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B EHAVIOURAL    P ROBLEMS     ON    B OARDS   

  

“I   ain’t   gonna   do   you   wrong,   while   you’re   gone.   Ain’t   gonna   do   you   

wrong.   ‘Cause   I   don’t   wanna.   All   I’m   asking,   is   for   a   little   respect.   

...R-E-S-P-E-C-T,   take   care”    -   Aretha   Franklin.   
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I NTRODUCTION   
  

When   you   bring   together   a   group   of   individuals   who   have   different   personalities,   carry   a   variety   

of   skill   sets,   and   who   come   from   different   backgrounds,   there   are   inevitably   going   to   be   

challenges   in   how   that   group   functions.   On   a   board,   these   challenges   can   manifest   certain   

behavioural   problems   that   can   come   about   through   individuals   or   within   board   dynamics   and   can   

impact   the   overall   board   culture.   However,   that   is   not   to   say   boards   should   exist   without   tension.      

  

“Properly   functioning   boards   exist   in   constructive   tension,   where   

people   with   different   philosophies,   personalities   and   backgrounds   

make   decisions   at   a   high   level,   for   the   good   of   the   organisation”    ( Institute   

of   Community   Directors   Australia,   2021).   

  

It   is   this   constructive   tension   that   can   be   quite   demanding   on   a   lot   of   individuals,   and   often   it   is   

around   this   tension   that   challenges   in   board   function   and   dynamics   can   occur.    A   fine   balance   

must   be   found   in   order   to   nurture   a   positive   board   culture   and   to   prevent   conflict   amongst   its   

members.   However,   problematic   behaviours   may   arise   from   constructive   tension.   Behaviour   that,   

at   the   end   of   the   day,   creates   a   breakdown   in   board   functionality   is   what   we   are   referring   to   as   

behavioural   problems.   Whilst   sound   organisational   governance   is   reliant   on   external   variables   

such   as   legislation,   it   is   also   reliant   on   an   effective   board   culture.   
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“Poor   board   dynamics   such   as   groupthink   or   a   climate   of   distrust   

and   conflict   are   often   a   cumulative   outcome   of   unaddressed   bad   

behaviours   of   individual   directors”    (Dempsey,   2021).   

Problematic   behaviour   from   individual   directors   can   trigger   negative   reactions,   such   as   anxiety   or   

silence   from   other   directors,   and   if   this   reciprocating   pattern   repeats   over   time,   bad   habits   are   

formed   in   the   group’s   dynamics.   Over   time   the   consequence   of   poor   board   dynamics   is   the   

creation   of   dysfunctional   boardroom   cultures.     

Dempsey   highlights   that   dysfunctional   boardroom   cultures   “can   manifest   as   silence   in   the   

boardroom,   where   directors   do   not   speak   up   when   they   disagree   with   the   views   or   behaviour   of   

colleagues,   or   withdraw   when   topics   are   contentious   or   discussion   becomes   uncomfortable.   They   

can   also   manifest   as   corrosive   climates   of   mistrust   and   competition,   where   the   focus   is   on   egos,   

not   issues,   where   real   contributions   are   inhibited,   trust   and   relations   eroded   and   commitment   and   

board   solidarity   lost”   (Dempsey,   2021).   

Behavioural   problems   on   boards   have   a   snowball   effect   across   the   organisation.   They   may   arise   

in   one   or   two   board   directors,   but   if   left   unaddressed,   the   reactive   and   compensatory   behaviour   

of   the   remaining   board   members   can   result   in   a   dysfunctional   board   culture.   This   culture   in   turn   

affects   board   discussion,   decision   making,   and   workload,   which   can   subsequently   have   negative   

consequences   for   the   governance   of   the   overall   organisation.   However,   behavioural   problems   can   

be   easily   recognised   and   addressed,   whether   it   be   by   the   CEO,   the   chair,   individual   directors,   the   

board   as   a   whole,   an   external   party,   or   a   combination   of   these   groups.     

This   resource   is   primarily   focused   on   behavioural   problems   seen   in   the   boards   of   not-for-profit   

organisations   (NFPs),   however   it   may   be   applicable   to   for-profit   boards.   The   production   of   this   

resource   forms   part   of   the   authors’   participation   in   the   2021   Emerging   Leaders   in   Governance   

Program.   Over   three   chapters:   behavioural   problems   at   the   individual   and   board   levels   and   their   

impact   on   board   dynamics   are   identified;   the   causes   of   behavioural   problems   on   boards   are   

explained;   and   solutions   that   address   behavioural   problems   are   proposed.   
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I NDIVIDUAL     AND    B OARD    B EHAVIOURAL    P ROBLEMS   
  

The   behaviours   experienced   within   a   boardroom   setting   will   be   many,   varied   and   context-specific.   

However,   there   are   some   general   behaviours   that   are   well-recognised   as   being   detrimental   to   the   

proper   functioning   of   a   board.   This   section   identifies   common   types   of   problematic   behaviours   

(adapted   from   the   characters   identified   in   Institute   of   Community   Directors   Australia,   2021;   Our   

Community,   n.d.;   and   BoardSource,   2016)   and   provides   an   analysis   of   the   strengths   of   each   

behaviour   identified,   explains   the   point   at   which   they   become   problematic,   and   how   the   

problematic   behaviours   can   in   turn   affect   board   dynamics   and   board   culture.     

The   problematic   board   behaviours   outlined   below   are   not   always   grounds   for   dismissing   a   board   

member   or   dismantling   a   board,   as   there   can   be   strengths   associated   with   these   behaviours.    The   

strengths   identified   below   may   not   be   reflective   of   all   of   those   who   exhibit   these   behaviours,   

however   it   is   important   to   consider   that   there   may   be   some   positive   elements   of   these   behaviours  

that   should   be   investigated,   acknowledged,   and   embraced   when   seeking   to   resolve   any   issues.     
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I NDIVIDUAL    P ROBLEMATIC    B EHAVIOURS   

D OMINATING    D EBATES     AND    D ISCUSSIONS   

Strengths :   A   dominating   board   member   often   speaks   confidently   and   presents   well.   They   may  

be   dominating   the   discussion   because   they   are   knowledgeable   on   the   subject   and   want   to   

communicate   that   knowledge   with   the   rest   of   the   board.   Their   enthusiasm   also   indicates   that   they   

are   passionate   about   the   organisation’s   cause.   

Example :   A   board   member   who   works   in   finance   may   dominate   discussions   about   investing   

activities   because   they   want   to   share   their   expertise   to   help   the   organisation.   

When   it   becomes   problemati c:   If   the   dominating   board   member   silences   other   board   

members,   alternative   viewpoints   from   other   board   members   are   not   presented   to   the   board.   If   

they   are   speaking   for   too   long   on   the   matter,   it   may   mean   that   later   agenda   items   are   rushed   or   

skipped.   

