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Curiosity. Passion. Engagement. When used to 
describe people’s attitudes towards their jobs, such 
terms are typically referring to early and mid careers. 
After all, these are the points at which real passion for 
one’s work is felt.

Interestingly, the exact same terms are used by 
experienced company directors to describe the 
perfect character traits of potential board members 
in today’s fast-changing business environment. In 
fact, expectations of a board are no different to those 
that management has of their finest staff. It’s about 
commitment, effort, relevant knowledge and lifelong 
learning. Get it right and the benefits will flow on to 
the organisation and its staff, and to their community 
of customers and clients.

“Curiosity is everything,” says ANZIIF CEO and board 
member Prue Willsford, when asked the most basic 
expectation of a board member. Prue also sits on 
the board of Citywide, which helps to shape the city 
of Melbourne, and blockchain start-up e-Pocket. 
“Knowledge that is relevant to the business is also 
important, as is diligence and an inquiring mind. If 
you’re not a keen learner, don’t be a director.”

Also vital in a high-performing board member, Prue 
says, is flexibility and adaptability. Gone are the days of 
predictability and gradual growth in business. Today’s 
directors are members of teams that must navigate 

completely new playing fields, shoot for constantly 
moving goals and always expect the unexpected. So 
in such an environment, what makes a great director?

“In terms of what is a good background for a director, 
that has shifted dramatically in the last few years and 
will continue to evolve,” says Kylie Hammond, Chief 
Executive of Director Institute: Next Generation 
Directors. “Traditionally, board appointments have 
been accountants, lawyers and people from banking 
or finance. But because of the challenges businesses 
are facing and the changing dynamic and landscape, 
we’re seeing a much broader range of people being 
appointed to boards.”

This is particularly true in the insurance sector, which 
is experiencing great change, Kylie says.
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“Insurance businesses are having to look at the 
entire skill mix on their boards. So we’re now seeing 
people with digital transformation backgrounds, 
people with cybersecurity expertise, people with 
information technology and marketing backgrounds. 
Such experience has not traditionally been sought for 
board positions, but some of these are now critical 
requirements.”

And in an environment in which high-tech start-ups 
rub shoulders with conservative multinationals, 
sometimes the boardroom mix has to be managed to 
re-introduce the old way of doing things.

“In my role with e-Pocket, one of the things I’ve 
brought is a knowledge of the old world,” Prue says. 
“My role includes helping them to bridge some of 
the rules and requirements of the old world, which 
is slightly foreign to them, to ensure they remain 
compliant in the new world.”

What is unique about insurance boards?

Every industry has its own distinctive quirks that set 
it, and the expectations of its boards, apart from 
others. In insurance, much of the uniqueness comes 
from constantly changing regulations, but some also 
arises from the fact that the industry has an important 
relationship with government.

“Insurance markets exist in partnerships with 
governments,” says Jim Minto, ex Group CEO and 
managing director of TAL and, prior to that, of 
TOWER Limited Group. Jim is now a non-executive 
director of Dai-ichi Life Asia Pacific and of Australian 
Finance Group, and is currently on the board of the 
National Disability Insurance Agency.

“Governments want successful and sustainable 
insurance providers to be in their countries, helping 
people mitigate risks and reducing reliance on 
government funds,” Jim says. “So governments are 
very concerned about the sustainability of those 
insurance relations. However, in the last five to ten 

years there has been greater pressure and scrutiny 
on that public/private partnership.”

In Australia, for instance, the government participated 
in the Natural Disaster Insurance Review (on which 
Jim was a panel member). After the Queensland 
floods, the government was very interested in 
how insurance was responding to customer needs 
around flood insurance. When many insureds found 
they were not covered and therefore suffered major 
losses, the government intervened to work with the 
insurance industry to close the underinsurance gap.

Then, of course, there are issues recently uncovered 
by the Financial Services Royal Commission, problems 
of culture including toxic selling practices. 

“For directors in any insurance business, it doesn’t 
really matter what the product says and what the 
lawyers might tell customers about what they are and 
are not covered for,” Jim says. “In a modern consumer 
society, there is always going to be a layer where 
people say to you, ‘Look, that’s just not acceptable. 
You can’t do that.’”

“Insurance directors can’t completely rely on classic 
governance processes. They receive reports about 
tangible, financial, factual things. But conduct is a 
behavioural thing. And outdated definitions of heart 
attacks are hidden deep in the fine print. So how 
do directors satisfy themselves that all is well? It’s 
all about curiosity. It’s about extra effort. It’s about 
engagement.”
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Curiosity, passion and engagement - the three magic 
ingredients come up again and again in director 
discussions. No longer can a director simply attend 
12 meetings per year as they enjoy their retirement 
from full-time employment. Over the last two or 
three years, Jim says, time demands on directors have 
increased between 30% and 50%. 

What makes a board great?

The role of a board, put simply, is to make good 
business decisions. 

“Directors are there to make sure the business has the 
right strategy at the right time, with the right people 
involved,” Kylie says. “They also have to manage risk, 
which covers everything from finance to assets to 
human capital to data to intellectual property. So the 
board is there, fundamentally, to make good business 
decisions, to protect the health of the business and to 
help guide it forward whilst keeping a compliance and 
governance focus.”

Great boards, Kylie believes, will pivot towards having 
a demarcation between corporate governance/
compliance specialists and others who focus on 
specific business challenges.

Prue agrees that in such a highly regulated 
environment as insurance, the focus on ‘conformance’ 
needs to be carefully balanced with a focus on 
performance, ensuring one does not overwhelm the 
other.

But great board performance is about more than that, 
Prue says. “The board should meet with the executive 
reasonably regularly outside of board meetings. 
It doesn’t matter what they talk about, it is simply 
setting up a habit. If an issue suddenly needs to be 
discussed, it can be done without creating a drama.”

In the end, Prue says, a great board/business 
relationship boils down to trust. “There is an old 
phrase in governance - ‘Noses in, fingers out’. In a 
good relationship, boards will be appropriately nosey, 
but they won’t actually put their fingers all over 
things because that is management’s job. If the board 
doesn’t trust management to do that job, it’s time to 
start over.”

Board diversity, ANZIIF’s Prue Willsford says, 
is not something you can see or touch. It’s not 
about colour or gender, style or age. Instead, 
diversity comes from the gathering of a group 
of people, each of whom is respectful of 
different views. 

“Diversity can come from making sure you’ve 
got a good skills matrix, meaning the board 
genuinely understands what is required to 
move the business forward,” Prue says. “But 
it also comes from being comfortable with 
genuine, deep discussion that might take 
time.”

“Skipping that discussion and instead 
deferring to a specialist, such as the IT Director, 
to make specialist decisions, is a mistake. 
Good decisions at board level require the 
engagement of, and input from, the whole, 
diverse board.”

What does diversity look like?
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