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Dear Missing-the-old-days

Your questions concern three separate but 
related matters: strategy, board diversity and 
board dynamics.

Strategy
The strategic direction of the company is a matter 
for the board to set. 

The board decided to go international over a 
year ago. You (and the other directors) should 
have expressed any reservations then and 
influenced the decision accordingly. 

While it is never too late to revisit a strategy that 
has gone awry, you have not indicated if the 
experience to date suggests the company should 
not have expanded into the Asian and North 
American markets and set up a plant in China.

The matter of two international directors whom 
you think are causing the board to be dysfunctional 
should be treated separately from the board’s 
decision on its geography of operations. 

If you have concerns about the business and 
operational aspects of going beyond the 
domestic market, you should raise this with 
your fellow directors and have the company’s 
strategy adjusted accordingly. 

Board diversity
You have not described the board composition. 
However, it appears that the current board, 
discounting the two international directors, 

I am a non-executive director of a medium-
sized manufacturing company that, until 
recently, was entirely Singapore-focused. 
We built here, and we sold here. We had 
steady growth and reliable profitability. 
And we had the perfect board.

We directors knew one another well. We 
liked and had confidence in one another. 
There was never any discord, and we 
would usually hit the golf course after a 
couple of hours of the board meetings.

And then a year ago, we decided to build 
a factory in China, and broaden our sales 
efforts into Asia and North America. I was 
personally quite uneasy about the decision 
at the time but I held my peace.

Because of the change in strategy, our 
chairman, at the urging of the controlling 
shareholder, decided to bring on the board 
two new directors: a New Yorker and a 
mainland Chinese from Guangzhou. And 
that’s when our problems began.

First, the New Yorker. He always has a 
thousand questions. He wants to know 
the details of sales and expenses, and 
compliance and back office stuff. He gives 
the impression that he does not trust the 
management team, many of whom have 
been with the company for decades. 

What’s more, his style is quite blunt. The 
atmosphere in the boardroom has changed 
– from convivial to rather tense. Worst of 
all, the meetings now drag on for hours. 
Last week, we could not even finish nine 
holes before dark.

In contrast, our Chinese director contributes 
very little to the discussions, but I recently 
discovered that he likes to talk to the 
chairman in private afterwards, which is 
making the rest of us feel rather uneasy.

Our boardroom culture used to be built 
on trust, but thanks to going international, 
our meetings now seem to be focused on 
distrust. My view is that we would have 
been better off sticking to our domestic 
markets in the first place. Be as it may, 
I think we should stick to our fully 
harmonious Singaporean board and, 
instead, rely on consultants familiar in those 
international markets to advise us. 

I am a member of the Exco and NC and 
can use that position to effect board 
changes. How do you think I can best go 
about doing so?

Yours sincerely

Missing-the-old-days

Dear Mr Sid

Disruptive international directors is homogenous and long-serving: you are all 
Singaporeans who know each other, you enjoy 
each other’s company, and you dine and play 
golf together. In other words, the board (without 
the two new directors) is not very diverse. 

Diversity is regarded as a key ingredient of 
an effective board. It reduces groupthink and 
uncritical conformity. It ensures fresh and 
different perspectives are brought to bear on 
board decisions. 

Your board meetings have been short, 
suggesting that you reach agreement quickly 
on matters. However, constructive contention, 
which generally takes more time, does lead 
to better informed decision-making. Who 
knows? With greater debate, the decision to 
internationalise may not have taken place.

There are, of course, many aspects of board 
diversity: skills, age, gender, ethnicity, 
geography and, even, tenure. 

Clearly, the two new directors add geographic 
diversity. However, as a member of the NC, 
it might be worthwhile for you to consider 
other aspects of diversity on the board as 
members of the board are progressively renewed.

Board dynamics
While conventional wisdom states that 
diversity improves board performance for the 
reasons stated above, behavioural studies also 
show that this is not always the case. Diversity 
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Mr Sid's References (for this question)
Board Guide
Section 2.8: Diversity
Section 4.4: Strategy
Section 6.2: Board Dynamics

Nominating Committee Guide
Section 3.5 Board Diversity

Boardroom Matters 
Vol 1, Chapter 30: “Board Diversity:  The International Perspective” 
by Tan Yen Yen
Vol 2, Chapter 11: “Setting the Right Board Culture” by Philip 
Forrest
Vol 2, Chapter 12: “The Importance of Evaluating the Board” by 
Philip Forrest
Vol 3, Chapter 30: “Dealing with Diversity Fault Lines” by Eugene 
Kang

SID Bulletin 
2017 Q2: “Power Play in the Boardroom” by Mike Gray
2017 Q4: “Disconnects on Diversity” by Eugene Kang

Who is Mr Sid?

