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How do high performing leaders realise  
sustainable value?

A crowded auditorium at Henley Business School’s 
Whiteknights campus was treated to a presentation 
from Andrew Kakabadse, Professor of Governance 
and Leadership. Andrew revealed his latest results 
from his global research project into the effectiveness 
of corporate boards and his theory on how they can 
deliver sustainable value.

Andrew was introduced by professor John board, Dean of Henley 
business School, who reflected current political events, with a note 
of irony, by noting that ‘in a world where truth is optional, value is a 
must.’



Andrew, who is also currently undertaking the biggest review of the 
UK Civil Service since 1854, has been tracking board performance 
for over a decade. He has accumulated data from 19,500 
organisations across 35 countries, including Russia, China, the US, 
Middle east and the UAe.

His findings reveal:
• Managers and leaders in organisations often cannot agree on 

its prime purpose or on its competitive advantage.
• each view may be based on impeccable logic but there is, 

invariably, no cohesive view.

• board members in 66% of the world’s top teams simply don’t 
talk to each other enough.

• they are too concerned about their own specialist areas or are 
too inhibited to raise challenging issues.

A prime example is Marconi; the precise timing of its bankruptcy 
was predicted by senior figures within the company five years 
before it happened. everyone knew the strategy wasn’t working, but 
this uncomfortable issue was never formally raised.

 
A renowned expert



Andrew revealed the latest findings from his global survey, 
highlighting the stark disparities between directors’ perceptions of 
their own behaviour and performance, and how they are perceived 
by their management teams.

For example:
• in Germany, 75% of chairmen and presidents surveyed believed 

that trust existed within their top teams, whilst only a third of 
the general managers in the same organisations agreed.

• in britain, 60% of chairman and Ceos considered themselves to 
be understanding and supportive, but only 30% of their general 
managers concurred.

• in China, 80% of those surveyed recognised that there were 
organisational issues which should be discussed by the top 
teams, but were not.

 
Research reveals a significant gap…



According to Andrew’s research, the results vary significantly from 
country to country, but:

• Many boards are inundated with compliance and protocol 
issues.

• in the US, with their highly dictatorial system, boards appear to 
be more inhibited than anywhere.

• in Russia, perhaps surprisingly, more honest conversations 
seem to be taking place.

• in South Africa there are massive disparities.

• Australia stood out in a positive way, probably because it has 
instilled a culture of allowing individuals to sit on a maximum 
of three boards.

Andrew suggests that in order to be really good as a leader, a board 
needs to have diverse thinking. but can they see far enough, he 
asked?

Why are board members considered  
so out of touch?



through his findings, Andrew has shown the impact a lack of 
engagement and alignment has on an organisation. However, a shift 
in thinking can reap tangible rewards:

• by changing the emphasis away from strategy and towards 
engagement and alignment, organisations can move from a 
value proposition-based approach, to one of value delivery.

• this shift is expressed through transposing the x and + 
elements of the following equations: 
 
 
 

 
Strategy x (Engagement + Alignment) = Value Proposition 
but   
Strategy + (Engagement x Alignment) = Value Delivery

• in other words, no matter how strong the strategy, it won’t 
yield a positive result if engagement and alignment are not in 
place.

 
The value delivery vs value proposition equation



According to Andrew, ‘lots of companies are suspicious of this 
approach and courage is needed to face up to the truth, gather 
the evidence; it requires resilience and inner strength, morals and 
ethics.’

• He cited easyJet as an example, having had the foresight to 
appoint a Ceo with no previous airline industry experience, 
but a track record of rallying the workforce. it was slow but 
sustainable.

• He also pointed to a Henley as a rare example of an 
establishment that is especially strong in this respect.

• Finally, Andrew urged all leaders to be more open, more 
transparent, and above all, to base their decisions on real 
evidence to ensure it works and delivers sustainable value to all 
parties.

 
In conclusion



Following his lecture, Andrew invited questions from the audience 
and gave his views on a range of topics including:

• the role of non-executive directors
• the recent news regarding a ‘restructuring’ of business rates
• the degree to which people can change their leadership style
• how we can recruit more diversity in the UK
• the specific issues faced by listed companies

 
Questions from the audience



Following the event, audience members were asked for feedback. 
the following are a representative sample of some of the comments 
received.

‘Wow, that was fantastic! I really enjoyed that. He is such an 
authoritative speaker and he makes it come alive with real 
examples from his own work.’

‘The only complaint I’d have is that it wasn’t long enough. 
I’d happily have listened to another hour of that.’

‘Very interesting. It’s the first public lecture I’ve been to, 
having moved to Reading recently, but it was eye-opening, I 
must say.’

‘I can see how changing our mindset can be beneficial to 
our organisation; now I just have to go and do it!’

 
Post event feedback


