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“ENDURANCE IS PATIENCE CONCENTRATED”
looking at the answer until you’ve read the rest
of this article.

Thomas Carlyle once said:
Endurance is patience concentrated.

So what have patience and endurance got to
do with those who are actively seeking a NonExecutive role? For the many potential nonexecs out there, searching for their first nonexecutive appointment, there’s the danger of
frustration, impatience, creeping in when they
are told that clients would prefer them already
to have a non-executive appointment under
their belt when they come to join their
business in a non-executive capacity.

So, here’s a question to test how patient you
are.
What is it that no man wants to have, but no
man wants to lose? The answer’s at the end of
this article. Now, if you’re truly patient, you’ll
refrain from
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THE WHY
You’ve finally decided that you are ready to take
your skills, experiences (and possibly battle scars)
with you to help other Boards in need of help
and some top-level guidance.

the beginning! It should also come as no surprise
that somewhere in the region of 65% of nonexecutive directors are appointed to a board via
a “personal connection”.

Serving as a non-executive director can be a
highly enjoyable and rewarding career – often it
can be a career after a career! It allows senior
executives and business experts a chance to help
other companies succeed, but without the day to
day demands of an executive director who is
responsible for the daily running of the business.
However, this does not exclude those who are
currently serving in an executive capacity in
another company from adding a complementary
non-executive position and this can (and often
does) help to expand their own knowledge and
networks.

Don’t be disheartened by that statistic because
many of those “personal connections” are “armslength” or “weak” connections which means
good and avid networkers are more likely than
others to find non-executive director roles. It is
here we can really see the value of being a part
of a network like LinkedIn, social groups in
business or dedicated NED platforms such as
VirtualNonExecs.com
Also remember that unlike the executive or
lower level job market, competition is insanely
intense and roles are drip-fed in to the market.
More than anything else, what separates the
successful from those unsuccessful is an
understanding that potential non-executive
directors must articulate and market their
expertise and skills. In this paper, I will explain
how.

A portfolio career can be a great path to follow,
especially if you are well connected and can
“plug into” your vast networks to quickly secure
that hallowed first non-executive director role.
But let us be very clear here – it can be tough in
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THE EARLY DAYS
We don’t need to go back 100s of years to see
that the boardroom environment has not
always been the professional place it is today as late as 1990, only half of the top 250 UK
companies had an audit committee and fewer
had a remuneration or nominations
committee.

said they had a poor understanding of what
was expected of them in the position.
Following two magnificent corporate failures,
in 2001 London Stock Exchange initiated a
review of the UK governance of quoted
companies which led to a series of reforms. Sir
Adrian Cadbury, often referred to as “the
godfather of modern corporate governance”,
hand crafted a paper defining good practice
and that has set the standard for boards of
quoted companies. Many would argue that
this led to the professional board of directors
being born.

In one survey from that period, less than onethird of non-executive appointments were
made as part of a professional process, and
less than a quarter prepared a job description
for the role. Only one third of directors
received a formal letter of appointment and
two thirds
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HOW RECRUITMENT WORKS TODAY
It is worth putting a bit of context around how
things “used to work”. Finding a non-executive
director role by hanging out in golf club bars is
long gone. Nowadays, the overwhelming
majority of non-executive director

appointments are made by companies who run
extensive professional processes. With this in
mind, any prospective non-executive should
consider long and hard their professional
experience and just where that experience and
skill may fit and in to which kinds of companies.
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WHAT MAKES YOU DIFFERENT?
Mindset and skill-set.

environment so fitting in well is absolutely
essential. Not damaging the reputation of the
business, the CEO or the Chair goes without
saying but also being too relaxed in approach
or even a “Yes Man” will be seen as a major
negative and Chairs will look for nonexecutives who can and will challenge
decisions and strategy.