Example :   The   board   member   may   be   well   versed   in   investment,   but   if   they   dominate   the   

discussion,   other   board   members   who   may   have   expertise   in   the   suggested   industries/areas   of   

investment   may   not   speak   up.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    Other   board   members   may   submit   to   the   views   of   the  

dominating   board   member   or   give   up   on   expressing   their   own   views   to   keep   the   peace.   Meetings   

can   become   hard   work,   resulting   in   emotionally   exhausted   directors   withdrawing   from   

discussions.   Board   decisions   begin   to   reflect   the   views   of   one   board   member   rather   than   the   

membership   as   a   whole.   The   board   becomes   a   rubber   stamp   for   the   views   of   one   director.   

  

A VOIDING    W ORK    B ETWEEN    M EETINGS   

Strengths :   A   board   member   who   avoids   participating   in   subcommittees   or   volunteering   for   

other   tasks   between   board   meetings   may   be   doing   so   to   allow   for   board   members   they   perceive   

to   be   more   knowledgeable   and/or   capable   to   complete   the   particular   task.   Alternatively,   they   may   

have   little   time   to   complete   tasks   between   meetings   and   may   not   be   volunteering   because   they   do   

not   want   to   let   the   organisation   down.   They   may   also   believe   that   they   are   setting   good   personal   

boundaries.   
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Example :   A   women’s   refuge   is   looking   to   develop   a   child   care   facility   to   enable   their   clients   to   

take   on   employment,   and   the   board   puts   together   a   subcommittee   to   provide   advice   and   oversee   

its   development.   This   childcare   facility   is   the   main   goal   for   the   organisation   this   year.   A   board   

member   with   no   experience   in   the   childcare   sector   does   not   volunteer   to   be   part   of   the   

subcommittee   nor   to   complete   any   tasks   between   board   meetings,   because   there   are   other   

members   of   the   board   who   have   worked   in   child   care   or   other   child   services   that   are   better   

positioned   to   advise.   

When   it   becomes   problematic :   If   the   board   member   is   no   longer   carrying   out   the   expected   

requirements   of   the   role,   other   board   members   may   be   overworked.   

Example :   The   few   board   members   with   child   care   and   child   services   expertise   are   tasked   with   all   

subcommittee   participation   and   associated   tasks.   The   work   of   the   board   is   not   evenly   distributed   

between   all   members.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:     An   attitude   of   contempt   may   begin   to   develop,   as   other   

directors   feel   that   the   board   member   is   failing   to   pull   their   weight.   Other   directors   may   also   begin   

to   doubt   their   ability   to   make   sound   decisions   and   properly   fulfil   their   obligations   as   a   director,   

given   their   failure   to   engage   with   the   board   papers,   the   activities   of   the   board   and   the   

organisation   more   generally.   A   climate   of   distrust   begins   to   develop   amongst   the   board,   and   

commitment   and   board   solidarity   are   lost.   

  

S KIPPING    M EETINGS   

Strengths:    A   board   member   that   is   missing   meetings   may   be   a   very   enthusiastic   individual   who   

over   commits.   This   may   demonstrate   a   willingness   to   help   others   and   passion   for   multiple   causes.   

Example:    A   board   member   of   an   aged   care   provider   is   passionate   about   aged   care   and   

volunteers   at   a   residential   facility   and   a   day   centre   in   addition   to   being   on   the   board.   They   have   to   

miss   a   board   meeting   to   attend   a   100th   birthday   celebration   of   a   client   at   the   day   centre   where   

they   volunteer.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   a   board   member   is   regularly   missing   board   or   committee   

meetings,   and   other   board   events,   they   are   no   longer   fulfilling   the   requirements   of   their   role.   

Other   board   members   may   lose   faith   in   their   ability   to   fully   meet   their   duties   as   a   director,   given   

their   lack   of   engagement.     
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Example:    The   board   member   continues   to   miss   board   meetings   and   is   no   longer   participating   in   

the   governance   activities   of   the   board.   The   other   members   of   the   board   wonder   why   they   

continue   to   serve   on   the   board   and   make   less   effort   to   contact   them.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    Other   board   members   may   begin   to   leave   the   absent   board   

member   out   of   informal   conversations   that   take   place   outside   of   formal   board   meetings.   Further,   

other   board   members   may   begin   to   think   that   it   is   acceptable   to   miss   meetings   or   fail   to   meet   

commitments.   Consequently,   board   solidarity   is   lost,   and   the   commitment   of   members   to   the   

board   is   weakened.   

  

B UILDING     AN    E MPIRE     OR    P ERSONAL    B RAND   

Strengths :   A   board   member   who   has   joined   the   board   for   personal   gain   or   to   further   their   

career,   rather   than   being   driven   by   the   cause,   may   still   work   hard   to   perform   their   duties   well.   If   

they   see   the   organisation’s   outcomes   as   a   reflection   of   their   effort,   they   may   still   perform   their   

role   as   a   board   member   to   the   best   of   their   ability   to   enhance   or   maintain   their   reputation.   

Example :   A   board   member   may   have   joined   a   community   board   to   gain   connections   in   the   

not-for-profit   sector,   in   order   to   impress   their   CEO   and   create   a   positive   reputation   in   the   sector,   

they   work   hard   to   be   a   good   member   of   the   board.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   the   board   member   is   using   their   position   to   further   their   

own   business   pursuits,   situations   may   arise   where   there   is   a   conflict   of   interest.   They   may   lobby   

the   board   to   appoint   board   members   with   whom   they   have   existing   personal   or   professional   

relationships.  

Example :   The   board   member   heavily   advocates   for   their   friends   to   be   appointed   to   the   board   so   

that   they   will   vote   to   create   contracts   with   their   business.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    If   their   friends   or   business   partners   are   appointed   to   the   

board,   the   board   membership   may   become   homogenous.   A   homogenous   board   may   result   in   an   

‘echo   chamber’,   meaning   that   diversity   of   background,   experience   and   thought   are   lacking.   

Further,   the   self-serving   behaviour   of   a   board   member   can   result   in   the   board   losing   focus   on   the   

central   purpose   of   the   organisation   and   its   strategy,   resulting   in   decisions   being   made   that   veer   

from   the   mission   of   the   organisation.   
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G OING    A GAINST     THE    M AJORITY     OF     THE    B OARD   

Strengths :   A   board   member   who   often   presents   an   opposing   view   to   the   board,   can   be   a   

strength   as   it   enables   the   board   to   consider   alternative   ideas   and   perspectives,   particularly   those   

that   may   have   been   overlooked   due   to   a   persuasive   first   proposal.   This   board   member   may   

question   the   status   quo   and   prevent   the   board   from   stagnating.   It   also   indicates   that   they   will   

stand   up   for   their   point   of   view,   rather   than   just   going   along   with   the   rest   of   the   board.     

Example :   A   board   is   seeking   a   new   board   member.   The   majority   of   the   board   has   selected   one   

individual   who   they   believe   will   be   a   great   addition   to   the   board   and   they   are   all   singing   their   

praises.   One   board   member   notices   there   is   a   conflict   of   interest   and   tells   the   rest   of   the   board,   

even   though   they   seem   very   happy   to   appoint   the   candidate.     

