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Introduction 
A question often comes my way as to how to attract the next 

generation of board members to continue the good work. This is 

a complex and interesting topic.  

Board succession is a process which will take time, financial 

resources and, in many cases, transformative change. Complexity 

doesn’t provide an excuse not to start. In fact, board succession 

planning is an opportunity to critically review governance and 

leadership culture at board level from the perspective of someone 

different to your typical current board member.  

There is a tendency for boards whose members are elected rather 

than appointed to be somewhat fatalistic about succession 

planning and a waste of time because matters are beyond their 

influence. Succession planning is perhaps even more important 

when boards are elected. In organisations where board elections 

tend to be a popularity contest it is easy to end up with a board 

that lacks the wherewithal to do the job.  

To minimise that risk, the recommended approach is to create a 

program that is transparent and ensure an educated membership 

body. If you’re not confident of an informed membership, an 

independent, pre-election assessment process through a 

nominations committee is valuable.   

In this short report, I discuss a framework to manage the 

complexity of a board succession program when the organisation 

is member-based.  
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There are four significant steps, with lots of work to go with 

them. The steps are; 

1. Increasing your share of the market and the truth about 

present engagement  

2. Introspection through a board evaluation 

3. Ensuring you have a contemporary and best-practice 

strategy and how board succession planning may fit 

4. Board action in rolling out the program and monitoring 

its results. 
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Step 1. Increasing your share of the 
market  
What is the percentage of members that vote or attend the 

annual general meeting? What is the percentage that nominate 

for a position on the board? 

Part of board succession planning is increasing the pool of 

candidates who have a desire to join your board. In a 

membership organisation, the aim is to increase the percentage 

of members who vote and the percentage of members who feel 

that the board is a place where their contribution would be 

valued and respected. 

Research shows that boards need directors of different ages, 

capabilities, experiences and outlooks to remain competitive and 

minimise risk in decision-making.  

While equal gender representation can be important, boards 

should aim for diversity of perspective. However, placing diverse 

perspectives on your board will fail if other governance issues are 

not addressed.  

Having achieved a position on the board without looking like one 

of your past board members, there is nothing fulfilling about 

being the sole diverse perspective on the board if you are not 

shown respect for your contribution.  
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Ask any woman on the board who is constantly asked to 

represent the ‘women’s perspective’ to a group of eight men (and 

then usually ignored). 

Discuss the board’s commitment to diversity and the belief it will 

improve your organisation’s ability to make good decisions. The 

board’s commitment will be reflected in the qualified people who 

respond to your program. 

Check:  

 What percentage of our membership votes? 

 What percentage of our membership attends the AGM? 

 What percentage of our membership nominates for a 

director position? 

 Are our current board members similar gender, age, 

cultural background, etc? 

 If it is, what barriers may that create for people with 

different perspectives? 
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Step 2. Introspection  
When looking for competent board members you are competing 

for a rare resource. Your governance and leadership must be 

of an exceptionally high standard. An external board evaluation 

and director self-reflection are two approaches to board 

introspection to ensure you are as good as you can be. 

Evaluation: quality of board’s principal tasks 

People are too busy to join a board that is ‘old school’. Working 

mutually with a succession plan needs to be a transformative 

governance program. This starts with understanding the existing 

quality of your board’s principal tasks; your current strategy, 

standard of policy, and superior monitoring.  

Like strategy development, board evaluations sit within a wider 

process of organisational learning. Learning from evidence and 

group experience is an important part of organisational 

development and planning. They don’t have to be expensive, but 

they do need to be conducted by an external party in the first 

instance.  

I often suggest to my clients to start with the board pack and a 

leadership review. The board pack is the key source of 

information for directors prior to a board meeting. The content 

and quality of board packs are often highlighted as a key area for 

improvement in board evaluations. 

The board pack shows me the general skill level of the board and 

the quality of the strategy. The adage is that the more you learn 
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the less you realise you know. If you don’t know that you don’t 

know, then that’s a risk. The risk extends further if most 

directors know that they don’t know and refuse to learn. 

