ACTION #1:
TESTING YOUR READINESS
“There are three things extremely hard: steel, a diamond, and to know
one’s self.” —Benjamin Franklin

A

n important early step in your corporate board journey is to gauge

your current readiness to take a seat in the corporate boardroom. As
you realize from your reading, this work requires some special skills. If
you have them, your experience is likely to be a positive one.

THE BOARD SEAT AUDIT—GAUGE YOUR FIT
To help you access your suitability, I’ve developed what I call the
“Board Seat Readiness Audit.” Over many years, I’ve designed for
clients a ton of research audits and surveys that used some fancy
measurement metrics. (Likert Scale, anyone?) But my goal was brevity,
and so I’ve kept this audit simple! I envision some- one completing this
on a flight from Houston to New York, for instance.
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I’ve worked hard to reduce your responses to the good ole “Yes, No, or
Maybe,” with the following values: Yes = 3 points; No = 0 points;
Maybe = 1 point.
Before you begin, take a moment to reflect on your work style and
employment history. Above all, be truthful and candid with yourself.
(You can find the online version at BoardSeatReadinessAudit.com.)
1.

Do you truly have the time to serve? Saying “yes” to a seat can
carry a commitment of five to ten years. In fact, it’s not unusual
to serve for ten years or more. This includes attending, on
average, six to eight meetings a year (and the travel time to and
from those meetings), serving on at least one committee, and

being “on call” when unexpected is- sues arise.
2.

Is compensation a secondary motive for you in seek- ing
corporate board service? If to any degree you are driven by
money to seek a seat on a corporate board, think again. There are
probably far easier ways to earn it. Board service should ideally
happen when you are financially sta- ble and do not “need” the
fees or stock.

3.

Are you well-informed about board of directors li- ability?

Officers and directors of public companies always face the possibility
that investors, regulators, and even criminal prosecutors might
challenge their decisions. This increased scrutiny makes it more
important than ever that you understand the obligations and poten- tial
liabilities inherent in public board service.
Beginning in 2001, major corporate accounting scandals at Enron,
WorldCom, and other large-cap companies cost investors billions of
dollars when their share prices collapsed. This shook public confidence in the US securities markets. Soon thereaf- ter, on July 30,
2002, the Sarbanes-Oxley Act was enacted, which covers the
responsibilities of a public corporation’s board of directors, adds
criminal pen- alties for certain misconduct, and addresses issues such as
auditor independence, corporate governance, internal control
assessment, and enhanced financial disclosure.
Bottom line: Public board service comes with serious obligations.
Proceed with caution.
4. Do you think like an entrepreneur?
The very best and the most successful companies in America (3M, for
instance) have always managed to maintain an entrepreneurial spirit no
matter how big they’ve become. A culture that encourages cre- ativity
and inventiveness instills in its people passion and an urgency to create,
and in its leaders openness to entirely new ideas—many of which come

from outside the firm’s respective industry.
ACTION 1: TESTING YOUR READINESS 11

12 EARN YOUR SEAT ON A CORPORATE BOARD

5.

Are you financially literate? Financial acuity is an essential
proficiency in a board director. While you don’t have to be a
CFO or an accountant, you must have the know-how to analyze
financial statements. Enron’s and other corporations’ scandals
drove legislation to ensure this.

6.

Are you a natural mentor? The role of a director differs greatly
from that of an operating executive who is accustomed to
“running the show.” Most director time is spent reviewing and
assessing strategy, risk, financial reporting, and management
performance. Aspiring board members should be comfortable in
the role of mentoring. On the Luby’s board on which I serve, we
have used a “board buddy” system in which a board director and
a senior executive are matched. In my case, I was paired with
Scott Gray, the firm’s CFO. He and I meet pe- riodically and
exchange ideas. He’s taught me how to dig deeper into financial
statements, and I’ve helped him build on his already savvy
marketing acumen.

7.

Can you bring valuable contacts to the table? Board directors
are expected to make their network of problem solvers available
to the corporation’s management team. Do you have a wide
network, especially in your field of expertise, and are you generously willing to share their names? For instance, I

live in Austin, a city known for its software start-ups. Through
networking, I came across a leading-edge technology. It allowed
Luby’s to survey customers via a touch-point screen strategically
located at the entrance of each restaurant. This information has helped
us serve our patrons better. But even more gratifying for me was that,
after a year of relentless system testing, Luby’s signed a contract with

