


Tavistock Institute of Human Relations

Board Evaluation and Development discussion event

LEADING BOARDS

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSION

• Boards should be learning environments - leading to better strategies; improved co-
ordination, better organisational performance and broad economic and social 
benefits.

• A Board’s role is to position the organisation in its context; be accountable for the 
use and value of resources; the way decisions are made; and their own internal 
relationships. 

• Differences of experience and power should be properly managed to avoid 
members or sub-groups being coerced into decisions with which they do not agree.

• Boards should be watchful against tensions and risks that could result in members 
dropping out or failing to contribute.

• Chairs need skill and care in choosing boards members.

• Boards need perspective for managing different sets of internal relationships - 
between the members as individuals, between members  and the board-as-a-whole, 
between boards and stakeholders and between boards and the organisation.    

• ‘Soft’ and ‘hard’ skills are required for effective leadership for facilitating boards, 
managing difficulties between members, acting as champion for the board, and 
ensuring that board activities stay on task.

• Leaders should be skilled at building trust, establishing ground rules, establish 
members’ expectations and creating shared objectives.

• The maximum number of boards in a portfolio should be limited.

• Boards that become dysfunctional should be allowed to end.  

• Core training requirements for leaders, new NEDs, Executives and boards in 
transition should be addressed.

• NEDs need time alone together.

• ‘Inherited’ boards can be problematic.

• Appraisals, reviews, 360’s, skills audits, evaluations and coaching are essential to 
good board functioning. 

 



1. A group of 19 invited guests and Tavistock Institute staff met on 4th October 2011 to 
discuss issues of Leading Boards.  The following document summarises the talk given 
by Mannie Sher, Board Evaluation & Development Director, and also provides an 
account of the small and full group discussions that took place.  

2. The term ‘board’ was considered to cover any representative governing body like 
councils, trustees, governors or authorities that hold a stewardship function on behalf 
of others for the protection, growth and development of assets, legacies, traditions or 
values.  

THE MEANING OF BOARD MEMBERSHIP

3. There is  currently high expectation that good board performance should deliver a 
range of benefits including a better strategy; improved co-ordination, better 
organisational performance, as well as broad economic and social benefits.  Underlying 
these hopes are assumptions that good boards  will help empower the CEO in a spirit of 
support and challenge, providing opportunities for mutual learning on the grounds that 
despite seniority and experience of the CEO and board members, their learning should 
continue all the time – boards should be learning environments.

4. However, boards can also generate tensions and risks for members, particularly 
where there is only modest commitment to common goals or investment in trust, or 
where too many risks are imposed.  When members drop out or fail to contribute, the 
result is that boards  fail to deliver their value added role.  To be successful, leading 
boards should pay attention to the structures, roles  and tasks of their members; to 
position the organisation in its  context; be accountable for the use and value of 
resources (shareholders in the private sector; taxes  and government debt in the 
public); the way decisions are made; and its own internal relationships. 

LEADING BOARDS – FACT OR FICTION?

5. The rhetoric of good board performance is very compelling.  Leading boards 
should be able to overcome lack of co-operation between members, and between sub-
committees and avoid silo thinking.  Leading boards have the potential for unlocking 
resources, stimulating creativity in finding new solutions to old problems and reducing 
inefficiency and duplication of effort.  But real differences of experience and power 
within boards may be masked and some members  or sub-groups may find themselves 
coerced into decisions, with which they do not agree, or they may have little ability to 
shape agendas or they feel exploited by more powerful members.  Leadership may be 
ineffective; time spent in meetings unproductive; and members often experienced or 
experience themselves as failing to deliver on anticipated benefits. 

BOARD SELECTION

6. Choosing appropriate members is  a difficult issue, since individuals who are 
selected to represent one set of criteria may lack the necessary personal or 
professional skills to work well on boards.  Similarly, members have the task to perform 
well on the board, but they also need to deliver results to their shareholders or other 



stakeholders e.g. trustees and pensions groups.  The issue of invisible players can be 
relevant in any board.  Questions of who is left out of boards, what impact this has on 
the balance of power between different members, and how representative they are of 
particular constituencies, are relevant.  Practically, there can be difficulties in recruiting 
board members.  Problems could arise if there is no probation period and no process of 
letting unsuitable members go.  Additionally, holding on to good people after 2 or 3 
terms can also be problematic.  More people on boards may result in more voices, but 
should be balanced against the risk of excessively large boards.  Between 8 and 12 
members on a board is  considered to be an optimum number for effective decision-
making and flexibility. 

THE DYNAMICS1 OF BOARD LEADERSHIP AND MEMBERSHIP

7. Board dynamics result from the presence of many different internal 
relationships.  These include the relationships between the members as individuals, 
their relationship with the board-as-a-whole, and their relationships with the 
organisations for which they bear responsibility.  Boards have the task of managing 
multiple relationships and this can be a source of tension.  The Walker Review on UK 
Banks and Other Financial Industry Entities refers  to ‘dynamics’ as a source of 
difficulties in boards and offers suggestions on how dynamics could be understood and 
dysfunctional dynamics remedied (Appendix 4 of the Review, co-authored by Alison Gill 
and Mannie Sher). 

8. Leadership is a crucial issue for boards.  In small boards it might be possible to 
have a flat leadership structure, but this is unrealistic for a Board with more than five or 
six members.  Leaders should have ‘soft skills’ - of facilitating their boards, managing 
difficulties between members, acting as a champion for the board, and ensuring that 
board activities stay on task - as well as having technical expertise and experience.