For example, most directors do not have the financial literacy 

skills to meet the challenges of the future. Despite the clear 

relationship between director education and reducing 

organisational risk, less than one in five boards will invest in 

training or setting up a robust financial report and learning to 

understand the financial story. By not investing in training and 

better reporting, you could be at risk of breaching of the business 

judgement rule number three; Informed themselves to the extent 

reasonably appropriate. 

Evaluation: leadership and culture 

Sonnenfeld (2002) states that what distinguishes exemplary 

boards is that they are robust, effective social systems with a 

virtuous cycle of respect, trust, and candour in which one good 

quality builds on another. 

Leadership and culture are critical reviews. Studies show that 

homogenous boards exhibit ‘in-group’ bias; a tendency to prefer 

individuals with characteristics that resemble themselves. In-

group biases also perpetuate prejudices about what constitutes 

competence and leadership, and what is ‘right’ per their 

experience, demographic, upbringing and personal preferences.  

In many of my leadership reviews, I have found that the board is 

often dominated by older white men who exhibit leadership 

qualities of conscientiousness, task focus, detail orientation and 
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micro-governance. Not including micro-governance, these 

qualities are valuable if they are balanced with a sense of urgency 

and action, extreme customer focus, and care and respect for the 

people they work with. Too much of one default trait in a group, 

and you will find yourselves nodding that you are the best 

because you feel like you belong. That’s groupthink. That’s very 

dangerous. 

A leadership review will assist in uncovering in-group bias and 

put policies in place that will alert the board to groupthink and 

its inherent risks. Plus, identify the types of leadership you may 

need to recruit. 

Self-reflection is an important part of a leadership review. Self-

reflection is critical as incumbent directors are given an 

opportunity to recognise that they can, or cannot, continue to 

contribute to the board at the transformative level. It is a simple 

case of arithmetic. To attract new board members, some current 

board members must go. The succession process is healthier if 

directors can ‘self-select’ their departure. 

Self-reflection is important for those directors, and some CEOs, 

who are a risk because of their personal affection for their title 

and the fear if they no longer are a part of the board group. 

Especially for older or long-standing directors, the complex 

identity tied up in a directorship become a risky liability for an 

organisation that needs to take calculated risks but incumbent 

directors won’t make room to attract people who can broaden the 

group’s skills and perspective.  
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Often, it is these directors that oppose change, oppose planning, 

oppose learning, and oppose evaluations. The board is their life… 

take it away and what is left? Part of succession planning is to 

ensure all board members continue to contribute dynamically, 

including engagement in continual professional development. 

To do: 

 Commission a board pack evaluation – how do your 

findings identify improvements required in strategy, 

policy (including the constitution) and monitoring? 

 Commission a board and executive management 

leadership review - how do your findings identify gaps in 

appropriate attributes, knowledge, skills and 

perspectives? 

 Take time for a facilitated self-reflection workshop and to 

create a personal plan for learning (or resigning 

gracefully) 

 Conduct a skills audit 

 Factor your findings into the strategic plan. 
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Step 3. Strategy  
Strategy is critical for success.  

A recent report from the Australian Institute of Company 

Directors (AICD) found that, although most directors recognise 

the importance of strategy, many reported that they focused too 

much on short-term or operational issues.  

A significant barrier to a robust strategic plan is engaging 

strategic planning facilitators who don’t understand strategic 

planning themselves. I have had organisations call me and say, 

“We’ll give you, nine-hundred dollars, a whiteboard and some 

lunch… come and facilitate our 8-hour planning day!” Or, “We’ve 

got a template, we just need you to fill it in during our morning 

meeting!”  

My research has shown that prioritising board and management 

engagement through research and maintaining a strategic focus 

throughout the year are two aspects with which many 

organisations struggle. In addition, maintaining a focus on, not 

only financial results, but which financial results are important 

to your organisation and why. 

I approach strategic planning using the Four Pillars of Planning;  

1. Refined Focus for Profit Clarity (Research) 

2. Future Orientated Vision and Values 

3. Establishing Strong Roots through Strategic Objectives 

4. Board and Business Action. 
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Board succession planning fits into this framework in the 

following way: 

Pillar 1: Refined Focus for Profit Clarity (Research) 

Quality of the board and its governance and leadership culture is 

directly linked to the organisation’s profitability. The research 

that was completed in the board’s evaluation is part of the 

organisational learning that allows us to plan for improvements. 

