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Introduction
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The not-for-profit sector in Western Australia is

facing a vastly changing environment.

Organisations must understand their position

within the community to ensure they continue to

strengthen the community they serve. Chairs need

to lead boards in cultivating an inspiring vision

for these organisations and leading the delivery

of that vision.

There is no legal definition for the role of the

chair on a board. However, it is widely understood

that the chair:

This e-book was developed following interviews

with a range of experienced chairpersons within

WA who have led diverse and effective boards. It

ensures their lessons on leadership and

facilitation can be shared. The questions asked in

the interviews focused on effective board

decision-making and strategies to engage all

members on a diverse board in the most effective

manner to reach the best outcome for the

organisation.

The insights that emerged from the interviews

are broadly grouped in the topics of: advice for

new chairs, the role of the chair, board

composition, effective decision-making, and

diversity on boards.

Our findings indicate that diversity is broadly

viewed in terms of perspective, skills and

experience, where demographic factors can

provide the means to this end. Ultimately,

diversity is considered critical to effective

decision-making and successful outcomes for an

organisation.

Serves as the board's figurehead and as a link

between the board and the CEO;

Manages – or ‘chairs’ – meetings; and

Takes a leading role in keeping the vision

alive, setting the organisation's course and

monitoring its direction, and for ensuring that

proper procedures are in place (Institute of

Community Directors Australia).
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As an experienced strategy and governance

consultant, it is unsurprising that John Barrington

was approached to undertake the role of Chair for

one of Western Australia’s largest and leading

not-for-profit organisations, Anglicare WA.

Although he was approached, John said his

interest in the organisation and alignment to his

values was very important in confirming the

appointment. Anglicare is proactive in human

services and not just an emergency relief

organisation, which John found very appealing.

John explains that, as a Chairman, it is most

important to know what the board needs to

achieve on behalf or for the organisation, and

how to ensure the board meets these objectives.

John refers to Dr John Carver’s Policy Governance

Model, which places a strong focus on the ‘ends’

or issues of organisational purpose rather than

the ‘means’. The chair needs to be clear on the

issues that will have the most significant impact,

positively or negatively, on the organisation’s

purpose. A chair then needs to consider, ‘What do

you need to do to further develop the

composition of the board to meet the strategic

needs of the organisation?’ 

John Barrington is Managing Director of Barrington

Consulting Group and has over 20 years of management

consulting experience at board and executive levels. He

has been Chairman of Anglicare WA since 2009 and Chair

of Perth International Arts Festival since April 2015. John

is recognised nationally as a specialist in the Argenti

System of Strategic Planning. 
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John Barrington

A chair needs to be clear on the issues
that will have the most significant impact,
positively or negatively, on the
organisation's purpose.

The chair acts as a facilitator in board
meetings, drawing out all views around
the table.

A diverse board can be somewhat more
challenging to manage, but results in
better decision-making and performance.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  JOHN BARRINGTON  



Once strategic issues are established, the chair

needs to identify the skills and capabilities

required around the boardroom table at that

point in time and into the future, always planning

about three years ahead. This ensures the chair

and board are prepared when someone resigns or

rotates off the board at the completion of their

term. Getting the board composition right is very

important and John uses board terms and

feedback processes to reach the best outcome.

When it comes to effective board decision-

making, ‘facilitate’ is precisely the correct word to

describe the chair’s role. As the facilitator, the

chair needs to draw out all views around the

boardroom table. This includes those that are

supporting a particular viewpoint and those that

are contrary, and it is critical that everybody has

sufficient time to make a contribution. At times, a

chair will have to draw people out who are

naturally quiet. As John explains: 

“On one board I chair, there’s a person who makes

profound statements, but often has to be

encouraged to do so.”

The chair must also summarise the mood and

broad view of the whole, and check that is

correct. This encourages consensus and ensures

everyone is clear on the decisions being made,

including the CEO who has to action the decision.
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Decision-making and performance of any team

can be improved by diversity. John admits a

diverse board is somewhat more challenging to

manage, but it results in better performance. John

explains, “When I took over as chair of Anglicare

seven years ago, I proposed a policy of no less

than 30% of one gender.” Of course, diversity

goes further than this to include, for example,

younger perspectives and indigenous

understanding. John says the type of diversity

ultimately depends on where the organisation’s

focus is and its strategic issues. Generally,

however, he believes diversity is imperative for

improved decision-making. 



Steven first joined the Brightwater board in 2003,

although his exposure to the organisation started

long before his board career. Prior to 1997

Brightwater was known as the 'Homes of

Peace' and Steven previously lived across the

road from the Subiaco Homes of Peace. This

involved occasional interactions with residents,

including at one point assisting a resident in a

wheel chair be un-bogged from the mud in his

front garden. Steven’s formal involvement with

the organisation began in 2003 after being

approached by an existing Brightwater board

member. Steven notes the importance of

establishing and maintaining good networks,

particularly in the not-for-profit sector where

board members give their time voluntarily. He

believes it is important for boardrooms to be

good social environments as well as places where

important decisions are made.  