When   it   becomes   problematic :   If   the   board   member   is   creating   arguments   for   the   thrill   of   the   

fight,   rather   than   to   consider   alternatives,   then   they   are   no   longer   acting   as   a   team   member.   

Arguments   can   be   unnecessarily   drawn   out   and   may   be   difficult   to   resolve   if   their   goal   is   to   be   

obstinate.   

Example :   The   conflict   of   interest   is   immaterial   or   tenuous   and   has   only   been   raised   because   the   

board   member   was   offended   that   their   preferred   candidate   had   been   rejected.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    The   board   may   become   less   cohesive.   Decision   making   at   

board   meetings   may   be   a   source   of   stress   for   other   board   members   and   they   may   seek   to   avoid   

raising   controversial   issues   or   submit   to   the   views   of   the   opposing   board   member   to   keep   the   

peace   and   progress   with   the   meeting.     

  

T ALKING     AT    L ENGTH   

Strengths:    A   board   member   that   rambles   or   gives   long   speeches   may   do   so   because   they   are   

knowledgeable   on   the   subject   and   wish   to   share   that   knowledge   with   the   rest   of   the   board.   They   

may   also   be   a   confident   speaker   and   be   passionate   about   the   cause.   

Example :   A   board   member   of   an   aged   care   organisation   previously   worked   in   aged   care   for   a   

number   of   years.   At   each   meeting   they   talk   at   length,   sharing   stories   about   what   worked   and   what   

was   ineffective   in   their   organisation.   It   is   clear   that   they   care   deeply   about   the   residents.   
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When   it   becomes   problematic :   If   long   speeches   are   a   common   occurrence,   board   members   

may   become   frustrated   and   disengaged.   It   may   also   be   the   case   that   points   others   have   made   are   

restated   or   some   of   the   stories   are   outdated   and   irrelevant   to   current   practice.   Long   speeches   may   

also   mean   that   later   agenda   items   are   rushed   through   or   skipped   entirely.   

Example:    Some   of   the   stories   refer   to   policies   that   have   now   changed,   so   the   learnings   the   board   

member   shares   are   not   relevant   to   the   decisions   being   made   by   the   board.   Other   board   members   

feel   it   would   be   rude   to   interrupt,   so   they   just   stop   listening   when   the   board   member   speaks,   

often   missing   important   learnings.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    The   frustration   experienced   by   other   board   members   may   

cause   them   to   go   out   of   their   way   to   avoid   or   cut   short   discussions   during   board   meetings   to   

avoid   having   to   listen   to   the   long   speeches.   Board   discussions   may   not   be   as   lengthy   or   as   robust   

as   they   need   to   be,   which   may   result   in   less   sound   or   informed   decisions   being   made   by   the   

board.   

  

B EING    A GGRESSIVE   

Strengths :   If   a   board   member   is   aggressively   making   their   points,   it   may   still   indicate   that   they   

are   knowledgeable   on   the   subject   and   passionate   about   the   cause.   They   may   also   be   a   confident   

speaker   and   be   willing   to   defend   their   viewpoint   particularly   when   it   goes   against   the   majority   of   

the   board.   

Example :   A   board   of   a   not-for-profit   with   a   focus   on   tutoring   is   discussing   integrating   with   

youth   mental   health   services.   A   board   member   with   an   undisclosed   lived-experience   with   mental   

health   services   disagrees   with   some   of   the   points   raised   by   another   board   member,   they   start   

shouting   their   rebuttal,   as   they   have   some   expertise   on   the   issue   and   want   to   be   heard.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   they   are   shouting   (aside   from   the   fact   that   it   is   not   a   positive   

behaviour   to   begin   with   or   may   be   against   the   organisation’s   stated   value   of   respect),   they   may   be   

talking   over   other   board   members   and   not   allowing   other   viewpoints   to   be   heard.   Board   

members   may   be   threatened   by   the   aggressive   behaviour   and   may   just   agree   so   the   meeting   can   

progress.   If   debate   ensues,   later   agenda   items   may   be   rushed   or   skipped.   
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Example:    The   discussion   becomes   heated   as   the   board   member   is   frustrated   with   the   naivete   of   

the   other   board   members,   and   starts   making   comments   that   are   personal   attacks.   The   board   

members   feel   threatened   and   just   agree   with   the   aggressive   board   member   to   avoid   further   

conflict.   

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    Similar   to   the   case   of   a   dominating   board   member,   a   board   

with   an   aggressive   board   member   can   result   in   stressful   board   meetings   that   become   hard   work,   

resulting   in   emotionally   exhausted   directors   withdrawing   from   discussions.   Board   decisions   begin   

to   reflect   the   views   of   one   board   member   rather   than   the   membership   as   a   whole.     

  

B EING    S ILENT     AT    M EETINGS  

Strengths :   Similar   to   avoiding   work   between   meetings,   a   board   member   may   be   silent   during   

meetings   because   they   want   to   give   the   floor   to   the   board   members   who   they   perceive   to   be   

more   knowledgeable   and/or   capable   to   speak.   Alternatively,   they   may   feel   that   they   are   simply   

allowing   all   views   to   be   presented.   

Example:    A   heated   debate   breaks   out   in   a   board   meeting.   One   board   member   is   not   sure   where   

they   stand   on   the   matter   and   sits   silently,   listening   to   all   the   opinions   being   discussed.   One   of   the   

board   members   says   something   that   aligns   with   what   the   silent   board   member   believes,   so   they   

sit   back   and   choose   not   to   speak   so   that   others   can   share   their   views.   At   the   end   of   the   

discussion,   the   board   members   vote   and   move   to   the   next   agenda   item,   with   the   silent   board   

member   not   having   said   anything.  

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   the   board   member   continues   to   sit   back   and   listen   to   the   

other   board   members   and   not   contribute   to   discussions,   they   become   more   of   an   observer,   than   

a   board   member.   This   means   that   not   all   board   members’   views   are   being   discussed.   

Example:    The   board   member   continues   this   practice   of   listening   to   all   views.   On   one   occasion,   

they   realise   that   they   do   have   an   opposing   view   but   the   time   runs   out   before   they   can   share,   so   

they   choose   to   say   nothing   and   move   on   to   the   next   agenda   item.   This   continues   over   the   next   

few   meetings   and   other   board   members   are   becoming   resentful   and   are   wondering   why   they   even   

joined   the   board.   
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How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    Directors   begin   to   doubt   the   abilities   of   the   non-contributing   

member,   and   their   motivations   for   being   a   member   of   the   board.   Resentment   may   begin   to   creep   

in,   as   other   directors   think   that   they   are   failing   to   pull   their   weight.   Directors   may   fail   to   consult   

or   involve   them   in   conversations   occurring   outside   of   the   boardroom.   Board   solidarity   is   lost,   

and   the   commitment   of   members   to   the   board   is   weakened.   A   sense   of   distrust   begins   to   

develop.   

