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Abstract 
After the financial crisis and several corporate scandals, efforts to improve the quality of corporate 

governance have been made but extended regulatory actions can be seen as insufficient as issues 

still arise. According to several scholars and practitioners one way for boards to become more 

efficient is by increasing their involvement in strategy. However, there are discrepancies in what 

the boards are expected to do and what they are capable of doing. By researching what the barriers 

are	  for	  boards’	  active involvement in strategy, the purpose of this paper is to fill, or at least partly 

explain,	  this	  empirical	  gap.	  Palepu	  (2012)	  has	  identified	  four	  potential	  barriers	  for	  boards’	  strategic	  

involvement; the role of the board, external pressures, access to information and boardroom 

dynamics.	   Based	   on	   Palepu’s	   framework	   17	   board	   members	   were	   interviewed	   with	   the	   aim	   to	  

explore underlying issues and problems preventing strategic work in the boardroom. The results of 

this study show that the potential barriers for strategic involvement have two different effects on 

strategy. The role of the board, as well as the external pressure affect the amount of time spent on 

strategy in the boardroom. The boardroom dynamics and the access to information on the other 

hand have an impact on the quality of the strategic discussions. These four factors may then limit 

boards’	   involvement	   in	   strategic	   questions	   if	   not	   handled	   correctly.	   Two main areas that have 

shown to be of utmost importance in improving the strategy engagement and the board work in full 

are increasing the level of engagement of the individual director and having more diversified 

boards in large. Diversification and higher levels of engagement are thereby two key factors which 

should be prioritized in order to ensure a sustainable development of corporate governance with 

more efficient boards actively involved in strategy.      

 

Keywords: boards of directors, corporate governance, strategy, efficient boards, diversity in boards, 

boardroom dynamics, role of the board, board composition 
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1. The Importance of Strategic Boards 
The financial crisis of 2008 highlighted issues in how corporations are being governed and 

attention was turned to boards of directors as their work was insufficient of preventing the crisis 

from happening. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) stated that 

“the	   financial	   crisis	   revealed	   severe	   shortcomings	   in	   corporate	   governance.	   When	   most	   needed,	  

existing standards failed to provide the checks and balances that companies need in order to cultivate 

sound	   business	   practices.”	   (OECD, 2016). As a result many nations extended the rules and 

regulations imposed on boards, increasing the external pressure. In the U.S. the Dodd-Frank Act 

came into place in 2010 with the aim to minimize excessive risk-taking which was regarded as one 

of the main culprits leading up to the crisis (The White House, 2016). On the other side of the 

Atlantic, the EU implemented stricter rules on the amount of board engagements in financially 

important institutions, in order to ensure the commitment needed from its directors (Gripenberg, 

2014). In Sweden the Code of Corporate Governance (The Code) was revised with the purpose of 

increasing the quality of corporate governance by setting up norms which are above the bare 

minimum required by law (Swedish Corporate Governance Board, 2016). However, proof of 

inefficiencies in the work of boards still occur regularly with Volkswagen and the false emission 

tests being a recent example (Hotten, 2015). Some Swedish corporate scandals include SCA, where 

the independence of the	  organization’s	  directors	  was	  highly	  questioned	  and	  led	  to	  the	  resignation	  

of 10 chief executives and directors (Milne, 2015) as well as Swedbank with the real estate business 

that top executives conducted on the side, ultimately resulting in the removal of both the CEO and 

the chairman of the board (Jungstedt, 2016). These examples show that the stricter rules applying 

to board of directors have not yet diminished issues with corporate governance and there are still 

improvements to be made to assure efficiently governed organizations. 

 

Jay W. Lorsch, an eminent human relations professor at the department of Organizational Behavior 

at Harvard Business School, has published several articles and books on the topic of corporate 

governance and boards of directors (Harvard Business School, 2016a). According to Lorsch (1995; 

2012) one way to ensure more efficiently governed companies is to have strategically involved 

boards	   of	   directors.	   A	   board	   must	   be	   involved	   in	   the	   organization’s	   strategy	   and	   long	   term	  

development in order to be successful and effective as well as being able to handle the most 

fundamental responsibilities of appointing a CEO (Lorsch, 1995; 2012). In Sweden it is stated in the 

Code that the responsibilities of the board include “to	  determine	   the company's overall goals and 

strategy”	  (Swedish	  Corporate	  Governance	  Board,	  2015,	  p.13).	  Arguably,	  it	  is	  part	  of	  the	  board’s	  role,	  
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as representatives of the owners, to be involved in the strategic questions and care for the 

company’s	   long	   term	   success.	   Yet research shows that boards are not working with strategy as 

much	  as	  they	  want.	  According	  to	  a	  PwC	  report	  (2015)	  and	  McKinsey’s	  Global	  Survey	  (Bhagat	  et	  al.,	  

2013) about corporate governance, two out of three directors want to work more with strategy. 

Additionally, 44 percent of the directors stated that they only review and approve strategy 

proposed by the CEO and management (Bhagat et al., 2013). In another McKinsey report, 

consultants	   argue	   that	   the	   board’s	   central	   role	   is	   to	   co-create strategy together with top 

management,	   but	   in	   reality	   the	   board’s	   input	   in	   strategic	   questions	   is	  minimal	   and	   there	   is	   not	  

enough time for debate or in-depth information to underpin proper consideration of the 

alternatives (Casal & Caspar, 2014). These results indicate an empirical problem in the tensions 

between how boards want to work more with strategy and how boards actually work in practice.  

 

Following the reforms and regulations regarding the boards of directors the gap between what the 

board is expected to do and what the board actually does has never been higher. Boards today 

struggle with limited time and information as the board work becomes more demanding and time-

consuming while the business environment becomes ever more complex. (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). 

Scholars	   are	   arguing	   for	   the	   necessity	   of	   boards’	   active	   involvement	   in	   the	   strategies	   of	   their	  

companies but the increasing complexities makes this very hard in practice. Furthermore, many 

boards have an unclear understanding of what their actual role is and false beliefs that strategy is 

the responsibility of top management. However, if a board is not engaged in strategy it may lead to 

severe consequences with inefficiency issues at best and a situation where the board is the last to 

know that the company is on the down fall at worst. (Lorsch, 1995).  

 

1. Purpose and Research Question 

By	   clear	   indications	   from	   scholars	   and	   practitioners	   that	   increasing	   the	   boards	   of	   directors’	  

involvement in strategy could be a means to solve the issues of inefficient boards, this paper aims to 

investigate	  what	   the	   hindrances	   are	   for	   boards’	   strategic	   engagement. By using the perspectives 

and experiences of board members this paper will explore what is actually going on in the 

boardrooms while aiming to identify both enablers and disablers to successful strategy discussion. 

With a focus on both practical issues, such as lack of information and inefficient board agendas, as 

well as relational tensions between board members and management this paper will aim to 

discover underlying issues and problems preventing strategic work in the boardroom and how 
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these can be solved. As such the purpose is to fill, or at least partly explain, the gap in the empirical 

setting of how boards work with strategy. The research question is as follows:  

 

What	  are	  the	  barriers	  for	  boards	  of	  directors’	  active	  involvement	  in	  strategy? 
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2. Literature Review  
In order to provide a deeper understanding and a solid base for the purpose of this paper this 

section	   will	   outline	   academic	   journals	   and	   other	   relevant	   texts	   regarding	   boards	   of	   directors’	  

involvement in strategy. As the	  term	  “strategy”	   is	  widespread	  and	  extensive	  the	  section	  will	  start	  

with a brief discussion regarding strategy and  how	  it	  applies	  to	  boards.	  After	  this	  Palepu’s	  (2012)	  

framework	   is	   presented	   outlining	   four	   potential	   barriers	   for	   boards’	   strategic	   involvement. The 

framework will provide the basis for the rest of the study, concluding in a theoretical model which 

will be used for the purpose of this paper.  

 

2.1. Boards & Strategy 

 

“A	  valid	  strategy	  will	  yield	  growth,	  profit	  or	  whatever	  other	  objectives	  the managers 
have established. An inappropriate strategy not only will fail to yield benefits, but also 
result	  in	  disaster.”                                - Tilles 1963, p. 111 

 

A	   company’s	   strategy	   can	   be	   considered	   the	   foundation	   for	   its	   success	   or	   failure. Tilles (1963) 

acknowledges other contributing factors, but indicates that without a good strategy the firm will 

either not live up to its full potential or constantly live on the verge of going out of business. The 

ability to formulate a good strategy is	   thereby	  critical	   for	  a	   firm’s	   success	   in	   the	   long	   run.	  Kotler	  

(1994) has developed a framework for the strategy planning process describing how a company 

can get to the desired positioning, from initiation to execution. After a thorough analysis, covering 

both the inside capabilities of the firm, as well as opportunities and threats in the external 

environment, the strategy process is initiated by clarifying objectives. When objectives are clear a 

strategy can be formulated and later developed into an action plan. After this comes the 

implementation phase where the strategy is executed, followed by the last step of feedback and 

control. (Kotler, 1994). 

 

However, Mintzberg (1987; 1990) criticizes the static view of strategy as a process and has a more 

nuanced picture of how strategy is a pattern of a stream of actions, acknowledging how strategy can 

both be intended and emergent. This view is more in line with the concept of strategy as practice 

where scholars amplify the need for strategy to be brought down to a more practical and 

managerial level (Whittington, 1996). Strategy as practice can be seen as a theoretical stance 

emphasizing the need for identifying the actions more in detail in the strategy process (Johnson et 

al., 2003). Practical implications of strategy involvement are then questions regarding who the 
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customers are and what proposed solution the firm can offer to solve their needs, who the 

competitors are and how to win against them, how to be profitable based on where the firm is 

situated in the business environment, and how to sustain the competitive advantage (Palepu, 

2012). This can be exemplified by deciding on future mergers and acquisitions, new market entries 

or new product launches. On a general level strategy can be defined as where the firm wants to be 

in the long term and how it aims to get there.  

 

Today	  it	  can	  be	  considered	  “best	  practice”	  with	  boards	  of	  directors	  that	  are	  actively involved in the 

strategic	  process.	  According	  to	  Bhagat	  et	  al.	  (2013)	  one	  of	  the	  board’s	  most	  important	  functions	  is	  

to ensure that the company has a valid strategy, being the ultimate measure of its stewardship. 

Barton and Wiseman (2015) claim that the board’s	  core	  mission	  is	  to	  provide	  strong	  oversight	  and	  

strategic	   support	   for	   management’s	   efforts	   to	   create	   long-term value. In the newest McKinsey 

Global Survey on corporate boards it is reported that the amount of board work has increased 

notably in recent years and respondents spend up to five more days per year on board work 

compared with 2011 (Kehoe et al, 2016). Jonnergård and Stafsudd (2009) show that Swedish 

boards have significantly increased their activities, both the range of activities the boards 

undertake, as well as in which steps in the decision making process they become involved. 

However, despite the efforts made and the increased empowerment of the boards, they still lack 

effectiveness and strategic involvement. According to the McKinsey report a majority of the 

directors still want to spend more time on strategy (Kehoe et al, 2016) and Bhagat et al. (2013) 

report that 44 percent of the directors simply reviewed and approved strategies proposed by top 

management. These results show that it is challenging for boards to effectively engage in the 

strategies of their companies in practice although they are expected to do so (Palepu, 2012). 

 

2.2. Four Potential Barriers for Strategic Involvement 

In the book “The	  Future	  of	  Boards”, edited by Lorsch (2012), Palepu (2012) has identified four areas 

which	   influence	   the	   boards	   of	   directors’	   level	   of	   strategic	   involvement.	   Palepu	   is	   a	   colleague	   of	  

Lorsch at Harvard Business School and has written several articles and books where one main area 

of focus is how boards engage in strategy (Harvard Business School, 2016b). The four identified 

potential barriers are: (1) the role of the board in which there may be a lack of role clarity where 

strategy is seen as a management responsibility, (2) external pressure which may lead the board 

away from strategic involvement, (3) access to information indicating that increasing complexities 

in the environment make it harder for boards to obtain strategic information and (3) boardroom 
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dynamics where the board composition and its relationship with the CEO affect the strategic 

discussions. These four areas then need to be considered and optimized by the board as to offer 

favourable conditions in which fruitful strategy discussions may take place. Are these factors not 

handled and managed correctly they will instead act as barriers moving the board away from 

strategic involvement. 