Your skills will get you recognised (if you are
adept at articulating them!) and it is your mindset that will ultimately secure you the role.
The prospective non-executive director MUST
consider what a Chair will look for in making an
appointment. Here are a small number:
•
•
•
•
•

Governance experience understanding
(especially in FTSE businesses)
Demonstrable passion for the
business/sector
Your network and connections
Executive skills
Cultural and personality fit with the
management team

Subtle differences of temperament and style as
well as the way a candidate “absorbs”
knowledge can be mission critical for aspiring
non-executives. The way a candidate
challenges constructively are what divides
success and failure in interview processes. At
interview stage, it is important to get across
your grasp of just why an appointment is being
made and why successful boards rely on the
creative tension that comes from assembling a
group of people who think, feel and react in
different ways.

Indeed, there will be a definite difference
between the way Listed businesses approach
interviews and search mandates to that of
Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs). In
the SME market, it will arguably be your ability
to utilise your connections and network for a
commercial gain that will really set you apart
and make you more attractive to the board.

To state the obvious, good non-executive
directors will invest their time to understand
the business; this often includes travelling to
operating sites and taking an interest in people
at all levels who work for the organisation.
Listening is also a key skill of the non-executive
director – they listen more than they talk.

Closely following the value of your connections
will be the cultural fit. A board can be a fragile

5

WHAT TO AVOID

1. TALKING TALKING TALKING TALKING

4. THE GOOD-TIMES FRIEND

Two ears, one mouth. Use them in that
order. The non-executive director who
loves to hear their own voice stands little
chance of long term boardroom success.

Bad boards fall apart in times of crisis
whereas good, solid boards ride the storm
and come out the other side stronger.
Great directors put the business first. Bad
ones think about themselves.

2. LIVING IN THE PAST
5. SILENCE ISN’T BEAUTIFUL
Comments that start with the words, ‘in my
day’, prompt muffled groans around the
board table.

Just as the “Talker” can switch a board off
and suck the oxygen out of the meeting, the
sharpest strategic insight or operational
nous can’t add value if it remains in the
non-executive’s head.

3. LAZY BONES
Any professional board will immediately
identify the non-executive director who has
not properly read and digested the board
papers, opting only to “skim” them. Any
high quality non-executive director will
always take time to reads and digest
information so that they can make a solid
contribution at each and every board
meeting.

6. ABSENCE DOESN’T MAKE THE HEART
GROW FONDER!
“I’ll jump on a Skype call” really isn’t
“attending”. If you can’t make the
meetings, don’t take the job. Non-executive
directors should aim for 100% attendance.
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SPENDING TIME ON YOUR CV
different in its content, there are rules that one
should follow in terms of structure and clarity.

KNOW WHO YOU ARE
Don’t approach writing your CV with dread.
Use the time to identify and articulate what
you are uniquely good at. But also, think about
your mindset as a potential nonexecutive
director. Are you a good motivator, a willing
listener? Where are these skills most evident in
your career?

Having spent 15 years in the non-executive
director space and having appointed 100s of
NEDs and Board Directors to some of the
fastest growing, most high profile companies in
the world, I am well placed to show you how to
write a great CV that will set your career
search up nicely for 2019 and beyond.

THE CV

REMEMBER WHAT A CV IS AND WHAT IT IS
FOR!

When it comes to non-executive director job
hunting, your CV is extremely important. If you
get it right, I guarantee that you will have an
interview in no time, but get it wrong, and it’s
likely you’re going to be very frustrated. Whilst
every CV is very

The document is your personal marketing tool
and is used to sell (yes, that nasty word “sell”)
your expertise and value to potential clients.
The focus of the CV should be on a small
number of key areas, including your
professional history, skills, achievements and
you, yourself.
7

WHAT TO INCLUDE IN YOUR NON EXECUTIVE
CV

Positioned at the top of the non-executive
director CV should be your name, title and
contact details. Your email address and phone
number(s) are essential. No longer do you need
to list your full address – a town/county will
suffice.

The non-executive director CV will often be
much shorter than a CV designed to secure an
executive role, although it should still follow
the same structure.

Some suggest that listing a link to your LinkedIn
profile is a good idea; if it is up to date then I
see no reason why not. But keep in mind, if
you have positioned you CV to espouse your
value as a non-executive and your whole
LinkedIn profile is created around an executive
career, with no mention of your NED skills,
perhaps spend some time making sure they
align.