After five years on the Brightwater board, Steven

became the Chair in 2008. As Chair, Steven

emphasises the importance of people skills and

relationship-building, describing the role as

motivating, cajoling and guiding people, as well

as managing information flows. 

Steven Cole is the Chair of Brightwater Care Group Inc.

He has over 40 years of experience in legal roles,

executive management and non-executive

directorships. Steven is also the Managing Director of

Cole Corporate, where he provides corporate

governance consultancy services. 
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Steven Cole

The role of chair can be described as
motivating, cajoling and guiding people,
as well as managing information flows.

New chairs should not assume a lot of
power, but rather view their position as a
privilege and a guidance role delegated to
them by the board as a whole, with their
continuance in the role dependent on the
consensus view of the board.

Demographic factors including gender,
age and culture can lead to greater
diversity of thought; an important
element of high performance boards.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  STEVEN COLE  



Steven is quick to point out that chairs are 'first

among equals' and that the role does not attract

additional power in legal terms. He cautions

against new chairs assuming a lot of power,

instead suggesting that new chairs view their

position as a privilege and a guidance role

delegated to them by the board as a whole, with

their continuance in the role dependent on the

consensus view of the board. Steven explains:

“You are nothing special and as soon as you leave it

is like pulling your hand out of a bucket of water –

the bucket is still full.”  

According to Steven, having a good structure to

board meetings including ensuring members are

properly informed prior to the meeting, and kept

engaged during the meeting, are integral to an

effective chair. He also emphasises the

importance of getting the right board-mix in the

first place, including ensuring board members are

aligned to the socially motivated objectives of the

not-for-profit organisation in question. A board

skills matrix can be helpful to ensure the right

skills-mix. Steven suggests asking 'What is our

strategy? What skills do we have? What skills do

we want and how can we find these skills in as

few people as possible?' in order to develop a

skills matrix. He notes that this process will often

result in a list of 15-20 required skills, but that

good board candidates will possess a number of

skills on the list. He also highlights the chair’s

role in both utilising the existing skills of board

members, while also giving them exposure to

new areas of knowledge so that they can broaden

their skill-set.

“The role of chair is a bit like being a conductor of

an orchestra. They ensure all board members do

their parts on time and in-sync with one another.” 

Steven believes that having the right board mix is

a balancing exercise, and that boards should

generally have a maximum of 10 members. “You

want enough people on your board to create

diversity of perspective and discharge the

workload required, but you don’t want too many

so that you lose the intimacy of trust and

confidence that you need around the board table.”

He also suggests limiting board member terms to

six-to-nine years, with a reasonable extension for

the Chair, and ensuring appropriate succession

frameworks are adopted.  

Steven sees diversity of perspective as an

important element of high performance boards,

and recognises that demographic factors,

including gender, age and culture can lead to

greater diversity of thought. In particular, Steven

is a strong proponent of gender diversity on

boards and he would like to see faster

developments in Perth. Steven notes that

Brightwater has a very diverse workforce, with

staff from over 43 different countries, and

acknowledges that this is an important

consideration for the board.  

The interface between the board and

management is also an important role of the

chair, according to Steven. When board members

want information from management, it is

appropriate for the Chair to oversee the provision

of that information flow in conjunction with the

CEO. Chairs also provide an important mentoring

and guiding role for CEOs, particularly when they

first join a new organisation. Steven notes that:

“It is a great privilege and an honour to be in a chair

position, but also a great responsibility as well, and

although the chair doesn’t have greater power than

other board members, the chair has a greater

coordination role.” 
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Jude's first exposure to GRAI came from her

professional capacity as a health researcher

whose focus was on the LGBTI group. She has

written a paper entitled ‘We don’t have any of

those people here’, which highlights the attitudes

towards LGBTI in aged care facilities.

For the LGBTI group, it is often easier to find

representation from the lesbian, gay and bisexual

spectrum than it is to find transgender and

intersex representation and this can form uneven

representation on Boards. GRAI acknowledges

this and addresses it by forming reference groups

which include transgender and intersex

representation. Jude says:

“Reference groups are a great way to achieve

diversity of thinking when your Board falls short at

representing the full spectrum of people you exist to

serve.” 

Jude Comfort was Chair of GLBTI Rights in

Ageing Inc (GRAI) from September 2007 - October 2013.

GRAI is a WA community-based group with a mission to

create a responsive and inclusive mature age environment

that promotes and supports a quality life for older and

ageing people of diverse sexualities and gender identities.

Jude now serves as a Board member.  
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Dr Jude Comfort

Commitment to any board position should
not be taken lightly and is not within
everyone's capacity to make such a
commitment.

Restricting a chair's term can be to the
benefit of the organisation, as a new chair
allows the organisation to follow a new
direction.  

A good chair should reflect the
community they seek to serve, recognise
gaps in their board, both in skills and
diversity, be respectful of cultural points
of view, and acknowledge that they do
not ‘have all the answers’. 