Mr Sid is a meek mild-mannered geek who 

resides in the deep recesses of the reference 

archives of the Singapore Institute of Directors. 

Burrowed among his favourite Corporate 

Governance Guides for Boards in Singapore and 

other resource materials, he relishes answering 

questions from SID members about corporate 

governance and directorship matters. But when 

the questions get tough, he transforms into 

SuperSID and flies out to his super network of 

boardroom kakis to find the answers.

can, in fact, create or accentuate fault lines that 
impair communication and cooperation.

That appears to be the case here. The issue 
is not that your new appointments are 
international directors, but rather they are 
strikingly different from the other members.

However, good board dynamics do not 
necessarily result from a homogenous board 
either. There are socio-psychological factors 
that impact the interactions and relationships 
between directors.

In general, a board with good dynamics 
identifies with organisational values. Directors 
understand the individuality of their fellow 
directors even as they constructively debate 
their points of views.  

Working together
The challenge for any board – in particular, 
a diverse board such as yours – is to find ways 
in which all members can work harmoniously 
to positively contribute. 

This responsibility falls on the shoulders of 
each director, albeit in different ways.

The international directors need to be more 
conscious of their backgrounds. Their value is 
that they not only add to the diversity quotient, 
they also think like outsiders (a significant 
value for constructive contention) and will thus 
help the board think more objectively. 

At the same time, international directors need 
to be aware that they are outsiders, at least at 
the start, and that to be effective on the board, 
they need to be mindful of the following:

• Culture. They should take the time to 
understand and be sensitive to the local 
and corporate cultures in which they are 
operating. For the American, he should 
understand that his style may be too 

abrasive and he should consciously seek to 
tone it down. For the Chinese, he needs to 
realise that the board and his fellow directors 
would appreciate more openness on his part.

• Context.  Business operations can differ in 
different regions. What  is best practices in one 
location may not work well in another. The 
international directors ought to learn these 
contexts not just through interactions on the 
board (and thus possibly irritate other directors 
with endless questions), but also by actively 
seeking out briefings from management and 
other external courses.

• Concerns. A trap that some new (not just 
international) directors fall into is to provide 
a laundry list of all the things they think are 
wrong. This seems to be what the American 
director is doing. First, the list may not be 
correct because he has not fully understood 
the organisational context. Secondly, he could 
be overwhelming the board and management 
with observations that should first have been 
scrubbed and prioritised.

All directors have a duty to help new directors 
integrate and be effective. For the Singaporean 
directors on your board, this also means being 
aware of the differences and backgrounds of each 
new director – not just the international directors 
– when they join. 

Chief among the local directors is the board 
chairman. He should make a deliberate effort to 
counsel both new and current directors on how they 
can better contribute to good board interactions. In 
the board discussions, he should seek to contain the 
American while drawing out the Chinese. He could 
specifically bring out some of the points that the 
Chinese raised in the private sessions with him.

Taking action
What then, can you do as a director and, in particular, 
as an NC member, to ensure that the board dynamics 
are healthy? I have several suggestions.

First, share with the board chairman and NC 
chairman, the issues of boardroom dynamics 
and work with them to resolve the situation. 
Individual directors, including the international 
and existing directors, need to be counselled by 
the board and/or NC chairman about the points 
raised above.

The NC could consider educating directors on the 
importance of achieving good board dynamics, 
and how this can be achieved. SID, for example, 
has courses in this area. 

The NC should also use the annual board 
evaluation performance exercise to obtain 
feedback on how board dynamics can be further 
improved. It could use 360-degree feedback 
tools to identify areas for improvement for 
each director. In addition, the board can engage 
external consultants to provide feedback and 
team coaching.

Increasing social interactions of the board members 
will also help. You already have your golf games. 
Invite the new directors. It is always a good idea to 
blend social interactions with substantive discussions 
at board luncheons, dinners and retreats. 

Finally, when the NC selects new board directors, 
it should look beyond qualifications such as 
skills, to consider personalities and characters 
that resonate with the company’s culture. At the 
same time, you should not just be looking for 
someone who is simply collegial but also one 
who is willing to express his views without fear 
of reprisal, or to win favour.

Collectively, these actions can not only help make 
your board more harmonious but also more 
effective. 

Yours sincerely

Mr Sid