 

2.2.1. The Role of the Board  

According	  to	  Palepu	  (2012)	  there	  often	  exists	  a	  confusion	  about	  what	  the	  board	  of	  director’s	  actual	  

role is. Many boards have the understanding that strategy questions are the responsibility of top 

management (Rosenstein, 1987) and indeed there is plenty of existing literature which consider the 

role of the board in terms of a pure controlling function. The theoretical reviews about board roles 

performed by Zahra and Pearce (1989) as well as Johnson et al. (1996) further show the theoretical 

discrepancies of the board's actual role. Through their discussion based on several approaches and 

theoretical traditions, it can be seen that none of these theories provide a full picture of what the 

most	  effective	  way	  to	  govern	  an	  organization	  is.	  Furthermore,	  the	  ideas	  of	  “best	  practice”	  that	  have	  

emerged do not lead to more effective boards in practice (Carter & Lorsch, 2004) and research 

investigating	  board	  activities	  in	  relation	  to	  a	  company’s	  financial	  performance	  or	  other	  favourable	  

outcomes also come up with different answers (Johnson et al., 1996). Although it can somewhat be 

generalized that most boards are involved in three different activities; monitoring, advising and 

making major decisions, how boards actually balance these activities in practice differ from board 

to board (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). 

 

According to Johnson et al. (1996) most previous literature about the role of the board regards the 

board as a controlling function, emphasising the traditional view that the board's main 

responsibility is to monitor top management. The view of the board as a control function is 

predominantly grounded in legal theory or agency theory and emphasises the board as 

representatives of the owners (Johnson et al., 1996; Zahra & Pearce, 1989). While legal theory finds 

the role of the board anchored in the law, agency theory is based on the potential for managerial 

self-interest when ownership and control of the firm are separated (Johnson et al., 1996). The 

board is then needed to control and monitor top management in order to reduce agency costs 

(Fama & Jensen, 1983). The primary difference between the legal theory and the agency theory is 

the	  source	  of	  the	  board’s	  power.	  The	  legal	  perspective	  views	  the	  powers	  of	  the	  board	  as	  emanating	  

from	  corporate	  law,	  whereas	  agency	  theory	  would	  suggest	  that	  the	  board’s	  power	  is	  derived	  from	  
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the owners (Johnson et al., 1996). Most theories of corporate governance identify the board of 

directors’	   control	   role	   as	   conceptually	   and	   normatively	   important	   (Fama,	   1980;	   Zahra	  &	   Pearce,	  

1989) as they build on the board as the ultimate controller of the firm (Jonnergård & Kärreman, 

2004). The board's main responsibilities in this perspective include hiring and firing the CEO and 

other top managers, determining executive pay, and otherwise monitoring managers to ensure that 

they do not expropriate owner interests (Johnson et al., 1996). The board can also have a role in the 

decision making process and strategy formulation but this is limited to controlling that top 

management initiates and executes the decisions properly (Fama & Jensen, 1983). According to 

Tricker (1994) a board which limits its role to the controlling and monitoring of top management is 

inwards-looking, focusing entirely on what is going on inside the firm, as well as past- and present-

looking without considering future events.  

 

Although	  the	  board	  of	  directors’	  rather	  passive	  control	  role	  predominated literature for a long time, 

the concept of empowered boards started sweeping the boardrooms in the 1990s it was argued 

that it would result in more effective board work. Furthermore, increasing company scandals and 

the controversy regarding CEO compensation sparked public interest in more active boards. 

(Lorsch, 1995). More responsibilities and activities were then assigned to the board as its role was 

extended. Apart from monitoring the top management an effective board should also take a support 

role, acting as an advisor and counsel to the top management (e.g. Lorsch & MacIver, 1989; Mace, 

1971; Mintzberg, 1983). The board should further be more actively involved in the initiating and 

formulating of strategy, instead of traditionally only becoming involved in thinking about strategic 

questions when it approves specific capital or acquisition proposals (Lorsch, 1995). A board with a 

support focus and active involvement in strategic questions is evaluating both the inside of the firm 

as well as its external environment while looking both at the present and the future (Tricker, 1995). 

Lorsch (1995) argues that a more active and empowered board is beneficial as it will more 

successfully undertake all its responsibilities, even the controlling and monitoring tasks. Another 

important virtue of board empowerment is that it enables directors to prevent crises, as they will 

have the necessary information and the decision-making and communication mechanisms they 

need to resolve issues quickly if one does strike (Lorsch, 1995). According to Casal and Caspar 

(2014) companies can avoid the sort of failures witnessed during the financial crisis only by 

creating more forward-looking boards. 
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2.2.2. External Pressure 

A	  second	  factor	  affecting	  boards	  of	  directors’	  engagement in strategy is that the external pressure 

on boards and how they do their work is constantly increasing (Palepu, 2012). Directors are under 

pressure from activist investors and other constituents, while regulation is becoming more 

demanding and businesses are growing more complex (Huyett & Zemmel, 2015). In fact, the gap 

between what the board does and what it is expected to do has never been greater (Carter & 

Lorsch, 2004). Hence, when the rules, regulations and responsibilities of boards become vaster they 

may act counterproductive and instead drive directors away from meaningful strategy discussions 

in the boardroom.  

                 

The debate over the role of boards of directors intensifies when things go wrong and after the 

financial crisis in 2008 there has been a renewed focus on improved corporate governance with 

better structures and more rigorous checks and balances (Casal & Caspar, 2014). Major institutions 

such as the World Bank, the OECD, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) are all calling for 

further information disclosure from the boards (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). Already prior to the 

financial crisis the Sarbanes-Oxley Act was introduced in the US in 2002 and in Sweden the Code of 

Corporate Governance was implemented in 2005 (Sarbanes-Oxley Act, 2002; Swedish Corporate 

Governance Board, 2016). Institutional investors are also seen to be scrutinizing board 

performance and initiating governance reforms (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). As a result the regulations 

and rules boards need to comply to keep increasing. Although the purpose of these rules and 

regulations is to make the board work more effective they sometimes have the opposite effect. 

Palepu (2012) argues that the external pressure put on boards increases the amount of questions 

boards have to handle, resulting instead in less time spent on strategic questions.  

 

Typically boards of directors meet between 6 and 8 times a year. Since boards meet so rarely the 

structure of the board meeting is crucial for how successful strategy discussions will be, and boards 

are often hard pressed to get beyond compliance-related topics to secure the space needed for 

developing strategy. (Bhagat et al., 2013). However, according to Patton and Baker (1987) board 

meetings are often too infrequent, too short and too superficial to result in any insightful 

discussions. Many directors do not spend as much time on strategic issues as they would want 

because the agenda is dominated by reviewing what has recently happened and urgent issues that 

need approval. With the demands deriving from investors and other important stakeholders the 

boards are likely to respond. However, time spent on these matters does not mean that the work 
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will be effective, and leads boards away from focusing on strategy. (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). In an 

effort	   to	   align	   with	   “best	   practice”	   procedures	   and	   the	   requirements	   from	   the	   stakeholders,	   the	  

board work often becomes limited to routine work (Jonnergård & Stafsudd, 2009) and checking 

boxes (Lorsch, 2012). According to Casal and Caspar (2014) it is not rare that directors spend up to 

70 percent of their time on quarterly reports, audit reviews, budgets and compliance instead of on 

matters crucial to the future prosperity and direction of the business.  

 

2.2.3. Access to Information 

A third	   factor	   contributing	   to	  board	  of	   directors’	   engagement	   in	   strategic	  questions	   is	   increasing	  

complexities	  in	  the	  firm’s	  external	  surroundings	  making	  it	  hard	  to	  obtain	  and	  understand	  strategic	  

information (Palepu, 2012). When business environments become ever more dynamic the 

knowledge boards need to be involved in strategic discussions increases which requires more 

engagement and more time spent. Directors are independent which has two implications; first they 

do	  not	  work	  at	  the	  firm	  meaning	  that	  they	  have	  limited	  insight	  into	  the	  firm’s	  operations,	  secondly	  

they are part timers meaning that they have limited time and resources to spend on board work. In 

a recent McKinsey report only 10 percent of the responding directors said that they fully 

understood the industry dynamics in which their companies operated. As a result only 21 percent 

claimed that	   they	   have	   a	   complete	   understanding	   of	   their	   firm’s	   current	   strategy.	   (Bhagat	   et	   al.,	  

2013). All of this contributes to a situation where board members want and are expected to be 

involved in strategic issues, but do not have the necessary information to do so.  

 

The idea of independent directors derives from agency theory where issues on the division 

between	  ownership	  and	  control	  of	  the	  firm	  are	  central.	  When	  top	  management	  controls	  the	  firm’s	  

assets while the shareholders are the owners of said assets, independent directors can be seen to 

monitor	   the	  management’s	   actions	   in	   the	   shareholders’ interests (Dalton et al, 1998). Having a 

majority	   of	   independent	   directors	   has	   then	   prevailed	   as	   “best	   practice”	   in	   corporate	   governance 

(Carter & Lorsch, 2004) and is a characteristic of an empowered and effective board (Lorsch, 1995). 

Nonetheless, there are issues with independent directors of instead not having enough information. 

Independent directors are part timers, often with very demanding careers of their own. With the 

limited	  amount	  of	  time	  they	  have	  and	  with	  their	  absence	  from	  the	  firm’s	  operations	  and	  industry,	  

some argue that it is impossible for independent directors to have more than rudimentary 

knowledge of the firm. However, it can be stated that for a board to perform one of its most 
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fundamental responsibilities, namely an unbiased oversight of management, board independence is 

a prerequisite although it comes at a cost. (Carter & Lorsch, 2004).  

 

As most directors are independent it means that they are very reliant on the CEO and top 

management	   to	   give	   them	   the	   right	   type	   of	   information	   about	   the	   firm’s	   operations	   and	   its	  

surrounding	  environment.	  Furthermore,	  if	  the	  management’s	  views	  are	  flawed,	  so	  will	  the	  board’s	  

be. Top management is responsible for supplying the board with relevant information prior to the 

board meetings, but this information often lacks in quality. A common problem is that the 

information from the management is too vast, and many boards receive information in heavy 

“board	   books”	   which makes it impossible for boards to read and understand. (Carter & Lorsch, 

2004).	  In	  PwC’s	  yearly	  report	  on	  boards	  it	  is	  stated	  that	  there	  is	  an	  issue	  with	  too	  lengthy	  material	  

for the board members to look over prior to the meetings, taking too much time and being hard to 

fully	   grasp	   (PwC,	   2015).	   Instead	   Lorsch	   (2012)	   proposes	   a	   solution	   with	   “one-pagers”	   for	   the	  

boards which is short information highlighting strategic insights in a more condensed manner.  

 

2.2.4. Boardroom Dynamics 

One final factor which may disable boards of directors from engaging in strategic questions is that 

the boardroom dynamics are dysfunctional (Palepu, 2012). It is in the privacy of the boardroom 

that most board work and discussions regarding strategic issues take place, and it is very rare that 

information discussed here escapes to the world outside. What is going on in the boardroom is then 

central for how effective the board will be and what can come out of the board meeting. (Lejsved & 

Sen, 2014). Boards, as well as any group, develop certain norms that define the behaviors that the 

members see as appropriate. These norms are affected by the board structure and characteristic of 

its members among others, and are often adapted by new members in a group when they observe 

others (Pick & Merchant, 2012). The norms affect how the members interact with each other and 

how the group dynamics are formed (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). According to Kehoe et al. (2016) it is 

the boards with the strongest boardroom dynamics which are the most effective and well-rounded. 

However, it is often hard to define what good boardroom dynamics are as tensions in the 

boardroom needs to be balanced and one positive aspect often comes at the cost of another. For 

example, one should be able to feel safe to express thoughts and opinions, but not too safe to take 

excessive risks or to feel a sense of unaccountability. In the best of worlds this can be balanced by 

recognizing the fact that the board work is a collective group effort, and at the same time 

acknowledging individual contributions. (Pick & Merchant, 2012).  
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When boardroom dynamics are dysfunctional it may have severe consequences for the company as 

well as the society as a whole. Palepu (2012) presents examples where directors hesitate to raise 

issues in the board meetings because they think that they are not well versed in the industry or 

because they think that they are simply not seeing things correctly. As a result the wrong decision 

may be made. Wong (2011) states that if the group dynamics are not correct it does not matter how 

good	  the	  board’s	  processes	  and	  routines	  are,	  there	  will	  still	  be	  little	  constructive	  challenge	  between	  

the board and the top management. In order to foster a proper long-term view and boosting 

effectiveness in boardrooms the boards then need to change the nature of engagement between 

directors and top management as well as increasing the quality and depth of the strategic 

conversations that take place (Barton & Wiseman, 2015; Huyett & Zemmel, 2015). 

