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Governing Boards must contend with multiple priorities and objectives when fulfilling their 
mandate to effectively lead an organization. Whether setting the strategic direction of a large 
valuation, international public company, a major university, or a small charity, Boards of all 
sizes share common headwinds and risks that require a thoughtful, balanced approach:

• Fulfilling the mandate of the organization and meeting financial objectives
• Planning for the long-term while meeting short-term goals
• Managing enterprise risk while preparing for growth
• Creating stakeholder value while earning social license
• Providing responsible oversight and maintaining management independence

Boards today must achieve this greater balance amid heightened scrutiny from stakeholders, 
employees, the media, and the public at large. Understanding and anticipating the obstacles 
ahead position Boards to mitigate the impact of unanticipated events and to respond to  
opportunities.

From mid-August to September, Alexander Whitehead Executive Search conducted a short 
survey of leaders in both the for-profit and non-profit sectors in British Columbia and Alberta 
to collect their opinions on three current and future issues impacting board governance:  
Enterprise Risk, Board Diversity, and Succession Planning. Although there was common 
ground on some issues, a diversity of opinion emerged that reflected the specific challenges 
facing each Board and organization. Understanding and engaging in discussions today about 
these challenges will assist Boards in achieving balance in the future.

Thank you for participating in the survey. We are pleased to share the results.

Terry Whitehead  Michael Alexander
MANAGING PARTNER  MANAGING PARTNER

ALEXANDER WHITEHEAD EXECUTIVE SEARCH  ALEXANDER WHITEHEAD EXECUTIVE SEARCH

Alexanderwhitehead.com
Vancouver | Calgary
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Participant Profile



ALEX ANDER WHITEHEAD  |   ACHIEVING BALANCE   |   3

Participant Profile 
Over 175 individuals representing for-profit and non-profit enterprises in Alberta and British Columbia participated 
in the survey. We sought input from Board Chairs, Independent Directors, and members of executive management 
from small, medium, and large organizations across multiple industries in the private and public sectors. Below is 
an analysis of the survey participants:

For clarity purposes, the terms “enterprise” and “organization” are used interchangeably throughout the report to represent publicly-traded and private companies and
public sector, non-profit charitable institutions.

Percentages have been adjusted to the nearest round number throughout the survey. Also, some questions allowed for multiple answers which will impact the totals.

  FEMALE         MALE

  LATE

  MID       

  EARLY

  NOT DECLARED

58%
42%

48%

41%

2%
9%

41%

16%

14%

17%

12%
48%

41%

2%
9%

58%
42%

48%

41%

2%
9%

Gender

Position Within Organization

Career Stage

Late Career: more than 30 years of professional work experience 
Mid-Career: 15 to 29 years of professional work experience 
Early Career: less than 15 years of professional work experience 
Not Declared: Declined to select an option

  BOARD CHAIR

  INDEPENDENT DIRECTOR     

  CEO       

  EXECUTIVE MANAGEMENT       

  OTHER       
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Enterprise Profile 

16%

31%

19%
16%

8% 4% 6%

59%

17%
13% 11%

       1.4%

16%

31%

19%
16%

8% 4% 6%

59%

17%
13% 11%

       1.4%

Private Sector

Public Sector

  MINING

  ENERGY    

  FORESTRY & AGRICULTURE       

  CLEAN TECH       

  IT      

  INDUSTRIALS       

  OTHER     

  NON-PROFIT/CHARITABLE

  FED OR PROV OR MUNICIPAL CROWN CORP 

  POST-SECONDARY INSTITUTION 

  INDUSTRY/PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATION  
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Enterprise Risk
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From an enterprise risk perspective, which of the following issues concern your 
Board and organization over the next six months?  
(Note: participants were invited to select multiple options).

34%

58%

9% 5%

46%

27%
22%

16%

37%
30%

4%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

70

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

52.5

35

17.5

0

70

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

52.5

35

17.5

0

1  Continued weakness in commodity prices
2  Ability to raise/increase funding for operations
3  Outcome of the election in the United States
4  Impact of Brexit on global economy
5  Uncertainty over government funding
6  Increased federal/provincial government regulations

7  IT security (e.g. cyber attacks)
8  Limited access to skilled labour pool
9  Executive management succession planning
10  Ability to recruit qualified Directors
11  None of the above

  BRITISH COLUMBIA         ALBERTA

Issues Concerning Boards: BC and Alberta

Issues Concerning Boards
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ANALYSIS

The top three risks for all organizations in the next six months reflect revenues which is no surprise considering 
the impact of sustained low commodity prices. Both British Columbia and Alberta’s economies are heavily 
impacted by the natural resources sector, and respondents from Alberta are especially concerned how lower 
oil prices will continue to effect the company balance sheet. Public Sector institutions in Alberta feel the decline  
of revenue due to low commodity prices from three directions: government funders reducing support; corporate 
supporters reducing or eliminating sponsorships; and individual donors who have less to contribute. 

