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Coaching Your Board to Greater Effectiveness 
 

 
 
“We shine the light of our 
collective leadership 
experience to guide other 
leaders on the path to 
success in the volatile 
environment of business.” 

 
 
 
 
What is boardroom effectiveness coaching? 
Boardroom effectiveness coaching is a program whereby your board 
works with an experienced, independent executive coach as a group, 
and sometimes individually, to identify opportunities for greater 
boardroom effectiveness. The coach’s role is to shine the right light in 
the right places to help the board become more effective. 
 
 
Why do board coaching? 
It is easier for an independent person, ‘board coach’ to observe issues 
and challenges with the board. When your board coach also has vast 
experience as a board member, business leader and leadership 
trainer they can offer new insights that may generate new ways of 
thinking. They also help facilitate difficult conversations. 
 
 
Board effectiveness ratings are driven by 
board composition, internal dynamics, and 
internal governance and measured by 
company results and employee satisfaction. 
Cheng, 2017 
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What does an effective board look like? 
Boards are most effective when they discuss the right things at the 
right time and make decisions that balance the company’s growth 
and stakeholders’ interests, considering an environment of 
uncertainty. 
 
The facts suggest that boards who work well together, improve the 
results of the company. 
 
 
Common features of effective boards 
There are numerous simple things that make boards more effective. 
They improve time management, create greater focus, encourage 
participation and ensure the right things are given priority. 
 

• Meet regularly 
• Set an agenda and stick to 

it 
• Input from all participants 
• Collaborative decision 

making 
• Dissent is welcomed 
• Timely decision making 
• Free of personal agendas 
• Discuss strategic matters 
• Frequently acknowledge 

company values 

• Diverse representation 
• Formally discuss risks 
• Review their decision 

effectiveness 
• Board members are 

prepared and know their 
role 

• Board papers are 
circulated in advance 

• Appoint a timekeeper



 

 
 
 

The secret killer of innovation is shame. You can’t 
measure it, but it is there. Every time someone 
holds back on a new idea, fails to give their 
manager much needed feedback, and is afraid to 
speak up in front of a client you can be sure shame 
played a part. That deep fear we all have of being 
wrong, of being belittled and of feeling less than is 
what stops us taking the very risks required to 
move our companies forward. 
 
Peter Sheahan, CEO ChangeLabs 
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Some common problems with less effective boards 
In our experience, there are ten big problems that boards encounter. 
These stand in the way of board effectiveness. But the good news is 
that they can be addressed and greatly improved. 
 
Problem 1 – The domineering chair or member 
Many chairpersons make the mistake of believing that the role 
requires the individual to talk the most, always have the final word, 
have all the answers and push for decisions of their persuasion. In our 
experience, this kind of behavior derives from a place of fear or 
narcissism and is almost never productive. It hampers the kind of 
discussion needed to draw out the greatest insights from board 
members that lead to better performance. 
 
One executive we interviewed talked about seeking a decision to a 
proposed change to the company’s remuneration strategy. 

 
“The chairman acted as though he had been appointed by god. 
Rather than trust the expert report, which had been developed 
by experts, endorsed by senior management and validated by 
the HR steering committee, he decided to chop and change the 
numbers then and there. He completely dominated the entire 
board session. The changes were sweeping and resulted in non-
performing employees being paid bonuses. The salary distortions 
took 3 years to correct.” 

 
Problem 2 – Lack of board discipline 
These are the boards that don’t meet regularly (including last minute 
cancellations), fail to stick to an agenda, overlook lack of 
preparedness by some board members, don’t allow enough time for 
robust discussions, fail to keep minutes, and the list goes on. Being a 
board member is a serious role that demands serious commitment. 
 

One oil industry expert lamented the impact on her time as a 
result of her board membership. On this board, the CEO 
frequently cancelled meetings at the last moment or delayed 
them by a few hours with less than five minutes’ notice. Often, a 
WhatsApp message would arrive as she sat in the boardroom 
waiting for the meeting to begin. Planning became a real 
challenge. 
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When a Chairperson allows frequent cancellations, it sends a 
message. This is not important. I am disorganized. And I don’t respect 
people’s time. 
 
 
Problem 3 – Incorrect priorities 
Boards are strategic. They should discuss strategic matters including 
“where do we want to go”, “how are we doing”, “what needs to be 
done to course correct”, “what could trip us over”, and “have we given 
the management team enough resources (expertise, funds, assets) to 
do what needs to be done”. Why, then, do many boards spend time 
discussing less important matters? 
 

