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In the last year, Covid-19 has tested businesses like never 
before – and the boards that govern them. 
According to research by PwC1, more than three-quarters of board members 
are now spending more time on board responsibilities to deal with the 
pandemic’s fallout.

But it’s not just Covid-19 that’s placing greater demands on boards. Right now, 
directors are also having to consider a whole other range of environmental, 
political and diversity issues that are demanding urgent attention.

So how should boards be prioritising their time and effort? 

In this guide, we look at the most pressing issues that will shape how boards 
need to operate in 2021. And, just as importantly, how they will need to adapt 
their approach to a new reality. 

Introduction
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1Remote working will be 
the new normal 

In the past year, the pandemic 
has driven businesses to accelerate 
support for remote working. 
They now need to work out what the future 
really looks like for them. Will it be office 
based, remote, or a mix?

There are significant opportunities on offer. 
Many businesses have achieved major 
productivity and efficiency gains through 
more remote and virtual working. In the next 
12 months, boards now need to look at how 
to extend and magnify these gains long term. 

There will be big challenges along the way 
though. If businesses do decide to have staff 
return to offices, even partially, boards will 
need to help assess health risks as well as 
compliance with ever-shifting guidelines. 

And, if businesses decide to stay largely 
remote, they will need to consider the impact 
this will have on critical elements like culture, 
creativity, recruitment and security.

Questions for the board 
to consider:

• Do we have a coherent strategy 
for supporting long term remote 
working?

• Do we have the systems that will 
ensure remote working across our 
organisation and an extended supply 
chain that is secure and compliant?

• Do we know what the impact of 
remote and virtual working will be on 
our culture? 

•  If we do return to the office, do we 
know how to assess the risks and stay 
compliant? 

•  Are we able to demonstrate to 
investors, partners and potential 
recruits that we are robust enough to 
work through any additional future 
disruption?
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2 Boards will also undergo their 
own transformation

The business world used to 
be dominated by traditional 
compliance-focused supervisory 
boards that left everything related 
to how the business was run to 
daily management. 
Today’s corporate board is shifting towards 
becoming a strategic and value-creation 
focused body, with a clear self-awareness of 
its leadership role.

In 2021, we fully expect this trend to gather 
more pace as businesses lean on their boards 
for strategic direction that will help them deal 
with unprecedented Covid-19 challenges. 
Technology will help make this happen. 
Boards have already become used to using 
video conferencing to hold meetings virtually 
and keep business moving. 

Going forward, they will also need to make 
greater use of other tools and data to speed 
up and enhance decision making. In practice, 
this will mean adopting further digital systems 
that offer more security, easier collaboration 
and more control over workflows. 

Questions for the board 
to consider:

• Can we all work and access key 
systems and documents from 
anywhere? 

•  Are we working in efficient and 
productive ways that reflect the 
speed of transformation in modern 
business?

•  Do we have compliant digital record-
keeping that will keep our new ways 
of working secure?

•  Do we have the right data available 
that will enable us to make key 
decisions?

•  Do we truly understand what digital 
and agile mean – and are we able to 
communicate with our management 
team and support them on those 
terms?

In 2021, we fully expect this trend to 
gather more pace as businesses lean on 
their boards for strategic direction.
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3 Environmental issues will be 
a big focus 

In the last two years we have seen 
the largest mass climate protests in 
world history. In 2021 we can expect 
more of the same. 
Governments, or at least some of them, are 
making big commitments as well. The UK 
government stated in 2019 that the UK will cut 
carbon emissions to zero by 2050. 

The EU has a binding target to cut emissions 
by at least 40% below 1990 levels by 2030. 
There will be pressure on businesses to help 
governments meet those targets. 

Inevitably, pressure from the investment 
community is going to grow too. At the start of 
2018, global sustainable investment reached 
$30.7 trillion globally2. By the first quarter 
of 2021, when the pandemic hit and most 
markets were rattled, sustainability-focused 
funds attracted inflows of $45.7 billion3. 

Put all these factors together and there can 
be no doubt: the environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) practices that boards carry 
out will be under more scrutiny than ever in 
2021 and beyond. 

In response, boards will need to introduce 
new and innovative ways of operating 
that are capable of meeting stringent new 
environmental targets and regulations. 

Questions for the board 
to consider:

• Are we ready, both technologically 
and organisationally, for rapid 
rises in new demands governing 
sustainability? 

• Do we have full oversight of all our 
environmental and sustainability 
measures? 

• Are we proactively embracing fast-
changing ESG demands rather being 
reactive? 

• Have we fully evaluated all 
environmental risk (including risk 
related to environmental disasters) 
within our ESG strategy? 

