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The role and responsibilities of non-executive directors are changing. 
Gone are the days where a non-executive could turn up for a board 
meeting, offer the benefit of his vast experience and disappear for 
another month. Non-executives have always had the same legal and 
fiduciary responsibilities to the company as the executives, but this 
has been overlooked until recently.

The financial and economic crisis of 2008 and the lengthy 
subsequent recession have focused boards' and investors' minds 
on the contribution of non-executives. Consequently, selection 
processes are now more rigorous, candidates are drawn from more 
diverse backgrounds, and, once in role, non-executives are held more 
accountable and expected to commit more time, effort and expertise – 
all for no extra money. 

This, at least, is the theory. But to find out to what extent practice 
has changed over the past five years, Harvey Nash has conducted 
a survey among its community of non-executive directors and 
chairmen. How diverse and well-stocked is the candidate pool? Are 
selection and assessment more professional? Just how has the nature 
of the role changed and does this make it more or less enjoyable? 
And what are the biggest challenges non-executives face, both 
professionally and personally? 

These were just some of the questions to which we sought answers, 
and we tested out our quantitative and qualitative findings among a 
selection of experienced chairmen and non-executive directors. You 
will find their details at the end of this report.

The make-up of respondents in itself tells an interesting story 
about diversity, which is generally agreed to be one of the principal 
requirements of a modern board. The respondents came from public, 
private and not-for-profit organisations, 55% were non-executives 
and 45% were either chairmen or held both roles. Some 40% had 
a current role within a plc, and respondents were equally spread 
across organisations with 100 to over 5000 staff. A healthy 40% of 
respondents were women.

When it came to functional background, Finance held sway, 
accounting for 26% of respondents – equally split between men and 
women. Corporate strategy came a close second, at 21%, but men 
outnumbered women here by nearly two to one. 

However, there was far less diversity by discipline with sales and 
marketing, HR, operations, engineering,  IT and supply chain barely 
represented. 
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What is your functional background / professional expertise?

Key findings
 

Harvey Nash’s Board Practice polled 
the opinions of 221 non-executive 
directors about how boards in the UK 
are changing. Key findings include:

 
1. There is a stark mismatch 

between the skill sets on 
boards and the challenges 
organisations face. Over half 
of companies believe digital, 
talent management and corporate 
reputation / brand are increasingly 
becoming issues the board needs 
to address, and yet less than one 
in ten board members have come 
from a discipline that has deep 
expertise in these areas.

2. Many new non-executives 
are unprepared for the role. 
Over one third of new board 
members were surprised by 
how the board functioned and 
were unprepared for the time 
commitments. Three in ten were 
not able to offer all the expert 
advice they were expected to.

3. The influence of the old boys' 
network may be fading. 
Two-thirds of respondents weren't 
known to the organisation where 
they secured their most recent 
appointment and two-thirds went 
through a formal recruitment 
process.

4. Chairmen are relatively 
dissatisfied with the talent 
on offer. Just one in five 
chairmen respondents were 
'very satisfied' with the pool of 
non-executive talent they were 
offered, a further six in ten were 
'moderately’ satisfied. That said, 
they may be using the wrong 
criteria to recruit and assess the 
performance of their board.
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Diversity – or lack of it – among boards
Key insight: There is a stark 
mismatch between the skill sets 
on boards and the challenges 
organisations face.

When non-executives were 
asked about the top three issues 
they are discussing in board 
meetings these days 95% cited 
company governance and risk, 
73% organisational capability (in 
other words talent and succession 
issues), 68% corporate reputation 
and brand, 62% delivering 
strategy and 60% the impact of 
digital innovation. 

This points to a stark mismatch 
between the skill sets on boards 
and the challenges organisations 
face. Are there just too few IT, 
sales and marketing and HR 
directors, for example, with the 

will, ability and mindset to be a 
non-executive? Are organisations 
not looking in the right places? 
Or are board assessments 
insufficiently rigorous? 

There's not much age diversity 
either. Over half the respondents 
were aged between 56 and 65. 
Nearly 18% were 66 to 75, and 
less than 3% were 36  to 45. While 
this age profile is understandable, 
because of the importance of 
experience in a boardroom, 
the near-ubiquitous need for 
technological understanding 
these days means that 
complementing the grey hairs 
with at least one digital native, 
albeit on a board committee or 
in some sort of advisory capacity, 
could be a wise move.

To what extent are you discussing the following in board meetings compared to 3-5 years ago?

Company call to action: When 
did you last commission a 
formal board assessment to 
understand how the board 
members complement each 
other and identify skills gaps? 