The board of a large real estate developer once spent an hour 
discussing whether to charge a fee for the use of public toilets. 
While amusing at the time (toilet jokes), on reflection, this was 
not a priority for the board – and considering the seniority of the 
board members their time would have been better spent 
discussing strategies to deal with funding issues and 
disappointing project returns. 

 
There is a time and place for having fun and bonding. However, 
board members need to be aware of the business’ priorities. It is a 
major responsibility being a board member, as many stakeholders 
rely on the performance and decisions of boards, particularly 
employees and their families. That fact alone should be enough to 
keep board members laser focused. 
 
 
Problem 4 – Forgetting about values 
Some boards rarely discuss their values. What are they? How are they 
being demonstrated? What do we do if they are breached? If this is 
not of interest to the board, then why would it be of interest to 
anyone else in the company? 
 

In one UAE organization whose company values included 
transparency, a sub-committee of the board was apprised of the 
unfortunate details of fraud perpetrated by a charismatic long-
term employee. The facts were clear despite lack of access to the 



7 
 

 

necessary evidence to bring to court. Following deliberations, the 
committee agreed on the immediate dismissal of the 
perpetrator. Later the individual was reinstated in a unilateral 
decision by the Chairman. No reasons were disclosed. It was 
made clear the matter should be dropped. 

 
Situations like the case above send a resounding message around an 
organization – our values aren’t worth the paper they are written on. 
Following this incident two top performing executive board 
members choose to leave the organization rather than compromise 
their values by silently endorsing questionable practices. 
 
Problem 5 – Failure to ask enough of the right questions 
Boards make big decisions that affect the growth of the company 
and the future livelihood of employees and their families. When 
board members do not trust each other, one of two things happen – 
not enough questions are asked, or the questions that are asked are 
loaded with preconceptions and bias. 
 

One senior HR leader talked about being instructed to support 
the implementation of a new initiative, which was to involve 
recruiting a new employee and providing them with project 
equity. Board approval had been given. It didn’t take long for this 
executive to realise that the entire business case hinged on one 
external individual coming onboard. The board had approved the 
proposal without detecting two key risks – firstly, the individual 
lacked enthusiasm and the proposed legal structure was 
unworkable. 

  
Failing to adequately test a proposal can lead to embarrassment and 
losses. Board’s should always ask if the right opinions been sought 
from key areas including finance, legal, HR, IT, compliance, and so on. 
 
 
Problem 6 – Lack of dissent and/or honest feedback 
Dissent is healthy provided the discussions are respectful, 
transparent and fair. The ‘devil’s advocate’ can be important and a 
lack of dissent can be a real problem. In the Middle East, we see a 
unique issue that arises from the fact that not only is an employee’s 
livelihood tied to their role, so is their visa, their family’s visa, 
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schooling, medical insurance, etc. The stakes are high. At what point 
do executive board members stop raising legitimate concerns about 
business decisions for fear of personal loss? The second key reason 
for lack of dissent is a board environment that allows members to be 
‘shot down’. The regional culture is pervaded by the notion that the 
senior-most person is always right and cannot be questioned – this is 
a major risk to organization performance. 
 

Several years’ ago, a successful Dubai based entity publicly 
announced its decision to embark on an ambitious project. 
According to an insider, the project had not been approved by 
the board. In fact, the feasibility had not even commenced, and 
the anticipated funding needed would overstretch the entity’s 
cash position. When the numbers failed to stack up several 
executive board members repeatedly voiced their concerns. 
Following multiple failed attempts by several board members to 
steer the organization toward a more sensible investment they 
all went silent. Why? It became clear that dissent was 
unwelcome, and they wanted to keep their jobs. They put their 
heads down and focused on their own objectives – while 
hundreds of millions of dirhams were wasted. 

 
Cases like the above happen all over the corporate world. In these 
board cultures, opinions are welcome when the stakes are low, but 
often rejected when the stakes are high. 
 
 
Problem 7 – Failure to see people as the greatest company asset 
Some companies delegate the biggest decisions about organization 
culture to poorly structured/non-diverse HR sub-committees. Why 
don’t more companies add the head of HR as a member of the key 
decision-making body? Why doesn’t the agenda show more priority 
toward initiatives that involve creating a more fulfilling, high 
performance culture. 
 