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  Dr JUDE COMFORT



Jude recognises that commitment to a board

position should not be taken lightly and is not

within everyone's capacity to make such a

commitment.  

Jude came to be Chair after first serving as a

board member, and served the full three terms as

Chair which is the maximum permitted under

GRAI’s constitution. Jude believes restricting a

chair's term is to the benefit of the organisation,

as a new chair allows the organisation to follow a

new direction. Under Jude, the organisation

focused on creating a footprint and advocating

for LGBTI rights in aged care, whilst now the

organisation prioritises service delivery to

achieve their vision of an inclusive aged care

environment in WA.

Educational diversity is an interesting

consideration for GRAI Jude’s extensive academic

and research background has played an important

role in the advocacy functions of GRAI, and many

of the board members are highly educated. Whilst

having an educated board is a strength, diversity

in levels of education would be a benefit to GRAI

as it would provide different perspectives and

bring different experiences to the board room. 

To keep motivated, Jude reflects on the

achievements of the board. The advocacy

initiatives that GRAI has been involved with are a

great example of this. GRAI was recently heavily

involved with a Productivity Commission review

into the aged community, which ultimately lead

to changes to the Aged Care Act to recognise

LGBTI aged care residents as a group with special

needs in aged care. Feedback from the GRAI

community and the LGBTI community more

broadly is also vital to the board.

Jude acknowledges that mainstream organisations

are still largely run by the white middle class, and

hopes this changes over time. However, equally

important is that there is a diversity of skill sets,

and that the board members all get on and

respect each other’s visions and differences of

opinions. For boards that haven’t got the diversity

mix right, it is important for the board to

recognise what perspectives and skills they don’t

have and to manage any resulting risks, for

instance by engaging consultants for certain

aspects.

Jude believes it is a privilege to contribute to

society as a board member, especially if you are

in a position with your life together and ready to

take on more commitments.

“My tips are to find an organisation you are

passionate about; be humble and don’t expect to

change the world at your first few board meetings.”

A good chair should reflect the community they

seek to serve, recognise gaps in their board, both

in skills and diversity, be respectful of cultural

points of view and acknowledge that they do not

‘have all the answers’.  
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Tony was first exposed to St John of God

Healthcare (SJOG) in 1991 when he was the

Western Australian CEO of Westpac Banking

Group and SJOG happened to be a client for

Westpac. Being being involved in the Catholic

system and knowing SJOG business was the

perfect combination. Tony met the CEO and some

of their board and they invited him onto the SJOG

board. After a couple of years the chair stood

down and Tony was elected as chair of the board.

He has been on the board for almost 17 years and

been the chair for the last 14 years.

Tony believes the best advice you can give to a

new chair is to do your due diligence well and

make sure being on the board is what you want

to do, as you need to put in a lot more time than

you would as a normal board member. The next

important advice to build the trust and

confidence of management and your peers

around the board table.  

“Being a chair you really need to understand the

business, have a good understanding of the people

who will be on your board, and a good

understanding of the quality of the leadership

team.” 

Tony Howarth is Chairman of St John of God Health Care,

Mermaid Marine Australia Ltd, Committee for Perth, and

International Chamber of Commerce of Australia. He also

sits on boards and committees for Wesfarmers Ltd, Alinta

Energy, Western Australian Rugby Union, and Rio Tinto

WA Future Fund. Tony leads an executive career in

banking and finance, with senior positions in regional and

major banks, building societies and stockbrokers. 
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Tony Howarth

A new chair needs to do due diligence
well and make sure being on the board is
what they want to do, as it is expected
that they put in a lot more time than
regular board director.

Diversity is about bringing a whole range
of views to a conversation in a way that a
conclusion can be reached; introducing
diversity in a way that does not let you
reach a conclusion is not beneficial.

Lying at the heart of an effective board is
trust, and this trust needs to be
continuously built and reinforced.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  TONY HOWARTH



Tony believes that in order for a chair to make

sound decisions the company must have a

management team who are prepared to do the

work and make realistic recommendations and it

is extremely important to have a good strategic

view of where the business wants to go. He states

that in order to facilitate effective board decision-

making, it is really about investing time with

people in a strategic sense and getting to know

them as people. It is also extremely important to

make sure that management have a well-formed

view as to what they want to do and what is in

the best interest of the company.

The board of SJOG utilises a skills matrix. Tony

recognises it is more about identifying those risky

issues and opportunities in terms of bringing

together a group of people who will work

together and bring varying skills.

“It’s handy to have people with different skill bases

who can add their expertise to the conversation.”

Tony maintains it is not about having a board that

exactly mirrors the makeup of the population that

you are dealing with because that then becomes

formulaic. At the end of the day the board has to

be functional. If you create it in a way that there

is so much diversity that it becomes dysfunctional

then you do not get the outcome that you need.  

