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hallenged by the global pandemic with the 

turbulence ahead, economies around the world 

are cautiously reopening. Companies across 

industries are also grappling with the unknown, 

confronting CEOs and forcing boards of 

directors to step-up towards the next normal. Without a 

doubt, the Covid-19 pandemic has since sparked an 

imperative to change. 

 

Before this crisis, companies have often benchmarked 

against their key competitors and adopted ‘best practices’ 

in the industry to enhance their performances. Nonetheless, 

the revolution of technology, especially in the digital space, 

has shortened the life cycles of traditional business models. 

Conceivably, what is the point of becoming the ‘best 

practitioner’ in a defunct industry? 

And while directors of the board are often held accountable 

when a company is found to be in breach of corporate 

governance rules, the board and its directors are seldom 

held accountable, whether legally or morally, when the 

company does not align and reinvent itself with the new 

economy thus eventually leading to its downfall.  

 

Based on our recent conversations and experience of 

serving on corporate boards in Asia, we provide some 

perspective on what an ideal board should look like, how 

frequent and why should the board be renewed, and 

recommended guidelines for board renewal and 

succession. From what we have learned during the Covid-

19 pandemic, should we look differently for directors? 
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The Ideal Board | Diversity 

 

A board presents the most value when it provides critical oversight, long-term planning 

and strategic support, said Sim Hwee-Hoon. “Drawing on the strength of the board’s 

diversity in experience, it presents an outside-in view to support management in 

engaging key stakeholders such as shareholders, regulators, business partners and 

others.” Sim is a non-executive director of NTUC Income and StashAway.  

 

 

When stakes are high and scrutiny is intense, boards are now more challenged than ever 

to step up and provide support to the leadership teams. For a board to be effective in 

guiding the company to navigate in the changing business environment, it requires 

diversity in board composition. In this regard, board diversity is not a cliché, and it is also 

not simply a box to be checked to satisfy the expectations of regulatory bodies. The 

quality of the board can be enhanced by diversity, which ultimately brings new ideas and 

specific expertise as well as more innovation potential. 

 

“The ideal board would be one that is the right size for the nature and scope of its 

business, led by an effective chairman, comprised of sufficiently diverse members across 

skills, experience, industry knowledge, age, tenure, gender, nationality, ethnicity and 

geographical exposure,” said Adrian Chan. Most importantly, suffused with the right 

board dynamics and culture. Chan is the Vice Chairman of the Singapore Institute of 

Directors (SID). He is also the Non-Executive Chairman of Hong Fok Corporation, the 

lead independent director of Yoma Strategic, AEM Holdings and the managers of First 

REIT and Ascendas REIT.   

 

 



 

3 | P a g e  

 

 

October 2020                        Board Renewal | Should We Look Differently for Directors? 
 

 

 

Dr Les Buckley has also pointed out that board members should have the diversity of 

thought and strong curiosity to question in an engaged and thought-provoking way. “A 

board should be equipped to support the critical future needs of the business.” Buckley 

is currently an Affiliate Professor of Strategic Management with Singapore Management 

University (SMU). He is also the Programme Director of the SID-SMU Director 

programme, the first director training programme with formal certification in 

Singapore.  

 

A diverse set of skills should be complementary for a board, said Andrew Khoo. 

“What is more important would be the intangible factors of chemistry and 

board dynamics. It cannot be stressed enough the importance of the Chair.” 

He added that an effective Chairman would ensure minimal wasted time and an 

effective functioning board. Khoo is the Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of The MUI 

Group (Malayan United Industries Berhad), which is listed on the Main Market of Bursa 

Malaysia Securities Berhad.  

 

A board must recognise they are as much a ‘team’ as the executives, consciously build 

around board members’ complementary capabilities, skills, experience, personalities, and 

commit to use these to the businesses’ benefit, without seeking self-benefits. Buckley 

said, “A board should rarely be satisfied with either its own or management's 

performance. Certainly praise current performance when and where due. But have a 

natural dissatisfaction with the future as seen now.”  

 

Board Renewal | How Frequent and Why? 

 

By January 2022, boards in Singapore must be majority independent where the board 

Chair is not independent. This comes after the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) 

announced on 6 August 2018, a ‘nine-year threshold’ for independent directors will be a 

hard limit written into the Singapore Exchange (SGX) Listing Rules, where independent 

directors cannot be deemed to be independent after nine years of service. 

  

“However, in my view, boards should be continually renewed. It is not a stop-and-start 

process. It should be a dynamic and always continuing process where succession 

planning necessitated candidates continually being identified and interviewed for every 

position,” said Chan. He added that a progressive and gradual process of renewal each 

year should take place, so that there is no clustering or clumping of retirements and 

appointments. Rather they are spread out so that there is a good mix of young and long-

serving directors on the board at all times, which leads to tenure diversity on the board. 

 
“Board members should have the 
diversity of thought and strong 

curiosity to question in an engaged 
and thought-provoking way.” 
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Michael Gourlay also believed that whereas regulations cap the tenure of a board 

member to nine years, this is an upper limit. “I believe six years is an appropriate amount 

of time for a member to get to know the company, impact its performance, and then 

begin to transfer experience and knowledge to newer board members.” This basically 

means that one-third of members will be joining and leaving every two years. Gourlay is 

the Chairman and Non-Executive Director of the QBE Insurance Asia Advisory Board.  

 

Directors with long tenure might no longer provide independent oversight. In our context, 

should regular renewal of the board include the Chairman position? After all, when the 

board members are too deeply associated with the status quo over a long time, they 

tend to be blinded to the early signs of troubles in the company and the industry – a 

typical example of the boiling frog syndrome.   