Non-executive call to action: 
What is your unique selling 
proposition? What specific 
expertise do you have to add 
value to the company? 
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Diversity
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Globalisation

"There has to be an appropriate and complementary set of 
skills around the board table in order to deliver strategy."
Vanda Murray OBE, non-executive director, Manchester Airports Group plc
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Key insight: Many new non-
executives are unprepared for 
the role.

The survey responses indicate that 
boards are failing to select and 
assess non-executive candidates 
correctly and may not even know 
what they need. So we weren't 
surprised to find that many new 
non-executives lack the skills 
required to be successful. Equally 
worrying, many individuals – at 
least when they took on the role 
– didn't fully understand what it 
entailed.

We asked respondents what 
they wish they had known 
when they secured their first 
non-executive appointment. 
The results were enlightening. 
Nearly 40% would have liked to 
know more about how the board 
functioned and the quality of the 
board members, 35% wished they 
had understood the huge amount 
of unpaid time commitment 
required, and 31% would have 
liked to know precisely what 
was expected of them in terms of 
'expert' contribution. 

Around 20% would have liked 
to know more about the market 
the business operated in, with 
the same proportion wishing 
they had known more about the 
organisation and its financial 
and commercial standing, 18% 
wished they had known how 
limited their span of control and 
ability to influence would be, and 
13% wished they had been better 
informed about the difference 
between executive and non-
executive roles. 

Company call to action: 
Are you giving new non-
executives proper briefings and 
onboarding programmes? What 
is your competency profile for a 
non-executive director?

Non-executive call to action:  
Have you really completed 
sufficient due diligence on the 
company and know how you 
will add value?

Role modelling

 

More about the functioning and quality of the board members

The huge amount of unpaid time commitment required

Precisely what was expected of me in terms of expert contribution

More about the market in which the business operates

More about the organisation and its financial and commercial standings

How limited my span of control is and the limited ability to influence

More about the difference between executive and non-executive roles

Other 
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Thinking back on your first non-executive director appointment, what coaching or training 
would have been most beneficial to you?

"Onboarding is 
critically important."
John Hughes CBE, 
chairman, TelecityGroup
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Selection and assessment
Key insight: Women are not the 
appointed tokens that they are 
often accused of being, but 43% 
of male appointments are still 
nodded through. 

One reason for the shortage of 
key functional expertise among 
non-executives is that selection 
and assessment is insufficiently 
rigorous. The influence of the 
old boys' network may be 
fading; over 63% of respondents 
weren't previously known to the 
organisation where they secured 
their most recent appointment 
and 65% went through a formal 
recruitment process.

But while almost half the 
respondents felt that the selection 
process is becoming more 
rigorous, there were some notable 
differences between men and 
women. For example, 67% of 
women were unknown to the 
organisation compared with 62% 
of men. Even more interesting was 
that 79% of women were subject 
to a robust recruitment process 
compared with just 57% of men. 

This is both good and bad 
news. The good news is that 
women are not the appointed 
tokens that is often an 
accusation. But the bad news is 
that 43% of male appointments 
are still nodded through.

Company call to action: Are 
you interviewing to get more of 
the same or have you defined 
a robust process to ensure an 
objective assessment of all 
candidates?

In the process of securing your last 
appointment, did you go through a 
formal recruitment process (e.g. use of an 
independent body, executive search and/or 
formal assessment process)?

Thinking about your last appointment, were 
you already known to the organisation?

YesNo

36%

64%
total

total67%
women

63%
men

34%
women

38%
men

YesNo

65%

35%

57%
men

79%
women

21%
women

43%
men
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Gender 
Key insight: There is a clear need 
for unconscious bias training 
on boards and coaching or 
mentoring to ease women into 
non-executive roles. 

Despite considerable progress over 
recent years, women are still at a 
disadvantage when it comes to 
securing non-executive positions. 
When asked what advice they 
would give to aspiring women 
non-executives, 40% of survey 
respondents said 'Be more confident 
in your skills and abilities', 20% 
advocated 'more active networking', 
and 12% advised 'Promote  yourself 
internally for appointment onto the 
executive board'. 

This is, of course, standard advice 
for all aspiring non-executives, but 
it seems that women are generally 
less good at these things than men.

However, while such comments 
suggest the fault lies with women 
themselves, it seems that conscious 
and unconscious bias is still resilient 
to change. In response to an open-
ended question in the survey about 
the biggest challenges facing non-
executives, 'gender' emerged as a 
strong theme. 

"Men frequently tell you they 
are perfect for the job, women are 
sometimes so open and balanced 
that they come across as negative. 
You need to be on guard not to 
react to the two extremes," said one 
respondent.

In reality, the fault lies equally 
with women themselves and with 
boards, and both sides need to 
make conscious efforts to address 
ingrained habits, behaviour and 
prejudices.

