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The right chair makes all the difference
By ToM BURSEY

The effectiveness of a cor-
poration can ride on one 
person: the board chair. 

Selecting the right one is critical 
as the person in this role will 
have a positive or negative effect 
that trickles down throughout the 
organization.

To help ensure that a suitable 
chair is selected, it is important to 
understand their role as well as 
q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  m a k e  t h e m 
effective, including elements of a 
high performing chair-CEO rela-
tionship. Finally, it is important 
to have a practical process to 
ultimately decide who should 
serve in the role. 

Role of the board chair 
A common understanding of 

the role of the chair, both among 
directors and the CEO, is a very 
important starting point. The 
additional responsibilities of 
being a chair should be well 
unders tood  by  any  d i rec tor 
willing to serve as chair. Enhan-
cing the chair-CEO relationship 
is just one part. The chair must 
also establish a culture of trust 
and respect among directors and 
the officers of the corporation. 

Another star ting point for 
agreeing upon basic elements of 
the role of board chair is  to 
define the duties, according to A 
H a n d b o o k  o f  G ov e r n a n c e 

(Marilyn Wyatt, ECNL 2004). 
According to Wyatt, “the role of 
the chair is not always self-evi-
dent, but usually the last thing a 
chair wants to admit is uncer-
tainty about the job. A big help is 
to have a set of basic expecta-
tions available in writing. These 
might include:

• Scheduling board meetings; 
• Setting meeting agendas 

(with the chief executive); 
• Leading discussions at meet-

ings, and especially, following 
agendas and observing all rules 
of order; 

• Co-ordinating any board 
activity outside of meetings; 

• Appointing committee chairs 
and, time permitting, serving ex 
officio on all committees; 

• Overseeing the hiring and 
performance evaluation of the 
chief executive; 

• Ensuring the board performs 
its job well and evaluates its own 
performance; and

• Representing the organiza-
tion in public.

A chair has wide discretionary 
authority to manage the board’s 
deliberations. The role requires 
diplomatic skills as well as broad 
knowledge in the general tech-
nical disciplines of the organiza-
t ion,  though not necessari ly 
specif ic exper tise. Often the 
ideal chair is a generalist — 
someone with experience in the 

f ield,  but  who has not  been 
removed from the “action” for 
too long. They should have the 
skills and credibility to lead the 
board to consensus, if possible. 

The  cha i r  shou ld :  ac t  a s 
leader, facilitator, and team-
builder for the board; act as prin-
cipal architect (with CEO sup-
port) of the board agenda; ensure 
that the board provides a holistic 
view of the issues discussed and 
that areas of concurrence, diver-
gence, and uncertainty are iden-

tified; and ensure that the board 
bases its decisions on sound evi-
dence. 

The chair is responsible for: 
working with the CEO; over-
seeing initial discussions with 
new board members to ensure 
that both new and old board 
members have a shared set of 
expectations; reviewing drafts of 
board repor ts  and providing 
feedback; and acting as spokes-
person in representing the board 

to stakeholders, the media, and 
the public. A high-profile chair 
can raise the profile of the board 
in the target community.

Qualities of an effective chair 
A common understanding of 

the role of chair is a key aspect 
of chair selection; however, it is 
more important to understand the 
qualities of an effective chair. 
The CICA publication, 20 Ques-
tions Directors of Not-For-Profit 
Organizations Should Ask about 

Board Recruitment, Development 
and Assessment provides a list of 
the qualities of an effective chair, 
which include: 

• A strong aff inity and com-
mitment to the organization; 

• Demonstrated strengths in 
communication and leadership; 

• Strong facilitation and con-
sensus-building skills; 

• Empathy for fellow direc-
tors; 

• Coaching and feedback-pro-
viding skills; 

• A forward-looking perspec-
tive and clear strategic vision; 

• The intellectual capacity to 
understand complex issues; 

• An appreciation of stake-
holder accountabilities and the 
importance of performance stan-
dards; 

• The ability to assess prior-
i t i e s  and  focus  on  wha t  i s 
important

• The willingness and ability 
to prepare agendas with clear 
objectives and to chair  pro-
ductive board meetings; 

• Political skills and the ability 
to use power effectively; 

• The strength of character to 
deal effectively with a competent 
but strong-willed CEO; 

• The ability to recognize and 
manage the creative tension 
between the board and the CEO; 

To help ensure that a suitable chair is selected,  
it is important to understand their role as well as qualities 

that make them effective, including elements  
of a high performing chair-CEO relationship.

Tom Bursey, CPA, FCMA
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• The ability and knowledge to 
challenge views and opinions; 

•  T h e  a b i l i t y  t o  m a n a g e 
strong-minded or intimidating 
members; and

• The willingness and ability 
to take charge in times of crisis

Additional qualities of an 
effective board chair include 
being passionately committed to 
the organization’s vision and 
mission, having the ability to 
establish or maintain a high per-
forming chair-CEO relationship, 
and having the time and avail-
ability to serve as chair. 

According to Mike Naufal, 
managing partner of Boyden’s 
Ottawa off ice and author of 
The Chair-CEO Relationship: 
Ten Commitments for a Better 
Partnership ,  most successful 
chair-CEO relationships are built 
on a partnership and a base of 
shared objectives, or commit-
ments, which include: 

• Keep everyone focused on 

the organization’s mission; 
• Clearly def ine and respect 

each other’s roles; 
• Avoid territorial battles; 
• Add impact value; 
•  H e l p  t o  m a k e  B o a r d 

stronger; 
• Develop a positive dynamic 

between staff and Board; 

• Make communications a pri-
ority; 

• Maintain a united front; 
•  Protect and suppor t  one 

another; and
• Keep passion and emotions 

in check.