 

 

Board Renewal and Succession | Recommendations and Guidance 

 

Asian boards have long been confined to the same pool of candidates with often long 

board tenure and multiple directorships, instead of approaching board recruitment 

strategically, which includes assessing business challenges and a thorough review of 

board composition to determine the gaps in terms of skills and experience.  

 

Too often, vacancies on a board are filled simply out of convenience with regards to ‘who 

they know’ within their old boys’ network. While ‘friendly’ board members could bring 

about a harmonious working relationship at the board, they tend not to ‘rock the boat’ 

and are generally satisfied with the status quo. 
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With the increasing shareholder activism, regulatory scrutiny, and director liability; a 

progressive board should adopt a more rigorous process to hunt for suitable board 

directors. Qualified directors, when all is said and done, command more than a token in 

directors’ fees to reflect the roles they play in and contributions they make to the 

company. 

 

Board renewal and succession should be regularly discussed so it is never a 

surprise, said Buckley. “Understand the capabilities of current board members 

and select new members to fill future gaps in board capabilities. As the 

business environment changes, so board composition can mirror this and 

continually capable of performing.” An under-considered element of renewal is 

to establish where the organisation’s collective memory resides within senior 

executives or the board. “All too often regular renewal causes chaos as the 

yesterday lessons are forgotten and must be painfully relearned,” said Buckley. 

 

Establishing a pipeline of potential board members and keep this up to date and keep in 

touch with candidates is equally paramount, said Gourlay. “Look for skills from outside 

the sector. A relevant skill in current times would be around business model innovation 

by adopting digital tools.” 

 

Gourlay also believes that executive directors, especially the CEOs, should not become 

non-executive directors without taking a two-year break. “This allows the new executive 

directors unfettered ability to act to improve the business and allows the previous 

executive director to broaden his / her perspective before contributing again to the 

business. This ‘gap’ needs to be built into board succession plans.” 

 

The board committees found in most boards are mainly focusing on good corporate 

governance and compliance of regulations. As a result, directors who have views on how 

to reinvent the company and its business model may often not receive adequate 

attention from the board. Perhaps an ‘Innovation Committee’ should be formed, whose 

role is to actively motivate and facilitate management’s ideas and initiatives on innovation 

and reinvention. Such ideas may lead to sacrificing the sacred cow in the company. They 

invariably involve the allocation of financial resources, restructuring of the organisations, 

and renewal of talents in the company. 

 

 

 

 

 
“As the business environment 

changes, so board composition can 
mirror this and continually capable 

of performing.” 
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Lessons from Covid-19 Pandemic | Should We Look Differently for Directors? 

 

Covid-19 or not, the use of digital technology to support or even transform the traditional 

business models is something any forward-looking boards should have actively pursued. 

It is not just about improving the company’s operational efficiency, but to pre-empt 

disruption, which is as likely to come from adjacent sectors as they are from one’s 

industry. As DBS Group Holdings chief executive officer Piyush Gupta said, their biggest 

competitive threat are coming from the payment platforms of Alibaba Group and 

Tencent Holdings. “They will change the banking landscape.” 

 

 

Many directors are also feeling outmatched by the intensity of changing technology, 

emerging risks, and new competitors. The Covid-19 crisis has served as ‘an alarm’ for the 

board to champion digital technology in the company’s multi-year plan and budgets, if 

its management has not already done so. To serve as an effective board, directors need 

better knowledge about the technology environment, its potential impact on the 

company, and how digital disruption can compromise existing strategies or even incite 

the need for new ones 

 

“One of the learnings from the pandemic and the same reason for the need for board 

renewal is to ensure that one does not end up with a board perfectly suited to today’s 

business, and only for today’s business," said Andrew Chong. The degree of need for a 

diversity of experience depends on the industry and speed of change in the marketplace 

in which a company operates. Chong is the Chairman of both Singapore Semiconductor 

Industry Association (SSIA) and the Board of Governors for the Institute of Technical 

Education. He is also a board member of Mapletree Industrial Trust Management (MIT), 

NTUC Health Co-operative Limited, and Employment and Employability Institute (e2i).  
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“As business conditions continues to evolve, it is also important to have directors who are 

adaptable and willing to support changes,” said Khoo. More importantly, directors who 

have a real passion and heart for the business is vital. 

 

Recognising the strategic importance that directors must have the right skills and 

experience that align with the company’s competitive viability in the future, the board 

have to constantly look and re-look at their company’s strategic 

direction and market competition, in particular, the potential 

technological disruptors and constantly challenge the status quo.  

 

Beyond the deep operating industry experience that shareholders 

are increasing demand, the Nominating committees need to view 

identification and recruitment as a long-term process and build 

relationships strategically. Boards should also give less 

consideration to seniority. On this point, tapping on the younger 

‘next-generation’ candidates with the most up-to-date knowledge 

of tech and digital innovation add a lot more values to the board and the company than 

the traditional corporate leaders would. 

 

The coronavirus and subsequent lockdowns have halted economic activity in every 

unprecedented way. And the pandemic is far from over. While the management teams 

remain focused on the day-to-day operations, boards serve a critical role in providing 

guidance, perspective, and oversight. So that the companies can rebound strongly and 

recapture the lost grounds. 
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“The board have to constantly look and re-look 

at their company’s strategic direction and 
market competition, in particular, the potential 

technological disruptors and constantly 
challenge the status quo.” 

 