 

Board Composition 

The boardroom dynamics are of course very much dependent on the composition of the board of 

directors and their experiences and skills. According to Lorsch (1995) for a board to be effective, 

the board members should represent a complementary range of business and leadership 

experiences which in turn will be pertinent to collectively understanding the issues the company 

faces. As important as industry and work experience are, other qualifications such as personality 

characteristics and background are equally significant. Diversity in boards of directors is a common 

topic discussed today, and according to Lejsved and Sen (2014) the most common problems in 

boards is that they are too homogenous. When directors share the same work and cultural 

experience it leads to loss in dynamics and boards become non-responsive to changes in the 

company’s	  surrounding	  environment.	  As	  a	  result	  strategy	  discussions	  are	  harmed.	  Furthermore,	  a	  

non-diverse board results in greater risks of groupthink due to the larger group pressures of 

conformity that exists in a homogenous group. On the other hand, a more diverse board increases 

the complexity of the board work and the effectiveness of the board may not be as high. Destructive 

relational conflicts as opposed to more positive conflicts regarding resources and investments may 

come as a consequence. (Pick & Merchant, 2012). According to Pick and Merchant (2012) it is 

necessary to form a collective identity as a group in order to bring a diverse set of directors 

together: “To	  avoid	  destructive conflict, politicking, and dysfunctional coalition formation, the board 

needs to have a sense of being a group – a	  collective	  engaged	  in	  a	  joint	  task.”	  (p.	  119).	   
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Lejsved and Sen (2014) has identified the personality types that every board of directors should 

contain. Apart from classical traits such as being an industry expert, having analytical or financial 

skills or being very organized Lejsved and Sen (2014) also mention characteristics that are less 

conventional. For example an effective board	  needs	  somebody	  who	  thinks	  “outside	  the	  box”	  as	  well	  

as	  somebody	  who	  cares	  about	  the	  company’s	  culture	  and	  values.	  Furthermore	  it	  is	  very	  important	  

with somebody who makes sure that the board acts like a team and works towards a common goal. 

This person is usually the chairman of the board. According to both Kehoe et al. (2016) and Pick 

and Merchant (2012) an effective chair is crucial for improved board dynamics and followingly the 

board’s	  involvement	  in	  strategy.	  If	  the	  chair	  acts	  as	  an	  alpha	  male	  without listening to the rest of the 

directors it will occur at the cost of new ideas and with the risk of alienating other directors 

(Lejsved & Sen, 2014; Pick & Merchant, 2012). Instead an effective chair runs the meetings well, 

establishes a culture of trust and constructive discourse as well as invests in training, development 

and feedback. The chair is responsible for creating a healthy boardroom where directors respect 

each other but at the same time feel free to challenge one another (Kehoe et al., 2016; Pick & 

Merchant, 2012). Pick and Merchant (2012) further suggest that individual directors may 

encourage minority voices in the boardroom by asking open-ended questions and that asking 

questions	  in	  the	  role	  of	  a	  devil’s	  advocate	  can	  facilitate	  more	  critical discussions.   

 

Board/CEO Relationship 

The relationship between the CEO and the rest of the board of directors is often a complex one due 

to its nature, and can put obstacles in the way for effective board meetings and successful 

discussions regarding strategies.	  It	  is	  arguably	  the	  board’s	  most	  important	  task	  to	  choose	  a	  CEO	  for	  

its company, but this responsibility may complicate the other duties of the board. It is rather 

difficult for a board to hire, evaluate and possibly terminate a CEO while at the same time providing 

him or her with advice and expecting to have the final say in many of his or her most important 

decisions. Confusion about when directors are offering advice and when they are making a decision 

that the CEO must accept further complicates the relationship. (Carter & Lorsch, 2004).  

 

The relationship between the CEO and the rest of the board may complicate even further when 

boards become engaged in strategy (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). According to Lorsch (2012) top 

management may feel that strategy is their responsibility. There is a fine line between an active 

board and a board that takes over the role of top management, and once a director crosses that line 

the board has real problems because directors should not run the company (Lorsch, 1995). 
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Furthermore, according to Casal and Caspar (2014) top management can often be sensitive about 

what they see as board interference.  If a CEO feels threatened by the board he or she has a huge 

power advantage over independent directors in that they have superior knowledge of the firm and 

can then decide what information to give to the board. According to Lejsved and Sen (2014) it is not 

unusual that a company has a charismatic CEO who makes decisions without aligning the board and 

deliver imperfect or strongly biased information. Although the board technically is the ultimate 

legal authority, Carter and Lorsch (2004) argue that a board can only be effective if the CEO wants it 

to be. This means that the CEO needs to be onboard if  a board is to successfully engage in strategy 

questions. According to Judge and Zeithaml (1992) this results in the need for a trusting 

relationship between management and the board in order to operate efficiently. Casal and Caspar 

(2014) state that unless the roles are clear between the board and the CEO the relationship risks 

developing into misunderstandings, loss of trust and ineffectiveness.  

 

2.3. Model for Analysis 
Palepu	   (2012)	   presents	   a	   framework	   listing	   four	   potential	   barriers	   for	   boards	   of	   directors’	  

involvement in strategy. These four factors can further be separated into internal and external 

factors with different implications on boards on a collective or individual level. Starting off with the 

internal factors, the role of the board and boardroom dynamic, these set the foundation for how 

boards do their work and how the strategic discussions flow in the boardroom, but are both unique 

to each individual board. Each board has their own perception of their role as well as a group 

dynamic dependent on the board members and the norms in the group. The external factors on the 

other hand, external pressure and access to information, are due to forces coming from the outside of 

the firm and affect all boards acting in a certain institutional setting. They both influence the 

strategic discussion of boards in that they require more time and engagement from the board 

members and all boards need to adjust to these accordingly. A summarized theoretical model of 

these factors and how they affect the strategic involvement of boards of directors is presented 

below in Figure 1. This model will then provide the basis for the purpose of this paper. 
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             Figure 1: Four Potential Barriers to Strategic Involvement 
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3. Methodology 
This section will outline the methodology used to conduct this study as well as presenting the 

argumentation behind the choices made. Furthermore, limitations of the procedure will be 

presented, ending with a section considering the implications of the results of this study.  

 

3.1. Aim of Study 

The	  overall	  aim	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  explore	  what	  influences	  the	  boards	  of	  directors’	  involvement	  in	  

strategy. Building on a hermeneutic epistemology it is the understanding	   of	   the	   board	  members’	  

situation and how they perceive their reality that is aimed for (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1999). The object 

of the study, the boards, can be defined as a social system and the board members who are part of 

that system are deemed to know most about it (Halvorsen & Andersson, 1992). The social system of 

the board members has a situation in common, namely the boardroom meeting (Merton & Kendall, 

1946).	  Consequently	   it	   is	   the	  board	  members’	   individual	  experiences	   from	  the	  common	  situation	  

that is the focus in this study. 

 

The boardroom meeting is a situation for social interactions and as such a qualitative study is 

preferred over a quantitative one (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2015). Ahrne and Svensson (2011) 

exemplify the social interactions as to how decisions are made, how power is performed, how 

conflicts are handled and how people function in those situations. These are all relevant questions 

to	   be	   looked	   into	   in	   order	   to	   identify	   the	   influencers	   for	   the	   board’s	   involvement	   in	   strategy.	  

Furthermore, several quantitative studies on corporate governance are performed yearly by 

consultancy firms such as McKinsey and PwC, which have found boards being more strategically 

involved than previously, but yet not enough. These results indicate that there is a gap between the 

wanted position of how boards should work and the reality of how boards function. This study 

thereby aims to develop a deeper understanding of the quantitative results in how boards engage 

with strategic questions. As such this study takes an empirical approach where the starting point is 

derived from the issues found in previous empirical results.  

 

3.2. Institutional Settings 

In	  order	  to	  explore	  the	  factors	  affecting	  boards	  of	  directors’	  strategic	  involvement	  Palepu’s	  (2012)	  

framework	   presented	   in	   Lorsch’s	   book	   “The	   Future	   of	   Boards”	   (2012) is used. Although the 

framework is composed by an American author, and the focus of this study is on Swedish boards, it 

was deemed that the framework is general enough to apply to also non-American boards. 
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Furthermore, Carter and Lorsch (2004) state that the pressure to improve corporate governance 

and board of directors is global as are many problems and issues facing boards. However, the 

authors do recognize that a board acts in an institutional setting, regulated by national corporate 

law, regulations and other norms and traditions, which all of the boards acting in that environment 

have to adjust to.  

 

In Sweden the responsibilities of the board of directors is stipulated in the Companies Act. 

Additionally, the Code was introduced in 2005 with the purpose to improve corporate governance 

by stipulating a higher norm than the minimum requirements of the law for what can be considered 

good corporate governance (Swedish Corporate Governance Board, 2016). The Swedish corporate 

governance structure is very much based on the idea of an active owner which generally requires 

that the owners are strong and powerful (Lekvall, 2014). This results in a more direct relationship 

between the capital market, or at least the large owners, and the board compared to US boards, and 

thus Swedish boards can be said to have a greater governance function than in the US (Jonnergård 

& Stafsudd, 2009). The Swedish corporate governance structure is maintained through a clear-cut 

and strictly hierarchical chain of command between the general meeting, the board, and the top 

management. Swedish boards are also generally non-executive, and CEO duality where the CEO is 

also chairman of the board, is forbidden according to Swedish corporate law which is clearly 

distinct from American tradition. This means that there is a clear division of duties and 

responsibilities between a monitoring and strategically steering board and a purely executive 

management function. Furthermore, this shows a stronger integrity of the board vis-à-vis the top 

management than what is generally the case in mixed boards. (Lekvall, 2014). 

 

3.3. A Strategic Network Sample 

Since the population of board members can be seen as a closed group, a network sample was 

chosen. According to Halvorsen and Andersson (1992) this is an efficient way of attaining access to 

closed	  environments.	  People	  in	  the	  author’s	  proximity	  with	  probable	  connections	  to	  the	  sampling	  

frame of board members in Swedish companies were contacted (Holme & Solvang, 1997). Four key 

people, independent of one another, acted as intermediaries to the rest of the sample. Contact A has 

a background in finance and communication. Contact B has a finance background within 

manufacturing industries such as paper and pulp and oil. Contact C is an engineer with a 

background in the energy sector. Contact D has a consultancy background within telecom and 

manufacturing technology firms. Even though network samples are prone to be bias, using four 
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different starting points rather than one can be argued to create a larger degree of variation in the 

sample, and the sample thereby not as bias. In this way one can also describe the sampling as 

strategic as the aim was to reach to board members with experience from different types of firms 

regarding ownership, size and industry (Halvorsen & Andersson, 1992). In the end a sample size of 

17 board members was chosen, each one with several different board experiences. Two of the 

board members are female. Through conducting interviews the aim was to paint a picture of how 

the	  respondents	  perceive	  the	  situation	  of	  boards’	  involvement	  in	  strategy	  (Halvorsen	  &	  Andersson,	  

1992). Important to note is that the objective of the interviews was to explore the general 

perceptions	   and	   experiences	   of	   the	   interviewees’	   board	   engagements, thus no specific company 

board was discussed. A complete list of the respondents, their previous experiences and details of 

the interviews can be found below. The revenue and headcount of the firms serve as an example to 

show the size of their board commitments.  

 

Inter-
viewee Experience Rev. 

(bSEK) 
Head- 
count Date Time 

(h.m) Type 

1. Previous experience as CIO. Board member in 3 companies 
with different ownership structures. 0.51 290 160315 1.12 Phone 

2. 
Full time board member in about 30 companies within 4 

spheres in mainly the consumer goods industry. Chair in all 
but two. Family owned businesses. 

2.5 700 160315 0.57 Phone 

3. 
Previous owner/CEO experience from the retail industry, now 

board member in two privately owned entrepreneurial 
companies. 