Tony does believe there is real value in having

different backgrounds and different ways of

looking at an issue. In his mind, diversity is not

just about gender diversity or ethnic diversity.

“Diversity in my mind is a broad view, where you

bring a whole range of views to a conversation in a

way where you can reach a conclusion, because if

you’re introducing diversity in a way that doesn’t let

you reach a conclusion then you are not benefiting

anyway.”

 He maintains it is critical to avoid having sub-

groups of the board that are seen to have more

information than another group that is not

shared. There has to be trust between each other

in that different people will do different things in

relation to their skill base. This may mean that for

a board chair, he or she has to have a lot of

conversations between board meetings and

ensure that the right people are always talking to

each other to get an outcome.  

“At the end of the day these things are pretty

simple, it’s just good business sense.”

Lying at the heart of it all has to be trust, and this

trust needs to be continuously built and

reinforced.  
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As President of Linkwest, Nicky aligns her core

values of learning and building the capacity of

individuals, organisations and communities with

her desire to strengthen our community. Nicky

arrived in her current position of President

through sector knowledge, formal education and

personal experience with using the facilities

Linkwest supports.

Nicky strongly believes in developing

relationships with individual Board members and

taking the time to meet individually outside of

the Board meetings is the best approach for a

Chair. She also recommends seeking feedback

from the board and executive team and asking

the questions ‘How can we make this Board

better?’ and ‘How do we become exceptional

directors?’ A good chair should demonstrate the

importance of each Board member's role by

explaining how they contribute, what makes

them unique, and how they can use their diversity

of talents and knowledge to contribute to the

Board.  

Dr Nicky Howe is the current President of Linkwest, the

Peak Body for Community, Neighbourhood, Family,

Resource and Learning Centres in WA. Nicky is also the

CEO of Southcare; a leadership and management coach

and the co-founder of the Engaging Young Leaders on

Boards Program.  
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Dr Nicky Howe

A good chair should demonstrate the
importance of each board member's role
by explaining how they contribute, what
makes them unique, and how they can
use their diversity of talents and
knowledge to contribute to the Board.  

Being open to engaging with people from
diverse backgrounds and following words
with actions is the best way to champion
diversity. 

Chairs should put themselves into
situations where they experience what it
is like to be the one with a different
viewpoint, as then it is far easier to know
how to support those individuals on a
board.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  DR NICKY HOWE  



Chairs need to set behavioural standards,

outlining what they expect and creating

reciprocal expectations. Nicky likes to remind her

board members to ‘remain in the dining room and

not in the kitchen’ and focus their attention on

strategy, risk, CEO performance, stakeholder

management, and compliance, although she

acknowledges this can be difficult for smaller or

newly established Boards. Whatever the board

size or stage of organisational life, the

importance of seeking an understanding of the

organisation, attending events, and spending time

with the CEO and CFO remains unchanged.

To facilitate effective Board decision making,

everyone’s voice must be heard, including

members who are not regarded as experts on the

topic. One of the unique obstacles Linkwest faces

is accommodating rural board members who join

the meeting via teleconference. Although this

presents a challenge which takes time and skill to

master, the diversity of perspective around

decision making has proven to be invaluable.

Nicky commented that the real skill of an

effective chair of a diverse board is the ability to

consider all views and arrive at a consensus.

In order to achieve the organisation’s mission, the

first question a Chair should ask themselves is ‘Do

they have a true sense of their Board?’ One-on-

ones with each member outside of the Board

environment demonstrate in an informal way

whether or not you have a good mix of skills and

knowledge.

Board members should also be encouraged to

speak with each other, as this helps to build

capacity and inspires members to speak their

unique perspectives. Formal board meeting

processes have their place too, Board orientation

is vital and the Chair should work with the CEO to

ensure a good Board orientation pack is provided.

Regular reviews, either as whole board or

individually, keep chairs focused on the board’s

objectives.  

To recruit a diverse board, Nicky considers various

networks and utilises initiatives such as the

Engaging Young Leaders on Boards Program. To

Nicky, diversity is a whole spectrum of

considerations including, gender; age; skills

knowledge and experience; culture; international

experience both personal and professional; faith;

sexual preference and family dynamic. Being

open to engaging with people from diverse

backgrounds and following words with actions is

the best way to champion diversity. Chairs should

put themselves into situations where they are the

ones bringing the diverse perspective as once

they have experienced what it is like to be the

one with a different viewpoint, it is far easier to

know how to support those individuals on a

board.
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Due to Garry’s business experience he was invited

to be a board member by his personal

connections who believed his skills and

experience would be highly valuable. Six months

into his board role the previous chair retired and

Garry was nominated by the board members to be

chair; a position he has now held for almost five

years.

