
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Boards	Stepping	Up	Towards	The	Next	Normal	|	A View From Asia 
	

 ovid-19 is an unprecedented crisis that stress-

test not only a company’s ability to withstand the 

shocks and disruptions that the pandemic has 

caused to their businesses, it also challenges the 

nimbleness and adaptability of these companies 

in their response to the crisis. In many cases, it questions 

the long-term sustainability of their underlying business 

models. 

	
Amid its rapid spread across the globe, every organisation 

faces different challenges during this pandemic. While 

some are struggling to survive, others are scaling new 

heights of growth e.g. Oddle, an online ordering platform, 

which has become a ‘life-saving tool’ in this crisis for the 

food and beverage (F&B) industry in Asia. 

	
A recent survey by the World Economic Forum outlined 

“prolonged global recession” as the most likely threat for 

the next 18-month. A majority of the Fortune 500 CEOs also  

believe that the overall economic activity can only return to 

the levels before the pandemic in the first quarter of 2022. 

Conceivably, the most immediate focal point is - how 

companies are responding to this unprecedented crisis? 

 

That said, irrespective of industry, CEOs need to rely on 

their leadership teams to adapt quickly. Boards will also be 

more challenged (than ever) to step up and provide 

support to the leadership teams, including strong support 

to handle short-term actions and make difficult 

decisions. Over the long run, boards and leadership teams 

will have to focus on getting back to growth.  

 

In the context of providing guidance, perspective and 

oversight - so what should boards do in an arguably ‘black 

swan event’ like Covid-19? Based on our recent 

conversations with board directors and CEOs in Asia, we 

provide some context on how boards can add the ‘most 

value’ through this unprecedented uncertainty.  
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Staying Engaged With The Leadership Team | Crisis Management 

 

How companies respond to Covid-19 can reflect the purpose, values and culture of the 

business. For boards, a good response is likely to be rooted in a deep understanding of - 

when to step in and when not to.  

 

“For the management, the overwhelming priorities during the early and mid-stages of 

the pandemic will be about safety, costs and business continuity, which includes rapid 

changes in the business model, e.g. shifting focus to online, supply chains, distribution 

and communication with stakeholders,” said Philip Forrest.  

 

Forrest is a Fellow and member of the Governing Council of Singapore Institute of 

Directors (SID). He is also a Fellow of the Australian Institute of Company Directors, and 

the non-executive Chairman of Readymix Holdings International, and a Director and 

Honorary Secretary of AustCham ASEAN. 

 

Wong Heng-Tew revealed that in all the companies where he is an independent director, 

the assessment of crisis response and business continuity plans (BCP) are paramount. 

“The implementation of business continuity plans have enabled organisations to 

minimise disruption to their critical operations and ensured that business remained viable 

during the Covid-19 outbreak.”  
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As an Advisory Director in Temasek International Advisors, Wong is also a board member 

in Temasek Foundation Innovates, Mercatus Co-operative, and Azalea Asset 

Management. Having an ‘updated’ BCP is also equally vital, added Wong. “In this Covid-

19 situation, where many issues are unprecedented, the management has to come up 

with mitigating measures and update the BCP regularly.”  

 

Wong also believed that the boards must let the management get on with day-to-day 

issues without overwhelming them with distracting requests. “Nonetheless, where a 

company does not already have a BCP, I can imagine that the board members will raise 

many questions with management, as the BCP would then need to be built up during this 

pandemic,” he said. 

 

Amid the Covid-19 crisis, some of the most pressing issues that many companies are 

focusing on are protecting employees’ health and financial security. These are 

imperatively on the board’s agenda.  

 

A non-executive Chairman in both consumer staples and technology sectors, shared: “I 

will focus on asking the management on the impact Covid-19 on the staff and their family. 

And what the company can do to support the employees who are affected by the 

pandemic.” He also stressed that while revenue and cash inflow will also be impacted, 

expenses and other financial commitments cannot be ignored. Hence, it is crucial whether 

the company has enough cash or bank facilities to withstand this crisis. 

 

“If the management comes back with concerns on these 2 issues, then the board will 

have to work closely with them to find the solutions,” said the Chair. Detailed metrics and 

analysis should be available so that boards have regular insight into the company’s safety 

consideration. Clear and decisive communication should also be provided regularly. 

 

While maintaining appropriate separation from management, boards should also 

acknowledge that there is simply no off-the-shelf playbook for the current pandemic. And 

they must be pragmatic and flexible in how they govern their organisations. 

 

Lim Soon-Hock pointed out that boards should take a more precautious approach to 

prepare for the uncertainty, turmoil, and disruptions in this likely prolonged crisis while 

continuing to look for new bourgeoning opportunities.  “They should thoroughly plan for 

different scenarios including - what can go wrong?” 

 

 

 
“They should thoroughly plan for 

different scenarios including – What 
can go wrong?” 
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Lim is currently the Adjunct Professor of the Institute for Engineering Leadership, at the 

National University of Singapore (NUS). He continues to sit on the boards of several 

public listed companies, private companies (including 2 global MNCs), and community 

service organisations. 

 

Support and Enhance Management Capacity | Outside-In View 

 

While the crisis response to Covid-19 remains firmly on corporate leaders, the nature of 

this coronavirus pandemic has led many companies to explore how they can go beyond 

their boundaries in an environment that is even more volatile and uncertain.  

 

The Covid-19 crisis 

requires the boards to 

be more proactive in 

current times, said Sim 

Hwee-Hoon. “Board 

members need to step 

up and work closely 

with executives to 

navigate unchartered 

territory and 

implement difficult 

decisions quickly. It is 

also necessary for the 

boards to be nimble and flexible, including convening on short notice as necessary to 

make sensitive and critical decisions.” 