  

S ERVING     ON     THE    B OARD     FOR     A    L ONG    T IME   

Strengths:    A   board   member   who   has   been   serving   on   the   board   for   many   years   (possibly   since   

the   establishment   of   the   organisation)   brings   historical   knowledge   to   the   board.   They   can   utilise   

their   knowledge   of   previous   programs,   strategies,   and   partnerships.   Their   long   service   may   also   

indicate   commitment   to   the   organisation   and   that   they   are   passionate   about   the   cause.   

Example:    A   board   member   has   been   serving   on   a   board   of   an   organisation   since   they   were   

established   in   1997.   They   regularly   suggest   contacting   organisations   the   organisation   has   had   

previous   dealings   with   to   go   in   together   on   grant   applications.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   the   board   member   is   resistant   to   change   they   may   become   

obstinate   for   the   sake   of   tradition.   An   organisation   with   a   constitution   that   does   not   set   terms   for   

board   directors   may   risk   stagnation   and   may   miss   opportunities   that   new   directors’   ideas   and   

perspectives   may   bring.     

Example:    The   CEO   suggests   moving   to   a   digital   filing   system,   the   majority   of   the   board   

supports   the   idea,   but   the   long   serving   member   is   reluctant   to   transition   from   paper   filing   

because   “that’s   how   we’ve   always   done   it”.     

How   it   affects   board   dynamics:    Board   meetings   may   become   hard   work,   as   the   long   standing   

member   pushes   for   the   status   quo.   Other   board   members   may   become   frustrated   with   them,   or   

become   exhausted   in   trying   to   advocate   for   change   and   begin   to   withdraw.   The   board   can   

become   stagnant,   frozen   in   the   past   and   unable   to   adapt   to/adopt   evolving   processes   and   

technologies.      
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B OARD    P ROBLEMATIC    B EHAVIOURS   

V EERING     OFF     THE    M ISSION   

Strengths:    Veering   off   the   mission   can   allow   the   board   members   to   explore   other   opportunities   

and   broaden   the   focus   of   the   organisation,   particularly   when   there   is   a   cultural   shift.   

Example:    The   CEO   of   an   organisation   whose   mission   is   to   provide   food   to   those   sleeping   

rough   proposes   that   the   food   services   be   extended   to   those   who   are   couch   surfing,   or   at   risk   of   

losing   their   tenancy   and   becoming   homeless.   The   board   considers   this   move   as   they   are   aware   

that   rough   sleeping   is   only   one   type   of   homelessness.   

When   it   becomes   problematic :   If   the   board   is   veering   off   the   mission   too   much,   they   may   lose   

focus   of   the   true   purpose   of   the   organisation.   

Example:    The   board   starts   talking   about   other   groups   they   could   provide   food   services   to,   such   

as   old   age   pensioners   and   those   living   with   disability.   Their   hearts   are   in   the   right   place   and   they   

mean   well,   but   the   funding   and   donations   they   have   received   were   to   fulfill   their   mission   of   

providing   food   to   those   experiencing   homelessness.   

  

M ULTIPLE    V OICES   

Strengths:    When   a   board   is   struggling   to   have   a   consistent   public   voice,   it   may   give   the   board   

members   an   opportunity   to   assess   whether   they   are   still   aligned   with   the   organisation   or   if   it   is   

time   to   consider   ending   their   term   on   the   board.   

Example:    A   board   member   is   contacted   by   a   journalist   and   asked   how   the   organisation   plans   to   

address   a   particular   issue,   they   respond   with   a   vague   answer   as   they   realise   that   they   were   hoping   

their   idea   that   was   voted   down   was   selected.   They   end   the   interview   and   reconsider   their   fit   for   

the   board.   They   decide   to   step   down   as   they   believe   they   have   outgrown   the   organisation.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   board   members   are   publicly   reporting   views   that   are   

inconsistent,   they   are   not   respecting   the   board’s   single   voice   and   group   authority.     

Example :   Board   members   discuss   issues   with   clients,   other   organisations   and   the   media,   from   

their   own   differing   perspectives   rather   than   the   view   of   the   board   as   a   whole.   
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M ICROMANAGEMENT   

Strengths:    If   a   board   is   micromanaging   the   organisation,   it   may   indicate   that   they   have   a   strong   

interest   in   the   organisation   and   its   everyday   operation.   It   can   also   demonstrate   that   they   are   

passionate   about   the   cause.   

Example:    A   board   is   meeting   every   fortnight   to   discuss   the   progress   of   the   projects   that   are   

being   undertaken   by   the   organisation.   Ahead   of   each   meeting,   they   request   an   update   and   

overview   of   activities   from   each   of   the   managers.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   board   members   are   micromanaging,   they   are   taking   on   the   

role   of   the   CEO,   rather   than   performing   their   expected   duties.   If   the   board   is   overly   involved   in   

management   it   may   indicate   that   the   board   has   little   to   discuss   and   the   frequency   of   meetings   

should   be   revised.   Alternatively,   it   may   indicate   that   the   CEO   is   not   competent   or   trusted.   

Example:    The   frequency   of   project   reviews   has   meant   that   the   board   is   now   more   informed   

about   everyday   operations   than   the   CEO.   The   constant   reporting   has   resulted   in   confusion   

among   the   managers   as   to   who   they   report   to.   Management   within   the   organisation   is   suffering   

as   there   is   now   a   reliance   on   the   fortnightly   feedback   and   decision   making   from   the   board.   

  

N OT    C ONTRIBUTING    F INANCIALLY   

Strengths :   A   financial   commitment   test   is   not   going   to   be   the   best   test   of   commitment   to   the   

organisation   for   all   board   members.   It   may   be   the   case   that   the   board   has   appointed   some   

community   members   with   substantial   lived   experience   and   they   may   not   be   in   a   financial   position   

to   make   personal   donations   to   the   organisation.    

Example:    An   organisation   that   supports   people   experiencing   homelessness   appoints   two   board   

members   who   have   previously   been   homeless   themselves.   While   they   are   getting   back   on   their   

feet,   they   are   still   on   a   low   income   and   are   unable   to   contribute   financially   to   the   organisation.   

When   it   becomes   problematic :   If   board   members   are   fundraising   for   a   cause   that   they   do   not   

financially   support   themselves,   it   may   appear   hypocritical   and   hinder   fundraising   efforts.   

Example:    Other   board   members   who   are   in   stronger   financial   positions   than   the   two   members   

with   lived   experience   choose   to   also   not   make   a   contribution,   yet   they   regularly   post   on   LinkedIn,   

urging   their   connections   to   donate.   

  
17   



  

  

N O    B OARD    S ELF -A SSESSMENT   

Strengths:    A   board   may   choose   not   to   engage   in   assessment   of   their   strengths,   weaknesses   and   

performance   in   order   to   conserve   their   limited   funds.   

Example:    Administrative   funding   is   cut   from   an   organisation   and   the   board   decides   to   forgo   self   

assessment    for   the   financial   year.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   boards   do   not   assess   their   own   strengths   and   weaknesses,   

they   will   not   know   how   they   are   performing   and   have   no   groundwork   for   improvement.   