Pillar 2. Future Orientated Vision and Values 

The work we did in understanding the market in Step 1 as well as 

realising our in-group biases and leadership culture in Step 2 will 

help us ensure an appropriate vision is set for the organisation.  

Pillar 3. Establishing Strong Roots through Strategic 
Objectives 

We set an objective under the heading of Leadership and 

Governance: Board which addresses the steps we need to take to 

improve and transform our governance and leadership culture 

and realise a successful nominations program. If your quality of 

governance requires a lot of improvement, the Board Succession 

program can take some time, and this needs to be planned and 

funded intelligently. 

A strategic output of the objective maybe the creating of a 

nominations and elections education program. To realise that 

output, the steps we may need to take include: 
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 Conduct an annual board evaluation and leadership 

review – identify ideal leadership styles we may need to 

recruit 

 Conduct a skills audit and create an educational program 

– identify skills we may require to realise our strategy 

 Conduct a constitution and board policy review 

 Improve board pack quality and focus 

 Appoint an independent nominations committee 

 Commission an information book for potential nominees 

including the leadership styles and skills being sought 

 Create a pre-nomination and member education program 

 Fund an advertising and public relations program 

 Create a new director induction and orientation process 

 Create a ritual around retiring from the board (e.g. 

dinner, gift, life membership, etc.). 

To each of these actions, you would include a due date and an 

owner. 

Pillar 4: Board and Business Action 

This is where the board act on the steps outlined in the strategic 

objective and measure their progress each month in context with 

the balance of the strategic plan. 

Check 

 How do we assess the quality of our strategic planning 

and ensure it is best practice and contemporary?  

 Do we view strategic planning and evaluations as part of 

organisational learning (or a process to be endured)? 
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 How is the diversity of the community reflected in our 

vision and values, and, hence, our governance and visible 

leadership? 

 Do we include governance and leadership as a key 

strategic focus area? 

 How do we measure our progress in rolling out our 

nominations and elections education program (or similar 

program)? 

 How are we resourcing the program (funding and 

expertise)? 

 

The Good News 

I have already written a guide for organisations called, Applying 

for a Directorship, which can be tailored. Other areas I can assist 

include: 

 Skills audit an educational program template 

 40 Board Policies book (download a sample from my 

website, www.integratedgovernance.com.au)  

 Model agenda and board pack evaluation 

 Generic information book for potential nominees  

 Model advertising and public relations program 

 Model director induction and orientation process. 
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Step 4. Board recruitment in action 
For the first few years of your board succession program, there 

will be lots of tapping on shoulders and pitching to individual 

people. When pitching for potential board members, the 

evaluation process undertaken in Step 1 should provide the 

guidelines to the ideal skills and leadership style of your targets. 

Always remember that you may not necessarily need someone 

who is ‘just like you’. Your board may need someone quite 

different to promote diversity and difference.  

A great place to start tapping on the shoulder is with people who 

are already involved in boards or committees. Many clubs and 

not-for-profits have a ready-to-go list of organisations to which 

they already have a relationship. Start networking here. Offer a 

free governance education program with an information night 

built in and solicit potential board members. Women will require 

a lot more face to face encouragement; why not hold a special 

information evening for women on boards (aspiring or current)? 

It is also important to note that Generation X (born roughly 

between 1963-1980) are more likely to be looking for fulfilling 

roles that add value to their careers. They want technology, e-

driven communications and decision making, flexibility and 

strategic focus. Many Gen-X and some Gen-Y (born between 

1981-1994) are looking for volunteering that builds their resume 

and opens networking opportunities.  
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Communication strategy  

Communication should break down barriers of understanding. 

For example, did you know that many members believe the 

board of directors of a registered club either get paid very well or 

share in the profits on the club? This perception comes from 

corporate directors who DO get paid or share in the profits.  

Over the year, your education program may be communicated in 

small monthly topics to your membership. For example;  

 Regular news on organisational strategic outcomes to 

build interest and a strategic story 

 Profile skills and backgrounds of current members who 

embody the ideal (or close to the ideal) 

 Offer of a free governance program to those already 

involved in committee and board volunteering 

 Six months out ask the question of your members; “Do 

you want to join our board?” 