 

Based in Singapore, Sim is a non-executive director of NTUC Income and StashAway. She 

is also the 2nd Vice President on the Board of Management for YWCA.  

 

Forrest agreed that during this time the board needs to provide support to management 

at a level probably never seen before. “We will probably meet as a board much more 

frequently than usual, and we will touch base with the CEO and management much more 

than normal.”  

 

 

 

 



 

5 | P a g e  

 

 

July 2020 Boards Stepping Up Towards The Next Normal | A View From Asia 
 

 

 

As a non-executive Chairman of a global hotel group highlighted that “Leadership starts 

and finishes with an understanding of who your team is and maximise their skills and 

talents.” Sim added that boards present the most value when it provides critical 

oversight, long-term planning and strategic support. “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.”  

 

Through our conversations with board directors and CEOs in Asia, key competitors are 

now forging new partnerships and talking more collaboratively with one another on 

critical issues that are impacting their industries. In this regard, companies recognise that 

for the current pandemic, they are in it together despite being competitors.  

 

Help Management Teams Align Strategically | Next Normal 

 

Beyond the near-term liquidity question i.e. the ability of a company to pay its debts, 

boards should consider tough ‘What If’ questions on a range of issues that management 

may be reluctant to ask. In this context, how can boards help the management teams 

align strategically about the future? 

 

“The board needs to remind management that there will come a post-Covid-19 era, and 

some thought must be given to various issues,” said Forrest. Some of these issues 

included: 

 

 

 

 



 

6 | P a g e  

 

 

July 2020 Boards Stepping Up Towards The Next Normal | A View From Asia 
 

 

 

§ What are we learning from this experience about crisis management? How can we do 

better if there is a next time 

§ How must the company change? This includes the people and the way we do things 

§ What opportunities will there be e.g. acquisitions of companies and assets at bargain 

prices 

§ And finally, how does the board consistently be a source of inspiration and guidance 

to management, without attempting to do their job 

 

After the Covid-19 crisis, we may look back on this pandemic as the tipping point, as 

companies shift focus and prepare themselves for the next normal in – ways of working, 

strategy and governance.  

 

§ Ways of Working 

Some companies have fumbled when the government’s control measures mandate 

employees to work from home. Working from home is part of BCP, which most 

companies are familiar with. Nonetheless, many companies have not taken BCP 

seriously in their risk management, which is often viewed as an interruption and 

distraction to their daily work that adds no values to the company’s performance and 

their scorecards.  

 

On this front, if the boards can put the subject into its risk management agenda and 

include BCP in the management’s performance scorecards, then the subject would be 

given the appropriate priority it deserves.  

 

And for good reason. Is there any merit for the new protocol of working from home to 

be fine-tuned and made a regular working arrangement for the company beyond the 

Covid-19 era? A nudge from the board would motivate the management to think in 

that direction. 

 

§ Strategy 

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

traditional business models is something any forward-looking management (and 

boards) should have actively pursued. It is not just about improving the company’s 

operational efficiency, but to pre-empt disruption from digital technology players.  

 

 

 

… as companies shift focus and 
prepare themselves for the next 

normal in – ways of working, 
strategy and governance. 
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Nonetheless, the resistance to adopt new technology and to change the traditional 

business processes (or models) is a common challenge experienced by many 

companies. This is even more evident when the transformation requires extra 

investments and recalibration of the skill sets of the employees.  

 

The resistance can even be justified when the changes do not bring about immediate 

financial returns to the company. Now, the Covid-19 crisis can serve as ‘an alarm’ for 

the boards to champion digital technology in the company’s multi-year plan and 

budgets, if the management has not already done so. 

 

§ Governance 

One of the reasons the Singapore Government can manage the Covid-19 effectively is 

her strong reserve accumulated over many decades. This has been used to ease the 

financial impact on companies and individuals when the government introduces the 

restraint measures.  

 

Similarly, a company needs to build up her reserve and liquidity to prepare for rainy 

days like this pandemic. We are seeing the closure of several companies during the 

crisis, simply because they do not have the financial capability to sustain.  

 

For the companies that survive this crisis, they should consider building up their 

reserve and liquidity to meet future needs. This issue relates to the dividend policy i.e. 

on both the pay-out ratio and the practice of paying the dividend in specie, and the 

cash management policy that the board adopts. Careful deliberation and 

communication with shareholders are necessary to reach a sensible conclusion.  

 

Over and above, an attitude of ‘partnership’ between boards and management teams is 

key, said Chok Yean-Hung, former chief executive officer and current non-executive, non-

independent director of AEM Holdings. “For boards and management teams to work 

well, both parties must see this as a partnership with aligned journey, goals and a 

framework of roles, responsibilities, and communication,” he added. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

… an attitude of ‘partnership’ 
between boards and the 

management teams is key … 



 

8 | P a g e  

 

 

July 2020 Boards Stepping Up Towards The Next Normal | A View From Asia 
 

 

 

Preparing for the Post-Pandemic Future 

 

The Covid-19 crisis is no doubt a real test for a company's resilience, and disruption is the 

new normal, said Lim. “Adhering to the status quo and not doing anything revolutionary 

is doomed for failure in the new normal.” 

 

To tide over the Covid-19 crisis is 

probably the foremost priority for 

most companies. However, it is even 

more important to conserve or 

enhance the capability of the 

companies, so that they can 

rebound strongly and recapture the 

lost grounds. It would be wise for 

the boards together with the 

management teams to focus on 

retaining and upgrading the 

employees and lifting their morale 

so that they can be ready for the 

new phase of the challenge. 

 

That said, the next few quarters will be challenging for board directors and senior 

executives. The decisions made today will not only shape how quickly organisations can 

emerge from the current crisis but also define how they set themselves up in a competitive 

position for the future. 
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