Example :   The   board   continues   to   put   off   their   self-assessment   over   the   next   five   years.   There   

are   other   issues   arising   within   the   board   such   as   low   morale   and   sporadic   attendance,   but   there   is   

little   being   done   to   enhance   accountability.   

  

A PPROVING    A LL    P ROPOSALS   

Strengths:    If   a   CEO   is   enthusiastic   and   persuasive,   a   board   may   approve   all   proposals   without   

consideration.   This   is   indicative   that   the   board   is   supportive   of   the   CEO   and   is   passionate   about   

the   organisation.   

Example:    A   CEO   of   an   aged   care   organisation   has   an   excellent   relationship   with   their   board   and   

all   proposals   have   been   approved   in   that   financial   year.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   the   board   does   not   ask   questions   or   assess   proposals,   the   

board   is   not   acting   as   a   board.   They   need   to   be   sure   that   proposals   are   in   line   with   the   mission   of   

the   organisation   and   are   critiqued   so   that   there   is   quality   control.   

Example:    The   CEO   proposes   a   youth   project   and   is   so   persuasive   that   the   board   approves   the   

proposal   without   question,   even   though   it   is   not   very   relevant   to   their   mission.   
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O NLY    B EING    C ONCERNED     WITH    O NE    A SPECT     OF     THE    O RGANISATION   

Strengths:    A   board   may   be   too   focused   on   the   element   of   the   organisation   that   they   have   

funded.   This   can   indicate   commitment   to   the   project   and   a   desire   to   see   out   the   project   and   

watch   it   succeed.   

Example :   A   board   raises   funds   to   source   a   bus   and   establish   a   pick   up   and   drop   off   service   for   

day   centre   clients.   They   are   excited   about   it   and   follow   up   on   its   progress.   

When   it   becomes   problematic:    If   only   one   element   of   the   organisation   is   being   focused   on   by   

the   board,   then   they   are   unable   to   evaluate   the   organisation   as   a   whole.   

Example :   The   bus   and   bus   route   dominate   discussion   over   the   next   few   board   meetings.   The   

board   fails   to   evaluate   day   centre   activity   proposals   and   funding   applications.   
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R OOT    C AUSES     OF    B EHAVIOURAL    P ROBLEMS   
  

The   root   causes   of   most   behavioural   problems   on   boards   can   be   traced   to   a   misalignment   

between   an   individual   and   the   board’s   behavioural   orientation,   or   an   imbalance   of   behavioural   

traits   on   the   board.   Behavioural   problems   can   arise   when   an   individual   holds   different   and   in   

some   cases   incompatible   values   to   those   embedded   in   the   organisation   either   explicitly   in   the   

mission   statement   and/or   implicitly   in   the   overall   culture.   

M ISALIGNMENT     BETWEEN     AN     INDIVIDUAL     AND     THE     BOARD ’ S   

BEHAVIOURAL     ORIENTATION   

In   order   to   establish   the   root   cause   of   behavioural   problems   on   boards,   it   is   important   to   

understand   the   factors   that   inhibit   or   enhance   behaviours   of   board   members   (Howe   and   Curtis   

2016).    To   ensure   best   outcomes,   a   good   board:   

● creates   a   board   charter   that   sets   out   the   board’s   purpose   and   shared   values;   

● articulates   how   directors   will   communicate   with   each   other;   

● sets   out   how   directors   will   behave   and   what   happens   when   members   do   not   behave   in   

accordance   with   agreed   standards;   and   

● establishes   the   positive   habits   that   members   will   adopt   as   part   of   their   directorship.   

  

The   above   key   factors   influence   the   board   culture.   The   board   culture   is   the   result   of   a   group   of   

people   having   a   shared   set   of   values,   as   it   is   from   these   shared   values   that   the   group   determines   

what   are   appropriate   and   inappropriate   behaviours   in   a   particular   situation   (Howe   &   Curtis,   

2016).    Consequently,   behavioural   problems   stem   from   instances   where   an   individual   is   not   

aligned   with   the   values   and   vision   of   the   organisation.   It   is   important   to   note   that   despite   the   

increasing   need   for   diversity   on   boards,   having   diversity   for   diversity's   sake   does   not   lead   to   high   

performance.   The   alignment   and   focus   on   a   common   purpose   in   accordance   with   the   board’s   

value   system   helps   foster   the   expected   behaviours   on   a   board   (Howe   &   Curtis,   2016).        
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The   Diversity   Matrix   below   predicts   board   behaviours   based   on   the   extent   to   which   board   

members   are   aligned   and   diverse   (Howe   &   Curtis,   2016).     

  

The   behavioural   problems   that   can   be   deduced   from   the   matrix   are   as   follows:   

● Chaos :   This   results   in   unproductive   conflicts   as   each   individual   is   committed   to   the   

pursuit   of   their   own   agenda.     

Example   behavioural   problems:    Dominating   debates   and   discussions,   building   an   

empire   or   personal   brand,   going   against   the   majority   of   the   board,   talking   at   length,   being   

aggressive,   veering   off   the   mission,   multiple   voices,   only   being   concerned   with   one   aspect   

of   the   organisation.   

● Inertia :   Individuals   in   this   quadrant   have   no   real   interest   in   what   is   going   on   in   the   

organisation   and   often   turn   up   to   board   meetings   for   “face   time”.   This   results   in   

stagnation   in   relation   to   innovation   and   performance   within   the   board.   

Example   behavioural   problems:    Avoiding   work   between   meetings,   skipping   meetings,   

being   silent   at   meetings,   serving   on   the   board   for   a   long   time,   not   contributing   financially,     

● Groupthink:    This   behavioural   problem   occurs   when   everyone   is   on   the   same   page   but   

no   new   thoughts   or   innovation   are   forthcoming.   This   results   in   stagnation,   lack   of   

improvements   and   originality   within   the   board.   

Example   behavioural   problems:    Serving   on   the   board   for   a   long   time,   no   board   self   

assessment,   approving   all   proposals.   
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I MBALANCE     OF    B EHAVIOURAL     TRAITS     OF     MEMBERS   

The   Business   Chemistry   Framework   can   help   board   members   to   recognise   their   own   behavioural   

traits,   as   well   as   the   preferences   and   styles   of   others,   by   identifying   their   business-relevant   

characteristics   and   focusing   on   improving   the   effectiveness   of   the   interactions   in   the   boardroom   

through   the   existing   board   dynamics.   An   imbalance   of   behavioural   traits   on   the   board   can   result   

in   behavioural   problems   (Christfort   &   Vickberg,   2018).   

The   model   identifies   four   unique   personality   patterns   that   detail   the   working   styles,   likes,   and   

dislikes   that   each   individual   brings   to   a   relationship.     

D RIVERS   

The   Drivers like   logic   and systems,   and   have   a   laser   focus   on   the   end   goal.   They   are   direct,   

quantitative,   competitive,   and   logical.   Drivers   are   not   consensus   seekers,   and   do   not   like   

indecisiveness.   