The non-financial risks facing Boards include succession planning for Directors and executives. This suggests 
the evolving demographic shift (e.g. older Directors and executives considering retirement) will create  
vacancies, and these impending vacancies are clearly on the radar of Boards in the short term. 

Additional enterprise risks submitted by participants include political risk in countries where their organi-
zations operate; earning social license to operate and to expand operations; the upcoming expiration of the 
Softwood Lumber Agreement; and the ability to get products to market. Local issues, such as the impact 
of the Fort McMurray wildfires on the region’s ability to retain and attract employees, were unique to these 
organizations in these regions.
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Gender Balance
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4%

24%

2%

18%

12%

42% 43%

13%

39%

3%

33%

23%

18%

13%

13%

  Women comprise over 50% of the board

  Equal gender balance (50/50) of the board

  Women comprise 25-50% of the board

  Women comprise less than 25% of the board                                                                                                                                  

  Women comprise zero % of the board

Female Representation on Boards

Female Representation on Boards: By Sector

4%

24%

2%

18%

12%

42% 43%

13%

39%

3%

33%

23%

18%

13%

13%

OVER 50% 50%-50% 25%-50% LESS THAN 25% ZERO

  PRIVATE SECTOR         PUBLIC SECTOR

Regarding Gender Balance on your Board, which of the following statements  
is most accurate?

ANALYSIS

Achieving gender balance on Boards continues to be a topic of great interest and concern, especially for publicly- 
held companies in Canada. A recent Globe and Mail article1 reported that of the 677 companies listed on the 
Toronto Stock Exchange, only 55 percent have at least one female Director. The article further stated that 
“only 21 percent have disclosed they have a policy related to the identification and nomination of women 
[to Boards].” The Canadian Board Diversity Council reports2 that women comprise just 19.5 percent of total 
Directors serving on TSX Boards. On Boards of companies with a market valuation in excess of $1 billion, that 
percentage drops to 18 percent.

1  Companies Drag Feet on Board Diversity, Janet McFarland. Globe and Mail,  September 29, 2016.
2  As reported in Because it’s 2016, David Israelson. Globe and Mail, September 21, 2016.
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OVERALL RESULTS:

  IN SUPPORT OF

  DO NOT SUPPORT

  NO OPINION

  MALE

  FEMALE

56%

20%

44%

63%

47%

29%

15%

17%

9%

IN SUPPORT OF DO NOT SUPPORT NO OPINION

Legislation Mandating Gender Balance

56%

20%

44%

63%

47%

29%

15%

17%

9%

Regarding legislation mandating equal gender representation on Boards, which  
of the following statements best reflects your personal opinion?

ANALYSIS

Opinion on this issue is divided by gender and career stage. Twenty percent of male respondents support  
mandatory legislation of equal gender balance compared to 44 percent of their female counterparts,  
although it is also noteworthy that nearly half of all female respondents—47 percent—are also opposed  
to legislating gender balance. The idea that a Director receives an appointment to a Board because of their  
gender is viewed as not an acceptable proposition to either gender.



  NOTABLE QUOTES

“I believe the key issue is that the Directors in board positions today do not have strong  
networks with professional women whom they can recommend to their Boards as suitable  
Director candidates.” 

“I support equal gender representation on Boards as an aspirational goal. This is best achieved  
by more awareness, more support for women, more active recruiting, and more leadership by  
all, not by legislation.”

“The start-up sector would be hamstrung by this legislation.”

“Legislating equal gender balance may in time overcome these [gender] biases and ultimately  
do away with the need for such legislation.”

“Gender representation shouldn’t be legislated. The issue of gender balance is solving itself 
organically. This issue is being raised by the Baby Boom generation but it’s not an issue that 
continues to manifest for those outside that age demographic.”
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There is also a significant division of opinion on this issue between professionals at the opposite ends of the career 
stage spectrum. Over two-thirds of Late Career Stage respondents do not support mandating gender balance on 
Boards, with only eight percent of their younger colleagues sharing that opinion. At 58 percent, Early Career Stage 
professionals are the most in favour of mandatory gender balance requirements, suggesting they are more eager to 
embrace legislation to help disrupt the status quo compared to their older colleagues.