One GCC firm with over 300+ employees was embarking on a 
major culture transformation. The board agreed it was the right 
time to recognize the impact of people and leadership skills on 
the organisation’s results. The board worked with the head of HR 
to align competencies and values with its mission and vision and 
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approved an investment in a leadership academy for all layers of 
leadership. Yet two years later several executive board members 
and many of their direct reports had failed to complete the 
program. They were not called to account on their failure to lead 
by example. 

 
We see many senior executives and board members, particularly in 
the UAE, who think they are ‘beyond’ the need for leadership 
development. They see themselves as different and ‘above it all’. They 
are usually the worst leaders in the organization. They send a clear 
message to employees – do as I say not as I do. 
 
 
Problem 8 – Reversing decisions 
Some boards make and unmake decisions all too frequently. There is 
nothing wrong with changing direction, provided it doesn’t happen 
too often, and isn’t the result of indecisiveness. There is no greater 
destabilizer to an organization than flip-flopping decision making. 
 

A large family owned conglomerate in the UAE spent four years 
changing their minds multiple times about whether to sell or 
lease a large residential development. Project feasibilities were 
done. Board sign off was given and then revoked. Feasibilities 
were redone. Sales teams were mobilised and de-mobilised. 
Marketing materials were produced and shelved. According to 
one executive there was a widely held view that it was the 
prerogative of the owner to decide, but the result was massive 
turnover at senior levels. The best performers, who were there to 
perform, chose to leave this unstable environment.   

 
 
Problem 9 – Lack of diverse inputs 
Many boards lack diversity. We often look at this from a gender 
perspective, but boards also lack diversity in age, nationality and 
experience. And many boards fail to invite members of the leadership 
team to present their proposals for review. The board can become 
very inward looking in these circumstances. 
 

Between 2013 and 2018 a semi government organization in the 
UAE had achieved a 45% gender balance on their executive 
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board. Within six months of the CEO being replaced, the new 
leader had removed all other females from the board. Despite the 
organization making a public commitment to the United Nations 
Women Empowerment Principles, the board did not stand by its 
own targets or reporting on diversity. 

 
We don’t need to look far to find an example of an organization, that 
gives the appearance of being outwardly committed to diversity and 
is inwardly failing. 
 
 
Problem 10 – Lack of process 
Boards should be flexible enough to ensure necessary discussions 
take place. However, board members and invitees should be made 
aware of the board’s policies and processes. Some boards do not 
have a document setting out the terms of reference, including roles, 
responsibilities and decision-making processes. Many boards do not 
follow a set of guidelines for presenting a board paper and/or 
business case. 
 

One senior business leader described his astonishment during an 
IT committee meeting. He explained that two years earlier the 
committee had approved an investment in a technology 
platform, welcoming it as a significant new revenue stream. The 
platform failed to thrive, and as project sponsor proposed to 
terminate further investment. Part way through, he was 
interrupted by another board member, who claimed the project 
had never had board support, implying the presenter had 
proceeded unilaterally. Fortunately for him the board minutes 
were clear – the project had been endorsed by all members. 
However, trust was broken and never recovered. 

 
Board members must respect board process. In this case, it was 
unacceptable for the board member to take part in a vote of approval 
and later pretend it hadn’t happened. 
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Clear is kind. 
Unclear is 

unkind. 
Brene Brown 

 
 



12 
 

 

How do we create effective boards? 
 
The Board Effectiveness Matrix is based on the two key dimensions of 
growth and discipline. The goal for all board’s should be to reach 
Sustainable Growth. 
 
Growth Focus 

• Strategy 
• Leadership 

 
Discipline Focus 

• Governance 
• Logistics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Sustainable 
Growth 

Danger  

High Level of 
Growth Focus 

Low Level of 
Growth Focus 

Low Level of 
Discipline 

High Level of 
Discipline 

Stagnate  

Unfocused 
Growth 
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What is changeosity leadership? 
We believe that great leadership is the primary key to great business 
performance. All our programs are underpinned by the pillars of 
changeosity leadership – and experience tells us they are 
fundamental contributors to making corporate life better for 
everyone, which in turn helps businesses to grow, change and 
succeed. We’ve seen it happen. We’ve made it happen. 
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Real life experiences 
 
We asked senior executives and private equity investors, based in the 
GCC, to answer the following question; “Thinking about the most 
effective board you have sat on, what are the top 3 reasons the board 
performed so well?” The answers were revealing. 
 
