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Five attributes of a good director 

Michael Hawker FAICD has been a director on various boards for the past 26 years. But despite all his 

experience, he says he is still learning and what’s expected from his boards from the outside is 

constantly changing. 

 

Nonetheless, he was still able to list five abilities that make a good director when addressing an 

Australian Institute of Company Directors’ NSW Fellows Lunch in Sydney in October. 

 

According to Hawker, who is chairman of the George Institute for Global Health, Australian Rugby Union 

and SANZAR (South African, New Zealand and Australian Rugby), these crucial core skills and attributes 

are: 

 

1. The ability to focus on material issues and not “sweat the small things”. 

 

“As both a CEO and a director, too often I have seen individual directors chase down a rabbit hole, not 

because of any particular concern about a material risk, but primarily to demonstrate their competence 

and area of expertise,” said Hawker. “This is a burdensome process for management and a time waster 

for the board, and can deflect focus from more critical issues.” 

 

2. The ability to see the “big picture”. 

 

“One might argue that the collapse of some financial services companies recently was due to the 

inability for boards to see the big picture. For example, should the Royal Bank of Scotland have 

continued to purchase ABN AMRO when asset prices were at long-term trend highs, the cost of credit 

was at long term trend lows and it was dramatically leveraging the balance sheet?” asked Hawker, who 

is also a director of Aviva Plc Group and Washington H Soul Pattinson and Company.  

 

3. The ability to deal with pressure from external sources.  

 

“Directors need to be ‘comfortable in their own skin’,” said Hawker. He noted companies could face 

pressure from activists, short-term focused shareholders, the media or competitors and that this 

typically happened when short-term company performance was perceived as poor or when the 

company was making a strategic structural change or faced an unfriendly approach from an acquirer.  

 

He said keeping cool in the face of pressure was particularly critical for directors of public companies 

because competitors, acquirers and so on would use the media and other avenues to extract value.  

 

“Directors need to be able to withstand these pressures and be comfortable in their own capabilities 

and reputations to do the right thing and not to fall for populism,” said Hawker.  



 

“Doing the right thing may cost you a board seat, but that is the price a good director is willing to pay for 

providing good governance. 

 

“Sometimes tough decisions take courage. Some examples include Qantas’ recent challenges with its 

employees led by CEO Alan Joyce and the waterfront challenges faced by Patrick Corporation under the 

leadership of Chris Corrigan.” 

 

4. The ability to influence effectively at the board table.  

 

“I always think this is the most interesting challenge for new directors,” said Hawker. “How do you get 

yourself heard at the board table? There are two bookends to this problem: One is not speaking at all 

and the other is speaking all the time. Both generate the same outcome – that is, not being heard at all.” 

 

According to Hawker, the most effective directors (where effective was measured by influencing 

outcomes) were those that spoke infrequently, but when they did speak,  were able to articulate the key 

issues and provide a critical insight. 

 

“I have also observed that the most effective directors are those that attack the issue and not the 

person. One way of creating board disunity is to rubbish another director’s perspective or point of 

view.” 

 

5.  The ability to respect alternative viewpoints. 

 

Hawker told the audience that there were “many ways to skin a cat” or execute a given strategy. There 

were also many strategies to deal with competition. But he added: “The value of a diverse board is 

critical in providing multiple perspectives on any particular issue, which if corralled well, provides an 

excellent input for organisations to find successful solutions.” 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

What boards want 

The most desirable attributes for board candidates are industry expertise, with 48 per cent seeing it as 
“very important,” followed by financial expertise (41 per cent), and operational expertise (37 per cent), 
according to PwC’s Annual Corporate Directors Survey 2013.  
 
The survey of 934 US directors (70 per cent of whom serve on the boards of companies with more than 
US$1 billion in annual revenue) reveals that human resources and legal expertise are less sought after, 
with only seven per cent and five per cent of directors calling them “very important” respectively.  
 
The most significant increases in this year’s survey in “very important” skills were risk management and 
industry experience. But, given the increasing boardroom attention to IT, it isn’t surprising to also see 



the number of directors who believe technology expertise is at least “somewhat important” increase by 
seven percentage points. 
 
Nonetheless, almost a third of directors participating in the survey believe their company’s strategy and 
IT risk mitigation are not adequately supported by a sufficient understanding of IT at the board level. 
And only a quarter “very much” agree that the company provides them with adequate information for 
effective oversight. 
 
The survey records a jump in the use of outside consultants to advise boards on IT strategy and risk: 
from 27 per cent last year to 35 per cent this year. And it states that even more boards are thinking 
about this. While most were hired on a project specific basis, the percentage of consultants engaged on 
a continuous basis doubled from last year. 
 
The survey also confirms that directors are evolving their practices to be more engaged in overseeing 
traditional IT issues. The status of major IT implementations and the annual IT budget account for the 
highest levels of director engagement (80 per cent and 63 per cent respectively). But directors say they 
are not sufficiently engaged in understanding the company’s level of cyber-security spend (24 per cent) 
and competitors’ leverage of emerging technologies (22 per cent). 
 
Over the past few years, there has been a significant increase in bribery enforcement actions and 
increased regulatory efforts to minimise the risks of other types of fraud. The survey finds that in 
response, boards have taken substantive steps to oversee the reduction of fraud risk, with only about a 
quarter of directors saying there was no real change to their approach in 2013.  
 
Three out of five directors say their boards hold discussions regarding “tone at the top”, a substantial 
increase from last year. Boards also increased their interactions with members of management below 
the executive level and 35 per cent had discussions about the controls in place to prevent insider 
trading. 
 
This year, directors are even more critical of their fellow directors than last year: 35 per cent now say 
someone on their board should be replaced (compared to only 31 per cent in 2012). The top three 
reasons cited are diminished performance because of ageing, a lack of required expertise and poor 
preparation for meetings. 
 
But the survey confirms that replacing a fellow board member can be difficult. Indeed, 48 per cent of 
those polled cite impediments to doing so. The top inhibitor, cited nearly twice as often as any other 
factor, is that the board’s leadership is uncomfortable addressing the issue. 
 
The survey also demonstrates that directors continue to recognise the importance of effective strategic 
planning and are allocating their time accordingly. Strategic planning was the number one priority 
requiring more attention, with 79 per cent of directors wanting to spend more time on this area. 
 
In addition, 66 per cent would like more board hours dedicated to succession planning, with 24 per cent 
of directors saying they want “much more time” than in the past. This comes despite the fact that 50 per 
cent of directors say they actually spent more time on succession planning over the past 12 months. 

 
 


