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KPMG recently spoke with directors 
Henrietta Fore (Exxon Mobil, General Mills, 
and Theravance Biopharma, and co-chair, 
WomenCorporateDirectors) and Alison 
Winter (Nordstrom, and chair emerita, 
WomenCorporateDirectors) to get their 
thoughts on building and maintaining 
the right board in a rapidly changing 
environment. 

KPMG: What are you seeing and thinking about in terms 
of board composition and refreshment – particularly 
with investors sharpening their focus on board 
effectiveness and the competitive environment 
requiring ever-deeper engagement and insights from 
boards. 
Alison Winter: I would say strategy is the number one 
reason that boards are looking at their skill sets and 
composition. Where are the board’s gaps in relation to the 
company’s strategy? And very closely related to that is 
technology, which I think most boards now understand is 
not just about IT systems and operational effi ciency. It’s 
about staying competitive, and it requires an understanding 
of what the company can and should be doing with 
technology. Finding directors with seasoned business 
experience and an understanding of technology is a real 
challenge.

Henrietta Fore: Board composition is also being driven by 
the changing face of America, the trends of the American 
and global consumer, the technology and services of the 
business world, and investor expectations. Is our board 
refl ective of our changing society? The other driving force is 
talent. Whether it’s addressing a gap around technology or 
fi nding people who have international experience, talent 
needs to be part of the strategy discussion that Alison 
mentioned. The good news is that there’s an immense, 
untapped pool of talent out there.

Winter: Strategy is no longer a once-a-year discussion, 
because you need to monitor how the strategy is being 
executed. And it’s in those regular strategy discussions that 
you begin to see where you don’t have the strong input 
from your board that you wish you had.

Fore: Finding a specifi c set of skills is important, but talent 
is also about judgment and experience. Liberal arts majors 
are doing very well in Silicon Valley because they bring 
critical thinking to a variety of areas. Boards also need this 
type of critical thinking. It’s important to think about the 
blend of general skills and very specifi c skills – like 
technology or cyber security – that the board needs. 
Whether it’s a lead director or a chair, leadership plays a 
critical role in bringing it all together to help the board 
become more than the sum of its parts and to create a 
synergy with management.

KPMG: Beyond the attributes that many boards tend to 
look for in a candidate – current or recently retired 
CEOs, knowledge of the business or industry, 
experience serving on other boards – what other 
characteristics do you look for?
Winter: It’s important to fi nd people who have had a variety 
of experiences. Over time, those experiences tend to result 
in really good judgment, which is critical to recognize a really 
smart idea, or to sense when something may be off in 
terms of the rationale for a new direction the CEO wants to 
take the company. 

Alison Winter

Henrietta Fore
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Fore: It’s a great point. Judgment is critical – good judgment 
and experienced judgment. Some people are very strong on 
business judgment, with fi nancial or operational skills. 
Others are good on strategic marketing judgment, knowing 
when a product or a service is going to catch-on like fi re. 
Others are very good on people judgment – for example, on 
who would be the best CEO or the head of a division. 

KPMG: Finding the right director to fi ll an open seat on 
the board is challenging enough, but refreshing the 
board adds a whole other dimension. How do you make 
room on the board? Are term limits the answer? Better 
board evaluations? Leadership?
Winter: The concern about term limits is that you’ll lose 
some very good directors who are still sharp, they know the 
company well, and they’re contributing. And using term 
limits because it’s an easy way to get rid of directors isn’t a 
good reason, either. But I do think some kind of limit on 
board tenure may be needed. The longer someone is away 
from an operating role – given the pace of change – the 
harder it is to bring the right level of expertise to the board 
discussion. 

Fore: There is no set formula. I’ve seen directors in their 
eighties who are extraordinary contributors, and I’ve seen 
50-year-olds who are ready for a change, so it’s not a set 
age. Every board should have a system in which a director 
can voluntarily step off – or the board could say, respectfully, 
“We’ve really valued your service. It’s just time for a change 
because it’s good for the company.” Solid annual board 
assessments should anchor a board refreshment strategy. 

KPMG: In your view, are board evaluations an effective 
tool for identifying gaps and facilitating board 
refreshment?
Winter: I’ve seen a wide range in the quality of board 
assessments. Getting quality responses requires someone 
who has the people skills to conduct a conversation that 
solicits candor from each board member, and then using 
those insights to have a discussion with a board member 
who doesn’t seem as relevant as they once were to the 
composition of the board – and in a way that the director 
doesn’t feel like he or she failed. 

Fore: Board evaluations can be very useful in improving 
board meetings, for example, the need for more strategy 
sessions, a better agenda process, or skills that are missing. 
But I think evaluations are less useful for changing board 
members. If a director is no longer making a meaningful 
contribution for whatever reason, the board should address 
that directly and respectfully.

This interview was originally published in the ACI’s Directors Quarterly, 
October 2015 of ACI USA.

KPMG: How do you see diversity factoring into the 
boardroom equation? 
Winter: As Henrietta mentioned, diversity of experience is 
valuable. Gender is important, particularly when your 
markets are gender-related. There are some consumer 
companies where 80 percent of the buying decisions are 
made by women, and yet there are no women on the board 
– or perhaps one. Are you really getting the right lens on 
your market if you don’t have that representation? I think 
gender can also bring a different perspective – a different 
approach to risk-taking. It’s also good to have generational 
perspectives, and ethnic diversity, especially if you’re a 
global company. But diversity shouldn’t be an end in itself. 
Ultimately you want the best athlete. 

Fore: I agree, and I would add diversity of industry and 
entity to that list. There are some very good board members 
who come out of academia and government and civil 
society. And there are some very good board members who 
are entrepreneurs or in family business.

KPMG: Talk about diversity of thought. 
Winter: If people aren’t comfortable having an open 
dialogue and taking different points of view, regardless of 
the diversity in the room, you probably don’t have a diversity 
of thought on those decisions.

Fore: For me, it goes back to talent. A talented person will 
raise alternatives and scenarios. They’ll do it in a collegial 
way that gets the board thinking about different possibilities. 
I’ve found executive sessions to be an important forum for 
avoiding groupthink. It allows directors to shape their 
thoughts and work as a group of counselors without 
sending negative signals to a hard-working management 
team that may be grappling with an issue. 

Real diversity of thought also requires that diversity of 
experience we talked about – whether it’s in mergers and 
acquisitions – needing directors who understand a new 
company or a new country – or in a large private company 
that’s thinking about going public and needing directors with 
public company experience to help navigate public issues 
and requirements. So, diversity is a much larger issue than 
just gender or age. There’s a broader strategic context and 
importance to diversity that boards need to consider.
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