P IONEERS     

The   Pioneers like   variety,   possibilities,   and   generating   new   ideas.   They   can   make   decisions   quickly,   

but   can   change   their   minds,   as   they   have   a   high   tolerance   for   risk.   Pioneers   do   not   like   process,   

details,   and   repetition.   

I NTEGRATORS   

The   Integrators like   personal   connections   and   seeing   how   things   fit   together.   They   are   

relationship-   and   consensus-oriented,   diplomatic,   and   trusting.   Integrators   do   not   like   

confrontation,   competition,   or   aloofness.   

G UARDIANS   

The   Guardians like   concrete   details   and   stability   –   they   trust   what   is   tried   and   true.   They   are   

methodical,   structured,   reserved,   loyal,   and   cautious.   Guardians   do   not   like   tardiness,   disorder, or   

being   rushed.   
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Adapted   from   Christfort,   K.   and   Vickberg,   S.   (2018).   ‘Business   Chemistry’   John   Wiley   &   Sons.     

  

T HE     BOARD ' S     BEHAVIOURAL     ORIENTATIONS   

Boards   represent   unique   combinations   of   individuals   that   bring   their   personal   knowledge,   skills,   

experiences,   and   other   forms   of   tacit   knowledge   together   to   make   decisions   regarding   the   

not-for-profit   organisation   (NFP).   These   unique   combinations   of   traits   shape   the   board's   

behavioural   orientation   (Coombes   et   al.   2011).    A   board's   behavioural   orientation   serves   to   define   

the   types   of   opportunities   that   are   acceptable   with   regard   to   the   organisation’s   social   mission,   as   

well   as   the   activities   through   which   to   exploit   these   opportunities   including   innovativeness,   risk   

taking,   and   proactiveness   defined   by   the   organisation's   entrepreneurial   orientation   (Coombes   et   

al.   2011).   

An   individual’s   misalignment   with   the   overall   behavioural   orientation   of   the   board   can   result   in   

behavioural   problems   from   that   individual.   It   is   important   to   perform   the   necessary   due   diligence   

with   past   and   current   board   directors   as   well   as   industry   peers   to   gain   insights   into   the   prevalent   

behaviours   orientation   on   a   board   to   ensure   that   it   aligns   with   individual   core   values   as   well.   
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Four   examples   of   behavioural   dimensions   have   been   identified,   namely   the   extent   to   which   the   

board   is    strategic/operational,   progressive/conservative,   active/passive,   and   

cohesive/fractionalised.   These   key   board   dimensions   are   explored   below.   

S TRATEGIC     VERSUS     OPERATIONAL     BOARDS   

The   first   of   the   behavioural   dimensions   is   based   on   the   distinction   between   a    strategic   

(externally‐focused,   longer‐term)   and   a   more    operational    (internally‐focused,   short‐term)   

orientation.   This   tendency   is   based   on   a   common   assumption   that   outside   members   tend   to   

provide   a   strategic   focus   for   the   organisation,   while   inside   directors   supply   a   focus   related   more   

towards   firm   operations.   Boards   that   have   a   more   strategic   focus   would   seem   more   open   to   

innovative   and   new   directions.   Alternatively,   those   with   a   more   operational   focus   are   likely   to   be   

preoccupied   with   efficiency   and   effectiveness.   

P ROGRESSIVE     VERSUS     CONSERVATIVE     BOARDS   

A   second   behavioural   dimension   concerns   the   exten t   to   which   the   board   is   

more  progressive  or  conservative  in    its   orientation,   both   of   which   are   suggestive   of   certain   attitudes,  

but   are   also   captured   in   reasoning,   intentions,   and   behaviours   of   board   members   (Coombes   et   al.   

2011).   A   conservative   board   is   one   that   focuses   on   duty,   security,   and   conformity.   It   is   cautious,   

moves   incrementally   and   is   reliant   on   established   norms   and   procedures   in   deciding   upon   

ongoing   actions.   As   such,   members   would   seem   more   likely   to   believe   an   emphasis   on   change   

could   compromise   the   basic   values,   missions,   and   services   of   the   organisation.   Preoccupied   with   

the   organisation's   basic   mission,   the   ability   to   recognise   new   opportunities   may   be   reduced.   A   

board   with   progressive   members   is   more   likely   to   challenge   conventional   assumptions   and   

encourage   actions   that   overcome   dependence   on   traditional   constraints   and   unreliable   

philanthropic   resources.   

A CTIVE     VERSUS     PASSIVE     BOARDS   

The  active  or  passive  orientation   of   the   board   of   directors   can   also   be   expected   to   influence   

entrepreneurial   behaviour   within   organisations.   Activism   refers   to   how   vigorous   a   board   is   in   

accomplishing   its   governance   roles   and   service   duties.   It   can   be   manifested   in   a   number   of   ways   

that   reflect   how   board   resources   are   managed.   Other   indicators   include   the   frequency   and   quality   

of   meetings,   changes   made   to   board   structures,   time   spent   discussing   and   determining   strategies   

or   monitoring   managerial   effectiveness,   and   time   spent   volunteering   –   with   researchers   examining   
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how   these   activities   can   lead   to   successful,   innovative   change,   and   improved   performance.   

 Passive   orientation   will   likely   find   the   members   more   comfortable   with   the   status   quo.   

C OHESIVE     VERSUS     FRACTIONALISED     BOARDS   

While   the   board   as   a   whole   is   characterised   as   strategic,   conservative,   or   active,   it   is   also   possible   

that   the   board   could   be   relatively   more  cohesive  or  fractionalised .   Where   a   board   is   more   

fractionalised,   some   level   of   disagreement   can   facilitate   creativity,   lead   to   a   wider   array   of   

innovative   options,   and   improve   decision   quality.   It   is   important   to   note   that   boards   that   exhibit   

an   excessive   amount   of   discord   and   friction   can   become   overly   divided.   A   board   that   cannot   

effectively   make   decisions   as   a   unit   is   less   likely   to   agree   upon   and   implement   entrepreneurial   

initiatives.   Hence,   highly   fractionalised   board   environments   can   discourage   creative   thinking   and   

innovation   and   make   it   more   difficult   for   members   to   communicate   effectively,   identify   pertinent   

issues,   or   reach   agreement   upon   items   on   the   board   agenda.   

Alternatively,   agreement   regarding   strategic   initiatives   and   implementation   of   innovative   change   

can   be   facilitated   when   the   board   thinks   similarly   and   is   able   to   act   as   a   cohesive   unit.   Cohesion   is   

associated   with   the   ability   of   the   group   to   reach   consensus   and   to   exhibit   higher   task   

participation   and   performance.     

Board   behavioural   orientations   capture   the   behaviours   that   emerge   from   tendencies   to   respond   

or   act   in   certain   ways   when   guiding   and   governing   the   organisation.   In   other   words,   while   the   

board's   behavioural   orientation   may   adjust   slightly   to   external   conditions,   behavioural   orientation   

represents   a   fairly   stable,   collective   tendency   of   the   board   towards   particular   behaviours.   