this de- serving start-up, which moved it into profitability.
8. Do you naturally bring humor to stressful situa- tions?
Great board members, like great leaders, have a sense of humor and
know how to have fun. But they intui- tively understand the rules of
humor and don’t have fun at someone else’s expense. Instead, they
make light of themselves.
Many stories told by President John F. Kennedy show the power of
humor and the art of deprecia- tion. The web post The Hill shares these
memories. Take, for example, during the 1960 campaign when pundits
and opponents complained about JFK’s wealth and he simply replied:
“I just received the fol- lowing wire from my generous Daddy. ‘Dear
Jack, Don’t buy a single vote more than is necessary. I’ll be damned if I
am going to pay for a landslide.’”
Or, when President Kennedy appointed his brother Bobby to be
attorney general amid calls of nepotism, he replied, “I see nothing
wrong with giv- ing Robert some legal experience as attorney general
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before he goes out to practice law.” And, my favor- ite: When a young
boy asked him how he became a war hero, he gracefully responded that
“it was abso- lutely involuntary; they sunk my boat.”
9.

Do you like to dig deep for insight? Men and women with this
gift have a natural curios- ity that drives in-depth analysis. This
innate talent is prized in the boardroom. James S. Turley, retired
chair- man and CEO of Ernst & Young, advises: “You are
empowered to ask any question as a director. You are not
management. Your job is to provide governance and oversight.
Outside of board meetings, there is of- ten a lot of homework to
be done with managers and understanding how they see the
business and how they think. These are serious roles. You don’t
just hang out.”

10.

Are you a team player? A team player is generally described as
one who communicates constructively, demonstrates reliabil- ity,
works as a problem-solver, treats others in a re- spectful and
supportive manner, shows commitment to the team, and is skilled
at building on the ideas of others. Are these your strong suits?

11.

Are you optimistic? An optimistic mindset enables a board
director to view a conflict as a problem to be solved. Rather

than focus on blame, he or she will focus on solu- tions. Boards need
men and women with this mind- set to avoid gridlock and to move the
firm forward. Ask yourself: Would your colleagues describe you as
seeing the glass half-full rather than half-empty? Make no mistake:
Boards want what Seth Godin calls “a generous skeptic.” That’s the
director who can take the opposing position and help shed light on its
merits. But, at the end of the day, the best boards work as a team and
move ahead with an op- timistic, can-do attitude.
12.

Are you willing to speak up about sensitive topics? Boards
depend on directors who not only speak up about sensitive topics
but also are skilled in fram- ing their points in an honest,
confident, respectful, and positive manner. Sensitive topics can
range from nepotism and outward signs of prejudice to unanswered telephone calls and queries. In making such probing yet
diplomatic remarks, it’s especially im- portant to show respect for
the work of the team. Does this kind of diplomacy come naturally
to you?

13.

Can you cast the lone vote? Are you capable of casting the
lone “no” vote? Can you do so even when your vote is clearly out
of step with valued colleagues? My friend and valued
colleague Ralph Hasson contributed this question and remembers
the so-
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bering experience well. On a critical vote, he stood alone and voted
“no” when the majority of his fel- low directors voted “yes” and one
abstained. Ralph recalls that afterward, the director who abstained
turned to Ralph and said, “I wish I had voted ‘no.’”
Like Ralph, I have cast the lone vote. You may be uncomfortable when
you do it, but you eventually experience a satisfied feeling of knowing
you have looked inside your heart and stood for your values.

What do your colleagues think?
After reflecting on your own, have some close friends and col- leagues take the
same audit on your behalf, imagining you in the boardroom. How do their
impressions of you compare with your own? What can their impressions teach you
about your true fit for corporate board service?

YOUR FIRST FORK IN THE ROAD
Now, tally your points and then consult others. With that input in hand,
consider these three options:
Not for Me: Score: 10 or below
Corporate board service is not a good fit for me (at least not at this time). I’m
better off investing my time elsewhere. No worries! There’s a big world out there
awaiting my talents. In for Now: Score: 11–30
I’m still debating whether corporate board service is right for me. It’s a big
commitment. This book will help me decide.
Full Speed Ahead: Score: 31–39
I’m corporate board material. I’m ready for the journey. This book will help me
blaze my trail.

When you consider your audit results, imagine yourself sit- ting in your
car at a traffic light.
The green light solidifies your readiness to forge ahead. The yellow
caution light signifies not all is “clear,” and you may need to be extra
careful as you drive forward. The red light, often blinking brightly,

conveys the indisputable warning to stop. Each colored light sends a
different signal. That’s what the audit is designed to do as well.

TOOLS FOR YOUR JOURNEY
• With corporate board service comes many demands. After careful
assessment, you may come to realize it’s absolutely not for you.
This book will describe other options for you to consider—
nonprofit boards and private company boards, for instance, either
of which can bring you much satisfaction.
• Always involve family, friends, trusted colleagues, and mentors in
every decision you make regarding whether or not to pursue
corporate board service. Never keep your own counsel. As we all
have learned, two heads (or a multitude) are better than one.
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