• Are we able to show how, as a board, 
we are taking ESG seriously as part of 
our strategy for improving financial 
outcomes?

The EU has a binding target to cut 
emissions by at least 40% below 1990 
levels by 2030.
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4 Board diversity will continue 
to be a big issue 

Diversity of board membership 
continues to be a hot topic. 
Momentum is gathering in a big way. 

Back in 2010, the US advocacy group 2020 
Women on Boards set a target of women 
holding 20% of corporate board seats by the 
year 2020. In 2019, the group reported that US 
businesses had already reached that goal. 

The UK government’s Hampton-Alexander 
Review set an even higher target of having 
33% of all board and senior leadership 
positions held by women by the end of 2020. 
In September, the review announced that the 
FTSE 100 as a whole had met these targets. 

The Institutional Shareholder Services 
(ISS) – one of the world’s leading providers 
of corporate governance and responsible 
investment (RI) solutions - has said that it 
will now only vote ‘no’ on the re-election of 
nominating and governance chairmen if a 
company does not have at least one woman 
on their board.

Ethnic diversity will be an issue too. This year it 
was announced that UK boards will be pushed 
to recruit at least one member from an ethnic 
minority background by an influential lobby 
group – the 30% club – that was formed 10 
years ago to campaign for more women in 
FTSE boardrooms.

In the wake of the increasingly global Back 
Lives Matter movement, it’s likely that more 
European countries will follow suit in the 
near future. 

The message is clear: diversity will be a big 
ESG issue in 2021, perhaps more than we have 
ever seen before, and boards will need to think 
both carefully and proactively about how they 
meet these rising expectations. 

Questions for the board 
to consider:

• Are we looking beyond the traditional 
ranks of retired CEOs, chairs, vice 
chairs, presidents or COOs for new 
board members? 

• Should previous board experience still 
be a prerequisite when recruiting new 
board members?

• Are we canvassing an extended pool 
of candidates (wider age range) to 
achieve more gender and ethnic 
diversity?

• Do we have a broad enough social 
perspective to meet modern business 
and ESG challenges? 

• Does our current board fully support 
and back diversity issues?
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5 There will be increasing 
accountability on ethical standards

In 2021 we will also see the 
continuation of a change in the 
ethical standards expected of 
boards from the outside world. 
According to research by InterSearch and the 
Danish Professional Directors Association, 
almost one in four boards now think this is 
the trend that will have the most significant 
impact on the corporate governance agenda 
in the coming year. 

We shouldn’t be too surprised. This is a 
shift that’s linked to several recent cases of 
misconduct in the financial sector and leading 
tech companies that have failed to protect the 
interest of the users.

As a result, board members have to realise 
that they too are now being judged not 
only on their governance and compliance 
standards, or their value-add to the company, 
but also on their character.

They are going to be judged not just for future 
actions, but also for events that may have 
taken place two, five or even ten years ago.

As a consequence, board members will no 
longer be recruited based on competences 
and chemistry with the rest of the board alone. 
They will also be recruited for their character 
and ability to set the right cultural tone. 

Questions for the board 
to consider:

• Do we have the means to review the 
ethical standards we expect of our 
board members?

• Are we able to promote these 
standards throughout the 
organisation as a cultural asset?

• Do we need to re-evaluate the 
methods by which we recruit new 
board members? 

• Do we have awareness of how the 
current board makeup will be viewed 
by the outside world and investors? 

• Do we need to radically change 
our culture to respond to new 
expectations, or will it be better to 
evolve our existing culture to meet 
new standards?
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Concluding thoughts
Over the next year, we will see boards continue to grapple with the fallout from 
Covid-19 and transform the way they work to meet new demands. 

At Admincontrol, we provide digital board portal solutions that help boards 
adjust to this new reality by providing collaborative, more efficient ways of 
working that are fit for the 21st century. 

For more information, contact us today or visit our website.
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To learn more on board 
challenges and how to address 
them we recommend: 

  The digital habits of resilient boards: 
A guide for 2021 and beyond.

Further reading

If you would like to find out 
more about digital board 
portals, we also recommend: 

  The buyer’s guide to board portal 
platforms.
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Admincontrol’s mission is to provide the ultimate solution 
for decision-makers. The company offers a smart and secure 
collaboration platform for boards, management and other 
stakeholders, where they can access, share, discuss and process 
information efficiently. Admincontrol has over 80,000 active 
users worldwide. 

The company is growing rapidly and is headquartered in Norway 
with local offices in the UK, Denmark, Sweden, Finland and the 
Netherlands. Admincontrol is part of the successful Visma Group, 
a leading European software company. 
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