Make your resources easily available including details on director 

training, required time commitment, networking opportunities 

and a basic skills test (especially numeracy).  

Remember that for the size of the initial investment for a board 

succession education program, the payback period may be long. 

With the changes in the labour force in the next 20 years, 

specifically the increasing retirement age (to 70), it will become 

more competitive to attract board members who can navigate the 

difficult funding changes and lifestyle choices of the market.  
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That’s why it is so important to make sure your governance is 

contemporary, quality and inclusive. 

Encouragement for Women to Apply 

Generally, females are more likely to apply for board positions 

when encouraged and supported in the process. If the board has 

historically been male dominated, then actively seek appropriate 

women to apply for directorships. Provide opportunities for 

women to band together, such as a special presentation or 

information night. 

Recruitment Methods 

Consider a range of recruitment methods to attract a wide range 

of candidates, including advertising. In fact, work with your 

marketing manager or agent to create a compelling marketing 

campaign.  
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Summary 
Board Succession Planning may appear an insurmountable task. 

However, the future of your organisation is directly tied to the 

quality of talent you can attract and keep. 

Without a talented board who can collaborate well, you won’t 

keep an amazingly talented CEO. The CEO will advance to a 

better-led board. Without an amazingly talented CEO, you won’t 

keep talented management and staff. Without talented 

management and staff, you won’t have customers who lavish 

praise (and patronage) on your organisation. Without great 

customers, your organisation will probably fail. 

Your best people are your best asset, and the pay-back on great 

leadership where the big decisions are made – that’s on the 

board – is immeasurable. 

However, don’t try and do it on your own. Writing governance 

policy, research and statistics, and reading papers for evaluations 

is difficult and boring for most people. Ask me for help; I love 

doing that work! I can also direct you to other great people who 

can help you. 

Congratulations on making it through the book. Let me know 

about the great work that you are doing! 

shayne@integratedgovernance.com.au  
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Meet Shayne Leslie 

 
Shayne is an expert in governance frameworks including ASX and sports governance, 
contemporary strategy formation and director training. She is an accomplished marketing 
and communication professional, particularly in digital and disruptive technologies as 
well as membership organisations across the hospitality, tourism, university, corporate 
and government sectors. She has participated on high-level government advisory councils 
including Service Skills Australia and IPART (for director training).  
 
Shayne’s passion is orientating operationally-focused boards to strategic thinking through 
improved policy, research-based planning, education and networking. She is a strategic, 
forward-thinking and creative leader with superior problem-solving skills that ensure 
short term objectives and process are delivered to high standards. 
 
With an academic background, Shayne is focused and productive, and unafraid to 
challenge the status quo; presenting new ideas and ensuring their execution to a high 
standard. Shayne is a confident presenter and highly competent with technology. 
 
Shayne was involved in Clubs NSW’s submission into IPART's 2007 Review of the 
Registered Clubs Industry in relation to director and manager training. After consulting 
experts and writing content for the Certificate IV in Governance course for ClubsNSW, 
she created an online learning version to increase its accessibility to directors and CEOs 
in country NSW. The program was so successful, the NSW Government legislated, 
through the Registered Clubs Amendment (Training) Regulation 2013, that the online 
course is the minimum educational requirement for directors of a registered club. 
 
Integrated Governance was formed in 2011. Shayne’s governance and strategy work has 
been specific to membership-based not-for-profit organisations working directly with 
Boards and CEOs. As part of her work, she wrote a new and practically-focussed 
Mandatory Director Training course successfully delivering this to hundreds of directors. 
 
The breadth of Shayne’s knowledge is demonstrated through writing tirelessly on the 
topic since 2007. Supported by a Post-Graduate Diploma of Vocational Education and 
Learning, Shayne’s writing possesses an educational focus seeking to enrich the practice 
of directorship and build the capability of her readers. Presenting at an executive level 
and offering flexible and broad services has led to a deep and thorough understanding of 
contemporary governance, strategy and marketing processes in the digital age. It has also 
given her the opportunity to witness the capability of the teams that need to deliver 
governance practice; their strengths, limitations and barriers. 
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