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SMEs: Strengthening Boards 
with Techno-Commercial Skills 

By Andre Wessels

When companies are in their infancy, pre-
commercialisation or ramp-up stages, boards 
are naturally kept as small as possible to limit 
costs while advancing the commercial prospects 
of the business. These early stages in the life 
of a business establish a general framework 
for growth and value creation, which in some 
(unfortunate) instances may stifle growth 
potential, both in terms of time and value. 

Often companies depend on external 
consultants or resources to largely influence 
these fundamentals initially, while the 
opportunity to proactively strengthen the 
board to drive an optimal technical-commercial 
balanced strategy in the first instance is 
overlooked. Sourcing skilled non-executive 
directors with broad techno-commercial 
experience, with the best interest of the 
company at his/her core, usually at a fraction 
of the cost to engage seasoned executives 
or consultants, can offer many rewards to the 
company and its investors.

Limited Resources – 
Smaller Boards
The initial composition of boards in small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) are generally 
focused on retaining the bare minimum of 
technical, legal and financial skills to qualify and 
quantify the opportunity. In the case of mineral 
exploration companies, during the (often lengthy 
and costly) process of identifying potential 
upside and defining a maiden resource, boards 
typically consist of a geologist, a solicitor and an 
accountant/investor in the first instance. In the 
case of technology-based companies, during 
research and development (R&D), patenting 
of intellectual property and readying for 
commercialisation, boards typically include an 
IT/engineering/innovation specialist alongside a 
solicitor and accountant/investor.

This is undoubtedly the minimum required to 
enable the company to initially qualify its value 
proposition and establish a strategic intent to 

“…where a company is in a 
fortunate position with the 
means to proactively engage 
techno-commercial skills on a 
board level, it would certainly 
unlock value and increase 
probability of success.”
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commercialise. In the first instance the intent is 
mostly to find value, whether that be a resource 
in mining, or a product or service solution in the 
technology space. The (missed) opportunity for 
a step change in value creation often presents 
itself when the business is ready to advance 
beyond the resource, product or solution that 
has been defined.

Missed Opportunity
Having considered the composition of various 
boards for SMEs, including both small cap listed 
and private companies, through research and 
active engagement at a board level, it seems 
that many are inadvertently incurring a missed 
opportunity as the business is about to transition 
from knowing there is a value proposition to 
realising the potential value. 

It is noticeable that there is often a disconnect 
between business stage and relative board 
composition, in other words, where a business 
advances without a reciprocate, proactive advance 
in its board composition. 

The future direction of the company is often 
outsourced to consultants and advisors, without 
the rigour of a capable ‘owners team oversight’ 
and lack of clearly articulated strategy. In the 
case of exploration companies, the stages 

from resource definition to scoping study to 
prefeasibility and feasibility studies can, for a 
significant project, each involve many millions 
of dollars. Companies are at the mercy of 
investors who has the freedom to divert their 
funds to competitive investment opportunities. 
Presenting the best possible outcome in 
each and every stage, instils confidence in 
investors of a capable board and anticipated 
value generation, which in turn could assist 
the company to secure funds more readily and 
potentially at lower cost.

Where technology-based companies are 
concerned, not being in the driver seat of 
establishing the go-to-market strategy, pricing 
and distribution strategies, alliance/partnership 
approach, operational model, security of supply 
and related costs, branding and promotion, 
risk management are but a few areas that can 
fundamentally shape the way in which the 
company’s products, services or solutions are 
received by potential investors and market.

Value-adding Opportunity
Larger scale enterprises are usually well resourced 
and funded, which enables the board to play 
a higher-level traditional role. The assumption 
can be made that relevant senior management 
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experience for the various disciplines are secure 
within the company and able to provide valuable 
feedback and recommendations to its board. Small 
and medium sized enterprises, however, generally 
cannot afford those luxuries, and often require 
board members to be more hands-on involved with 
management to mentor, facilitate outcomes and 
drive strategy implementation.

When small and medium sized companies evolve 
to the point where they have to, or are about to, 
transition to focus more on realising its maximum 
commercial potential, a trade-off should be made 
between the cost to engage external resources 
or consultants, versus the opportunity to firstly 
strengthen the board with the ability to establish 
a more refined techno-commercial strategic 
framework. This then enables the board to play a 
leading role in facilitating the strategic engagement 
of resources more efficiently and effectively, at 
lower cost for a higher return.

Hypothesis
From firsthand experience, as an experienced 
executive in both technology and exploration/
mining enterprises, my hypothesis for SMEs to 
consider are:

• Significant value for the company and its investors 
can be unlocked by establishing a well-defined 
owner’s framework for commercialisation, 
engaging external resources aligned with the 
company’s expectations, challenging externally 
proposed strategies, and pushing back to “off-
the-shelf” approaches to rigorously stimulate 
innovative and creative solutions. 

• Engaging skilled and qualified techno-commercial-
savvy directors in the board can “bridge the 
gap” between limited resources and achieving 
maximised outcomes.

Conclusion
Techno-Commercial Skills a No-Brainer

Strengthening the board with relevant techno-
commercial skills can add tremendous value 
with (a) formulation of a credible framework 
towards commercialisation, and (b) articulation 
of principles and approaches to the various 
phases of commercialisation. Such initiative 
can demonstrate to investors a clear intent to 
actively manage the business optimally through 
its complete life cycle, with likely improvement in 

investor confidence and associated opportunity to 
potentially secure additional funds at lower cost.

It should also be noted that this is easier said than 
done. Consideration and ability will vary greatly 
from company to company. In general, where 
a company is in a fortunate position with the 
means to proactively engage techno-commercial 
skills on a board level, it would certainly unlock 
value and increase probability of success.
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