Garry believes the most important part of being a

chair is to understand the governance aspect of

the role and to fully understand the

responsibilities required by the chair, particularly

leadership. Garry sees his role as chair compared

to a normal board member as a much larger

responsibility, as you are responsible for the

board doing their job and for the organisation

having direction. Garry understands that whilst he

has an equal voice and equal voting rights to

other board members, there is an additional

preparation requirement that has to be done prior

to board meetings. Further, a chair needs to meet

with the CEO and other board members on a

regular basis. Chairs are also required to have an

awareness of certain issues prior to them coming

to the board and identify possible solutions to

take to the board.  

Garry McGrechan joined the board of Baptistcare in April

2011 and became Chair six months later. He currently

owns and manages an electrical engineering company

that services the mining industry. Garry was previously

on the board of an ASX-listed company and until

recently was Chairman of the Parkerville Baptist Church. 
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Garry McCrechan

A chair has equal voice and equal voting
rights to other board members, but there
is an additional preparation requirement
that has to be done prior to board
meetings.

It is important for a board to have some
generalists: people with good wisdom,
good governance experience, and good
business experience.

In order for the board to make the right
decisions, they need all the relevant
information and this comes from a lot of
wisdom and judgment.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  GARRY MCCRECHAN  



Garry stresses the importance for board members

to ask many questions and not be satisfied until

they are satisfied.

“Boards don’t have the advantage of having an

executive director working in the business day to

day, understanding and seeing everything that is

going on, so you need to make sure you are digging

out all the right information from the executive

team.”  

 In order for the board to make the right

decisions, they need all the information and this

comes from a lot of wisdom and judgment. Garry

believes it is impossible to get all the

information, so constructing a board with people

who have a lot of experience brings a level of

comfort to know that they have made the right

decision. He adds:

“If you don’t have experts on the board for the topic

at hand, make sure you get the right experts to

contribute to the decision."

 Garry stresses it is also critical to include

everyone and make sure they are contributing.    

Garry believes it is important to have a mix of

governance knowledge, general board skills, and

industry specific skills:

“It’s good to have some people on the board with

industry knowledge whatever that industry is,

because otherwise you really are just responding to

what the experts in your industry are saying.”

He also believes that is extremely useful to have

good finance experience to advise and analyse

the accounts. Garry advises it is also important to

have some generalists: people with good wisdom,

with good governance experience, good business

experience, but not necessarily in the same

industry as diversity is important.

Garry's notion of diversity on boards is having a

mixture of business knowledge, financial

knowledge, industry knowledge, and governance

knowledge. He maintains he is not a fan of

artificially constructing numbers and percentages,

but rather it should come down to capability. But

he also recognises that having gender equality,

for instance, helps with different ways of thinking

and can bring different ideas to the table.   
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Angie Paskevicius is Chair of Interchange WA, a not-for-

profit organisation providing community-based disability

support and services. She is the CEO of Holyoake, a Fellow

of the Australian Institute of Company Directors, a Fellow

of the Australian Institute of Management and a member

of The Executive Connection. In 2015 Angie was named

Telstra Business Woman of the Year for Western Australia.
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Angie Paskevicius

The relationship between the chair and
CEO of an organisation is critical to the
organisation's success and to effective
board decision-making.

New chairs should seek to understand the
history of the organisation and the
expectations that the other directors have
of the chair. 

A more diverse board results in a board
that is more receptive to customer needs
and leads to better organisational
outcomes. 

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  ANGIE PASKEVICIUS

Angie decided that she was ready to step up to a

chair role in 2011. She was recruited for the

Interchange WA board in 2012, and moved into

the Chair role soon after joining the board. Angie’s

advice for anyone considering taking on their first

chair position is to consider if you can make the

time and responsibility commitment. Angie also

recommends undertaking due diligence, including

understanding the organisation’s service models,

financial health, management team, strategic

direction, and board culture. According to Angie, it

is particularly important for the chair to be

passionate about the organisation’s cause due to

their leadership role within the board.  

The relationship between the chair and the CEO is

critical to effective board decision-making. Angie

recommends having informal catch-ups with the

CEO and other directors in-between board

meetings. This helps the chair understand what

motivates directors to be involved with the

organisation, how they work, and what they see as

priorities for the organisation. It also makes it

easier for the chair to deal with any performance

or behavioural issues with an individual director.

Angie emphasises that new chairs should seek to

understand the history of the organisation and the

expectations that the other directors have of the

chair. 



Following a whole board discussion, as Chair,

Angie runs the board recruitment process for

Interchange. This may involve advertising the

role, utilising a board recruitment specialist, or

drawing on informal networks. Angie emphasises

that meeting with board candidates is an

opportunity for both parties to ask questions.

“It’s not just about us selecting them, it’s also about

them selecting us.”  

Angie also suggests that boards have a formal

board induction process in place and that the

Chair have more informal contact with new board

members until they have had time to settle into

the role.  

Diversity is very important to Angie and she has a

broad understanding of diversity.

“The kind of things I think about are age, gender,

ethnicity, socioeconomic background, cultural

background, qualifications, technical skills, life

experiences, attitude and personality.”

