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Director Advisory 

Board Evaluations 

Commit to In-Depth Board Assessments To 
Decrease Risk, Increase Effectiveness
By Phyllis Deiso
While there is currently no broad legisla-
tion requiring regular board assessments 
for all public companies, assessments are 
mandatory for all companies listed on the 
New York Stock Exchange, and a majority 
of Nasdaq companies conduct them vol-
untarily. Board assessments are not an end 
in themselves but, done properly and regu-
larly, are a key element in decreasing risk 
and increasing board effectiveness.

But too many boards are still missing the 
boat on this important governance oppor-
tunity. Perhaps that’s partly because it’s easy 
to just check off a box on the proxy indicat-
ing that the board has an assessment pro-
cess in place, particularly when details are 
not required. It’s much more difficult and 
time-intensive to build and implement a 
rigorous assessment process. In addition, 
the process of evaluating the performance 
of the board, and particularly individual di-
rectors, can be fraught. However, from our 
perspective and experience with numerous 
boards, it is undoubtedly worth the effort.

Well-designed assessments—where ac-
tion items are followed up on and imple-
mented—provide significant value. For 
the whole board, an assessment can iden-
tify key areas in which the team can be 
strengthened. Individual director assess-
ments can identify directors who are an 
impediment to achieving optimal board 
performance, which can provide an op-
portunity to improve that director’s per-
formance or, in some cases, remove him 
or her from the board. Assessments of the 
current board’s capabilities can also high-
light areas in which key skills and experi-
ence required to support the strategy are 

lacking and should be added. Closing that 
gap can greatly enhance the board’s abil-
ity to do its job. It can also minimize the 
risk of poor strategy execution by providing 
the board access to the input and guidance 
of directors with relevant critical skills and 
insights.

In deciding whether to implement a rig-
orous board assessment process, the board 
should first consider the following key 
issues:

■■ Determine where board assess-
ments fall on the board’s list of priori-
ties. Ideally, the directors will agree on 
the need to go beyond a surface assess-
ment to one that will yield practices that 
can be implemented to raise the bar on 
the board’s ability to work as a team and 
accomplish critical work.

■■ Decide on the best approach. De-
pending on what a board hopes to get 
out of the assessment process, there are a 
range of tools available, from the simplest 
do-it-yourself surveys to more time-inten-
sive and expensive externally facilitated 
programs. 

■■ View board assessments in the 
context of overall risk. While it’s prob-
ably impossible to measure the effect, an 

obstructive or merely underperforming 
director can be a drag on a board’s abil-
ity to work constructively as a team. At 
worst, such an individual can expose the 
board—and the company—to even more 
severe consequences. Recognizing this 
risk and ameliorating it or removing it, as 
necessary, will protect the board and key 
stakeholders. 

■■ Recognize the biggest risk: missed 
opportunity. Your board may understand 
the risk of an underperforming director 
but what is the risk of not recruiting or 
making room for a new director with spe-
cific skills and experience that the board 
needs? This too is likely impossible to 
quantify but it’s crucial to bear in mind 
throughout the assessment process when 
determining what the board currently has 
and what it needs to ensure the success of 
the strategy.

To maximize the odds of a successful as-
sessment process, make sure that the board 
is aligned at the front end on what will be 
implemented, as well as why and how the 
board stands to benefit. While boards can 
still get away with cursory assessments and 
check the “done” box, in-depth, regular 
board assessments are worth investing time 
and energy in because they can significant-
ly improve board effectiveness, which can 
pay dividends for stakeholders for years to 
come. 
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For the whole board, an 
assessment can identify 
key areas in which the 
team can be strengthened.


