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So, You Want To Be 
A Startup Director?

Many boardroom skills required by startups are 
different from those by established corporate 
directors. A new SID professional development 
programme can help aspiring and new startup 
directors be boardroom ready. 

Incumbent and startups are often viewed as 
contrasting organisations. 

A mature corporation is often likened to an 
elephant – a behemoth that is not the most nimble 
and usually slow to react to change. It has the 
advantages of access to resources and advice, and 
often already has a widely recognised profile and 
an established market niche. 

A startup on the other hand comes closer to a 
rabbit – agile and deft, yet not necessarily big 
on resources and is more vulnerable in the 
open field.

The role and emphasis of the board, and the 
skills and attributes required of board members 
of a corporate and a startup, are therefore, 
understandably different.

What makes startup boards different?
Much has been written of the requirements of the 
role of boards and directors of mature companies. 
The question is how similar or different should 
a board of a startup be.

• Should startup directors be like their 
organisations: agile, nimble and make speedy 
decisions on the fly? 

• Should their main focus be fundraising, which 
is every startup’s critical lifeline?

• Do independent directors matter or are they 
needed at all?

• For that matter, how much governance is 
needed when a startup is simply struggling to 
survive?

The answers, however, are not as straightforward. 

The fact is that startups go through different 
stages of growth – often times more so and more 
rapidly than mature organisations. The role of 
the board and requirements of directors differ 
at each stage. (See “Getting the Right Board for 
Startups”, page 62.)

At first, raising capital and selling product may 
take precedence over all else – maybe even over 
items of governance. And an early stage board 
made up of founders, angels and venture capitalists 
may be more focused on an exit than on long term 
sustainability and complying with regulation.

However, a point will be reached where 
independent directors will add significant value, 
effectiveness and credibility to the board. This 
will be important to attracting both additional 
capital and talent, and to guiding and mentoring 
the CEO as the company expands.

SID startup director course 
To help new and aspiring directors of startups 
understand their roles, SID will be launching a full-
day course for startup directors in August 2018. 
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This course will provide a broad-based 
understanding of what directors, startup 
founders and new business owners need to know 
about the best practices for establishing and 
growing startups, the essentials of corporate 
governance and fundraising, and their implications 
for business strategies. 

Structured like a startup boot-camp, there 
will be interactive sessions with mentors from 
government agencies and the investor community. 
They will share their knowledge and experience 
and hold brainstorming sessions with participants 
on business models and fundraising. The panel 
discussions will highlight founder-investor success 
stories and unique challenges of startups. 

The course content will include:
• An explanation of the startup ecosystem, 

and the unique roles and responsibilities of a 
startup board;

• Key components of a startup constitution and 
board governance structure;

• Key risk management and internal control 
parameters;

• Gaps that can undermine investor confidence, 
and the limits and constraints that startup 
founders must work with to protect, grow and 
guide the startup for a long-term perspective; and

• Fundraising options for startups.

While it is true that a startup will need to call 
on different director skills at different stages 
of growth, there are some essential board 
responsibilities that will apply throughout. 
Most particularly, these include all aspects of 
governance, and the course has a section dealing 
with the regulatory environment, the roles and 
responsibilities of startup founders, parts played 
by government bodies such as ACRA, IRAS and 
MAS, and a review of corporate governance in a 
startup vis-a-vis mature companies.

Given that funding is crucial to a startup’s 
success, there will be comprehensive coverage 

of the different modes of funding: seed, angel, 
VC, Series A/B/C rounds (private equity), and 
tips for approaching the investor community. 
Grants that are available through Enterprise 
Singapore and other government bodies will also 
be reviewed.

Finally, the board is ultimately accountable for the 
performance of the company. 

Given how the board is ultimately accountable 
for a company’s performance, the course will 
address key components of financial management 
for startups. Topics that will be touched on 
include financial reporting fundamentals for 
the board and regulatory bodies, term sheet 
fundamentals for structuring business proposals, 
and the importance of equity and control at every 
stage of funding.

For SID members who are interested to be 
involved as directors in startups, or who have 
already begun their startup career, this is an 
outstanding opportunity to understand what is 
required, what it takes, and what will keep them 
buoyant in challenging times.

Startup Director
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