Company call to action: Are 
you guilty of unconscious 
bias when recruiting? Do you 
even know?

Non-executive call to action:  
How active are you in managing 
and building your personal 
brand and your net worth?

"Men frequently tell you they are perfect for the 
job, women are sometimes so open and balanced 
that they come across as negative. You need to be 
on guard not to react to the two extremes."
Keith Williams,  executive chairman, British Airways
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Are non-executive directors born or can 
they be made? 

Key insight: Non-executives can 
learn many of the skills they 
need to succeed in the role but 
have these been identified?

Even those who are fully aware of 
how different the executive and 
non-executive roles are sometimes 
struggle to make the transition. 
Many respondents (over 25%) 
would have welcomed coaching 
or training in constructive 
challenge, 17% said training 
in evidence-based questioning 
would have been useful, 16% said 
skills in mentoring and acting as 
independent counsel would have 
helped them, and 11% would 
have benefited from a greater 
understanding of team dynamics 
and how to improve them. 

These are critical skills for 
a non-executive and perhaps 
should have been identified 
by the board and the search 
firm conducting the assessment 
process. However, they can 
be taught – through formal 
programmes and through 
observation of more experienced 
colleagues. The onus is on 
both the individual and the 

organisation to ensure that new 
non-executives are developed 
quickly in order to be effective 
as early as possible. 

But you don't need to know 
everything, indeed ignorance 
can be a positive benefit, 
provided it goes hand in hand 
with tenacity, integrity and the 
ability to understand the business 
imperatives. One of the biggest 
advantages non-executives bring 
is objectivity and a fresh pair of 
eyes, so they can ask difficult or 
insightful questions that force 
the executives to examine what 
they're doing. Organisations can 
tick many different diversity 
boxes, but it is this diversity of 
thinking that is paramount and 
these skills are evolving over 
time as shown in the chart below.

Company call to action: What 
onboarding do you offer new 
non-executives?

Company call to action: How do 
you support your non-executives 
to be even more effective around 
the boardroom table?

"Organisations 
need to recruit 
non-executives 
who can 
make life a bit 
uncomfortable 
for executives."
Mike Sommers MBE, 
non-executive director, 
NHS Trust

In which areas have the skills required to be a good non-executive director changed most in the last 3-5 years?
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Strategic thinking

The ability to challenge positively
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Talent pool 
Key insight: Chairmen are 
dissatisfied with the talent on 
offer, but they may be using the 
wrong criteria.

Given the fact that many non-
executives have skills gaps, it's 
not surprising that just 22% of 
chairmen respondents were 
'very satisfied' with the pool of 
non-executive talent they were 
offered, and that 61% were only 
'moderately satisfied'. Around 
17% were 'somewhat' or very 
dissatisfied. 

However, it would be 
interesting to know on what 
criteria candidates disappoint. For 
example, if companies are looking 
for people with City exposure, 
that excludes most HR, IT and 
sales and marketing people. 
Aspiring non-executives with 
anything other than a financial 
background may have to pick 
up City experience via other 
means – and hiring companies 
can certainly help by providing 
training once the new non-
executive is in post. What's more, 
given that executives on the 
boards increasingly comprise just 

CEOs and CFOs, hiring companies 
need to consider whether they 
are limiting their options by 
stipulating 'prior plc board 
experience'.

Some enlightened companies 
are releasing young-ish 
executives for a few days a month 
to act as non-executives in other 
organisations as part of their 
career development. Others are 
searching for talent among a 
broader community – including 
in sectors such as academia and 
not-for-profit. Bringing in people 
from non-traditional backgrounds 
has the added advantage of 
increasing the diversity of 
thinking and challenge that is 
critical for an effective board.

Company call to action: How 
effective is the brief for the new 
non-executive in opening up 
the opportunity, to include 
a broader, more diverse 
community of candidates?

Non-executive call to action: Are 
you pushing for opportunities 
to gain experience in other 
companies?

Very satisfied Moderately satisfied Somewhat dissatisfied Very dissatisfied

22%

61%

13%

4%

"One way to plug 
skills and talent 
gaps might be to 
set up specialist 
committees on the 
board. You could 
have an innovation 
committee for 
example and invite a 
representative of one 
of the big technology 
companies to sit 
on it. You could 
even organise an 
executive swap."
Anne Richards CVO, global 
chief investment officer and a 
main board director, Aberdeen 
Asset Management plc

How satisfied are you with the pool of non-executive director talent that you have been 
offered?
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Challenges and rewards
Key insight: When asked about 
the biggest personal challenges 
involved in being a non-
executive or chairman, the 
most commonly cited was time 
management.