0.4 150 160316 0.58 Phone 

4. 
Previous consultancy experience. Full time board member 
with a portfolio of 8-9 companies, both public and private 

within IT, finance and consumer goods industries. 
4.3 3 200 160316 1.23 In 

person 

5. 
Previous executive experience and board engagements within 

the energy industry. 30 previous board engagements and 
been chair in 10. Different ownership structures. 

0.31 100 160318 1.03 Phone 

6. 
Previous consultancy experience. Several years of experience 
as a board member and chair in companies within the energy 

industries. Different ownership structures. 
0.36 40 160318 0.56 In 

person 

7. Previous experience as management consultant and CFO, now 
board member in 6 companies and chair in 3. 0.23 70 160318 1 In 

person 

8. Previous experience as business controller. Board member in 
a number of PE owned companies on an owner mandate. 2.1 4 100 160322 0.57 In 

person 

9. CEO experience, several board engagements mostly in the real 
estate industry. Different ownership structures. 3.3 300 160322 1 In 

person 
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10. 
Several executive positions and board engagements in the 

energy sector as well as mentoring and coaching roles. 
Different ownership structures. 

3.5 400 160323 1.12 In 
person 

11. Legal experience. 40 years of board engagements with 
different ownership structures. 530* 1 500 160328 1.13 In 

person 

12. Executive experience as CFO. 10 years of board engagements 
and currently chair. Different ownership structures. 3.2 900 160329 1.12 In 

person 

13. Board member in a number of PE owned companies on an 
owner mandate. 0.51 290 160330 1.06 In 

person 

14. 
Several executive positions, CEO experience. Approximately 

25 board engagements during a period of 20 years out of 
which 6-8 as chair. Several ownership structures. 

170 31 000 160330 1.16 Phone 

15. CEO experience. Board member in 4 companies, mainly in the 
media industry with different ownership structures. 4.7 2 300 160331 1.17 In 

person 

16. Consultancy experience. Chair of family owned company and 
director in several boards on ownership mandate. 11.2 6 500 160405 0.58 In 

person 

17. 
Several executive positions in the consumer goods industry. 

Experience as CEO. Board engagements in a number of boards 
with different ownership structure. 

15 15 000 160407 1.03 In 
person 

 
Table 1: List of Interviewees (* Trading company) 

 

3.4. The Interviews 

The	   study	   follows	   Kvale’s	   (1983,	   1997)	   step	   by	   step	   process	   in	   how	   a	   qualitative	   study	   with	  

interviews is performed. The first step of thematizing covers the questions of what, how and why 

the study is performed. What to investigate is; how boards of directors work with strategy, how; by 

interviewing board members and why; to	  identify	  barriers	  for	  board	  members’	  active	  involvement	  in	  

strategy. In the second step of planning the interviews and forming the interview guide a semi-

structured format was chosen in order to cover specific questions from the chosen framework as 

well as offering the flexibility of having a more free discussion. Since the purpose of the interviews 

was to gather soft data a semi-structured interview guide is better suited than a structured one 

(Lundahl & Skärvad, 1999). As the interviewees are coming from different backgrounds flexibility 

was prioritized in order to attain the individual perceptions and experiences of the interviewees. To 

enable this more agile approach, allowing for discussions and follow-up questions throughout the 

interviews, two interview guides were used. (Bryman & Bell, 2007). According to Cassell (2015) it 

is important that the interviewee is aware of what is going to be discussed at the interview, why a 

thematic overview of the discussion topics were sent out to the respondents prior to the interviews 
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(see Appendix 1). However, a second more detailed interview guide was used by the interviewers 

during the interviews to make sure that the different aspects of the theoretical framework were 

covered (see Appendix 2). By not sending out the detailed interview guide to the respondents the 

interviewees were not constrained to the specific questions in a certain order which enabled a 

deeper discussion on the personal thoughts and experiences of the interviewees.  

 

All interviews started with an open background question where the interviewees were asked to 

describe their board experiences and their role today. According to Lundahl and Skärvad (1999) 

this gives the interviewees a chance to get warmed up and comfortable in the interview setting. It 

also gave the opportunity to contextualize the respondents’ answers according to industry, 

ownership and company size (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The rest of the questions were operationalized 

based	   on	   Palepu’s	   (2012)	   framework	   in	   order	   to	   cover	   how	   the	   four	   areas	   affect	   the	   boards’	  

involvement in strategy. Important to note is that several questions beyond the initial ones 

presented in the interview guide (Appendix 2) were discussed due to the semi-structured format. 

Furthermore, input was taken from Merton and Kendall (1946) on the idea of focused interviews. 

Focused interviews is a more hypothesis driven approach and can be used when there is a common 

situation that the respondents have been in which in this case was characterized as the boardroom 

meeting. In order to get a deeper understanding of the situation, focused questions may be asked 

that require the respondents to take a stand. In the interviews this was used when the interviewers 

presented opinions and statements taken from other respondents, and asked whether interviewees 

agreed or disagreed. The result of more focused interview questions was clearer distinctions and 

conclusions. At the end of the interviews one final question was asked in order to clarify if there 

were things that the interviewers had missed or the interviewee would like to add, as well as 

summing up the previous discussion. According to Cassell (2015) an open-ended question as such 

is a good way to end an interview. All of the questions were asked in a general manner so that the 

respondents could reflect upon their full board experience rather than answering questions about 

one specific company board or industry.  

 

The interviews were primarily performed in person, in order to have the best possibilities to 

establish a trusting environment and minimize the risks of misunderstandings (Bryman & Bell, 

2007). However, when an interview in person was not possible due to travel and time limitations, 

telephone interviews were conducted instead. Although telephone interviews might lead to a loss in 

contextual and nonverbal data and compromise interpretation of responses, they are beneficial as 
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they limit the hindrance of distance and inconvenience (Cassell, 2015). The interviews were 

conducted	  in	  Swedish	  which	  is	  the	  respondents’	  primary	  language	  which	  eases	  the	  communication.	  

Furthermore, both interviewers aimed to be present during the interviews in order to be able to 

work simultaneously and formulate follow-up questions as smoothly as possible. According to 

Lundahl and Skärvad (1999) two interviewers are preferred over one in a situation where the 

interviewee is an expert on something, which is the case with this study. 

 

3.5. The Analysis Process 

During	   the	   interviews,	  which	   is	   the	   third	  step	  of	  Kvale’s	   (1983;	  1997)	  methodological	  process,	   it	  

was clear that the analyzing process had already started. A few interviewees noted how the 

interview	  made	  them	  reflect	  upon	  their	  situation	  as	  board	  members,	  corroborating	  Kvale’s	  (1983;	  

1997) standpoint. It is thereby important to note that the interview setting is dynamic where the 

interpersonal relationship between the interviewee and the interviewer may affect the outcome of 

the interview. The interview can be seen as a social setting where the interviewee plays one role 

and the interviewer another in an identity production of the two. (Rennstam & Wästerfors, 2015). 

One example is noticed when the interviewees are unlikely to be critical towards their own role and 

work in boards, as they do not want to lose the identity of a capable board member. Instead, they 

are more likely to be critical of other boards and acknowledge faults in other board members. This 

was taken into consideration during the interviews and more critical questions were asked in a 

general manner rather than being directed towards the specific interviewee. The study thereby 

follows	  Kvale’s	  (1983;	  1997) process and assumes that interviewees are portraying their picture of 

the subject. Moreover, Gubrium and Holstein (1997) present a methodological approach which is a 

combination of naturalistic and ethno methodological as in facilitating both questions regarding 

what	   and	  how.	  This	   enables	   the	   identification	   of	   influencers	   of	   boards’	   strategic	   involvement,	   as	  

well as making it possible to discuss how these arise. Thus there is an awareness of the ambiguity of 

the reality which can thereby give a more explaining picture of why something is happening.  

 

Following Kvale´s (1983; 1997) process of the qualitative interview, the fourth step of transcription 

was performed. In order to interpret the interviews and what was said between the lines, the 

interviewers discussed the interviews directly after they had finished to capture things not stated 

openly. Furthermore, they were recorded and transcribed as early on as possible in order to not 

miss out on important details and going through it when the interview is easy to recall (Lundahl & 

Skärvad,	  1999).	  The	  last	  steps	  of	  Kvale’s	  (1983;	  1997)	  process	  are	  analysis,	  verification	  and	  report.	  
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The analysis process, which started during the interviews, was followed by the concentration, 

categorization and interpretation phase. By using the transcripts and coding these into different 

themes (Chamraz, 2006; Kvale, 1983) a concentration and categorization of the material were 

made.	  This	  was	  done	  by	  primarily	  using	  concepts	  from	  Palepu’s	  (2012)	  theoretical	   framework	  as	  

well as other concepts noted from the interviewees. Certain reflections made up patterns in the 

interviews why they were deemed to be included in the coding. Since the interviews were semi-

structured it is harder to sort and analyze the material than with structured interviews. However, 

since	  the	  aim	  is	  to	  take	  part	  of	  the	  interviewees’	  past	  experiences	  and	  perceptions,	  the	  nuances	  and	  

the depth the semi-structured interview offers is deemed most suitable. (Lundahl & Skärvad, 1999). 

This makes the coding of the interviews even more important. 

 

3.6. Implications of Result 

 

Sample  

The aim of this study is to develop a generalizable picture of how Swedish board members today 

work with strategy and what challenges they face. The chosen sample is quite varied with board 

members of companies with different ownership structures, different sizes and in different 

industries. With this the aim is to increase the generalizability by interviewing a larger spread of 

board members and capturing the key generic issues and reflections that they shared. Although this 

can	   be	   seen	   as	   implying	   a	   lower	   reliability	   (Livesey,	   2016),	   the	   literature	   regarding	   board’s	  

involvement in strategy does not specify further which type of industry, ownership and company 

size which indicates that the problems seen in strategy involvement are rather generic. 

Furthermore, the 17 interviewees have individual experience from several board assignments 

(some up to 30 different ones) and associate with other board members. Due to this and the fact 

that no specific board engagements were discussed in depth, this is seen to help paint the larger 

picture of the perceived reality.   

 

Semi Structured Interviews 

The result of the semi-structured interviews with Swedish board members will be a conception of 

how boards today work with strategic questions as well as what factors affect the strategic work. 

Interviews as a research method may however be criticized. Since both parties are analyzing the 

situation objectivity is hard to reach and Silverman (2007) is especially critical towards the degree 

of truth in what is said in the interview format. Additionally Silverman (2007) argues that only 
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individual experiences and perceptions can be obtained in interviews rather than an objective 

truth. However, as the purpose of the study is to get access to personal experiences and individual 

opinions this critique was not deemed as a problem. Focused semi-structured interviews also yield 

a higher validity when the interviewees are able to talk about their experiences and reflections in 

detail and in depth. The meanings behind an action may be revealed as the interviewee is able to 

speak for themselves with little direction from the interviewer (Livesey, 2016). Furthermore, it can 

be argued that as strategy work is a social process involving a number of individuals there is 

nothing like an objective truth in the boardroom. Instead the personal opinions and individual 

emotions of the board members most certainly affect the strategic work.  
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4. Analysis 
This section will present the findings derived from the 17 interviews while discussing them in 

relation to each other and previous research considered in the literature review. The section will 

start with a brief description of how the interviewees perceived the concept of strategy and their 

involvement in the strategy process. Followingly, each potential barrier for strategic involvement in 

accordance with Palepu (2012) will be discussed as to explore what factors enable and disable the 

boards of directors’	   engagement	   in	   strategy.	   Lastly,	   a	   model	   of	   the	   findings	   is	   presented	   with	  

complementary concluding remarks.  

 

4.1. Boards & Strategy  

 

“The	  board	  has	   two	   roles;	   to	  make	   sure	  management	   is	   good	  and	   to	  
make	  sure	  the	  strategy	  is	  good.”                          - i.12 

 

All	  of	  the	  interviewees	  agreed	  that	  the	  company’s	  strategy	  is	  of	  utmost	  importance	  and	  certainly	  a	  

topic that needs to be considered by the board of directors. In this sense the respondents agreed 

with Bhagat et al. (2013) in that ensuring that the	   firm	  has	  a	  valid	   strategy	   is	  one	  of	   the	  board’s	  

most important functions. When the interviewees described how their board works with strategy 

most respondents described a strategy process somewhat similar, however with a differing degree 

of board involvement.	  Starting	  with	  the	  first	  step	  in	  Kotler’s	  (1994)	  strategic	  planning	  process,	  the	  

preparation of groundwork and analysis of internal and external factors are always the 

responsibility of the CEO and management. This is because they have the resources to do so. After 

the analysis process some respondents said that management continues to clarify objectives and 

formulate a strategy proposal which is then presented to the board for approval. In this sense the 

board becomes involved in the strategy process when the strategy is approved right before an 

action plan for implementation is developed.  

