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PEOPLE

Should there be more senior HR 
directors on corporate boards?

I think this is a very fair statement. The 
importance of having a strong, constructive 
and authentic culture as an advantage to a 
business is widely understood now more than 
ever. There is enough evidence out there that 
having a business that looks after, involves, 
and connects with its people means having a 
more sustained business. 

In order for this to happen, however, there 
needs to be focus – it does not happen by 
accident. To this end, it is important that 
businesses recognise this at the highest level 
by creating diversity and having the ‘people’ 
function represented. 

I would also balance this by saying this 
cannot be just about people. If an HR 
professional is on the board they need to 
ensure they understand and can contribute 
to all areas of the business, including fi nance, 
sales, marketing and operations.

In our recent thought leadership paper, The 
Challenges of Attaining Growth, we highlighted 
the need to expand out from the traditional 
board competencies of legal and accounting to 
competencies such as HR and people skills. 

However, while these additional 
competencies are valuable, the core 
competency of all potential non-executive 
directors is business acumen. Unfortunately, 
many ‘purist’ senior HR directors may not 
have had the line management and P&L 
experience required as a base to e� ectively 
contribute to the issues addressed by boards. 
In addition, it can be argued that many board 
members with line management experience 
can supply HR competencies they have 
developed in these roles. Thus while senior 
HR directors are not widely represented 
on boards, in many circumstances their 
competencies are.

Peter Hartnett
Head of people and culture

Sanitarium Health and Wellbeing

Gregory Robinson
Managing partner

Blenheim Partners

With HR under-represented on corporate boards, is it time for 
more HR leaders to step into these sought-after positions?

A research paper by Blenheim Partners and MGSM, The Challenges of Attaining Growth, found that only 1% of non-executive directors in ASX 100 companies come from an HR 
background. Of the business leaders surveyed, however, it was found that the majority would be open to exploring future board directors with a broader base of corporate 
backgrounds than those traditionally preferred. One survey participant suggested the type of HR director most suited to a board would be one with experience as head of a division 
where they had P&L responsibilities prior to moving into HR.

SURVIVING THE BOARDROOM: DOES HR HAVE WHAT IT TAKES?

Speaking from the perspective of an 
HRD on a corporate board, I would say 
absolutely. The inclusion of HR at the board 
level sends a strong signal about the value 
that the organisation places on people. 
It also demonstrates, in a tangible way, an 
understanding of the connection between 
people and organisational strategy, and good 
decision-making practice.

Of course, a seat at the board table brings 
with it responsibility. The HRD needs to 
contribute as an equal member of the board 
and not solely as an HRD. 

Finally, while the HRD has an important role 
to provide thought leadership for executive 
colleagues on people matters, they need to 
resist the urge to become the sole owner of 
the people, culture and leadership agendas. 
These are collective accountabilities of 
executives and leaders more broadly.

Nicole Gower
Director of human resources 

Macquarie University
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