Behavioural   orientation   of   the   board   develops   over   time   as   the   board   interacts   in   unique   ways.   A   

misalignment   between   an   individual   and   the   behavioural   orientation   of   the   board   can   result   in   

problems   in   the   future.   
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S OLUTIONS     FOR    M ITIGATING    B EHAVIOURAL    P ROBLEMS   
  

As   previously   outlined,   there   are   multiple   methods   in   which   behavioural   problems   can   manifest   

on   a   board.   These   issues   can   arise   from   the   individual   members   of   the   board   all   the   way   through   

to   the   overall   purpose   or   governance   structure   of   the   board.   As   the   source   and   cause   of   these   

behavioural   problems   are   well   varied,   the   methods   to   mitigate   these   issues   are   similarly   varied   

depending   on   the   issue.      
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Category   of   
Behavioural   Problems   

Examples   of   Behavioural   
Problems   

Method   of   Managing   
Behavioural   Problems   

Behaviours   of   the   
individual   board   
members   

Dominating   debates   and   
discussions,    avoiding   work   between   
meetings,   skipping   meetings,   
building   an   empire   or   personal   
brand,   going   against   the   majority   of   
the   board,   talking   at   length,   being   
aggressive,   being   silent   at   meetings.   

Addressed   at   the   individual   
level   by   the   chair   or   other   
board   members.   

Reliant   on    good   
communication   and   
effective   board   relationships   

Board   dynamics    Submitting   to   the   views   of   the   
dominating   board   member,   
avoiding   discussion,   loss   of   board   
solidarity,   weak   board   commitment.   

  

  

Addressed   at   both   an   
individual   level   and   a   group   
level.   

Reliant   on   commitment   to   a   
solution   from   the   group   as   a  
whole.   

Board   culture    Veering   off   the   mission,   multiple   
voices,   micromanagement,   not   
contributing   financially,   no   board   
self   assessment,   approving   all   
proposals,   only   being   concerned   
with   one   aspect   of   the   organisation,   
lack   of   code   of   conduct,   
inconsistent   values.   

Addressed   on   a   group   level,   
often   with   the   involvement   
of   the   CEO.   

The   relationship   between   
the   CEO   and   the   board   is   
crucial.   



  

  As   mentioned,   the   relationship   between   the   CEO   and   the   board   is   important   when   managing   

boardroom   behaviour.   This   relationship   is   bridged   by   the   chair.   The   chair   is   responsible   for   

leadership   of   the   board,   a   large   aspect   of   this   is   facilitating   effective   functioning   of   the   board   and   

as   such,   management   of   board   members   (Australian   Institute   of   Company   Directors,   2016).   If   a   

board   is   to   run   effectively,   each   member   of   the   board   must   contribute   and   take   ownership   for   

their   role 2 .   It   is   therefore   evident   that   having   a   strong   and   decisive   person   in   this   role   is   crucial.   

When   an   individual   board   member,   a   group   or   a   board   as   a   whole   are   not   fulfilling   their   role,   the   

board,   in   particular   the   chair,   must   hold   them   accountable.   There   are   a   few   ways   that   this   can   be   

done   however   it   should   always   be   done   with   respect   and   a   goal   of   understanding.   

I NDIVIDUAL    B OARD    B EHAVIOURS   

Board   members   are   responsible   for   ensuring   that   both   they   and   their   fellow   board   members   are   

fulfilling   their   duties.   If   an   individual   board   member   starts   to   display   behavioural   problems   

whether   that   be   passiveness,   aggression,   withdrawal,   corrosiveness   or   something   else,   this   issue   

first   needs   to   be   identified   before   being   addressed   in   the   most   efficacious   way.   Individual   

behaviours   are   easier   to   identify   than   dynamics   or   culture   and   can   therefore   be   done   on   a   smaller   

scale.   Additionally,   the   actions   taken   to   address   such   issues   depends   largely   on   the   governance   of   

a   board,   which   can   vary   greatly.   Whilst   an   effective   chair   and   good   board   member   relationships   

and   dynamics   are   important,   on   an   individual   level   there   are   a   few   methods   of   addressing   such   

issues   that   can   be   used:   

1. As   a   chair,   suggest   ground   rules   for   contentious   discussions;     

Example:    Ensure   every   member   has   a   chance   to   speak,   ask   for   an   opinion   from   every   

board   member,   apply   formal   voting   rules.   

2. As   a   director,   provide   offline   feedback   to   other   directors   when   a   behaviour   has   been   

identified;   

Example:    Outline   the   behaviour,   understand   the   purpose,   identify   the   impacts,   seek   

another   director’s   opinion   and   finally   suggest   an   alternate   behaviour.   

3.    As   a   director,   call   out   an   individual’s   bad   behaviour   with   the   group;   

Example:    Socialise   the   issue   prior   with   other   directors   (if   applicable),   outline   the   

behaviour,   specify   the   negative   impacts,   and   finally   open   it   up   to   discussion.   

These   conversations   are   to   be   treated   with   the   utmost   respect   and   patience   and   come   from   a   

place   of   understanding.   If   an   individual   feels   as   though   they   are   being   singled   out   or   attacked,   
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they   are   unlikely   to   be   receptive   to   criticism   or   change.   Assume   that   all   board   members   have   the   

right   intentions   and   be   clear   about   what   you   are   discussing.   Addressing   individual   behavioural   

problems   requires   calmness   and   planning   to   come   to   a   solution.   

B OARD    D YNAMICS   

Board   dynamics   is   arguably   the   most   difficult   source   of   boardroom   behavioural   problems   to   

address   as   it   is   often   hard   to   recognise.   In   order   to   address   bad   boardroom   dynamics,   the   issue   

must   first   be   recognised/identified   by   the   board   and   then   accepted   as   having   a   negative   impact   by   

the   directors.   Once   it   is   accepted   that   there   is   a   problem,   the   individual   members   of   the   board   

need   to   understand   the   role   they   play   in   enabling   or   participating   in   these   dynamics.   The   

individual   is   equally   important   as   the   group   when   addressing   boardroom   dynamics.   Once   the   

individuals   of   the   board   have   understood   the   issue   and   have   taken   ownership   for   their   role   in   the   

issue,   the   group   as   a   whole   can   make   a   commitment   to   manage   the   pattern   of   dysfunction.   

  In   order   to   first   recognise   dysfunctional   boardroom   dynamics,   a   process   of   self-assessment   or   

external   assessment   needs   to   be   established.   The   process   of   self-assessment   can   be   a   set   

assessment   tool   that   the   board   as   a   whole   agrees   on   and   completes   themselves   routinely,   such   as   

a   checklist   every   quarter.   The   external   assessment   is   a   process   of   seeking   feedback   from   an   

external   source,   for   example,   a   trusted   executive   or   an   organisational   psychologist.   An   external   

view   (and   in   some   cases,   independent   evaluation)   is   often   applied   to   spot   patterns   and   behaviours   

that   cannot   be   seen   from   within.   

