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Professor Andrew Kakabadse
European Business catches up with

to discuss  the Board Directors Programme at Henley Business School and how it 
facilitates board members to create and deliver value to the team, the company 
and the shareholders. He previously led a major £2 million global study of 
boardroom eff ec  veness and governance prac  ce.

 The Board Director’s Programme 
is based on impressive research 
amongst 5500 boards in 23 
countries.  What were the big-
gest challenges in the crea  on 
process?  What was the best 
lesson that you’ve learned along 
the way? 

The original research was with top 
teams, and had we had not conducted 
that research we may not have appre-
ciated some of the tensions and prob-
lems that management face. The total 
number of top teams and boards is 

now well over 19,500 across 43 coun-
tries, and we have conducted approx-
imately 15 surveys over the last 20 
years. The challenge is while board 
directors may know exactly what’s 
going on, so few act. We found that 
organisa  ons tended to pursue a strat-
egy, strongly championed by a small 
group of people. If that strategy was 
not then opened up to scru  ny prob-
lems arose. When concerns surfaced 
and we were approached to address 
these problems, we gained maximum 
insight into what was going wrong. It 
o  en centred on rela  onships on the 

board, with various people afraid to 
raise issues. Organisa  ons can over-
compensate on compliance and by so 
doing allow a compliance mentality to 
take hold. Unless the company has a 
gi  ed chair, board members can take 
the opportunity not to be held respon-
sible for addressing the challenges all 
wish them to face. In contrast those 
organisa  ons with a stewardship men-
tality do consistently better. There 
may not be huge growth, but it is 
steady, sustainable and secure. The 
balance between compliance/control 
and stewardship/ facilita  on is key. 
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 As you’ve once men  oned, the 
Board Director’s Programme 
concentrates on what seems to 
work.  What aspects do you see 
as the vital ones for developing 
the strategic alignment in the 
boardroom? 

There are so many courses that are 
essentially about role and compli-
ance, but there is little about the 
reality of what that company is like, 
the reality of the rela  onships on the 
board, the reality of what to do with 
a board that is divided on vision. So, 
the stewardship side, which can make 
or break a company, is why we focus 
our Master’s degree in Board Prac-
tice and Directorship (MABPD) on 
this topic. Our purpose is to enable 
board members to become far be  er 
stewards. The content, includes risk, 
reputa  on, fi nance, communica  ons, 
coaching and resilience. These issues 
are talked about but we take them to 
greater depth. We use psychomet-
rics instruments on our Programme 
so that people can walk away with a 
real understanding, not only of their 
strengths and weaknesses, but appre-
cia  ng that there is no one ‘X factor’ 
solu  on. Each way forward is unique 
to each company. Addi  onally, many 
board members give mixed messages 
because of market changes. So, what 
they said in September may not be 
true in April, and this can cause con-
fusion and a loss of trust. How one 
deals with these inconsistencies and 
still remain authentic when being 
pulled and pushed in various ways is 
the holy grail of enhancing board and 
director performance. 

 The Programme contains diff er-
ent experts from various indus-
tries. Could you tell us a bit more 
about the speakers and contrib-
utors that take part? 

The idea is to expose the par  cipants 
to as many ideas as possible and to 
create new knowledge. We have 
access to people who have high expe-
rience of boards, who have credibility 
but who are also academically knowl-
edgeable about meeting academic 
standards. The coaching, counselling 
and developing of board directors 

is crucial, as unbelievably in our UK 
survey, over 85% of board directors 
could not tell you what is the compet-
i  ve advantage of their fi rm. That on 
its own tells me something about the 
poor understanding board directors 
have of their own organisa  on.

 In your opinion, are there any 
specifi c competencies or capa-
bili  es that are more important 
than others that board directors 
should be able to display? How 
does the Board Director’s Pro-
gramme help develop them? 

