about characters and 
business leaders like Steve Jobs or Uber’s Travis Kalanick - very determined visionaries 
who have delivered, often, against the odds. These men, it is often men, are a small group 
of dominant people, being called exceptional. 

Those dominant people are hard to replace, so it’s pretty challenging through the board to 
make sure that there is some thinking about succession. Do we bring in people who are 
probably going to have a different skill set and different style?



Self-assessment 

Seeing as we’re in experimental mode, Barry Gamble offers up something a bit different - 
“Why don’t we explore our own dynamic over the past hour?” He asked the group to have 
a moment or two to think about their contributions and interactions. A good chairman 
should take the temperature of the boardroom.

How do you think we’ve done?

Most of the group were very positive - it was agreed that everyone had a fair contribution 
and no one was too dominant. But some craved more challenges - citing that unity isn’t 
always the best thing for debates and discussion (as raised above).

Barry then offered his assessment asking “how do we get better? How could we do a 
better job?” and admitted there are some instances during the session where he felt, 
“gosh, we’re not quite doing as well as I thought”, “should I have done more, could I have 
done more?”

Barry then lays bare his own performance.

“Was I listening enough? Was I tuning in to everybody’s body language all the time and 
picking up any answers? How people react, how they hold themselves, facial expressions.”

Of course, his point is to be as open with the room as possible to exude the type of culture 
and openness that he expects back from board members. He mentions that it is rare that 
people are truly honest about their failures - often that is one of the greatly forgotten keys 
to successful dynamic in the boardroom.

As ever, an hour only scratches the surface of another very deep topic covered 
thoughtfully by our chairman and attendees. But, always, we hope this session of The 
Board Lab has given you something to think about when going to your next board meeting. 
The next session will discuss The Role of the Chairman.  