 

However, about half of the interviewees explained that boards should also be involved in the 

strategy formulation. One respondent said that boards generally do not like to be presented a 

prepared	  package	  of	  a	  strategy	  proposal	  with	  a	  “take	  it	  or	  leave	  it”- approach because this means 

that the board is barely involved at all in the strategy process. Many interviewees emphasized that 

it is also the responsibility of the board to challenge the plans throughout the strategy process so 

that	   they	   are	   constantly	   questioned	   and	   improved.	   Furthermore,	   a	   good	   CEO	  wants	   the	   board’s	  
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input and feedback, as well as making sure that the strategy is well understood by the board. 

Therefore	  the	  expression	  ”to	  soak”	  was	  used	  by	  a	  few	  interviewees	  which	  means	  that	  the	  strategic	  

questions in the development phase should be mentioned and discussed in numerous meetings and 

in between them, so that the board stays current and up to date, avoiding unnecessary surprises. 

This is also a way for management to anchor decisions in the board and it is clear that there is a 

constant interplay between the board and the management when the strategy is developed. One 

example of this was mentioned by one respondent who explained that the strategy process could be 

seen as a road map with cross points where different routes could be chosen; “And	   then	  my	   first	  

question to the CEO is, which way did we not choose? Because I have no idea what alternatives we 

didn’t	  choose.	  And	  they	  think	  I’m	  annoying	  when	  asking	  this,	  but	   I	  can’t	  decide	  that	  this	   is	  the	  right	  

way	  unless	  I	  understand	  which	  way	  we	  chose	  not	  to	  go”	  (i.4). In these instances where the board is 

contributing and there is an ongoing exchange of opinions, ideas and feedback, the board is 

involved in the strategy formulation step of the strategic process. Some interviewees went even 

further and emphasized that it is important that the board is involved in the goal formulation 

before the strategy is even considered. This is because the board should have a clearer view of what 

the objectives of the owners are and align these in the strategy process.  

 

All interviewees agreed that it is always the board of directors that approves a strategic plan or a 

major	  decision,	  and	  then	  it	  is	  the	  CEO	  and	  management’s	  responsibility	  to	  implement	  said	  strategy.	  

Here, a few respondents mentioned the importance for the board to follow up and make sure that 

the top management is executing the strategy properly. One interviewee mentioned “relentless	  

execution”	  (i.14)	  as	  part	  of	  the	  board’s	  main	  responsibility,	  which	  is	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  the	  CEO	  and	  

management	   constantly	   execute	   and	   deliver.	   Another	   interviewee	   was	   critical	   to	   other	   boards’	  

follow-up activities and pointed out that a lot could be improved within this aspect; “Often	  there	  is	  

nice	   strategy	   work;	   a	   good	   looking	   presentation	   on	   how	   we’ll	   become	   bigger,	   better	   and	   more	  

beautiful in the future and what the initiatives are that will take us there...so I am anxious to make 

sure that it really happens. You have to work with it today for it to be good tomorrow. So follow-up of 

the	  strategy	  is	  a	  prioritization...”	  (i.17).	  These	  activities	  correspond	  to	  Kotler’s	  (1994)	  last	  step	  in	  the	  

strategy planning process of feedback and control, providing the starting point for a new strategic 

planning process to take place.  

 

The interviews show that the board members all find strategy an important topic which should be 

handled by the board. Similarities can be noted in that all interviewees agreed that it is the 
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management’s	  responsibility	  to	  do	  the	  initial	  analysis	  as	  well	  as	  the	  implementation	  of	  the	  strategy.	  

It is further the responsibility of the board to approve all strategies. However, in which step of the 

strategic planning process the boards become involved somewhat differed between the 

respondents where some interviewees claimed that boards should be very active in the strategy 

formulation whereas others thought that it was the responsibility of the management. This 

corresponds to findings from Bhagat et al. (2013) reporting that 44 percent of the directors simply 

reviewed and approved strategies proposed by top management.  

 

4.2. Four Potential Barriers for Strategic Involvement 
The four influencers to strategic involvement as presented by Palepu (2012) have been examined in 

the interviews and are here presented and analyzed. Many respondents emphasized the need to 

balance different issues and tensions against each other throughout the interviews, reflecting the 

two-sidedness	  of	  boards’	  involvement	  in	  strategy,	  where	  no	  best	  practice	  is	  apparent	  and	  trade-offs 

are commonplace.  

 

4.2.1 The Role of the Board 

 

“The	  board	  is	  responsible	  for	  both	  pushing	  the	  throttle	  and	  pulling	  the	  brakes.” 
                    - i.6 

 

When	   asked	   what	   the	   board	   of	   director’s	   top	   responsibility	   is	   almost	   all	   of	   the	   respondents	  

emphasized that the most important role of the board is to appoint and dismiss the CEO and top 

management. There was no misconception in how crucial it is for boards to decide on the right 

leadership for the company, which is in alignment with the traditional view of the board and its role 

as a controlling function (e.g. Johnson et al., 1996). One interviewee said that the board is the boss 

of the CEO which is of importance as it serves as the link between the owners and the operating 

force of the company, disabling the effects of the principal-agent problem. This statement goes in 

line	  with	  Fama	  and	  Jensen’s	  (1983)	  view	  that	  a	  board	  is necessary when ownership and operation 

are separated. In this sense the board is controlling the management which includes monitoring, 

challenging and questioning the decisions of the CEO and top management. Although some 

respondents mentioned the controlling	   role	   as	   quite	   “basic”	   and	   clear	   in	   corporate	   law	   it	   is	   not	  

always a simple role as it requires the board to ask tough questions to the CEO which can lead to 

uneasiness	   and	   bad	   atmosphere	   in	   the	   boardroom.	   As	   one	   respondent	   said;	   “It’s	   our	   job	   to	   ask	  
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annoying	  questions”	  (i.1). Elaborating on this the same respondent stated that real problems may 

occur when the board does not take its controlling role seriously.  

 

About	  half	  of	  the	  respondents	  were	  lenient	  towards	  the	  board	  of	  directors’	  controlling	  role	  when	  it	  

comes to strategic involvement and claimed that strategy is the responsibility of the CEO and 

management.	  This	  view	  corresponds	  with	  Fama	  and	  Jensen’s	  (1983) argument that boards should 

purely approve a strategy proposed by management and monitor how it is executed, and proposes 

a more inwards-looking approach in accordance with Tricker (1995). One respondent said that it is 

not good if boards become too involved in strategy because there needs to be a clear distinction 

between the role of the board and the role of management, and boards should not become too 

operational. This is partly because if roles are not separated it will be very hard to know who has 

been responsible for what which is the purpose of hierarchy and delegation. Another interviewee 

claimed that it is completely inefficient for boards to keep going over strategy as strategy 

discussions can go on forever and “you	  don’t	  sell	  any	  trucks	  on	  your	  strategy”	  (i.1). Furthermore, the 

CEO and management have the resources to own strategy. The top management works with the 

company daily and has a huge power advantage in that they have much more information than the 

board; “It’s	  almost	  impossible	  for	  a	  board	  who	  meets	  five	  times	  a	  year	  to	  create	  the	  strategy”	  (i.15). 

This information imbalance is the reason why strategy often becomes the responsibility of top 

management although it should be the responsibility of the board according to one interviewee.  

 

Although it was agreed that appointing and controlling the management is a major role of the board 

of directors, many interviewees expressed another important role which can be summarized as a 

support function. Apart from monitoring, the board should also be advising and giving feedback to 

the top management, acting as somebody the CEO can brainstorm with. This view corresponds with 

e.g. Lorsch & MacIver (1989), Mace (1971) and Mintzberg (1983) arguing that an effective board 

needs to support the management. According to one interviewee the board should alter between 

four different personas in its interaction with the CEO; it should be a supporter, a controller, a 

challenger and a follow-upper. These four responsibilities further need to be balanced correctly and 

communicated in a clear manner so that no misunderstandings arise. Overall throughout the 

interviews keeping a healthy balance was mentioned as a hard yet necessary challenge for the 

board to undertake. One respondent said that a board needs to act both as a throttle and as a brake, 

in other words to both push the company and top management as well as holding it back, to make 

sure that the company is on the right track.  
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The interviewees advocating a more active role of the board claimed that the board should be 

involved throughout the whole strategy process; from initiation to execution, with a future 

orientation and both an internal and external focus (Tricker, 1995). This opinion matches the one of 

Lorsch (1995; 2012) and Casal and Caspar (2014) stating that strategically active boards can 

undertake their other tasks more effectively as well as preventing companies going in the wrong 

direction. In fact, many interviewees mentioned that when boards every year evaluate their work it 

is always the strategy work that respondents say should be better. However, one respondent 

commented that the reason many directors want to work more with strategy is because it is 

considered	   more	   fun	   compared	   to	   some	   of	   the	   board’s	   controlling	   tasks.	   Even	   if	   strategy	   is	  

considered	  the	  board’s	  responsibility	  by	  many	  respondents	  they	  emphasized	  that	  a	  good	  CEO	  needs	  

to be very contributing and engaging as well, as he or she is the one who will implement the 

strategy.  

 

Most of the interviewees were very clear in what they consider the role of the board, although the 

roles	  differed	  from	  interviewee	  to	  interviewee.	  In	  regards	  to	  Palepu’s	  (2012)	  statement	  of	  role	  un-

clarity there can thereby be mixed signals. Although the respondents do not feel an ambiguity 

towards their role as directors, comparing them to each other one defined role of the board cannot 

be found. Furthermore, the interviewees had different opinions in how the board should be 

involved in strategy. Some respondents thought that the board should be more passive and focus on 

controlling	  and	  monitoring	  which	  to	  some	  extent	  aligns	  with	  Rosenstein’s	  (1987)	  view	  that	  many	  

directors believe strategy is mainly a top management responsibility. This also stands in contrast to 

theories claiming that strategy is a top responsibility of the board. Others wanted boards to be 

more	  involved	  and	  engaged	  in	  strategic	  questions	  which	  corroborates	  with	  Lorsch’s	  (1995)	  quest	  

for	  more	   empowered	  boards.	  This	  mixture	  of	   roles	   to	   some	  degree	   confirms	  Carter	  and	  Lorsch’s	  

(2004) idea that there is no clear common perception of how boards should do their job. Although 

it was argued that the role of the board to some extent is written in the law it seems that there is 

still quite a large room for interpretation and at the end of the day it is up to every board to define 

its role itself. How boards define their role then affects how they work with strategy and where in 

the strategic planning process they become involved, and as such the perception of the board may 

act as a barrier for strategic involvement.  
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4.2.2. External Pressure 

 

“The board is in the backseat of a dark car holding a map it cannot see while the CEO 
is	  driving,	  yet	  the	  board	  is	  still	  responsible	  as	  it	  is	  holding	  the	  map.”	                      - i.8 

 

All of the interviewees agreed that the external pressures on boards of directors are increasing. 

“How	  you	  manage	  risk,	  control,	  compliance,	  making	  sure	  there	  are	  correct	  policies;	  this	  has	  increased	  

dramatically	  over	  the	  past	  5	  years,	  because	  it’s	  the	  responsibility of the board”	  (i.15).	  One	  interviewee	  

said that traditionally Swedish corporate boards have been value-based and self-regulated, often 

based on mutual agreements. However, now an increased focus on formalities is a clear trend, 

inspired by the Anglo-Saxon culture of corporate governance. Furthermore, the majority of the 

respondents	  emphasized	  that	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  board’s	  responsibility	  has	  intensified	  and	  is	  more	  

apparent than before. Generally it is safe to say that it is more complicated, demanding and time 

consuming to be a good board director today than 20 years ago; “Before	   you	   went	   to	   a	   board	  

meeting	  5	  times	  a	  year	  and	  that	  was	  it.	  After	  a	  meeting	  you	  said	  see	  you	  in	  two	  months.	  It’s	  not	  like	  

that	  anymore”	  (i.17). Instead there is a trend to have more scheduled meetings, and extra meetings 

in addition to the scheduled ones. Because of the external pressure some interviewees said that it is 

harder to recruit board members because it is a lot of work, contains a lot of risk and is not very 

well	   paid.	   These	   statements	   support	   Carter	   and	   Lorsch’s	   (2004)	   argument	   that	   the	   gap	   between	  

what the board does and what it is expected to do has never been greater.  