In Angie’s experience, a more diverse board

results in a board that is more receptive to

customer needs and leads to better organisational

outcomes. Angie champions diversity on boards

and in leadership roles through mentoring and

presenting roles with the Emerging Leaders in

Governance Program. She is also a member of a

number of professional associations that

champion diversity including Women on Boards.  

Professional and respectful boardroom behaviour

are very important to Angie. However, she is quick

to point out that this can be achieved in a relaxed

and conversational manner. In her role as

chair Angie states, “I try to model the way and

lead by example.” 

Although the relationship between chair and CEO

is critical, Angie cautions new chairs against

relying solely on the CEO for information about

the organisation’s operations. In Angie’s

experience, it can be valuable to invite other

managers to present to the board on occasions to

give another perspective of what is happening

within the organisation. It also gives the board

the opportunity to question management directly.

Angie recommends that boards meet without

management on occasions as this can lead to

more open discussion on some matters. She

suggests that chairs may wish to use their deputy

chair as a sounding board before taking the

matter to the whole board. However, Angie is

quick to point out that all directors are equally

responsible for board decisions.

“Although the chair is the leader of the board, and

the link with the CEO, at the end of the day, the

board must speak with one voice.”  

When it comes to effective board decision-

making, Angie is a great believer in starting by

ensuring that the board has the right processes in

place. Angie recommends having an annual board

calendar in place and meeting with the CEO

before each board meeting to put together a

meeting agenda which clearly states which items

that are for noting which items require further

discussion and decisions. Angie emphasises the

role of the chair in ensuring that time is managed

effectively during meetings, while also ensuring

full participation. Angie recommends engaging

committees to discuss complex issues before

making recommendations to the board. She also

notes the importance of having a good minute-

taker to ensure that the board has an accurate

record of meetings.

When it comes to board recruitment, Angie

believes it is important to start by looking at the

existing board skills matrix, and looking for any

skills gaps. 
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Anne was the Chair of the Adelaide-based Royal

District Nursing Service of South Australia (RDNS)

for four years before it merged with Silver Chain

Nursing Association Inc in 2011. The merger was

considered as a "merger of equals" and as such

had the principle of appointing the chair of one

organisation and the CEO of the other to lead the

merged organisation. Thus, Anne became the

Chair of the newly established Silver Chain

Group. Anne’s previous experience with mergers

and acquisitions was invaluable in assisting her

to lead the board of the merged and growing

organisation.  

There is a difference between being elected chair

of a board you already sit on, and coming onto a

new board as Chair, according to Anne. If you

have not already been on the board, and you are

looking to join a Board as a Chair, Anne advises

that the four most important things to consider

are: conducting due diligence on the

organisation; getting to know the other directors;

establishing expectations of directors and the

style you will bring to the Chair role; and getting

to know the CEO. 

Anne Skipper is the Chair of Silver Chain Group. She began

her career as a non-executive director when she was

appointed to chair a major teaching hospital in South

Australia. She is now a professional non-executive director

and currently sits on five boards. Anne also teaches

corporate governance, both nationally and internationally,

through the Australian Institute of Company Directors.  
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Anne Skipper

If you are joining a board as the chair, the
four most important things to consider
are: conducting due diligence on the
organisation; getting to know the other
directors; establishing expectations of
directors and the style you will bring to
the Chair role; and getting to know the
CEO. 

The chair should bring board directors on
a journey and ensure that they all have
the opportunity to discuss, challenge and
enquire about the issue requiring a
decision so that everyone feels
comfortable about moving forward.

One challenge of the chair is to harness
board diversity so it leads to good
decision-making.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  ANNE SKIPPER



In terms of due diligence, factors to focus on

include gaining an understanding of the strategic

direction of the organisation, analysing the

organisation’s opportunities and risks and

considering whether the organisation’s direction

and outlook suits your style. If you are

considering joining the board of an organisation

going through significant change, Anne suggests

asking yourself if you are in a position to take on

the challenge of leading that change and taking

the board on the journey. Anne also emphasises

the importance of a new chair making an effort to

establish good working relationships with the

other directors on the board. Anne recommends

that new chairs meet with each of the directors

one on one in order to ensure the board is

aligned towards the same common goals.  

When it comes to the role of the chair in

organisational decision-making, Anne comments

that it is important for the board and

management to first understand the boundaries

between their respective decision-making roles.

“The board should be involved in the more strategic

and complex decisions, whereas tactical and

operational decisions should be delegated to

management.”

Anne emphasises the importance of the board

fully understanding the complex issues facing the

organisation so they can truly appreciate the risks

and opportunities associated with making

strategic decisions.

“Directors need to have all of the information

required to make a decision, and different directors

need different types and depths of information.”

Once the issue is fully understood, Anne asks the

board to consider which potential solution is

most aligned to the organisation’s strategy, vision

and mission.

Anne sees the chair’s role to ensure that all board

members are involved in the decision-making

process. After discussion, the chair should guide

the board towards a consensus, even if it is

sometimes an in-principle agreement that is

contingent on a number of outstanding issues

being dealt with. 

