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Adding Executive Leadership 
Assessment to the Board’s Agenda 
 

The responsibilities of boards have continued to expand into areas 
outside the traditional bailiwick of business strategy, finance, and 
corporate profitability. Look in any direction, and the expectations of 
boards have dramatically increased since the recessionary rupture 
of 2008. Even in the absence of the extant press on the growing 
mandates of boards, we would have easily realized that the times 
have changed by the nature and frequency of questions we now 
receive from board members. 

To be fair, members of boards have not suddenly awakened to the 
gravity of leadership ability, institutional norms, and corporate 
welfare. However, as they are now tasked with attending more 

specifically to organizational culture and talent management, many compensation 
committees have asked what to track and report. It is clear that sound governance entails 
having a well-stocked corps of leadership talent and a workforce that ethically and 
passionately works in unison toward organizational ends. But how can directors correctly 
take a pulse on these “softer” concerns?  

The following outlines three questions directors can ask and the specific information they 
can expect in return. 

1. Do we have quality leaders?  
Boards should be presented with proof of leadership excellence. This means 
stringent assessments of temperaments and abilities, and not superficial surveys or 
broad management impressions. Additionally, boards should have a healthy 
understanding of: 
 The depth of leadership; 
 The complement of skillsets and abilities among the senior management 

team; and 
 The alignment of leadership attributes with the short- and long-term needs of 

the organization. 

 

AUTHOR 

Michael O’Malley 
Managing Director 



  

 
 
Adding Executive Leadership Assessment to the Board’s Agenda 

Boards can request clear indications of these assessments and ask management 
and HR for: 

 Leadership evaluations of the top two levels of management; 
 Associated succession plans; and 
 Mappings of executive abilities against current and future needs. 

2. Do our leaders create a work culture that motivates behaviors that are 
consistent with the aims of the organization?  
We advocate that boards examine three overlapping pieces of cultural evidence. 
 Does the organization encourage the values that are prerequisites for 

operational efficiency and aligned to organizational success? 
 Is the company able to attract and retain a workforce that embodies the core 

values of the organization and executes against long-term strategy? 
 Are there cultural aspects of the company that could push unnecessary risk-

taking and improprieties? 

Therefore, we suggest organizations provide hard evidence of the cultural milieu: 

 Assessments of culture, values, and norms by functional area and 
hierarchical level; 

 Core HR metrics on attraction and retention of employees; and 
 Engagement survey results. 

3. Are our leaders doing the things that will ensure the future success of the 
company?  
First, and foremost, are leaders developing others by actively participating in their 
growth through coaching and mentoring and by co-sponsoring inter-organizational 
job moves that can test the aptitudes of employees and hasten their development? 
Additionally, are leaders supporting institutional practices known for promoting 
healthy organizations and reinforcing stimulating cultures, for example merit 
(rewarding the best performers in the right ways, for the right things), distributed 
authority, and diversity? Taken together, boards can request a detailed read-out on: 
 The nature and use of developmental opportunities, including job 

movements; and 
 Metrics that demonstrate the tangible consequences of a company that is 

learning in the form of, for example, quality improvements, market 
penetration, and new product introductions. 

Armed with this substantial set of questions and a sense of the information that 
should be readily available and easily presented in a standard format, boards may 
find a consistent look at their leadership environment is both highly beneficial and 
easily inserted into the board agenda. 
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