 

The external pressure has had the effect that directors have become more risk averse. Stakes are 

higher, and the risks of being sued and getting bad publicity in media have made board members 

think again before accepting a board assignment. Many respondents could point out certain 

industries and companies in which boards they would reject a seat if they were asked. A few 

interviewees also questioned if the personal responsibility of individual board members is 

reasonable. After all it is very hard for board members to know everything that is going on within 

the company. One metaphor that was used was that the board members are in the backseat of a 

dark car holding a map they cannot see while the CEO is driving. The board members are 

responsible because they are holding the map, but it is an almost impossible task to make sure that 

the car is going the right way. This increased risk has amplified the control and monitoring of the 

top management to make sure that they do not do anything for which the board will be held 

accountable. However, a few respondents were also noting the danger of boards becoming too risk 

averse. “It’s	  a	  trap	  one	  can	  fall	  into.	  As	  a	  director	  you’re	  supposed	  to	  support	  and	  push	  management	  so	  
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you	   can’t	   avoid	   inconvenient	   questions.	   There	   are	   risks	   all	   the	   time	   that	   need	   to	   be	  managed	   and	  

valued” (i.14). 

 

Although most interviewees could see the purpose of the increased formalities, such as protecting 

minority shareholders, some questioned their effectiveness. One respondent said that the increased 

external pressure may lead to an over belief in the system; “You	  think	  that	  if	  you	  only	  follow	  the	  rules	  

everything	  will	   be	   great.	   That’s	   not	   always	   the	   case”	   (i.8). Additionally, there is a risk that board 

members start to think that everything that is not prohibited by the rules is then permitted. One 

interviewee	  reflected	  upon	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  US	  is	  the	  world’s	  most	  regulated	  country	  when	  it	  comes	  

to the responsibility of the board of directors, yet it is the country with maybe the largest amount of 

corporate scandals. Another interviewee further stated that these formalities do not change the 

approach of board members is practice. The formalities and policy requirements simply become a 

way for boards to sign off responsibility; “You	  make	  sure	  there	  is	  an	  equality	  policy	  but	  nobody	  reads	  

it or cares about it. Just	  because	  it	  is	  written	  in	  the	  policy	  does	  not	  mean	  it	  will	  happen”	  (i.11).  

 

The majority of the respondents mentioned that the external pressure and requirements may affect 

the	  board’s	  work	  with	  strategy.	  Many	  interviewees	  emphasized	  that	  they	  take	  an	  incredible amount 

of time, especially for boards in publicly listed companies. “It	   affects	   because	   there	  are	  more	   and	  

more things to go over during the board meetings but nothing is removed. More compliance, more 

follow up, more risk management, more accounting, more sustainability. So more things that we need 

to	   go	   through	   at	   the	   expense	   of	   strategy	   and	   business”	   (i.9). Usually strategy discussions are 

scheduled at the end of the meetings and if everybody is fed up by time-consuming policy 

walkthroughs directors may simply just not have the energy to fully focus on strategy. In these 

instances the external pressure can be seen to have a counterproductive effect in accordance with 

Carter and Lorsch (2004) where board members do not have time nor energy to engage in fruitful 

strategy discussions after all the formalities have been dealt with. There is then a risk that the 

board work becomes limited to just following routines (Jonnergård & Stafsudd, 2009) and checking 

boxes (Lorsch, 2012). In order to avoid this risk one respondent argued that strategy needs to be 

overly prioritized in order to not be forgotten, and suggested to put strategy discussions at the 

beginning of the board meetings to as high extent as possible; “The	  policies	  are	  super	  important	  but	  

they	  kill	  creativity	  so	  they	  should	  be	  dealt	  with	  later	  in	  the	  day”	  (i.4).  
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However, there were some interviewees who only saw the benefits with the increased external 

pressure. A few argued that the formalities actually enhance the strategic discussions as they put 

pressure on boards to always be one step ahead and deal beforehand with any potential problems 

that may arise. Comparing rules and regulations to an investment it may take some time to get the 

formalities and routines in order, but once that it is done there will be more time for business 

development and the boards will naturally be involved in the strategic process. “By	  having	  a	  clear	  

structure, strategy involvement becomes natural for the board. When that is done you can focus on the 

business”	  (i.10). Time will not be wasted extinguishing fires (Lorsch, 1995) and the board can put 

their focus on the future of the company because policies that have been properly worked through 

will limit the risk of surprises. 

 

The interviews show that the increased rules and regulations imposed on boards of directors may 

act	   as	   a	   barrier	   for	   boards’	   involvement	   in	   strategy	   in	   line	   with	   Palepu’s	   (2012)	   argument.	   In	  

accordance with Patton and Baker (1987) there is sometimes simply not time to have fruitful 

strategy discussions after all the formalities have been handled. The increased risk aversion of the 

board	   members	   may	   also	   affect	   strategy	   formulations	   as	   it	   may	   hinder	   boards’	   willingness	   to	  

approve riskful strategies and instead make them choose more safe strategy options. Furthermore, 

even though formalities probably do hinder unethical board behavior to some extent it is unclear if 

they have changed the overall ethical standpoint of the boards, making the success of their purpose 

questionable. However, others argued for how external pressures actually enable the strategy work 

indicating that if formalities are seen as a barrier for strategic involvement they are not handled 

correctly. It can then be argued that whether the external pressure is seen as enabling or disabling 

strategy discussion is a matter of mindset and attitude of the board members. A crucial condition 

for successful strategy discussions in the boardroom is consequently a proper system for how 

formalities and regulations should be managed.  

 

4.2.3. Access to Information 

 

“It’s	  a	  tricky	  balancing	  act,	  because	  the	  board	  needs	  to	  understand	  what	  is	  happening	  
in the external environment of the company, but you cannot spend too much time on 
transferring	  information.”	                                    - i.5 

 

Most of the interviewees emphasized that it is truly a great commitment to be a good board 

director, and it requires a lot of time, involvement and engagement. An efficient board member 
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needs knowledge and an understanding of the company and its operations as well as its business 

environment. One respondent stated the importance to “live	   a	   bit	  with	   the	   company”	   (i.3) which 

means that the director feels an emotional tie towards the organization and has an interest to read 

and keep updated about trends in the business world that may affect it. Because board 

engagements take so much time many interviewees were very critical towards directors who have 

a large number of board assignments while at the same have a full time position of their own; “I	  

don’t	  believe	  in	  those	  who	  have	  10	  assignments	  because	   it	   takes	  time	  and	  engagement	  to	  be	  able	  to	  

focus	   as	   a	   board	  member”	   (i.6). One respondent said to not accept a board seat proposal unless 

enough resources were offered to enable the respondent to be a good board member. In this sense 

there is a trade-off between information and time in accordance with the statements of Carter and 

Lorsch (2004); if the directors want to have the information required to take strategic decisions it 

will take a lot of time and engagement.    

 

In order for directors to be informed and make good decisions in the boardroom the quality of the 

information the board receives from the management is crucial. However, a majority of the 

interviewees said that this varied greatly. The most common mistake is that the board material is 

too long and overwhelming, making it impossible to fully absorb; “There’s a tendency that the board 

material	  becomes	  more	  and	  more	  extensive”	  (i.5). This problem corresponds with the issue stated by 

Carter and Lorsch (2004) as well as Palepu (2012) where boards receive heavy board books. A few 

respondents noted that when top management sends out a lot of material, drowning the directors 

in information, there is a risk that management instead hides information in the amount of papers. 

Furthermore, management can sign off responsibility and ”cover	   their	  ass”	   (i.1) as they can claim 

full transparency. Another problem with too much information is that it takes time during the 

board meetings to handle it all appropriately; “You	  have	  more	  time	  spent	  on	  information	  and	  less	  on	  

strategy	   and	   decisions”	   (i.5). Instead, most respondents agreed that the material should be 

manageable in length and contain summaries and appendices allowing more in depth study if 

wished;	  ”There should always be a summary because you should not have to read 64 pages in order to 

form an opinion regarding a question”	  (i.12). One respondent said that the board material should be 

designed as a pipeline, and when the decisions have finally been explained it should be obvious for 

the board to say yes.  

 

In order to be up to date and well-read for the board assignments a few interviewees noted the 

benefits of receiving brief information in a more frequent manner than the send-outs prior to the 
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board meetings. These could consist of monthly reports or letters from the CEO which were seen as 

a good way to more easily keep continuity between board meetings.  The wish to receive so called 

“one	  pagers”	  on	  a	  weekly	  basis,	  facilitating	  an	  overview	  and	  making	  them	  comparable	  to	  each	  other,	  

was also mentioned where the most important information is covered in accordance with Palepu 

(2012). However, there were also respondents that said that there was no such thing as too much 

information and that if an individual is against receiving a lot of information from management they 

probably should not be board members.  

 

The	  findings	  correspond	  with	  Palepu’s	  (2012)	  argument	  that	  it	  is	  hard	  for	  board	  members	  to	  attain	  

and interpret strategic information while at the same time being independent directors. In the end 

it is all about keeping a balance; too much information can be overpowering but on the other hand 

the	  board	  needs	  to	  be	  fully	  updated	  in	  order	  to	  make	  strategic	  decisions;	  “A board should not make 

any	  decisions	  if	  they	  don’t	  understand	  the	  material	  behind	  it	  - because	  they	  are	  the	  ones	  responsible”	  

(i.10). In order to understand, the board members also need to spend more time. However it does 

seem clear that there is room for improvements as very few of the interviewees were fully content 

with the board material they receive. In this sense lack of time and engagement of the individual 

board member, as well as insufficient material handed out prior to the meetings, may hinder the 

strategic involvement of boards.  

 

4.2.4. Boardroom Dynamics 

 

“It’s	  really	  important	  that	  you have a team that pulls in the same direction, preferably 
with	  people	  from	  different	  backgrounds	  and	  competences.”	                  - i.4 

 

The boardroom dynamics were emphasized in the interviews as critical for how efficient the 

strategy discussions in the boardroom will be. Almost all of the respondents stated that an open 

atmosphere is a necessity and pointed out that if board members do not feel free to state their mind 

and share their thoughts, neither the individual board member nor the board as a whole can bring 

any valuable insights. Therefore many interviewees noted the importance “that	  you	  feel	  that	  there’s	  

a	  “high	  ceiling”,	  that	  there’s	  a	  good	  sense	  of	  integrity	  where	  you	  can	  ask	  odd	  questions	  yet	  at	  the	  same	  

time the meeting is effective and you	   handle	  what	   you	   should	   on	   time”	   (i.14). This is in line with 

Wong’s	  (2011)	  reasoning	  which	  emphasizes	  the	  board	  members’	  ability	  to	  challenge	  each	  other	  and	  

management in order to add value. In order for this to happen boardrooms need to be a 

psychologically safe environment as mentioned by Pick and Merchant (2012). Many interviewees 
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mentioned that one of their strengths as board members is that they have the courage to ask if they 

do not understand a topic discussed in the boardroom. This indicates that if board members are 

afraid to ask it affects strategy and may in worst case scenarios lead to a bad decision being made in 

accordance with Carter and Lorsch (2004).  

 

Board Composition  

All of the interviewees were clear in that the effectiveness of the board’s	  work	  in	  the	  boardroom	  is	  

very	  much	  dependent	  on	  the	  board’s	  composition;	  “You	  have	  to	  find	  a	  good	  team”	  (i.1). According to 

both Lorsch (1995) and the interviewees boards should be composed with a ray of different 

expertises to complement each other. One respondent mentioned a quote by Warren Buffett that 

“the	   board	   composition	   should	   reflect	  where	   the	   company	   aims	   to	   be	   in	   5	   years”	   (i.8). There were 

some characteristics that several interviewees stated were necessary for all directors of a board to 

possess; namely an understanding of the financial numbers and operational experience. 

