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Company Secretary’s Review

Creating an Effective Board

Creating an effective Board is the responsibility of all the Board 
participants, however to paraphrase George Orwell ‘All are equal, 
but some are more equal than others’.

Surprisingly, there is not much ‘hard research’ data, on 
what it takes to create an effective board, there is however 
much ‘opinion research’, varying from highly insightful from 
experienced board members and practitioners, to the more 
dubious singular view of the world. What almost all these views 
do agree on, is the influential role of the Chairman in setting the 
structure, tone and style of the board.

In this context, the Chairman and the Company Secretary are in 
the driving seat and the firing line for creating the structures and 
the underpinning which provide the foundations of an effective 
Board.

Creating a Hierarchy of Effectiveness
Our own view of this board effectiveness landscape, takes in the 
available research, the published surveys and opinion research, 
our own experience and insight into board’s over a 20-year history 
and a ‘behavioural’ knowledge and experience of what underpins 
effective team and collective performance.

This has led us to create a hierarchy of an effective board which has:

 > Board Structure and Process, as a foundation of the 
hierarch of performance effectiveness;

 > Oversight and Review, as a basis of analysis and insight into 
the business;

 > Board Dynamics, as the facilitator of ‘self-actualisation’, 
which provides the achievement of potential ‘to be the best 
we can be’.

Board Information
A good example of how linkage works is to follow the Board 
Information stream.

The Corporate Governance Code, B.5: Information and Support; 
provides that: ‘The board should be supplied, in a timely manner, 

with information in a form and of a quality appropriate to enable it 
to discharge its duties. The Chairman is responsible for ensuring 
that the directors receive accurate, timely and clear information. 
Under the direction of the Chairman, the Company Secretary’s 
responsibilities include ensuring good information flows within 
the Board and its Committees and between senior management 
and non-executive directors.’

This has often been interpreted as making sure the Financial 
Information and Board Papers are vaguely readable, and that 
there is more and more detail available to the Board to wade 
through, with ‘Board Packs’ becoming larger and larger and 
becoming a ‘data dump’ of the executive information used to run 
the business. This in many cases accentuates the asymmetrical 
knowledge issue between the Board NEDs and the executive, 
as opposed to seeking to bridge the gap.

As the business information requirements for the Board become 
more complex and more wide-ranging, the mentality of more 
and more detailed information is unlikely to be sustainable. The 
Company Secretary needs to lead the shaping, accessibility and 
ease of assimilation of information for an increasing number of 
metrics, not only to meet the requirement for data availability, 
but to facilitate and support active oversight and insight into the 
Company’s performance.

In the not too distant future, the data dashboard for the Board 
will go beyond the traditional financial and risk driven information, 
with more comprehensive monitoring of strategy, remuneration 
metrics, culture, employee and pipeline diversity, customers 
and CRS.

Information Diversity
It is imperative that as we require our Boards to become more 
and more diverse in their thinking and view point, the ability to 
quickly digest increasingly dense and detailed financial and 
management information, supports the work of the Board. 
Do we want to default to ‘high’ data ‘Detailed Consciousness’ 
dominating Boards, or to have them balanced with the 
conceptualising ‘big picture’ strategic thinkers (see ‘Big Five 
Personality Factors?’).

A Board Dashboard of the future will need to be easily digestible 
and accessible and to flag key trends across the relevant 
information landscape. It should be reflective of a good 
dashboard, by being simple, communicating easily, minimising 
distractions, supporting the business with meaningful and 
useful data, and apply visual perception to presentation of 
information.

From Good to Great
The point, however, of intelligent accessible information, 
is as a platform for oversight and review, supporting the 
ability to monitor performance of the Company, engage 
effectively with the strategic intent of the business and 
provide insight and preparation for the challenges and 
disruptions ahead. This ability to ‘see’ the challenges facing 
the Company on all fronts, provides the underpinning for the 
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achievement of a board dynamic ‘to be the best we can be’. 
It is this level of Board ‘self-actualisation’ which is marked by: 
effective debate and challenge, the ability to tolerate and achieve 
constructive criticism, and facilitation of the diverse viewpoints 
at the Board.

The looming challenge for the Company Secretary is to 
ensure that the dramatic rise in information needed by a 
Board to fulfil its developing responsibilities, facilitates and 
does not detract from board effectiveness. This challenge 
includes ensuring that the increasingly formal reporting to 
the FRC and to the ‘public’ via the Report and Accounts, has 
some semblance of coherence and consistency. Also that 
it demonstrates active consideration and reporting by the 
Board, on its engagement across an increasing range of issues. 
The House of Commons, Business, Energy and Industrial 
Strategy Committee Report 2016–17, has dramatically upped 
the game, both for information reporting and enforcement 
of the framework of reporting. This will increasingly be the 
responsibility of the Company Secretary, as they achieve 
a similar relationship to the Regulator as the CFO on 
accounting standards.

The Company Secretary of the future will need to be increasingly 
familiar with the world of information architecture and through 
life information management strategies.

What does your Board Information Dashboard look like?

The Chairman and the Company Secretary are at the forefront 
of the increasingly complex world of Board Information, and 
the design of this information architecture should respond 
to the ever diverse and breadth of vision required of modern 
day NEDs.
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