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Executing Excellence in 
Governance Culture

Petro-Canada Sports Leadership 
Conference

November 8th, 2008

David Brown, Executive Director
brown@browngovernance.com

This afternoon’s session

� What is governance culture?

� How can I recognize the four extremes of 
boardroom culture?

� How do individual personalities affect 
board and committee cultures?

� What can and should I do to positively 
affect culture?
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Governance Structure

� A lot of focus has been placed here

� A necessary foundation

� Great structure does not equal 
good governance (GS� GG)

� GS+GC+GB = GG

Cultural Norms

� Unwritten, often unspoken norms
� Expectations of acceptable vs. 

unacceptable behaviour
� Peer pressure “groupthink”
� Impact, and impacted by 

behaviours
� Power systems: who has the 

power?  Who chooses them?
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4 Boardroom Cultures

� Personality
� People
� Performance
� Policy

4 Boardroom Cultures

� Personality
–Driven by results
–Iconic leadership
–Use passion to exert 

power
–Often strong, task 

focused chair and/or 
CEO 

–“Trust me”
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4 Boardroom Cultures

� Policy
–Driven by rules and 

policy
–Bureaucratic 
–Use rules to exert 

power
–Chair is often very 

analytical and precise
–“Tell me”

4 Boardroom Cultures
� Performance

–Driven by best practices
–Replication of tasks
–Use reason and measures 

of performance to exert 
power

–Chair is often a 
peacemaker and 
consensus builder

–“Show me”
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4 Boardroom Cultures

� People
–Driven by relationships
–Family atmosphere
–Use relationships to exert 

power
–Chair is often highly 

creative and people 
oriented 

–“Involve me”

Do You Recognize Your Board 
Culture? 
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Personality Types

DISC
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Dominant -
Control Environment

& Task Oriented

Dominant

� Authoritative
� Take Charge
� Direct
� Risk Taker
� Problem Solver
� Self Assured
� Confident
� Decisive

� Endless Ideas
� Determined
� Visionary
� Overall Focus
� Extroverted
� Opinionated
� Often Insensitive
� Can be bossy & 

egotistical
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Influencing -
Control Environment
& People Oriented

Influencing

� Lively
� Super-extrovert
� Emotional
� Enthusiastic
� Motivator
� Entertainer -

Up-front person
� Good team 

person

� Optimistic
� Feelings dominate 

decisions
� Speaks first -

thinks later
� Not a detail person
� Wants everyone to 

like them - be 
happy

� Disorganized
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Steady -
Works Within Existing 

Circumstances 
& People Oriented

Steady

� Loyal, steadfast
� Calm, easy 

going
� Rarely gets 

angry
� Encourager
� Good listener
� Calming effect 

on others
� Team person

� Works well with 
encouragement

� Avoids violence
� Dry sense of humour
� Natural peace maker
� Does not like change
� Likes consistency
� Avoids involvement
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Cautious -
Works Within Existing 

Circumstances 
& Task Oriented

Cautious

� Introvert
� Sensitive
� Detail person
� Accurate
� Planner
� Analytical
� Methodical
� Deliberate
� Dependable

� Quality extremely 
important

� Follows the rules
� Perfectionistic
� Critical of self and 

others
� Moody
� Suspicious
� Don’t accept 

change readily



11/10/2008

12

It takes all kinds ...

4 Boardroom Cultures

� Personality
� People
� Performance
� Policy
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Benefits and Challenges

� Personality
–Nimble, rapid decisions
–Risk taking, innovative

–Leader can alienate
–No empowerment
–Always changing, can 

overreach

Benefits and Challenges

� Policy
–Traditional
–Clear, routine, focus

–Traditional!
–Gets mired in detail, 

“majors on minors”
–Resistant to change, 

outsiders
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Benefits and Challenges
� Performance

–Facts, benchmarks, 
results are key

–Systematic

–Undervalues people and 
relationships

–Not as innovative as 
could be: benchmarking 
can be circular

Benefits and Challenges
� People

–Consensus-driven, team
–Loyalty encouraged and 

rewarded

–Resists “outsiders” (= 
non-family)

–Resists change
–Difficulty setting 

priorities and taking risks
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Cultural Governance

� Align the culture of 
the board to the 
culture of both 
management and 
the organization

Board Culture

Management Culture

Organization’s Culture

Culture Diagnostics

� Culture gap
� Culture clash
� Cultural dissonance
� Culture divergence
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Begin with the 
Organization’s Culture(s)

� Recognize it is much easier to work with the 
existing culture(s) than to try to change 
it/them

� If you do decide on cultural change:
– It will take time (= critical mass / turnover of 

influencers, e.g. 35% / 5% = 7 years)
– Rally people around a simple message (easily 

understood and appealing banner)
– Champion from top, begin with “easy wins”, 

reward each step, persevere, persevere …

Begin with the 
Organization’s Culture(s)

� Until / unless you change culture, find ways 
to work with it / them:

� Bring all cultures “into the tent”:
– Strategic objectives and key performance 

indicators should reflect / honour different 
cultures (e.g. HR retention, loyalty for People)

– Integrate these into the performance 
management system (balanced scorecard, 
evaluations, compensation, HR development, 
succession, talent management, promotions, 
recognition)
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Consider the Management Culture

� Evaluate how well the management culture 
works with the organization’s culture?

� Integrate different aspects of organization 
culture into CEO and Executive Team’s 
agendas, priorities, goals, reporting

� Include culture measures and integration 
into CEO performance objectives, 
evaluation, compensation

� Keep culture in mind in CEO succession 
plans (interim, next, future CEO’s)

End with the Board Culture
� This is the easiest for you to influence / 

change
� Don’t hang onto a culture that isn’t optimal –

adopt the culture that adds the most value to 
the organization

� Be a “centred Chair” – be able to move 
among cultures during board cycles and 
meetings to accomplish the most, e.g.:

– Respect diversity, proactively include newcomers
– Be consensus-building when called for, directive 

when needed
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End with the Board Culture
� Recruit with culture in mind: explicitly 

recognize these criteria in board profile
� Understand existing cultural norms of the 

board, management team and the 
organization – they could all be different!

� Ensure behaviours (e.g. how directors ask 
questions of managers) and structure (e.g. 
number of committees and frequency of 
meetings) support and align with culture . . .  
because:

GS + GC + GB = GG

Some Tools

� Problem solving styles
� Moral reasoning
� Emotional intelligence
� Group dynamics
� Level 5 leadership
� Personality analysis 
� Evaluation
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Implications for us?

Let’s Talk ….

For more help …
www.browngovernance.com

Best Practices and Benchmark Research
Board & CEO Evaluation

Financial Literacy
Risk Management

Corporate Secretary Resources

www.cica.ca
20 Questions Series

www.ccgg.ca
Best Practices and Self-Assessment