Furthermore, one interviewee noted how some people have a business sense and some do not; “It’s	  

like	  being	  colorblind,	  if	  you	  can’t	  spot	  the	  business	  opportunities	  ahead, then how will you contribute 

in	   the	   strategy	   discussions?”	   (i.1). Many respondents emphasized the critical role of the chair in 

order to build a good atmosphere and take advantage of the different competences of the board 

members. In line with the literature (Lejsved & Sen, 2014; Pick & Merchant, 2012) respondents 

with experience of being chair said that it is important to balance the group by handling people who 

may be overpowering and letting people who are not as outspoken be heard. One interviewee drew 

the parallel between the board and the chair as an orchestra where the chair is the conductor.  

 

All of the interviewees were very positive towards diversity in boards although it was emphasized 

that boards are not yet diverse enough. One respondent said that it is completely useless to have 

two people in the boardroom with the same experience and opinions because it does not add any 

extra value to the strategic discussion; “If	  everybody	  just	  sits	  and	  agrees,	  what	  a	  bloody	  disaster”	  (i.3). 

Instead one of the directors could be removed in order to make the board work simpler and faster. 

A diverse board also limits groupthink in the board room (Pick & Merchant, 2012) and the risk it 

brings with it that wrong decisions are made. When discussing corporate scandals many 

interviewees mentioned that too many yea-sayers may have been part of the problems where no 

director	  felt	  to	  challenge	  or	  question	  the	  decision.	  This	  supports	  Lejsved	  and	  Sen’s	  (2014)	  argument	  

that homogenous boards are non-responsive to outside changes. Instead diverse boards tend to 

accept divergent opinions in a greater extent because different standpoints are expected to begin 



 

39 
 

with. As a result the strategic discussion is deepened and enhanced. However, more diverse boards 

are also seen to put strains on the collective identity as a group (Pick & Merchant, 2012) and 

already today some interviewees are asking for more efforts in making the board feel like a group 

to reduce relational tensions. “We	  don’t	  know	  each	  other	  at	  all and when the discussions get heated, 

first	  then	  you	  get	  to	  know	  one	  another	  and	  that’s	  a	  bit	  problematic”	  (i.4). Hence with more diverse 

boards, even larger efforts need to be made in team building activities in order to enable a good 

atmosphere in the boardroom.  

 

When discussing diversity the topic of female directors always came up. Female directors were 

considered to be much more prepared, engaged and committed to their board assignments than 

their male counterparts; “I’m	  of	  the	  belief	   that	  when	  women are in the board, the meetings become 

significantly	   better.	   It’s	   obvious.	  Women	  are	   often	  more	  prepared	  and	  well-read,	   they	  don’t	   give	  up	  

their	  stand	  and	  are	  more	  engaged”	  (i.2). Another interviewee mentioned a situation where a female 

cultural journalist became a new member of an otherwise very homogeneous board. Just listening 

to another perspective and viewpoint challenged the board and made it more analytical with better 

discussions; “She	  came	  in	  with	  an	  angle	  in	  some	  questions	  that	  was	  completely	  magic. It changed the 

whole	   dynamic	   and	   it	   became	   much	   more,	   I	   shouldn’t	   say	   questioning,	   but	   there	   was	   an	   entirely	  

different	  dynamic	  in	  the	  discussions...Wow	  what	  a	  difference	  that	  was”	  (i.17). In this sense diversity in 

boards opens up for better strategic discussions as it gives the board a broader forum and allows 

for new perspectives. However, one interviewee stated that diversity needs to come further down 

in the organizations before more diverse boards can become a reality as operational experience is 

often considered a prerequisite for board members. “I	  think	  that	  if	  one	  wants	  to	  make	  sure	  boards	  

are diversified, which they should be, then it must happen through the management teams by making 

sure	  that	  they	  are	  more	  equal”	  (i.13). 

 

It is clear that the board composition provides the foundation for successful strategy involvement 

of boards as stated by Kehoe et al. (2016). However, achieving a perfect composition is not easy as 

different skills and experiences, as well as personalities and individual characteristics need to be 

balanced to create a good dynamic. Here the nomination committee has a large responsibility to 

bring forward competent board members, but according to one interviewee the work of the 

nomination committees is far from good enough. This was mentioned as one reason as to why 

boards are still quite homogenous, although diversity was emphasized as an enabler to strategic 

discussions and effective board work. Furthermore, to ensure a healthy board dynamic in the 
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boardroom the chair has a significant role. It is then the responsibility of the nominating 

committees, the chair and the individual board members to provide a safe environment with an 

open atmosphere where fruitful strategy discussions can flow and divergent opinions are accepted. 

It is also important to remember that not only industry competence matters but personal 

characteristics of the board members may be equally important. If the board composition is not 

optimal	   it	   will	   instead	   disable	   the	   board’s	   involvement	   in	   strategy	   limiting the quality of the 

strategic discussions.  

 

CEO/Board Relationship 

Most of the interviewees agreed that the relationship between the CEO and the rest of the board of 

directors can be complex. The power imbalance in that the board is in a higher hierarchical position 

whereas the CEO has an information advantage can create tensions in the boardroom. At the same 

time all interviewees emphasized that having the right CEO is crucial for the success of the company 

and	  the	  board’s	  most	  important	  task	  is	  to	  ensure great leadership for the company. However, one 

respondent said that when problems arise it is often because the CEO and the chair do not work 

well together. As stated by Carter and Lorsch (2004) the very nature of the relationship between 

the CEO and the rest of the board can lead to complications; “It	  can	  be	  hard	  to	  get	  the	  balance	  as	  a	  

board,	   to	  be	  pushing	  and	  challenging,	  but	  also	  supporting	  the	  CEO.	  Because	  you	  can’t	  have	  a	  board	  

who	  sings	  hallelujah	  to	  whatever	  the	  CEO	  says	  and	  you	  can’t	  have	  a	  board who only picks at the CEO 

either.	  It’s	  hard	  to	  handle”	  (i.13). One respondent said that the most efficient solution to this issue 

might be to have different roles in the boardroom where some directors are more criticizing and 

questioning and others more supportive. Another interviewee explained that by communicating 

clearly to the CEO if a question is asked as an advisor or as a controller this problem can be avoided. 

 

A	  dysfunctional	  relationship	  to	  the	  CEO	  may	  affect	  the	  board’s	  involvement	  in	  strategy. The CEO has 

a major advantage over the rest of the board in that he or she can choose how much information to 

disclose (Carter & Lorsch, 2004). One respondent said that even though the CEO might not think 

that strategy is purely his or her responsibility, he or she often does the work so it ends up that 

way. Another interviewee stated that there are situations where the CEO is hesitant towards 

sharing too much information with the board as the CEO already knows what the strategy should 

look like and does not	  want	   to	   hear	   the	   board’s	   opinion.	   Furthermore,	   the	   CEO	   runs	   the	   risk	   of	  

getting several extra days of work if the board asks too many questions. One respondent 

emphasized that it is necessary to have a clear role division between the CEO and the rest of the 
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board and when boards become more active and engaged there is a risk that they will overstep and 

take over the role of the CEO (Lorsch, 1995); “Boards	   sometimes	   need	   to	   understand	   the	  

management’s	  situation	  and	  if	  you	  have	  too	  many	  demands	  or	  ask	  too	  detailed questions you can tear 

the management apart. You can tear apart what time is spent on, so you need to understand that the 

management can only spend so much time on certain issues as there are operational questions to deal 

with. There are things that	   the	  management	   is	   responsible	   for	   and	   the	   board	   is	   not”	   (i.15). In this 

sense there is a risk that misunderstandings and loss of trust will arise if the role of CEO and the 

rest of the board is not clear (Casal & Caspar, 2014). 

 

Despite the information advantage of the CEO it is the board who holds the hierarchical power with 

the	   ability	   to	   dismiss	   a	   CEO	   if	   necessary.	   According	   to	  most	   of	   the	   interviewees	  most	   CEO’s	   are	  

painfully aware of this fact; “The	  CEO	  knows	  that	  he	  is	  the	  dog	  and	  the	  others	  are	  the	  lords”	  (i.1). This 

power allocation was most evident in situations where there were disagreements between the CEO 

and rest of the board. Although it may be argued that the CEO should know the best which direction 

the company should take because he or she works with the company daily he or she still needs to 

comply to the wishes and demands of the boards. One respondent had been in a situation where the 

CEO had to be removed because he did not let the board have any opinions whatsoever; “And	  that	  

doesn’t	  work.	  We	  are	  ultimately	  responsible	  here,	  so	  you	  cannot	  get	  pissed	  off	  when	  we	  have	  opinions”	  

(i.4). Another interviewee said that the board can tell the CEO to “just	   do	   it”	   (i.3) when opinions 

differ, because in its purest form it is the board that makes the decisions and the CEO that executes. 

However, instead of “pushing	   decisions	   down	   the	   throat	   of	   the	   CEO” (i.3) the board should try to 

make the CEO understand why this suggestion is the better option. One way to reduce tension in 

the boardroom when there are disagreements is, according to one respondent, to prepare the CEO 

before	  difficult	  and	  criticizing	  questions	  arise:	  “I	  tell	  the	  CEO	  in	  advance	  of	  the	  meeting	  that	  I’m	  going	  

to	  ask	  about	  this,	  and	  I	  won’t	  let	  this	  go	  so	  it’s	  good	  if	  you’re	  prepared”(i.4). Ultimately however, the 

interviewees made it clear that when problems between the CEO and the board remain for a long 

time,	   or	   if	   the	  CEO’s	   strategic	   visions	   is	   too	   divergent	   from	   the	   boards’,	    it always ends with the 

termination of the CEO.  

 

When it comes to the relationship between the CEO and the rest of the board is seems that there is 

not one right answer. Instead it is a balance between pushing and supporting, encouragement and 

criticism, allowing an active CEO and telling him or her what to do. In a perfect world the board and 

the CEO have a trusting relationship where the result is a more successful company with better 
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strategies	  (Judge	  &	  Zeithaml,	  1992).	  According	  to	  one	  interviewee	  a	  good	  CEO	  listens	  to	  the	  board’s	  

opinion as the directors are smart and have good things to say. Some other interviewees said that 

“you	  get	  the	  board	  you	  deserve	  as	  a	  CEO” (i.6,10) meaning that if a CEO does not give the board the 

right conditions and information he or she cannot expect to get any help. Nonetheless finding a 

good	  relationship	  to	  the	  CEO	  is	  crucial	  or	  it	  will	  affect	  the	  board’s	  involvement	  in	  strategy;	  “In	  order	  

for	  strategy	  work	  to	  happen	  both	  the	  CEO	  and	  the	  chair	  need	  to	  agree	  about	  it.	  This	  is	  a	  key	  to	  success” 

(i.6). This is	  in	  line	  with	  Carter	  and	  Lorsch’s	  (2004)	  argument	  that	  a	  board	  can	  only	  be	  effective	  if	  

the CEO wants it to be where a bad relationship between the board and the CEO will act as a barrier 

for	  boards’	  strategic	  involvement.	   

 

4.3 Time & Quality of Strategic Involvement 

The continuous emphasis on balancing different tensions and trade-offs in the boardroom 

illustrates the complexities of being an efficient board with successful involvement in strategy. 

Boards need to find a balance in the tensions that exist, both within the group and towards the CEO 

and management. Furthermore, the analysis makes it clear that the four barriers have different 

effects	   on	   the	   boards’	   involvement	   in	   strategic	   discussions,	   indicating	   that	   one	   can	   define	   and	  

separate strategy involvement in two ways. One way is the amount of time boards spend on 

strategic discussions and the other is the quality of the strategic discussions. Time and quality are 

clearly interlinked where time spent on strategy can be seen as a means to an end of obtaining a 

better quality of the strategy output whereas more qualitative strategic discussions may require 

more time spent. How the board perceives the role of the board and the external pressure can be 

seen to have a direct impact on how much time boards spend on strategy in the boardroom, while 

boardroom dynamics and access to information are factors which influence the quality of the 

strategy discussions. The interplay and relations between the barriers and strategic involvement 

are visualized in Figure 2 below.  

 

 
                Figure 2: Model of Findings 
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Time 

The internal factor of the role of the board affects how much time is spent on strategy in the 

boardroom. If the board of directors sees itself as having more of a controlling function then less 

time will be spent on strategy as the board will mostly approve and monitor strategies. On the other 

hand if the board identifies with a more supportive function then more time will be spent on the 

ongoing strategy formulation. The external factor of increased external pressure also affects how 

much time the board spends on strategy. This is because the external pressures themselves take 

more time to handle appropriately during the board meetings and as a result more time i overall is 

spent on board work or less time is spent on strategic discussions. Thus, in order for boards to be 

involved in strategy, more time for board work in total is needed. These two factors do not affect 

the quality of the strategy discussions directly since increased time is not in itself a factor of better 

strategy involvement. Rather, the time spent needs to be filled with qualitative strategy discussions.  

