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Dear Bemused 

Yes, there are CEOs and there are CEOs. Just as 
there are different types of chairmen and boards. 

Yet, it is the relationship between the board 
and management, especially the relationship 
between the chair and the CEO, which is key 
to an effective board and a high-performing 
management and company.

As an independent director, and especially being 
close to the chair, you have an instrumental role 
in shaping what could be an effective board. 

Sad to say, based on what you’ve told me, 
neither of the two boards you are on is a 
sterling example of a good board. One is 
caught in the “control trap” and the other in 
the “support trap”. Let me explain.

Control and support
The fundamental function of the board is to 
appoint the CEO and management team, and 
ensure that they perform. This is achieved through 
two contrasting processes: control and support.

The board must exercise control and ensure 
the accountability of management.

At the same time, the board must also support 
the management team. 

In the past year, I became an independent 
director on two listed boards. I was invited 
by the respective board chairmen, both of 
whom I had gone to school with. 

To my surprise, I have found that the cultures 
of the two boards are as different as chalk 
and cheese. While we fulfil our board role 
adequately in each case, I do wonder which 
style is more effective.  

At the first company, the directors enjoy 
a wonderful relationship with a relatively 
new CEO and senior management. We get 
together socially on a regular basis. We are 
always available to the management team, 
whether it is to provide advice, coaching, 
encouragement, or just an opportunity for 
lunch. I have never heard a stern word 
between board and management; we get 
along too well for that.

Board meetings are short. They are often 
held at the country club where we can 
adjourn for a round of golf after the meeting. 
We trust the management to get the job 
done, and we are disinclined to interfere. 

The second company could not be more 
different. Our chairman discourages any 

interaction with management that is not 
strictly business. Senior management staff 
only attend board meetings to make formal 
presentations, after which they take their 
leave. Board meetings are quite forensic. We 
set hard targets, and demand good reasons 
if they are not achieved. 

The CEO once told me privately: “I know 
I can count on the board to keep me in 
line, but, frankly, I find you guys very 
picky, prosecutorial and always second-
guessing us.”

Both companies are performing adequately, 
so there should be no concerns there. 
I put the difference down to the differing 
personalities of the CEOs and the chairmen. 

Now, I like the first board. It takes less 
of my time and is more pleasant. But I learn 
a lot more of the business on the second 
board. Which model, would you say, 
is better for me and the company in the 
long term?

Yours sincerely

Bemused

Dear Mr Sid

Re: Board styles and relationships Both elements of control and support are 
critical for an effective board. The problem is 
that most boards tend to favour one over the 
other. They fall into the trap of emphasising 
only control or support. But they should not. 
Striking the right balance is key. 

Support trap
It would appear that your first board is in the 
support trap. 

This happens a lot in the honeymoon period 
of newly appointed CEOs. When a board 
appoints the CEO, it would be because it sees 
him (or her) as suitable for the role. After 
labelling the CEO as a solid performer, it likely 
wants to express its support for him. 

Research shows that “confirmation bias” in 
such cases could lead to the board noticing 
the CEO’s success more than his difficulties, 
which the board may minimise or attribute to 
external causes.

In addition, senior management would know 
more about the business than board members. 
They also tend to be proud and competitive 
individuals who may not always receive 
feedback well. In the absence of obvious 
problems, it is tempting for boards to avoid 
conflict and keep challenge at a low level.
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Who is Mr Sid?
So why do I say your first board exhibits key 
symptoms of a support trap? You have very 
short board meetings. There seems to be little 
or no challenging of management’s ideas and 
strategies. You admit that you do not have a 
good understanding of the business from the 
board meetings. The directors have a “pally” 
relationship with the management team, and 
you fully trust them – perhaps too much.

The risks of a support trap are that it leads boards 
to be overly patient with the management team 
and to pay insufficient attention to early warning 
signals that something could be wrong. For all you 
know, it could already be an underperforming 
management, as you do not have the control 
measures that could alert and avoid this.

Control trap
Your second board seems to be at the 
beginning of a control trap in that there is an 
apparent implicit distrust of management. 
It may be second-guessing management’s 
analysis and decisions, making different 
interpretations from management. 

This could have happened because the board 
was worried about company issues and 
management’s ability to deal with them by 
itself. The board then sought to micromanage 
management decisions and actions. 

However, such doubts and distrust can 
pollute the relationship between the board 
and management. As the board acts more 
vigorously, you can expect one of two 
responses – an aggressive one, where the CEO 
stands his ground, pushes back on the board 
and “refuses to be bullied”; or a more passive 
response, where the CEO tries to avoid conflict 
and gradually withdraws from interactions.  

In both cases, the board’s concerns can get reinforced, 
leading it to intensify its control, which fuels the CEO’s 
response, triggering a vicious cycle. The CEO may 
start to label directors as meddling, unreasonable, 
ignorant and antagonistic, which, in turn, is likely to 
attract negative, rather than supportive, responses.

You are at risk of reaching this stage, and it is 
better to avoid getting there.

Getting out of the traps
An effective board needs to provide a balance of 
strong support and control. 

In the first company, the directors should 
be engaged in constructive contention with 
management on its proposals and actions. This 
will help both sides, as decisions and thinking 
will become more robust. Certainly, you will get 
a better appreciation of the business even if the 
board meetings get lengthened.

Beyond challenging management, the board should 
have in place control mechanisms. These include 
setting clear targets and parameters, ensuring 
remuneration and rewards that incentivise the 
appropriate performance and behaviour, and 
requiring timely and relevant reporting on key 
matters by management to the board.

In the second company, the directors should pull 
back from being overly rigorous and prosecutorial 
in challenging management. It should develop 
a good interpersonal understanding of the 
management team. 

Perhaps, the board could start by reframing 
and setting clear expectations of the working 
relationship between the board and management. 
Research shows that executives are more likely 
to accept and act on tough feedback when they 
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Mr Sid is a meek, mild-mannered geek who 
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and flies out to his super network of 
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feel that the feedback giver is reliable and well-
intentioned, and the feedback process is fair. 

It would also help if the directors are trained in 
professional coaching. Instead of being perceived 
to be picky, directors could then seek to provide 
quality executive coaching to management.  

Balancing support and control
Achieving this balance between support and 
control will not happen overnight. 

The board has to be educated on the new 
approaches. Then, the CEO and senior 
management need to be appropriately engaged. 

However, change must start with the board 
chairmen. You are in an advantageous position to 
use your relationship and influence with the two 
chairmen to bring about such change. 

The messaging to each chairman is however 
different. For the first, you will need to impress 
on him the risk of undue tolerance for an 
underperforming management and company, 
and the importance of control mechanisms. For 
the second, you will need to persuade him that 
the over-control generates negative energy and 
that there is greater value in developing a good 
working relationship with management. 

Good luck on your getting out of the two traps, 
and your journey towards a more effective board. 
 

Yours in charity

Mr Sid

Sid