According to several respondents, larger publicly-traded companies are able to compensate Board members and 
therefore will be in a better position to cope if this legislation came into force compared to smaller or start-up 
companies.  

Legislation Mandating Equal Gender Representation • Career Stage Results

  LATE CAREER

  MID CAREER

  EARLY CAREER

56%

19.8%

43.8%

63%

47%

29%

14%

18%

9%

21%

33%

58%
68%

55%

9% 11% 12%

33%

IN SUPPORT OF DO NOT SUPPORT NO OPINION



ALEX ANDER WHITEHEAD  |   ACHIEVING BALANCE   |   12

Career Stage 
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Regarding career stage representation on your Board, in general which of the  
following statements most accurately reflects your Board’s composition? 

Career Stage Representation on Boards

Board Requirements and Career Stage Composition

  TOTAL                  BRITISH COLUMBIA                  ALBERTA

33%
40%

25% 25% 24% 25%

38%

30%

49%

4% 6%

0%

       1%

15%

Generally satisfied with the current composition

30% 45% 60%

More early career Directors required

More mid career Directors required

More late career Directors required

Which of the following statements best represents your personal opinion? 
(Note: Participants were invited to select multiple options.)

33%
40%

25% 25% 24% 25%

38%

30%

49%

4% 6%

0%

       1%

15%

Generally satisfied with the current composition

30% 45% 60%

More early career Directors required

More mid career Directors required

More late career Directors required

OVER 75% LATE CAREER 50% LATE CAREER EQUAL ACROSS 
CAREER STAGES

PRIMARILY MID AND 
EARLY CAREER STAGE
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Representation on Boards is, not surprisingly, the domain of older professionals and volunteers, and the survey 
results suggest that there is little support from all generations to recruit more Late Career Stage Directors to 
Boards. A widely-held opinion suggests that Early Career Stage professionals are still developing the skills and 
networks needed to add value to Boards, although several respondents referenced the need to have fresh ideas 
and perspectives from younger Directors. Others observed that early career professionals may lack time to dedicate 
to opportunities outside their primary career and family, yet that perspective was not shared by Early Career Stage 
respondents themselves. 

  NOTABLE QUOTES

“I have observed that the Board is most productive when there are new incoming Directors  
who bring new ideas and ways of thinking to the Board.”

“The influx of ‘new blood’ is always desirable. A mix of history/organizational knowledge with  
new/fresh perspectives would be optimal.”

 “It is important for Boards to have a robust Director evaluation process and be prepared to  
move out Directors whose contributions have faded.”

“If you don’t have regular Board turnover the group can get stale and fail to recognize or  
undertake new initiatives.”  

“Older Directors are often better networked and able to raise funds than younger Directors  
who don’t have a robust professional network.”
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Term Limits
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The issue of term limits for Directors generated conflicting opinion between Directors. Overall, the survey indicates 
74 percent of respondents endorse a term end date. When comparing private sector Boards (e.g. those that 
compensate Directors) with Public Sector/Non-Profit Boards relying on volunteers, the results are much different. 
Volunteer Directors are more likely to embrace Director turnover as a result of term limits.

Does your Board impose term limits on the number of years Board members 
can serve?

Term Limits: Private Sector vs. Public Sector

  YES

  NO

56%

44%

12%

88%

77%

23%

74%

16%
10%

45%
37%

18%

88%

6%       6%

TOTAL PRIVATE SECTOR PUBLIC SECTOR

Term Limits for Directors

Which of the following statements best represents your personal opinion? 

56%

44%

12%

88%

77%

23%

74%

16%
10%

45%
37%

18%

88%

6%       6%

TOTAL PRIVATE SECTOR PUBLIC SECTOR

  I SUPPORT TERM LIMITS                 I DO NOT SUPPORT TERM LIMITS                  I HAVE NO OPINION



  NOTABLE QUOTES

“Boards almost inevitably get into a lot of trouble when there are no term limits— 
the old guard becomes increasingly dominant and often out-of-touch and resistant to  
needed change.”

“Imposing term limits can lead to the premature loss of very valuable ability and  
experience.”

“Term limits with an opportunity to return after a break could be a good way to retain  
valuable connections without an obligation to retain/reinstate people who are  
not contributing.”
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For further information about the survey, or to provide comments about the  

survey and results, please contact Terry Whitehead, Managing Partner, 

at Terry@alexanderwhitehead.com. 

We thank all respondents for their time and participation.

E X E C U T I V E  S E A R C H

Next. Generation. Talent.

alexanderwhitehead.com

Vancouver  |  Calgary


