
Can Boards  
be More Effective?
Board Papers and Data

The Board Lab



 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 third event we explored in more detail board papers and data. This ebook seeks to summarise 
some of the key findings arising from the third 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 the somewhat experimental mode of the 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



Why do we have board papers?

After 15 second elevator pitches from all participants, Barry Gamble opened the session 
by asking – why do we have board papers? Key responses were:

• Board papers clarify strategy
• They provide data
• Help time management
• If you don’t know what the inputs are, how do you know what the outputs are?
• They set a context for discussion
• Board papers for record
• Facilitate the decision-making process
• Proper focus on quality
• Provide standardised measurement data

At this point, the group were reminded of Benjamin Franklin’s famous quote, “If you fail to 
plan, you’re planning to fail.”

One member recounts an experience: “We’ve had a lot of problems with getting everybody 
to submit their reports for board papers on time. We’re trying to enforce a rule that 
their section has to be in a week in advance - so that everyone can read and digest the 
information.”

But what happens when one executive doesn’t deliver? “I’ve just had a situation where 
the budget wasn’t quite ready, then I received it at the last minute, and one of the more 
forensically minded members of the board immediately spotted a discrepancy. It wasn’t 
major, but it was a discrepancy.”

There’s the issue of whether or not we’ve got historical data, or we’ve got future data. Most 
said that they didn’t necessarily want data, they wanted insight arising from the data.



Putting the board papers together

If you say to your Chief Executive, you know, what do you want? How do you frame what 
you want? How do you make sure that what you get is complete, relevant and on time with 
the executives taking responsibility for preparation?

Many had experienced “200 pages” delivered the night before the meeting. Then again, 
in the smaller entrepreneurial companies there might not be board documentation other 
than the agenda: you turn up and see what happens. “The meetings are far too long; the 
executive management aren’t prepared, and it’s a car crash.” All felt the need to have 
board papers and board documentation, but the whole point about effective boards is 
talking around the issue, not necessarily, in the board meeting. “But it’s complicated, and 
it’s difficult. I think it’s very difficult to be prescriptive. Most boards evolve in a way that’s 
unique to their own business and around the personalities that they’ve got” was a view 
articulated.

As such it is important to really think about process required. A further comment “So, for 
example, I was chair of an NHS trust, the thing about NHS trusts is all of the board papers 
are in the public domain”. This reminded the group of the challenge of papers having to be 
prepared with a wider audience in mind.



Are board papers adequate in your organisation?

Tapping into the experience of the board members, the group then posed how many of 
them felt as though they are on a board where the papers are adequate?

One member was adamant that those executives producing inadequate board papers 
should be challenged. While others argued that some companies put cost above 
the quality of information. Another member suggested that actually regulation and 
compliance are dominating the way board papers are prepared.

“In my experience of chairing charity boards for many years, and for some of my financial 
services clients, they are now regulated in every possible direction. My current charity 
is also regulated by four different organisations. There’s therefore a whole lot of board 
papers that are just driven by regulation” was a strongly expressed view.

From a practical point of view, concerning practical governance and making sure that the 
elements that the boards need to discuss are being addressed is quite a challenge. You 
clearly can’t have 200 pages arriving the night before. You can’t end up with board papers 
that are incomplete, or you’ve got particular agenda items that are not there.

The particular papers that form the basis of the real essence of the meeting are very, very 
important to get right was the consensus.



What constitutes that really, really good paper?

It isn’t a spreadsheet; it isn’t a whole pile of numbers, it isn’t necessarily a whole pile of 
charts. It’s not massive verbosity either. But it’s a combination of the absolute essence 
and elements that you can trust and forms the basis of the discussion and gives you 
some insight as to what’s going on. It’s a challenge to get right.

It was mentioned that for a financial services organisation, a spreadsheet presenting the 
information might be helpful. However, in really, if it’s not written in such a way that every 
single member of the board can relate to, it won’t work.

An animated debate ensued which posed a number of points: how much bureaucracy do 
we create when we get the things into all those papers and into all those discussions? It 
was argued that maybe time and energy would be better served if board members were on 
the shop floor, talking to the people and addressing the problems.

“Look at Facebook, how are they governed? Do you think Zuckerberg looks at all the 
reports? How is Amazon driven? What about Tesla, how is Elon Musk driving his business, 
which is a multi-billion business as well? What about Google?”

Again, the group touching on the cultural issues that might determine good board papers.



Barry Gamble asked Mark Edge to describe the 
use of a portal such as Brainloop “In a portal, you 
can start to put templates together so that you 
drive some consistency in terms of format, which 
can help the conversation. A portal can also help 
with good governance - in a portal all records of 
papers are kept and recorded. Security, too, was 
raised a major bonus of employing a board portal 
to manage board papers - with lots of business 
still posting sensitive information which can easily 
be lost or sending via email which can easily be 
hacked.”

“It can take some of this mundane stuff away 
– collating the papers, putting packs together, 
shipping them around, and getting information in 
front of people, it just makes that a little bit easier.”

The conversations then swing back toward the 
culture of the boardroom and the organisation. 
More specifically, talking about trust and 
facilitating it across the operation of the board. 
It quickly turned to young organisations versus 
older organisations and the differences. It was 
said that younger organisations with more of a 
technological proposition have less infrastructure, 
which allows the purchase of online software 
to manage board meetings - because there isn’t 
anything to replace - in turn, it’s easier to make 

decisions at board level. Whereas, in organisations 
with historical processes, it may be much harder 
to adapt.

The aim should be for the board to have constant 
access to various data - something that a software 
solution could certainly help with where data and 
communication are major benefits. In conclusion, 
if we use a board portal then it can probably help 
with some of the mechanical areas and help with 
deadlines and help with the information flows that 
go on in the background.

But, even with the technology, the challenge is to 
make sure that the essence of the papers is still 
distilled because we can’t bombard people with 
emails or massive amounts of data. We got to 
keep it relevant, and we’ve got to discuss at board 
level bites on the things that really matter.

Barry Gamble then points out the ICSA, Institute of 
Chartered Secretaries and Administrators. He said, 
“As an organisation, they’ve done some very good 
stuff on what I would call practical governance.” As 
a reference, he says that they have likely written 
content on how to write board papers.

What about utilising technology to drive  
process and better board papers?



Do you go in with the same idea of what you want in  
terms of board papers into different companies?

The experienced chairpersons of the group say that really depends on the business  
and its size.

“Some of the KPIs will look very similar, and the finance area is going to look broadly the 
same - you need to know the expenses, and you need to know the trends and the forecast. 

You have to design the papers and data around the actual business.”

Summing up

Chairman Barry Gamble brought this 90 minute session to a close with a point mentioned 
across the meeting in various guises: “Boards must design and operate their own 
approach. The important point is to reflect and appreciate the value of well-prepared 
papers to a good board meeting and board dynamic. This will be the subject of the next 
BoardLab session.”


