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ugly Directors: 
A little in Each of us

ADRIAn ChAn

The characteristics of good and bad directors have been described in 
the two previous articles. It is really hard to find the perfect director 
or a really bad one.

For most of us mortals, we do have occasional ugly sides that 
emerge and when in excessive doses, can become grating on our 
fellow directors.

To illustrate these undesirable behaviours, think of the following 
archetypes of ugly directors.
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ThE EgOCEnTRIC

He dominates board meetings, criticises easily and has an overpowering 
personality. He can be argumentative, hostile and prone to hijacking 
discussions. He typically approaches things dogmatically, seeking 
to impose his opinions on others. An egocentric director is not 
able to see things from another point of view and undermines the 
important collegiate relationship between board members.

ThE ShOWBOATER

He talks a lot, seeks attention and is fond of making points in 
board meetings merely to give the appearance of having insights 
or to create the impression that he knows more than he does. He 
will posture, drop lots of names and is generally narcissistic. At the 
same time, his promises are empty. He is unreliable and shies away 
from taking on any real responsibility.

ThE MICRO-MAnAgER

This applies to non-executive directors who think that they can do 
a better job than the executive directors. A micro-manager is an 
excessive interferer who interrogates management and constantly puts 
them on the defensive. He is usually not supportive of the leadership 
of the chief executive officer and second-guesses management.

ThE POlITICAl AnIMAl

He sometimes has a secret agenda and is quick to align himself to 
the seat of power on the board. This person seeks to become a power 
broker and wants to ingratiate himself to the major shareholder. 
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He is not truly independent, even if he may be described as an 
independent director, as he will obsequiously seek to gain the favour 
of whoever has influence. One has to be careful with him; he may 
sell you out when the occasion demands it.

ThE fIRST-OuT-ThE-DOOR

He is the director that resigns from the board when trouble brews, 
without having the stomach to stay and protect the interests of 
shareholders. Of course, we all will hear later that he has resigned 
“for personal reasons”.

ThE EMPTy ChAIR

He is usually the non-executive director that does not even bother 
to turn up for meetings. He is overcommitted and has other 
higher priorities to attend to. He may also be the self-important 
representative of a major shareholder and is fully aware that his 
position is unassailable.

ThE SlEEPWAlKER

He may be physically present at board meetings but he does not 
make his presence felt. He does not study the board materials before 
the board meeting. He is totally unprepared, does not contribute 
to board discussions and just goes through the motions. He is 
complacent and is not familiar with the senior management of the 
company. He is ignorant of the issues and does not make an effort 
to drive discussions, being content to agree with the consensus. He 
hides behind the majority view and is prone to group-think. He 
focuses only on the narrow area of his own expertise and lacks an 
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understanding of the business affairs of the company as they can 
frequently be out of his depth.

ThE RISK ADVERSE

This type of director is allergic to risk. His default response is “no” 
to any management proposal that is outside the routine business 
of the company. He does not stray outside his comfort zone. The 
risk averse is a captive to compliance. He interprets governance as 
conformance with the rules and managing risk to stay out of trouble. 
He over-thinks issues, is overcome with worry and fear and avoids 
making decisions.

ThE fREElOADER

This director is in it principally for the money and pushes his own 
personal agenda. He looks to maximise the benefits that he can enjoy 
and will not hesitate to recommend steady increases in directors’ 
fees and the granting of stock options to directors (which includes 
himself ). He will readily support overseas board trips, golf games 
and expensive dinners. The freeloader overstays his welcome on 
the board and is reluctant to retire. He may be the beneficiary of 
related-party transactions and conflicts of interest on the board that 
may be potentially damaging to shareholders.

Perhaps we may recognise some of our fellow directors 
through the above stereotypes. But let us be honest: we are all 
guilty of demonstrating some of these traits on occasion and to 
some degree.

So, as directors, it is always useful to look into the mirror regularly, 
reflect on what we see, and seek to be a better director and actually 
be the best director that we can be. ■


