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Becoming a Non-Executive Director
 

You have invested heavily in your career and quali�-
cations; don’t skimp on the little details in your 
appearance.  Get a haircut, polish your shoes, and 
clean your �ngernails.  This may all seem obvious, 
but I have met many candidates whose lack of inter-
est in their appearance killed their chances.  Noth-
ing about how you look should take away from your 
application.

Second, do your homework.  Don’t wait until the 
last minute to look at the organisation’s website.  
Find out about the other directors.  See if there are 
any links to your background that could come up in 
conversation.  You should also be informed about 
current Non-Executive issues and what is happen-
ing in the market.

During the interview �nd out about liability associ-
ated with the role.  Some organisations provide 
indemnity insurance; you need to be clear what is 
and what is not covered.  Knowing whether the 
organisation has had any claims against its directors 
should be part of your due diligence; however, 
focusing too early on liability may also scupper your 
chances.  There is a �ne balance between exploring 
all angles and sounding like a whiner.

The
NON-EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

I am frequently asked to comment on what 
executives need to do to position themselves for 
a Non-Executive position or career. This article 
highlights some of the lessons learned and tips 
on how to increase your chances of success.

  Your CV needs to focus on your achievements 

I am often surprised to see that many CVs of 
outstanding people are so poorly written and/or 
constructed.  Before putting yourself forward for 
any roles, whether as a Non-Executive, Trustee or 
full-time executive, you should always ensure that 
your CV is brief, focused and allows the reader to 
quickly assess your suitability for the role.

Just because you have extensive experience does 
not mean that you need a long CV.  Bill Gates’ CV is 
just one paragraph!  Ensure that you:

• Include not only what you have done but  
 also measures of your success 
• Make it easy to print; don’t use fancy layouts  
 and fonts, don’t include a photo or anything  
 that increases the size of the �le 
• One page should be su�cient 
• Read it aloud to check for spelling or 
 grammar errors
• Make sure you have veri�able business 
 references ready in advance. 

  Put together a ‘campaign’ for your �rst position 

Previous experience on boards is usually a pre-
requisite for consideration on corporate boards.  It 
seems like a catch-22; how do I get experience 
under these conditions?  This is the time to think 
about a voluntary Trustee role for a charity, school, 
NHS board or a public appointment to get experi-
ence and make contacts.
 

There are over 22,000 public appointments and the 
application process is intended to consider the 
widest range of candidates.  The Public Appoint-
ments website at www. publicappts-vacs.gov.uk is 
the best place to start. 

Make sure you follow the application process to the 
letter.  If a headhunter is involved don’t hesitate to 
contact them and discuss the role to get a better 
insight into what is expected (and required).  Don’t 
give up!  This is an excellent way to get interview 
experience and to meet other Non-Executives.

Find ways to network in your geographic area or 
technical specialty to seek out new roles.   Ask 
people you meet who sit on boards how they got 
their �rst paid role.  Ask their advice.  Ask if you can 
shadow a Non-Executive at a board meeting to get 
an understanding of how a board works.  Be 
creative!  Let people know what you are looking for 
and how they might be able to help you.  If you 
don’t ask they may not pick up the ‘signal’ that you 
are interested.

If you have experience as a Finance Director you are 
more likely to be able to step into a paid role for a 
listed company.  There are also other professional 
quali�cations, such as law, that are also in demand.

  Making the right impression is all important 

Look, speak and dress the part for even a prelimi-
nary interview.  A ‘traditional’ look (dark suit/white 
shirt/conservative tie for men; dress or skirt suit for 
women) can never go wrong.  Some candidates 
incorrectly believe that making their ‘personality’ 
come through in their dress is desirable.  The only 
certainty is that one of the interviewers will be 
turned o� before you’ve even spoken.

more overleaf...

  Consider taking a non-executive course 

Most top MBA programs have short-courses for 
directors.  This is a great way to deepen your skills 
and knowledge while also developing a new 
network of interesting people.

  Finally, be careful with your time

A role advertised for 2 days per month can easily 
involve 4 to 6.  Other directors should be able to 
give you a realistic perspective on the time 
required.  Some boards also have ‘away days’ during 
the working week, so you need to be available for 
these as well.  You want to be able to not only make 
a contribution, but also enjoy the commitment you 
have made.  Being a Non-Executive can be a 
rewarding and interesting experience so be sure 
you have the capacity to make the most of it.

For more information about the Association of MBAs 
visit www.mbaworld.com
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