“The most important thing as the Chair is to bring

the directors on a journey and ensure that all

directors have the opportunity to discuss, challenge

and enquire about the issue requiring a decision so

that everyone feels comfortable about moving

forward.”  

As Chair, Anne recognises the importance of

board composition, and her role is ensuring this is

appropriately considered. According to Anne,

skills and experience should be the first

consideration of an organisation with diversity

the next lens through which the board should

consider candidates. Anne has noticed a trend of

organisations increasingly looking outside their

existing networks when seeking new board

members. Candidates that understand governance

in both the theoretical and practical sense are

important to Anne. She emphasises that directors

must understand their legal duties as a director,

as well as understanding how they can add value

at board level. Anne believes that diversity of

thought is important at board level, and she

recognises that gender, age and cultural diversity

impact on this.

“The challenge of the Chair is to harness board

diversity so it leads to good decision-making.” 

As Silver Chain’s strategy has been to grow its

services nationally, geographic composition has

been a key consideration for the board, along

with the need for directors with technology and

digital skills. 
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Pheonix has recruited Board members both

formally and informally in the past. Jonathan

himself answered an advertisement in the paper

where he felt his skills matched those identified

and his values aligned with the organisation.

Pheonix has been in the fortunate position to be

able to question prospective board members and

ensure they have understanding, passion and

knowledge of the subject area whilst addressing

a skills gap on the board. This has resulted in

what Jonathan believes to be a strong and

effective board.

For effective decision making, Jonathan relies on

the expertise and experience of his Board

members. For Pheonix, the legal and clinical

skills on the board have been invaluable. As with

any group environment, boards are subject to

differing personality styles. The chair must act as

facilitator, and Jonathan draws on his

professional experience to do this. He ensures

everyone has their say and enough space is left

for the conversation, whist at the same time,

keeping the meeting moving and being clear on

decisions that have been made. 

Jonathan Smith is the Chair of Phoenix Support and

Advocacy Service (Formerly ISA), which provides

counselling and support to people who have been

impacted by childhood sexual abuse. He is the Director

at ANSON, specialising in helping organisations create

social return on investment.  
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Jonathan Smith

The chair must act as facilitator in
meetings to achieve effective decision-
making.

Chairs need to be proactive about
reviewing their constitution and insuring
it is fit for purpose as your constitution
needs to be there to support you, not tie
you up.

Passion for the organisation's mission is
not enough; a chair also needs to be able
to commit a substantial amount of time
and have the right skills to guide the
organisation through its current situation.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  JONATHAN SMITH



The diversity approach towards the board mix has

been towards addressing any skills gaps that are

apparent, but Jonathan is always conscious of

gender diversity on the board due to the mission

of the organisation. Currently, there is a fifty-fifty

split between males and females. Jonathan would

not accept the ratio increasing to have more

males than females on the board, to the extent

that if he was required to step down to maintain

gender equality, he would do so.

Jonathan views the constitution in a similar way

to how he views insurance, you hope not to be

dependent on it, but should you need to fall back

on it you want it to be robust and suitable for

your needs. It’s possible to get tied up by a

constitution that doesn’t accurately reflect where

the organisation is. To prevent this, Phoenix

made a recent constitution change to lower the

membership quorum required as Pheonix had

changed from being a peer support organisation

where membership was a central component, to a

service delivery organisation where membership

was non-core. Chairs need to be proactive about

reviewing their constitution and insuring it is fit

for purpose as your constitution needs to be there

to support you, not tie you up.  

The legacy of the previous chairs has been

invaluable to Jonathan as it has provided a robust

governance framework for him to step in to.

Previous Pheonix chairs have also taught

Jonathan the value of being self reflective as a

chair, because passion for the mission is not

enough, you also need to be able to commit a

substantial amount of time and have the right

skills to guide the organisation through its

current situation. You need to be able to ask

yourself 'Am I still the right person for this

position?' Chairs who can honestly answer that

question are demonstrating the ability to put the

organisations needs before their own self

interest.  

It is important for the chair to identify with the

organisation, its vision and mission, and

understand how its values align with their own.

However, it is equally important not to view the

organisation as an extension of self, as you are

required to think objectively about the direction

of the organisation and put beneficiaries needs

above self interest. This is where the not-for-

profit sector strikingly differentiates from the for-

profit sector. If a for-profit organisation is

acquired, it would likely result in an attractive

remuneration packages for the CEO and executive

team. In not-for-profits, mergers and acquisitions

often result in job losses for upper management

at the hope of providing long term benefits to the

service users. Boards and executive teams who

guide their organisation towards merger to create

social value for their stakeholders, despite the

impact it may have on their self-identity, are

incredibly brave and should be respected for

demonstrating true leadership.  
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Coming from decades of commercial experience

in large companies, Phil Thick sought a board

position with a large not-for-profit organisation

to align with his existing skill-set. Phil moved

back to Perth in 2007, just as Avivo were

recruiting for a new board member. He explained

in this instance the organisation went through an

external recruitment process for the board, where

prior to that board members were always closely

associated with Avivo. At the time, the

organisation had about 350 employees and an

almost $20 million turnover so there was a need

for someone with commercial experience,

particularly in a large company. It seemed like a

good fit and, after a few years on the board, Phil

moved into the role of chair.