 

A collective of 
deeply self-aware 
individuals that 
are not chasing 
personal agendas. 
Senior Finance 
Executive, 
Pharmaceutical 
 
 
 
 

 
“The most effective boards I have participated in comprise members 
with a high degree of common sense. Its as simple as that.” 
Non-executive director, international business association 
 
“There are companies that do not appropriately delegate decision-
making power. These boards have a lot on their agenda and usually 
the decision-making process is extremely long and slow. Modern day 
companies need a fast response to opportunities and boards should 
be enabled to react.” 
International business development executive, reporting to boards 
globally 
 
We heard very interesting insights from one board member who has 
sat on large private and public sector boards in the UAE. He had five 
key messages for board members. 
“Firstly, the board must have terms of reference that are different 
from the management committees. So, if the CEO and her team are 
in the cockpit, the Board is the Air Traffic Control or even the Aviation 
regulator. 
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Secondly, at no point should the (non-executive) board have the 
impression that it is supposed to run the company.  
 
Thirdly, effective boards should do the blue-sky strategy stuff as well 
as the nitty gritty of risk, audit, and compensation committees. Too 
often board members tend to be all generals who balk at the details 
and that often leads to governance failures. 
 
Fourthly, most board members tend to focus an indiscriminate 
amount of time and energy on budgets. This is simply because they 
think this what they should be doing. Board members should be 
trained in their duties and priorities. 
 
Finally, diversity in all its forms helps board perform better. More 
women, more independents, more non industry members, a variety 
of nationalities, ethnicities etc. all help in making boards effective. 
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How does it work? 
The changeosity board effectiveness program centres on three 
simple premises – identify what doesn’t work and stop doing it; 
identify what does work and keep doing it and identify what is 
missing and start doing it. 
 
Who is involved? 
The entire board needs to willingly participate with a wholehearted 
commitment to identifying and addressing areas for improvement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the role of the coach? 
Typically, the coach will attend several board meetings, initially as a 
silent observer, later transitioning into a background role which 
involves a post meeting review, and where needed, subtle 
intervention to support more effective discussions and decision 
making. The coach does not contribute to the technical discussions 
and decisions during the meeting, as doing so would compromise 
the coach’s independence. 
 
The board coach adheres to the highest levels of confidentiality and 
will never disclose any information about the workings of a board. For 
marketing purposes, changeosity may request permission to disclose 
the names of the companies with whom we are working. 
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5Ds of Board Effectiveness 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is a simple and effective way of creating a cycle of continuous 
improvement. The board should view the program as an ongoing 
cycle of improvements, aiming to take on manageable 
improvements in each cycle and conscientiously tracking outcomes. 
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The 5Ds explained 
 
Phase Tools Result 
Discover 
This phase focusses on identifying 
what works, what doesn’t and 
what’s missing. The aim is to 
uncover ‘the why?’. The board 
coach administers the 
assessments and provides ‘one-
pager’ feedback. 

Self-Assessment 
Questionnaire 
 
In-boardroom 
observation 

A clear 
understanding of the 
overall board 
effectiveness gaps. 

Discuss 
This phase concentrates of 
getting views and concerns in the 
open, discussing the findings and 
selecting key priorities. 

One-hour coach-
guided discussion 
 
Individual and 
board level report 

A better 
understanding of 
how each board 
member feels about 
the board dynamics 

Decide 
The focus of this phase is to 
decide the 5-6 SMART 
effectiveness improvement goals 
for the next 6 to 12 months. This is 
the board effectiveness action 
plan. 

SMART Action 
Planner 

A clear action plan 
for addressing key 
gaps 

Design 
In some cases, the board will need 
to design new ways of doing 
things. During this phase new 
processes, policies and templates 
will be designed, reviewed and 
approved. religiously 

Charter, Agenda, 
Huddle, 
Keep/Stop/Start, 
Terms of Ref, 
Importance test, 
Decision reversal 
test 

Several approved 
documents that 
provided greater 
structure and 
discipline 

Deliver 
The board puts into practice its 
agreed plan. The coach provides 
feedback and encouragement as 
the board adopts new ways of 
doing things. 

Coach feedback 
form 
 
Participant 
feedback form 

Ongoing 
improvement 
opportunities 
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About changeosity 

We are a bespoke advisory firm based in Dubai. 
Our three founders have over 70 years of 
international Fortune 500 experience in 50 
countries, including 30 years in the GCC. 
 
Together, we have delivered highly profitable 
and award-winning transformation in the 
Middle East.  Our proven results-driven model 
transforms leadership, culture, strategy and 
decision-making to create sustainable growth 
and purpose. 