Some 57% of respondents said 
the level of contact between the 
executives and non-executives 
outside board meetings is rising, 
47% said more input is expected 
from the chairman these days, 
and 29% said that CEOs are 
turning increasingly to the 
chairman for advice. 

Nearly all the respondents said 
they had to be more accountable 
and visible, with over three-
quarters adding that pay doesn't 
reflect the additional time and 
responsibility. Not surprisingly, 
nearly half the respondents said it 
has become more difficult to hold 
multiple roles over recent years. 

When asked about the biggest 
personal challenges involved 
in being a non-executive or 
chairman, the most commonly 
cited was time management. 
Respondents also said they 
had to work hard at striking 
the correct balance between 
challenging and supporting 
the executives, keeping up 
to date with technology and 
regulation, managing executive 
remuneration – and, for women, 
battling gender bias.  

Company call to action: Are 
there things you could do 
to help your non-executive 
directors be more effective?

Non-executive call to action:  Are 
you able to dedicate sufficient time 
to uphold your responsibilities 
and accountabilities as a non-
executive director?

"You need to strike 
a difficult balance 
between supporting 
and challenging 
the executives. As 
chairman you can't 
be the CEO's CEO. 
I went on courses 
when I started out 
to learn how to do 
it, and even then it 
takes time to settle 
into the role. Even 
today I still find it 
valuable to share 
experiences with 
others in similar 
situations in various 
non-executive 
director forums."
Keith Jordan, chairman, 
Cennox plc

How has the relationship between the CEO and the chair changed over the last 3-5 years?
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16%

15%
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7%

7%

More input is expected from chairs

There is more trust/honesty/transparency

There is more challenge

CEOs seek more advice from chairs

CEOs involve chairs more proactively

CEOs are more defensive

CEOs want to work more collaboratively

There is more conflict



HARVEY NASH NON-EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR SURVEY 2014/15
10

Conclusion
Organisations are working 
hard to recruit more diverse 
boards through more rigorous 
and objective selection and 
assessment processes, and they 
are casting their nets more widely 
to find candidates with the time 
and commitment for what is an 
increasingly challenging role. But 
demand for good people appears 
to outstrip supply. Many new 
non-executives lack the skills 
needed to succeed in the role, 
while other potential candidates 

are put off by the scale of the task.
There seem to be three solutions 
to the challenge. 

One, individuals need to take 
responsibility for finding and 
preparing themselves for non-
executive roles as part of their 
own career development. Search 
firms can help. 

Two, organisations need 
to think more clearly about 
what they need, rather than 
appointing more of the same. 
They should start by assessing the 

current capability on the board, 
then be clear about their strategic 
direction, and only at that point 
devise briefs designed to bridge 
any capability gap. This opens the 
field to non-executive candidates 
from different backgrounds. 

Three, new non-executives 
need a thorough induction 
process designed to inform them 
about the company itself and 
about the role and requirements 
of a non-executive director.

"Non-executive experience is liberating. It takes you out of 
the day-to-day executive challenge and gives you time to 
take an overview- sometimes critical, sometimes supportive."
Keith Williams, executive chairman, British Airways

  Company call to action re-cap:
• When did you last commission a formal board 

assessment to understand how board members 
complement one another and identify skills gaps?

• How effective is the brief in opening up the 
opportunity to include a broader, more diverse 
community of candidates?

• Do you know if you are guilty of unconscious 
bias?

• Are you interviewing to get more of the same, or 
have you defined a robust process to ensure an 
objective assessment of all candidates?

• How do you support your non-executives to be 
even more effective around the boardroom table?

  Non-executive call to action re-cap:
• What specific expertise do you have to add value to 

the company?

• Have you really completed sufficient due diligence 
on the company to know where you can add 
value?

• What evidence do you have to support your key 
attributes and expertise?

• Are you pushing for opportunities to gain expertise 
in other companies?

• Do you have the confidence to go out on a limb 
and ask the ‘stupid’ questions?

About Harvey Nash’s Board Practice
Harvey Nash Board Practice helps some the world’s most forward-thinking companies attract, assess and develop 
their board. We are experts at building rich, diverse teams and look beyond the norm to find the exceptional. We 
provide two key service offerings: evaluation – reviewing the effectiveness of existing boards;  and recruitment – 
finding exceptional talent to add strength to the boardroom team. Find out more at www.harveynash.com/board

Nigel Parslow
Managing Director
Executive Search
nigel.parslow@harveynash.com
+44 (0)20 7333 1575
 

Christine de Largy
Chair
UK Board Practice
christine.delargy@harveynash.com
+44 (0)20 7314 2023
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