Here are the sections you must include in your
CV:
NAME, TITLE AND CONTACT DETAILS!
You would be amazed how many CVs I have
received over the years with no contact details
(or more likely, out of date contact
details!) Check them!

Below is an example of how your name and
contact details might look:

Forename Surname
Location: Town, County
Phone: 000000 1111111
Email: name@example.com

For those who have not held a previous nonexecutive role but are starting to explore the
area, this is a section where you will promote
and highlight the elements of your expertise
that may be extrapolated from your executive
career. Use the key terms like “non-executive
director experience” and “external Board
advice” to help hiring managers identify your
relevant skills. Don’t be afraid to use bold type
to highlight key areas of expertise.

YOUR PROFESSIONAL PROFILE
You should treat the Profile section as your
place to list your career objectives and
professional profile; it is, I would suggest,
probably the most important aspect of your CV
and you get this part wrong at your peril.
Whilst it’s only a short paragraph, it gives
prospective employers (and often headhunters) an overview of who you are and what
you’re all about.
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A mistake many non-executive candidates
make is being “too general”. A “catch all” CV
won’t do you any favours. If it’s worth applying
for, it’s worth spending time cultivating the CV
to fit the role. Draw out pertinent points from
your career history that fit the specification
and don’t be afraid to mention your extensive
network as most SMEs will be looking for a
NED CV that opens doors!

What are your career achievements that
resonate with their non-executive or chair
appointment?

CAREER HISTORY SECTION
This is the section that many first-time NEDs
really mess up! It isn’t an executive CV and
thus shouldn’t go into as much depth as you
may have done previously! Don’t get me
wrong, this isn’t to say you should miss key
areas, it just means “get to the point and draw
out relevant experience”.

Making the most of the profile section is key to
your ability to successfully get in front of the
right people – keep it simple but cover these
three points
Who are you?

ALWAYS list your career history in reverse
chronological order. No one wants to read
about your career as far back as the 1960s.

What can you offer the company?

Use the simple but effect format below to
header each role:
Dates
09/2010 – 03/2019

Employer
Example PLC

Responsibilities
•
•
•

Here is bullet point 1
Here is bullet point 2
Maximum of ten bullet points per employer
Achievements

•
•
•

Here is bullet point 1
Here is bullet point 2
Maximum of five bullet points per employer
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Position
CMO

NETWORKING!
Without doubt, in the early stages of your nonexecutive director career search, your most
powerful asset is your network of contacts –
including your colleagues, friends and mentors.
Take time to think about those who have seen
you in action, and rate your potential as a nonexecutive director.

firms, brokers and lawyers) you may
inadvertently stumble across a viable role. Be
sure they are aware of your interest.

REMEMBER THAT PATIENCE IS A VIRTUE
Securing your first non-executive role can take
time. Again, remember it is a relatively small
and slow moving market so don’t expect
magical results in month one. Think about a
realistic 1-2 year programme of networking,
engagement and training/development as
appropriate.

Who do you know who is already a chairman,
non-executive director or board member?
By extending your contact base to the wider
advisory community (including bankers,
accountancy
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CONFLICTS DON’T JUST
HAPPEN IN WARZONES

EDUCATION EDUCATION
EDUCATION!

Conflicts need to be considered.

To be the very best non-executive director,
candidates should be hungry for knowledge
and development. Just because you have
experienced lofty success in your career does
not mean you should not take continued
professional development seriously.

Obvious conflicts exist (such as joining the
board of a direct competitor) that may well
exclude you from certain roles. It is important
that one takes the time to think about the
future strategy of your own organisation, or
that of the board you seek to join as conflicts
may arise in the future that aren’t obvious right
now.

Oh and if you remember the question at the
very beginning of this paper – “What is it that
no man wants to have, but no man wants to
lose?”

[Answer: A lawsuit.]
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For more information please visit virtualnonexecs.com
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