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High Performing Boards:
Transcending good governance
By
BOB ARCINIAGA and ALAN HEPBURN

High Impact Boards transition from a compliance and regulatory focus to a growth and
strategy focus. They are more proactive and engage with management on future initiatives.

I

n our work with boards, we have found that
the highly successful ones around the world
have implemented a powerful paradigm
shift in their board processes. They have
transitioned from a focus on traditional good
governance practices which are often centred
around compliance, and elevated the focus of the
board to a more strategic level.
While this might not be new, it is still very
uncommon in practice. Many boards may think
that they have made this transition successfully
because they are no longer solely focused on
conformance and now providing insights on
strategic issues. While that may be true, it still does
not constitute a migration to a High Impact Board.
High Impact Boards are those that become a
strategic and competitive asset to their organisations.
Surveys on this subject and our data show that:

• The majority of board members want to create
value for the boards on which they serve.

• Most executive teams would like to leverage
their boards to help them accelerate the
business.
• Shareholders are no longer satisfied with
boards that focus on a "reports"-based board
model. They expect the board to support the
executive team's ability to increase the value
of their investment.
			
While there is general alignment in most companies
around these board expectations, the issue is that
the current "traditional" board model often yields
a different outcome than what most shareholders,
board members, and executive teams want from
their board processes.
Our analysis of over 1,200 boards from companies
around the world in 2015 demonstrates this fact.
Only 16 per cent of respondents (board members,
shareholders and executive team members) would
consider their boards “High Impact Boards” based
on a subjective view of the strategic value that
their boards generated for the business.
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This does not imply that boards are doing
a bad job (although 42 per cent might want to
rethink their board processes). What this data
does demonstrate is that the traditional way that
boards have operated may have worked for the
expectations of the past, but this is no longer an
optimal solution to accelerate business models
in a complex and rapidly changing business
environment.
In a May 2016 Harvard Business Review article,
“Boards Aren’t the Right Way to Monitor
Companies”, the authors concluded, after
analysing nearly 300 research articles, that it is
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unreasonable to expect boards to be able to do an
adequate job at ongoing monitoring. Their study
found significant barriers at the director, board,
and firm levels that prevent them from being
effective monitors.

Key attributes of a High Impact Board

The obvious question is: what actions are being
implemented that High Impact Boards are
utilising to go beyond traditional governance and
provide greater value for the shareholders? There
are some common attributes that we consistently
see on these boards that are generalised in the
following diagram.
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These are obviously generalities, and there is a lot
more data that we collected that addresses each
one of the attributes more directly.
For example, many boards would not consider
themselves “compliance or regulatory focused”
since they do have a lot of strategic discussions
in their meetings. However, the operative word
here is “focused”.
The best way to judge whether board meeting is
more strategic or compliance focused would be to
analyse the topics of the most recent and typical
board meeting agenda. Are the topics more focused
on what has happened in the past (what has been
done) or are they focused on future initiatives and
opportunities (what is going to happen)?
An objective way to analyse this is to calculate
the time that is spent talking about these different
topics and see where the bulk of the agenda time
is concentrated. High Impact Boards are between
60 per cent and as much as 88 per cent of their
time focused on future initiatives.
One of the primary attributes of High Impact
Boards that is different from the traditional
board model is a much higher engagement factor
among the board members and executive teams.
This leads to a more “proactive” board where the
board members are constantly thinking of ways
to help the executive team accomplish their goals.
Many boards are provided information that they
react to, but proactive boards have the ability
to anticipate many of the needs of the executive
team and provide ideas, advice, and resources to
address future strategic initiatives. This leads to
board members taking a more proactive role in
trying to help the company by providing helpful
ideas without having to be asked.

Benefits of moving to a High Impact Board
A common comment that we hear from companies
around the world is that their boards are performing

“well” or even “pretty good.” The idea being
that while the board may not be considered
High Impact, it is also not dysfunctional or
underperforming in any way, so why make any
changes? There are many benefits that can be
generated in making the transition that can go far
beyond a more efficient board process.
The primary benefit that is often realised is an
acceleration of the strategic direction of the
company with the board’s help and advice.
High Impact Boards play a more proactive role
in helping the executive team achieve their
objectives a year earlier, or at a higher gross or
net profit percentage, or higher revenues. This
often exceeds the expectations of the executive
team and the shareholders. It is illogical to think
that a CEO could only plan for a “pretty good”
performance. Similarly, most shareholders and
CEOs are expecting that their boards have to
perform at a higher level than “pretty good”.
This often leads to a secondary but equally
powerful benefit: when a High Impact Board
takes on a greater responsibility to proactively
support the executive team in accelerating the
strategic initiatives of the organisation, those are
actions that can be tracked.
There is a concentrated push in many high
functioning boards around the world to
accurately account for the “value” that a board
is generating for an organisation relative to the
cost of the board. This is very hard to do with
boards that are focused on more regulatory and
compliance activities. However, this is much
easier to do when a board is focused on growth
initiatives. This leads to a more objective board
evaluation process where “High Impact” can
often be quantified.

Bob Arciniaga is the Founder of Advisory Board
Architects (ABA) and Alan Hepburn is the
Managing Partner of ABA Asia based in Singapore.
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