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Executive Summary 
In many countries, the role of the chair is evolving. In all organizations, it is vital. 

Today there’s no shortage of prescriptions. But behind the guidelines, the task is 

filled with challenges. The Amrop Global Board Practice uncovers nine of them. 

The Challenge of the Black Box 

Success Can Breed Secrecy 

The Challenge of the Two Hats 

Two in One No Longer Flies 

The Challenge of the Forester 

Chairs and Dead Wood  

The Challenge of the Sounding Board 

One Hand Clapping 

The Challenge of Distance and Closeness 

Guide, Don’t Smother 
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The Challenge of the Warm Fire 

The Cost of Failure 

The Challenge of the Dominant Owner 

Legacy Problems  

 

 

 

The Challenge of Future and Past 

Growing Pains 

The Challenge of the Tightrope Walker 

Leader and Organizer 
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In Conclusion 

More than ever the chair is an essential component of successful companies. Preety Kumar is clear. 

“You can’t mandate governance. Unless you have a very strong enforcement, ultimately it depends 

on the quality of the chair and how well he or she uses the board.”  

 

For a position demanding such dynamism, it requires humility to allow the CEO to take most of the 

credit – so this is a job for an accomplished and mindful person. There is a trend for choosing a new 

type of effective chairman who enables good governance. Someone competency based, who can 

make time available but who is not fully dependent on that board assignment.  

 

Fredy Hausammann lays out the job description. The new breed of chair “is not too close to the 

company, or the stakeholders, but is close enough to understand; not too dominant in personality, 

with a good level of self reflection so they know what they can and can’t do.”  

In short, the role of chair is one of the most difficult to fill well. In the right hands, it 

is the most subtly important of any company. 

 

Read on for the full article. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

        The Challenging Role of Chairs:  

 

 

5 
 

 

 

 

Are You Sitting Comfortably? 
The Challenging Role of Chairs 

What does a modern chair do? Not so long ago, he or she was often a ceremonial 

figure, especially when that ceremony was a long lunch with the inner circle.  

 

Today, there’s no shortage of prescriptions. The UK’s Corporate Governance code, 

which influences much of the international thinking, is clear. But behind the 

guidelines, the chairman’s role is one with traps and pitfalls. In many countries, it is 

evolving. In all organizations, it is vital. 

Success Can Breed Secrecy 
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Two in One No Longer Flies 

 

 

Chairs and Dead Wood  

The Chairman 

The chairman is responsible for leadership of the board and ensuring its effectiveness on all aspects of 

its role.  

 

Supporting Principles  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Today it’s a given that the 

CFO has a sparring partner at 

board level, namely, the 

Head of the Audit 

Committee. But if you look at 

other disciplines, many roles 

don’t have a sparring partner 

like that at non-executive  

board level.”  
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One Hand Clapping 
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Guide, Don’t Smother 

The Cost of Failure 

 

 

 

 

“The chair, instead of challenging the owners, who were 

slaughtering the company, rather relaxed into simply being 

chair of a listed company and enjoyed himself. The balance 

sheet over time became an anorectic and they couldn’t 

invest in the digital sphere of their business.” 
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Legacy Problems  

                                                 
 

 

“An over-dominant owner may want to retain authority in running the board  

and curtail its power.” 
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Leader and Organizer 

 

“The Japanese chairman 

of twenty years ago was 

purely ceremonial. He 

was practically retired. 

But these days the 

‘chairman’ title is more 

important and he is 

more active.” 
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To conclude 

In short, the role of chair is one of the most difficult to fill well. In the right hands, it 

is the most subtly important of any company. 

“We identified five factors which determine a successful board: 

‘diversity’, ‘well-functioning committees’, ‘sound communication 

between non-executive and executive boards’, and ‘fair compensation’. 

High on the list was ‘a ‘capable chairman’.  
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Question Catalogue  

Are You Sitting Comfortably? Let’s begin… 

Diagnostics 
Even if the financials are flourishing, what could your board be missing? What could be 

blocking an honest review? 
When it comes to the role of chairs in facilitating a dynamic, forward looking and self 

questioning board, what challenges or ‘pains’ do you experience, as an organization, or 
as a chair?  

 

Role Clarity 
If your board is in the process of separating the roles of chair and CEO, what measures 

or advice are being taken to define the scope of these roles? 
 

Hiring 
Thinking ahead to the search for your next chair, what shift will be needed in designing 

the role profile and candidate pool? 
When designing that role profile, how can your board synthesize fresh and forward 

looking thinking with the wisdom of experience?  
What could be the benefit of seeking a truly independent chair?  

 

Onboarding and ongoing 
What would you recommend chairs do in their first 100 days to set the course for 

success? 

How about tenure? When is it time for a chair to step down? 

How do you ensure a chair remains able to self-assess, self-regulate, and remain 

objective over time? As a chair, how do you remain sharp? 
 

Walking the Line 
How can chairs ensure harmony, compromise and consensus, without slipping into 
groupthink or ‘kindly hypocrisy’?  

What is the difference between apparent, and true consensus? 

How to engage a seasoned board in assessing and improving performance in a way 

that surfaces uncomfortable truths?  
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