 

Quality 

The external factor of access to information demands more well-read and engaged board members 

as the external environment becomes more complex. If directors then are well-read and spend time 

on individual market and business analysis, the quality of the strategic discussions will improve. 

However, if board members lack knowledge the strategy discussions will falter. The internal factor 

of boardroom dynamics also affects the quality of the strategic discussion as boards consisting of a 

homogenous group of people will not have the same depth in the discussions compared to a more 

diverse group of people representing different backgrounds and perspectives. However, strategic 

discussions in a more diverse group can be argued to require more time, as does the obtaining of 

knowledge and understanding for each individual board member. 

 

Overcoming the Barriers 

The analysis shows that the role of the board, external pressure, access to information and 

boardroom dynamics all	  may	  act	  as	  barriers	   for	  the	  boards	  of	  directors’	  strategic	  involvement.	  To	  

overcome these barriers the boards need to see strategy involvement as their prerogative, spend 

more time on strategy both in meetings and individually by improving their knowledge as well as 

having a diversified group to discuss with. These aspects will enable fruitful strategy discussions in 

the boardroom. The results have further revealed that there are some areas for improvement in 

practice.	  To	  encourage	  boards’	  strategic	  engagement to a larger extent than what is present now, 
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improved processes for working with formalities and strategy, more qualitative board material, as 

well as a shift in the mindset of the board are needed.  
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5. Reflective Discussion 
During the interviews two major themes were revealed which all of the interviewees brought up 

and had very similar takes on. These themes illustrate the reality of board members today and are 

seen	  to	  impact	  the	  board’s	  level	  of	  strategic	  involvement	  as	  well	  as	  their	  success	  on a deeper level. 

Furthermore, they were deemed significant for the development of corporate governance 

standards and the future of board work which then make them worth to reflect upon.  

 

Time vs. Compensation 

All of the interviewees agreed that being an efficient board member these days takes a lot of time 

and a great deal of commitment. Long gone are the days where a board meeting was more of a time 

to meet up with friends and fellow colleagues, requiring no real prior preparation. Instead external 

forces in the form av increased amounts of formalities as well as a more dynamic business world 

demand a higher degree of understanding and time spent on board work. However, this trend 

where board engagements become ever more complex has not resulted in an equivalent raise in 

board compensation. Almost all of the interviewees agreed that the time and risk undertaken as a 

director is not matched by a sufficient reward. Compared to the hourly rate of consultants and 

lawyers in combination with the responsibilities and risks board members carry, the amount of 

compensation was highly questioned. Considering the criticism on the number of board 

assignments one person can handle, one recommendation would be to restrict the number of 

assignments and increase the compensation for each one. The reality is that board work takes more 

time and the stakes are higher. In order to serve the companies in the best way possible, and as an 

extension	   society	   as	   a	   whole,	   the	   board	   members’ engagement needs to be improved and 

compensated for. It is true that board members to some degree already have been forced to become 

more engaged while feeling a greater sense of personal responsibility, despite the lack of 

compensation. However, it can be argued that in order to secure a sustainable development where 

board members are involved, informed and committed to govern their organizations as successfully 

as possible for all stakeholders a greater reward needs to be put in place.  

 

Formalities vs. Diversity 

During the interviews it became clear that the efficiency of external pressures with increased 

formalities, regulations and rules put on boards of directors can be highly questioned. Although the 

external regulations may hinder wrongdoing to some extent, corporate scandals still exists and the 

ethical approach of the board members does not seem to change either. Instead the result of the 
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external pressure is rather a board focused on monitoring and control of the management instead 

of strategic support. Furthermore, if external pressures act as a discouragement for directors to 

accept certain board engagements they may lead to a situation where the best suited people do not 

want the job. This would stand in obvious contrast to their purpose of increasing the quality of 

board work and in this way the rules and regulations can be seen to cure the symptoms but not the 

disease. Instead it is clear that in order to ensure efficient boards one must turn attention to the 

boardroom as the flow of discussions,	  feedback	  and	  opinions	  going	  on	  here	  impact	  the	  company’s	  

performance and society as a whole. According to Carter and Lorsch (2004) no rules in the world 

can govern the behavior behind closed doors in the boardroom. Therefore one needs to be a fly on 

the wall to understand what goes on inside of the boardrooms and it is instead here that the 

greatest improvements can be made. All of the respondents agreed that diversity in the board is 

essential to improve the quality of the board discussions as it reduces groupthink, deepens the 

analysis and extends the perspectives accounted for. Several interviewees noted that many 

scandals are partly due to too many yea-sayers in the board, afraid of speaking up, to which more 

diversity is seen to be an apparent solution. It is thereby obvious that improvements in board 

composition and boardroom dynamics deserve a greater sense of urgency. Since the nomination 

committees are responsible for putting together the board more focus should be directed to them 

and how they form a group of people with complementary characteristics where the whole is more 

than the sum of its parts. More team building and efforts in making the board feel like a group with 

a common identity and mutual goals are factors which further enhance the group dynamics. 

Diversification of boards is then identified by many board members as a key factor leading to 

superior strategic discussions as well as board work in general.  

 

A Group of People 

The interviews make it clear that the board of directors is nothing more than a group of people with 

human characteristics and flaws. One interviewee compared the board to a group of children with 

the only difference being the power and influence that the board has. The decisions made by the 

board may have severe consequences not only to the company but society at large. It is therefore 

important to strive for a situation where board members are engaged and committed to do a good 

job, while limiting the risks of mistakes being made. However, if the external pressure and 

consequently the risks put on boards continue to increase, while no change in reward is made, it is 

hard to see how this will lead to a sustainable development of corporate governance practice. Board 

members may in the long run not find it worthwhile to put in the time and effort required to fulfill 
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their role and responsibilities, which may result in the most qualified people not wanting the job. 

When companies are mis governed it in turn has dire consequences for society. With the goal being 

more efficient board work the success of external pressure can be questioned all together. Instead 

diversity is identified as a factor increasing the quality of the discussions in the boardroom. 

Diversification of the boards and how to ensure engagement and commitment of board members 

are thereby two areas which need to be prioritized in order to enable more efficient boards.  
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6. Conclusion  
With	   the	   aim	   of	   this	   study	   being	   to	   investigate	   the	   barriers	   for	   boards	   of	   directors’	   strategic	  

involvement it is evident that certain issues exist and need to be overcome. By basing the study on 

Palepu’s	  (2012)	  framework	  it	  can	  be	  concluded	  that	  strategy	  can	  be	  affected	  in	  two	  different	  ways.	  

The role of the board, as well as the external pressure affect the amount of time boards spend on 

strategy while the boardroom dynamics and the access to information have an impact on the 

quality	   of	   the	   strategic	   discussions.	   These	   four	   factors	   may	   then	   limit	   boards’	   involvement	   in	  

strategic questions if not handled correctly. Furthermore, the results show that being an efficient 

board member requires a great amount of time, commitment and knowledge, as well as an ability to 

balance different tensions and trade-offs in the boardroom. The increased external pressure put on 

boards seem to be somewhat misfocused and instead two areas have been identified which 

represent the reality of board members today. These are the engagement of the board members 

and diversification of the boards which have implications on the strategic involvement as well as 

the overall quality of the board work. Increased compensation and a decrease in the amount of 

assignments for the directors, as well as an extended focus on the nomination committee, are 

actions that could improve these areas. In order to ensure a sustainable development of corporate 

governance with committed board members and a qualitative output of the board work, 

diversification and higher levels of commitment are two key factors which should be prioritized 

further. 

 

6.1. Limitations 

This study explores how boards of directors work with the strategy of their companies. However, 

strategy formulation is a two-way process, involving an interaction and interplay between the 

board and top management. Although this study concerns the board members and their 

perceptions of the strategic discussions it may be somewhat limiting to exclude the perspective of 

top management as they are very much involved in the strategy formulation. Furthermore, the 

board members interviewed which provided the basis for the analysis represent a broad range 

of industries, company sizes and ownership structures. Many similarities between the board 

members could be noted, which are further elaborated upon. Nonetheless the wide range of sample 

may somewhat conceal differences between different boards as well as compromising 

generalizability. Lastly, the study is based on an American framework while studying Swedish 

boards, and although the parameters of the framework matched the experiences of the 

interviewees some institutional differences may not have been accounted for.  
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6.2. Suggestions for Further Research 

The study shows that there are certain barriers that boards of directors need to overcome if the 

strategy involvement is to increase. Further research is needed in exactly how the strategy process 

and the involvement of the board look like in practice, as well as looking into how superior 

processes and material can be formed. Furthermore, with the external pressures and the 

consequential risks these entail for the individual board members, it would be beneficial to gain a 

deeper understanding in what the drivers are for board members to accept board assignments. If 

the compensation is considered to be too low and the risks are high, what are the motivational 

factors and are these motivations ensuring that the right people are in the right place? Lastly, in 

order to increase the quality of the strategic discussions, diversity is seen as a key factor. Since the 

nomination committee is responsible for the board composition more research is needed on how 

they appoint directors. What can the nomination committee do to ensure more diverse boards and 

functional board dynamics? These suggestions for further research highlight the main issues of this 

paper namely board engagement and board composition.  
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8. Appendices 
 

8.1. Appendix 1: Interview Guide 1 

 

About  Boards’  Involvement  in  Strategy  and  the  Challenges  thereof 

 

Background 

·      Your background and your board engagements 

 

The  Board’s  Role  and  Responsibilities 

·      Your role as a board member and how the board/management works with strategic questions 

·      If this role has changed over the years 

 

External Pressure 

·      Increased external pressures and the effect they have on boards and strategic work 

 

 Access of Information 

·      Complexities in the business environment and how they affect information gathering 

·      How material and agenda are created 

 

The  Board’s  Composition 

·      How different competences affect the board work 

·      How different personalities within the board affects the board work 

·      Interplay and cooperation between the board and CEO 

·      Who drives strategy questions and how conflicts are handled 

 

The Future 

·      If board work can be done more efficiently and in what way 

 

Many thanks for your time and sharing your experiences with us! 

/Anna Hedström & Elin Albåge 
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8.2. Appendix 2: Interview Guide 2 

 

Interview Guide 
Background  

(Purpose: to open up for the discussion and set the tone for the rest of the interview by making the interviewee 

comfortable in the setting) 

 

1. Can you tell us a bit about yourself and your board engagement?   

 

The Role of the Board 

(Purpose: how the perception of the board role affects the board work and how boards work with strategy)  

 

2. What is in your opinion your role as a board member? 

a. What does the role distribution look like between the board and the management? 

b. In what way is the board involved in strategy (research, initiating, implementing, advising, approving)? 

c. How has the board work and the role distribution developed over the years?  

 

External Pressure 

(Purpose:  how  increased  external  pressure  affects  the  board’s  involvement  in  strategy  and  in  what  way) 

 

3. How has increased external pressure (such as the Code, more compliance, rules & regulations) 

affected the board work?  

a. Has it increased/decreased focus on strategic questions?  

b. Has it increased/decreased focus on control and monitoring of the management?  

c. How much time during the board meeting is spent on strategic questions? 

 

Access to Information 

(Purpose: If increased complexities and material from management have changed how information is obtained to 

make strategic decisions) 

 

4. How is dynamics in the business world affecting how necessary information is obtained? 

a. Do you feel like you have enough information to make strategic decisions? 
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b. How is the quality on the board material?  

c. Is there anything with the board material you would like to change?  

 

Boardroom Dynamics 

(Purpose: How board composition and board/CEO relationship affect the strategic discussions in the boardroom)  

 

5. What competences are important for an effective board? 

a. How does diversity affect strategy work? 

b. How important is the role of the chair? 

 

6. How close do the chair and CEO work together? 

a. Who drives strategy questions, CEO or chair? 

b. How are different opinions handled in the board?  

 

The Future 

(Purpose: Ending the interview on a positive note, where the interviewee can fill in things that may have been 

missed  and  sum  up  the  interviewees’  perceptions)   

 

7. If you could change the board work in any way, how would you want it to change?  

a. What are the main areas for improvement for the boards?  

b. Are there any barriers for changing the board work as you would like?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