The most important thing that Phil has learned in

his experience as a chair is to ensure you have

the right people on the board. He says it is

particularly difficult to change members on not-

for-profit boards and, as a new chair, you might

need to make some tough decisions about

getting the right mix of people. 

Phil Thick is currently Managing Director of New Standard

Energy and Chairperson of Avivo (previously Perth Home

Care Services). He is an experienced CEO and Company

Director of 30 years in both small and large businesses,

previously serving as the Executive Director of Shell

Australia Limited for 20 years.  
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Phil Thick

The chair's most important challenge is
getting the right mix of people on the
board.

An effective way to ensure every board
member is engaged is by spending one-
on-one time with each member to discuss
how they can make the most effective
contributions to board discussions.

Chairs will sometimes need to manage
people dominating board conversations,
while drawing the quieter ones into the
discussion.

Diversity on boards can be viewed
as diversity of thought.

KEY INSIGHTS

PROFILE  |  PHIL THICK



There is potential for a lot of conflict on boards

but if you get it right, it becomes enjoyable rather

than a challenge. One tool that Phil uses to

ensure there is the right skills-knowledge mix on

the Avivo board is a skills matrix. This simply lists

all the experiences and skills the organisation

needs on its board, then each board member rates

themselves on those. The matrix helps to identify

strengths and weaknesses of the board, which is

particularly helpful when recruiting the next

director.

In order to facilitate effective decision-making,

Phil ensures every member of the board is highly

engaged. He spends one-on-one time with

individual board members to discuss how they

can make the most effective contribution to board

discussions. Not-for-profit boards tend to be more

diverse than commercial boards and can have lots

of personalities. A chair will sometimes need to

manage people dominating the conversations,

while drawing the quieter ones in. Phil says it is

actually the quiet people who, when they speak

up, command the attention of people and in that

situation there is a unique opportunity to have

thoughts heard. In Phil’s experience, new board

members have taken around six months to find

their feet and may need to be drawn into

discussions after that point. The chair may also

need to drive decision-making when it is not

moving constructively to a consensus. However,

Phil refers back to his main point about getting

the right people on the board: a good mix of

people will naturally lead to more effective

decision-making. 

To Phil, diversity on boards means diversity of

thought. Many people talk about diversity of

gender, race, and religion, but they are ways of

achieving diversity of thought. From his

experience, Phil says it is best to have as broad a

range of diversity as possible without

compromising the effectiveness of decision-

making and focus on the organisation’s mission.

On the Avivo board, there are two people with

direct or indirect lived experience in disability,

ageing or mental health. This is very important,

however it is also important to remember that

those two people cannot represent the 2,500

customers who receive support from Avivo.

Rather, it is a way of accessing insight into the

experience of beneficiaries and another way of

achieving diversity of thought. 
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Conclusion
The collective experience offered by all chairs in this e-book is extraordinary and extremely valuable not

only to new chairs, but also people new to any board role or in existing board roles. The questions asked

in the interviews were focused on effective board decision-making, diversity on boards, and engaging

everyone on a diverse board. The key themes and insights that have emerged from these interviews are

listed below. The authors of this e-book hope that the insights and the profiles preceding them inspire

and guide boards in WA's not-for-profit sector and beyond. 

Advice for new chairs

For someone considering taking on a chair role, it is critical to conduct due diligence on the organisation

and take into account the significant commitment and responsibility. Upon accepting a chair role, it is

important to research the history of the organisation and gain an understanding of the expectations of the

other board directors.

The role of chair

The chair has equal voting rights to other board directors but have greater time commitments, particularly

in preparing for meetings and having conversations between meetings. Chairs motivate and guide other

board members, manage information flows and act as an intermediary between the board and CEO. The

chair's relationship with the CEO is critical to the success of the board and organisation.

Board composition

Getting the right mix of people on a board is one of the most important tasks for a chair. Many of

the chairs interviewed reported using a skills matrix to assist with this task. It is also important that the

chair demonstrates the role of each board member by highlighting their skill-set and contribution to the

board.

Effective decision-making

The chair needs to act as a facilitator in meetings in order to achieve effective decision-making around

the board table. One-on-one meetings with individual board directors can be very helpful in engaging

everyone equally. The chair may need to manage dominant people and draw out views of quieter people

in meetings. The chair should summarise the general mood and discussion to ensure the board reaches a

consensus on any decision.

Diversity on boards

Diversity can be thought of in many ways and most chairs referred to perspective or thought where

demographics such as age, gender and culture are means to that end. A diverse board can

be challenging to facilitate, but generally leads to better decision-making and performance.
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