A practical process for selection  
This process, led by the chair 

of the governance committee, 
has three phases.

First, the chair of the govern-
ance committee will contact all 
current board members to outline 
the process and to determine 
their willingness to serve as 
board chair, and/or their interest 
in nominating a fellow board 
member as chair. Any nominated 
director will be approached by 

the governance committee chair 
to confirm willingness to stand. 

Second, a list of willing nom-
inees  wi l l  be  compi led  and 
brought forward during an in-
camera  sess ion  of  the  nex t 
meeting of the board.

Finally, at the in-camera por-
tion of the board meeting, each 
candidate will be given up to five 
minutes to address the board 
about their interest and fitness to 
serve as board chair, followed by 
up to ten minutes of Q&A. The 
candidates will address the board 
in alphabetical order by surname. 

Following the dialogue with 
chair candidates, a secret ballot 
will be administered by the chair 
of the governance committee, 
who will then  count the ballots 

in a private setting. 
The candidate with 50 per 

cent plus one of the votes (of the 
d i r e c t o r s  p r e s e n t )  w i l l  b e 
announced as the new chair. If no 
one candidate meets this cri-
terion, the two candidates with 
the most votes will be proposed 
by the chair of the governance 
committee in a runoff ballet. In 
all cases, the governance com-
mittee chair can cast a second 
and deciding ballot. 

N o  v o t i n g  v i a  p r o x y  i s 
allowed. The governance com-
mittee chair will ensure ballots 
are destroyed. 

The board will be asked to 
endorse the successful candidate 
as the incoming chair at  the 
annual general meeting.

Tom Bursey,  CPA, FCMA, 
C.Dir.  ICD.D, has served as 
board chair and committee chair 
for audit & finance, HR & com-
pensation, and governance com-
mittees. He is vice-president and 
chief f inancial off icer at the 
Council of Canadian Academies. 

Expertise less necessary than diplomatic skills

burSey

A high-profile chair can raise  
the profile of the board  

in the target community.
Tom Bursey, CPA, FCMA

Education program drew from bodies’ strengths
national education program that 
still accommodated the criteria of 
the provinces, which retain the 
authority to certify accounting 
professionals. A certif ication 
steering committee was estab-
lished featuring a team of educa-
tion leaders from the legacy 
bodies and supported by aca-
demic advisers. The committee 
then established 12 working 
groups made up of more than 150 
leading experts in accounting 
education, public accounting, the 
public sector and industry to help 
develop a new certification pro-
cess.  

“Everyone managed to leave 
their designation at the door and 
ju s t  focus  on  how to  work 
together most effectively,” Bat-
stone says. “There’s no question 
the governance structure helped 
that happen and helped build the 
t r us t  that  would a l low i t  to 
happen.”

An important step was the cre-
ation of a comprehensive compe-
tency map, which involved some 
40 CA, CMA and CGA staff and 
accounting academics.

At qualif ication, new Can-
adian CPAs will demonstrate the 
competencies expected of leading 
professional accountants. Specif-
ically, they will be required to 
demonstrate both technical com-
petencies (assurance finance, tax-

ation, management accounting, 
etc.) and enabling competencies 
which include ethical behaviour, 
written and oral communication, 
leadership and decision making.

The new Canadian business 
education program was heavily 
i n f l u e n c e d  by  t h e  b l e n d e d 

learning approach used by the 
legacy CA bodies, and drew on 
each of their different strengths. 
The inclusive approach also 
allowed the new CPA Canada 
program to incorporate the latest 
technology as  wel l  as  more 
emphasis on soft-skills training 

that focuses on communications, 
team work and leadership. 

“From the CMA side, I think 
the incorporation of a business 
case and the need to work on a 
group project as a team with 
other  candidates  is  a  real ly 
important aspect of the new CPA 

certification program,” says Van 
Bakel, who served on some of the 
education committees.

He adds: “The CGA’s modular 
approach to education is a stra-
tegic addition to the process 
because it allows more people to 
enter the profession from dif-
ferent backgrounds and different 
points in their career. I think 
that’s a real strength.”

The CPA program began in the 
fall of 2013 in the western prov-
inces and will expand to the rest 
of Canada this fall. The f irst 
Common Final Examination will 
take place in the fall of 2015. 

Batstone says that because of 
the governance model put into 
place early, and the allowances 
made for ongoing improvements 
and upgrades, the unified educa-
tional programs will be subject to 
c o n t i n u o u s  i m p r ov e m e n t . 
Included is a f ive-year plan for 
the renewal and revision of key 
program elements.

Tr u e  t o  f o r m ,  C a n a d a ’s 
accounting profession continues 
to address more long-term plan-
ning as the landscape changes, 
and key guiding principles remain 
in place for it to draw upon. 

Deirdre McMurdy is a busi-
ness journalist, broadcaster and 
consultant. She specializes in 
executive communications and 
speechwriting in the f inancial 
services sector.
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“Walking in late was not an issue because the principles, 
the framework were so solid. It meant we didn’t have to 

contend with legacy issues or conflicting voices, it was all 
CPA. It was all very respectful and forward-looking.”

Anthony Ariganello, CGA-Canada
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