Once   identified,   the   process   of   accepting,   understanding   and   committing   to   change   can   begin.   As   

a   chair   addressing   board   dynamics,   the   same   process   of   addressing   individual   behaviours   can   be   

used   (ground   rules,   offline   feedback   and   group   setting   feedback),   as   long   as   the   board   as   a   whole   

commits   to   the   solution.   For   example,   if   two   board   members   are   routinely   cutting   each   other   off   

whilst   discussing   issues,   the   chair   can   address   this   behaviour   with   both   individuals   first,   either   

offline   or   during   a   meeting,   and   then   bring   the   issue   to   the   group   as   a   whole   to   agree   to   a   

solution.   
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B OARD    C ULTURE   

Board   culture   is   the   culmination   of   individual   and   group   dynamics   of   a   board   and   indicates   the   

pattern   of   communicating,   thinking   and   reacting   of   the   board.   Ensuring   good   board   culture   is   the   

responsibility   of   the   whole   board   and   is   largely   determined   by   the   governance   of   the   board.   

Good   governance   ensures   that   the   board   is   held   accountable   for   their   actions   and   has   a   method   

of   measuring   their   performance.   With   good   governance,   members   should   be   able   to   hold   

themselves   and   their   colleagues   accountable.   

E STABLISHING    B OARD    C ULTURE   

One   method   of   ensuring   good   board   culture   is   setting   explicit   board   culture   through   a   formal,   

agreed   upon   protocol.   This   can   be   used   to   both   address   current   board   behavioural   problems   as   

well   as   prevent   future   instances   of   behavioural   problems   on   boards.   A   formal   agreed   protocol   for   

culture   can   include:   

●    a   formal   code   of   conduct   (agreed   behavioural   expectations);   

● detailed   on   boarding   packs   for   new   or   prospective   board   members   (outline   the   exact   

purpose,   goals   and   values   of   the   board);   

●     a   formal   mission   and   values   document   (ensure   current   and   new   members   have   aligning   

values);   

●    an   agreed   upon   self-assessment   tool   for   the   board   to   use   routinely;   and   

●    a   protocol   for   raising   behaviours   of   concern   (consider   whether   concerns   should   be   raised   

with   the   chair,   handled   by   individuals,   or   should   they   be   addressed   as   a   group).   

With   clearly   outlined   processes,   the   risk   of   misunderstanding   is   reduced   and   there   is   a   set   

reference   point   for   behaviours.   If   a   board   member   is   behaving   in   a   way   that   contradicts   the   

agreed   upon   processes   of   the   group,   then   there   is   a   clear   starting   point   for   addressing   the   issue   

and   a   framework   for   outlining   the   issues.   

Board   culture   can   be   established   from   one   of   two   methods;   observation   or   reflection.   The   

appropriate   method   is   determined   by   the   individual   board,   what   works   for   one   board   will   not   

work   for   another   (the   constitution   of   each   board   may   help   indicate   which   method   is   appropriate).   
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Whilst   there   are   many   strategies   that   can   be   utilized   to   mitigate   and   manage   behaviours   when   on   

boards,   it   is   also   important   to   consider   the   long   term   framework   and   recruitment   strategies   that   

can   allow   board   culture   and   good   governance   to   be   maintained.     

B OARD    M EMBER    R ECRUITMENT     AND    T ENURE   

By   reviewing   and   updating   the   constitution   where   appropriate,   a   commitment   to   continual   

improvement   and   progress   can   be   made.   Components   such   as   setting   tenure   of   directors   and   

conditions   for   membership   are   two   aspects   of   a   constitution   that   support   the   recruitment   of   the   

right   people   for   the   board.   For   example,   by   both   limiting   and   staggering   tenure   you   can   ensure   

that   there   is   continued   growth   and   development   within   a   board   whilst   maintaining   stability   and   

knowledge.   Whilst   it   is   good   to   limit   tenure   so   that   boards   do   not   become   stagnant   and   rigid   in   

their   ways   (fresh   perspectives   encourage   growth   and   development)   it   is   also   a   risk   if   a   board   is   

making   multiple   changes   at   the   same   time   as   knowledge   of   the   organisation   and   direction   or   

guidance   may   be   lost   on   the   board.   Therefore   by   both   limiting   tenure,   which   encompasses   term   

length   and   number   of   terms,   and   spacing   out   the   tenures   of   board   members,   there   will   be   a   stable   

turnover   of   directors   and   retention   of   knowledge   and   understanding.     

Clearly   articulated   tenure   conditions   provide   a   framework   for   an   effective   recruitment   strategy.   

When   recruiting   for   new   board   members,   it   is   important   to   be   specific   and   critical   of   what   is   

needed   to   benefit   the   board.   Having   diversity   of   skills   and   personalities   is   important,   however   

ensuring   that   potential   new   directors   have   aligning   values   and   passions   is   equally   important.   For   
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example,   someone   who   has   an   in-depth   understanding   of   governance   but   has   a   personal   agenda   

or   values   that   do   not   align   with   the   organisation   would   likely   be   a   poor   fit   for   a   board.   

Recruitment   can   occur   through   a   number   of   means,   such   as   networking,   recruitment   agents   or   by   

internal   recommendation,   however   the   needs   of   the   board   and   the   necessary   values   and   purposes   

always   need   to   be   considered   and   outlined.     

Whilst   we   know   that   behavioural   problems   on   a   board   must   first   be   addressed   at   the   individual   

and   board   dynamics   level,   board   culture   is   integral   to   maintaining   this   over   time.   Board   culture   

encompasses   the   immediate   challenges   and   shortcomings   of   the   board   as   a   group,   as   well   as   the   

infrastructure   for   good   culture   over   a   longer   term   period.   As   such,   the   future   should   always   be   

considered;   as   good   culture   needs   to   be   maintained   beyond   the   tenure   of   current   board   members   

and   grow   and   develop   with   the   needs   of   the   organisation   and   the   wider   community.   Culture   

should   not   be   stagnant   but   the   governance   of   infrastructure   can   be.   

G OVERNANCE   

Good   governance   is   the   overarching   aspect   of   mitigating   behavioural   problems   on   boards.   From   

good   governance,   good   board   culture   is   born   which   provides   the   framework   and   pathways   for   

board   dynamics   and   finally   individual   board   behaviours   to   flourish.   
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C ONCLUSION   
  

Whilst   each   board   will   differ   in   the   way   in   which   it   performs   its   functions,   there   are   some   

common   behaviours   that   are   well-recognised   as   being   detrimental   to   a   board’s   effectiveness.   

These   behaviours   may   occur   at   the   individual   or   group   level,   and   can   have   flow-on   effects   for   

board   dynamics   and   board   cultures.   

In   this   resource   we   have   aimed   to   identify   some   of   these   common   behaviours,   outline   when   they   

can   be   a   strength   and   when   they   can   become   problematic,    identify   their   causes,   and   suggest   ways   

in   which   a   board   can   mitigate   against   and   resolve   such   problematic   behaviours.   
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