We have done work on this and one 
of them is IQ. Each director has to be 

able to make sense of the massive 
amount of data that comes to their 
way, and must develop a na  ve intel-
ligence to come up with the compel-
ling argument. IQ capacity is in high 
demand. The second is poli  cal skills. 
You do need an EQ sensi  vity, but 
the board is not a team. The board is 
a mee  ng place of varied interests. 
The poli  cal quo  ent (PQ) to under-
stand how to negotiate, maintain 
rela  onships and be clear about the 
agenda you and others are trying to 
push is cri  cal. That PQ skill is about 
nego  a  ng the impossible into the 
possible. The third key requirement 
is resilience. Board members need 
to be emotionally tough, to soak 
up pressure, show calm and s  ll be 
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humble, thinking and considerate 
but underneath this must be a depth 
of resilience (RQ). Within all of the 
sessions and workshops, all these Qs 
are integral. Boards speak a lot about 
ethics but the actual prac  ce is min-
imal. The moral quo  ent (MQ) drops 
in terms of ac  on. Reputa  on is so 
important and that’s why we have a 
whole section dedicated to it, and 
how to defend it. 

 There are two Board Director’s 
Programmes: the Introduc  on to 
Boards Programme and the fi rst 
Master’s Degree for prac  sing 
board directors.  What are the 
main diff erences between them? 
In your opinion, what are the 
main things that make these Pro-
grammes really eff ec  ve? 

There are two courses available at 
Henley – a 2-day course and the 
Master’s Degree. The big diff erence 
is that the 2-day execu  ve educa-
 on programme has no exams, no 

assessment. The Master’s Degree 
Programme, the fi rst in the world for 
board directors, takes up to 5 years 
and it is split into 3 parts. There is 
the cer  fi cate part, the diploma part 
and the Master’s Degree which is 
about undertaking a project exam-
ining challenges faced by each can-
didate’s board. The cer  fi cate is 3 
modules, fi nance, risk and a board 
dynamics and leadership module. On 
the diploma side we have coaching, 
reputa  on and board informa  on/
communica  on. With all each can-
didate must write a paper, complete 
a case study and share experiences 
with their team. Each candidate 
must pass each module in order to 
continue. If the individual passes, 
they receive a university approved 
qualifi ca  on leading ul  mately to a 
Master’s Degree. Why do all this? 
The market is changing and board 
directors are increasingly going to 
be held to account. So, when in dif-
fi culty they will need a defence, and 
in court they can say ‘I have been 
professionally trained’. The board 
director role will sooner or later be 
professionalised, so certificates of 
attendance, with no independent 
assessment, will no longer suffi  ce. 

 The Boards Director’s Pro-
gramme covers many diff erent 
topics — from how to maximize 
the compe   ve advantage for 
sustainable success to the impor-
tance of corporate, social and 
community responsibility.  What 
is your favourite objec  ve of the 
en  re Programme and why? 

There is one clear objective. As a 
board member you must be able to 
state what value you bring to the 
board and to the organisa  on. To do 
that you must understand the busi-
ness of the organisa  on, you have to 
understand where the weaknesses 
lie, and you need to understand the 
culture. The MABPD Programme 
allows each candidate to consider 
how they deliver real value. Cur-
rently few directors are required to 
do that. Our detailed research has 
revealed that in the UK there was 
not one company where the man-
agement respected their board. The 
underra  ng of the board director’s 
performance by top management was 
40%. The one reason that stood out 
was that the board was viewed as 
out of touch. This needs to change 
and the Board Director’s Programme 
is designed to assist much better 
engagement between the board and 
the management. 

 Let’s talk about the future. In 
your opinion, how will the corpo-
rate governance sector evolve 
over the next 5, 10 years? 

 Governance is going to become ever 
more prominent and important. The 
public confidence in politicians, in 
management, in leaders is dropping 
fast. Partly it’s their doing and partly 
it’s the changing nature of the mar-
kets and disruptive technologies. 
There are many complexi  es but the 
only way to handle them is to have 
a process which enables manage-
ment or gets rid of management but 
based on sound evidence. Boards 
and governance are going to become 
ever more important because the 
problems that we are facing are 
more complex, more demanding and 
more unpredictable. Yet, the way we 
are going about governance is s  ll 
focused on compliance. So, we have 
all the procedures, the processes and 
the protocols on the board, essen-
 ally  cking boxes, when what we 

need more of is, stewardship. The 
implica  on of all of these changes 
is that board members need to 
spend more time in the company 
and through the insights they gain 
respond faster and more eff ec  vely 
to challenges and thus become bet-
ter stewards.