9. Building trust within Boards and establishing ground rules for working are 
important.  Meetings should establish members’ expectations, shared objectives, what 
each member can bring to the Board, how disagreements are to be resolved, and clear 
roles for each member, among other things.  These can be achieved through facilitated 
group work, personality profiling or skills audits for members.

STRUCTURES OF LEADING BOARDS

10.  Boards may be effective in strategy-making and planning, but less effective in 
delivery – this may require a somewhat different set of principles, such as paying 
attention to the need for a common vision, a clear and appropriate division of labour, 
proper co-ordination, shared decision-making, mutual accountability and a commitment 
to learning.

11.  Boards should support their organisation’s identity and purpose, or they could 
lose their direction. Board functioning may be helped when there is  an agreed problem 
or challenge – an "exam question". Boards may also be helped by building strong  
which should be actively managed by the Chair.  In both cases however, pitfalls can 

  arise, discussed later in this paper.

1. ‘Boardroom Dynamics’ will be the title of the next Discussion Evening on 26th January 2012.



12.  For some board members there is  also the challenge of having board portfolios 
which can be most powerful when they form a coherent set of board positions within 
related fields (for purposes of connectivity, advocacy, understanding and influence) and 
yet inevitably presenting questions of transparency and conflicts of interest. 

13.  What can be done when Boards  break down or become dysfunctional?  The 
danger of members blaming one another for failure is  always high, and there could be 
exploitation of those members who are least well resourced or skilled to take on a 
major part of the work or responsibility.  If a problem triggers  a strong consensus that 
one individual is to blame there is a real risk of scapegoating.  A bespoke board 
evaluation is invaluable in such circumstances.

IMPLICATIONS

14.  Boards should create opportunities to reflect on and learn from their experience 
of working together which can sometimes be challenging and frustrating.  Board 
meetings themselves are not necessarily appropriate places to explore these 
frustrations and other spaces for reflection need to be created.  Board members should 
learn how to take up their membership roles by reflection and learning as they work on 
boards.  New members should receive training in board membership in order to 
enhance their skills  and understanding of board working, especially those who have 
little previous experience.  Training for leadership roles is also especially relevant 
promoting more effective board performance.

15.  Any training programme would need to recognise the presence of mixed feelings 
about being a board member, expressed, for instance, in the tension between being a 
board member and losing one’s individual or organisational identity and control.  Issues 
of the power of boardroom dynamics and who holds it are important.  

16.  Recent high-profile failures of governance have led to calls  for an increase in 
governance regulation in order to protect stakeholders.  There is  concern that increase 
in regulation and governance could lead to future failures on the grounds that it may 
create the ‘illusion of progress’, when in fact behaviours on the ground may not be 
improving.

17.  Relationships between Executives and NEDs and good communications are 
essential for creating the foundations of respect through which mutual and mature 
challenge can take place. Leading boards are aware of tendencies towards 
defensiveness and high levels  of anxiety.  Facilitating an open and challenging board is 
a key part of effective leadership.  This can be achieved through ensuring dedicated 
time for the Chair, CEO and senior directors to discuss and identify areas for helpful 
and constructive challenge by the board.  Relationship-building and enhancing trust on 
inter-personal levels between Execs and NEDs can be enhanced through joint ‘away-
days’.  NEDs too should spend time on their own before board meetings where it is 
safe to discuss worries or issues that they would not wish to raise with Execs.  Having 
space on the board to discuss matters ‘off the record’, to discuss ‘worst case 
scenarios’ is relevant. 

18.  Assembling a set of capable and highly skilled individuals does not automatically 
result in a cohesive group working collectively - ‘the whole is greater than the sum of 



its parts’.  Good external facilitation can help unify a board.  It can also help achieve 
the right balance between the board members working as  a team and feeling so ‘cozy’ 
that they lose their dynamism, create ‘bubbles’ and submerge into ‘groupthink’.   Large 
board memberships may lead to the creation of invisible agendas that result from 
identification with one’s own stakeholder organisation.  Discussions on dual identities 
should be a regular part of board discussions.  Specialist training may be advised in 
some instances.  

19.  Whilst Boards may find it useful to have a clearly articulated large problem or 
purpose to work with to increase teamwork and commitment, this should be balanced 
by the risk of paying too much attention to one issue and missing other risks.

20.  Boards are assembled over time and a chair sometimes inherits a board which 
may make their leadership difficult to engage due to the range of personalities and 
unspoken agendas. 

21.  People join boards because they believe they are good leaders.  Nevertheless, 
appraisals and reviews, 360’s, skills audits, evaluations and coaching should be 
regarded as essential to good board functioning.  In some instances, the chair may 
take on the reviewer role if there is concern about outsiders looking in and discovering 
what people may prefer to keep concealed.  Chairs needs to be confident that 
reflection and review for Execs and NEDs will improve performance.  Questionnaires 
are safe instruments if boards are reluctant to admit outsiders, although that reluctance 
should be subject to scrutiny too.  

22.  Leading boards will develop mutual respect and encourage members to 
challenge each other.  Management can be encouraged to lay out their reports and 
state where they feel they need to be challenged.  Challenge can lead to anxiety, but 
challenge is one of the core purposes of boards.  Chairs should lay the foundations of 
trust for challenge and engagement to occur by reassuring NEDs and Execs alike that 
challenges will occur on an informed, respectful and constructive basis.  

Mannie Sher 
Director, Board Evaluation & Development
11th October 2011

Further information about the Tavistock Institute’s  Board Evaluation & Development 
Discussion Evenings and other board services may be obtained from Mannie at: 

30 Tabernacle Street
London, EC2 4UE
T: 020 7417 0407
E: m.sher@tavinstitute.org
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