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Every three years, Russell Reynolds 
Associates surveys a global group of board 
directors, asking them about their board, 
their fellow directors, how they spend 
their time, and what topics they focus on 
the most. This year, over 1,100 directors 
participated. Russell Reynolds Associates 
uses the information they provide us in our 
work assessing directors, recruiting and 
evaluating board leaders, and as part of our 
board effectiveness and advisory work.   

The 2022 survey data was particularly rich, and Russell Reynolds 
Associates will be publishing a series of reports throughout 
this year looking at high performing director and board leader 
behaviors, the attributes of high performing boards, sustainability, 
DE&I, and other topics. This series will help directors around the 
world understand the latest trends and insights in each of these 
areas, and learn what they can do to enhance their own board 
performance and effectiveness.  
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No corporate director dreams of sitting on an ineffective board – yet many will find themselves serving on a board that 
underperforms relative to their expectations. 

As part of our 2022 Global Board Culture and Director Behaviors study, over 1,100 directors shared insights about the 
people they serve with, how they focus their time and attention, and how well their board operates (including both its 
effectiveness and its overall culture). Not surprisingly, we are particularly interested in directors who rated their board as 
highly effective; a 9 or 10 on a 1-10 scale.

What is different about those boards that lead to such high performance? We developed a key driver model that assessed 
which behaviors among a 28-item inventory (related to communication, engagement, relationship building, perspective, and 
character, as well as specific leadership behaviors demonstrated by their chair) significantly impact board effectiveness. 
What we discovered was a framework we call the 7+2 Model for Highly Effective Boards: 

To develop the most effective board possible, board leaders 
should look to assemble a group of directors who, as a 
collective group, always demonstrate seven behaviors:

And sometimes – without going to extremes that can be 
problematic – demonstrate two additional behaviors:

Why did these traits rise to the top, and why do we believe 
that this combination is the most effective? 

1. Directors who possess independent 
perspective and avoid “groupthink”

2. Directors who actively cultivate 
relationships with fellow directors

1. A board leader who focuses the board’s
attention on relevant matters

2. A board leader who actively seeks
different points of view

3. Directors who foster an inclusive culture

4. Directors who ask the right questions

5. Directors who use both a three to five year
and over five year time horizon to evaluate
opportunities and make decisions

6. Directors who are willing to constructively
challenge management, when appropriate

7. Directors who actively cultivate
a relationship with the CEO
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The Seven
A high performing board should have a leader (chair, lead independent director, or senior independent director) who always 
focuses them on the most important, value-adding topics, ensuring that everyone is contributing openly and fully. This 
is a critical element as boards without such leadership can meander or be distracted on the wrong topics. This board 
orchestration takes a combination of wisdom, business judgment and a deft style for a board leader to accomplish all these 
attributes, hence why great board leaders are hard to find – and, with practice, tend to improve over many years. 

At the same time, directors need to be consistently open and inclusive of their fellow directors’ diverse views, ask the 
right questions of those individuals as well as other meeting attendees, and focus on the long-term without taking their 
eyes off short term performance. They also need a constructive, but not deferential, relationship with the CEO and other 
senior executives – creating a productive tension that produces value for both the board and management. These are high 
aspirations, and some directors do not have the leadership or behavioral traits necessary to act in this manner. We often 
hear of directors who want to be too involved in the management of the business, or who distract board discussions by 
going off on tangents. Being a high performing board member takes focus, self-awareness, and an openness to feedback. 

The Two
Boards want as much of the seven behaviors as they can get, but the additional two behaviors are different:  Boards want 
them, but in moderation. Too little or too much are both detrimental.

A board needs directors who are independent and who avoid groupthink – but who are not so independent that they are 
unable to create consensus and agreement. While lacking independent thought is a problem, willful independence that 
crosses into stubbornness—or even disruption—is also a major issue. Finding the middle ground is key.

Similarly, boards need directors who are able to establish professional relationships with their peers, avoiding becoming 
overly familiar and potentially creating cliques, or becoming so friendly with fellow directors that they are no longer be able 
to critically evaluate ideas and arguments put forward in discussions.  As with independence, finding the middle ground is 
key.

This 7+2 model takes work and continuous focus to develop and sustain, which is one reason why there are so few truly high 
performing boards in the corporate world. 

rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   4rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   4 29-Apr-22   12:58:03 PM29-Apr-22   12:58:03 PM



The Link Between Culture and Effectiveness
Truly effective boards are built upon the foundation of a strong boardroom culture. To only aim for effective operations – 
focused directors, thoughtful agendas – without also aiming to build a productive, collaborative culture, is to invite failure as 
a board leader. 

We conducted a second analysis, this time looking at what behaviors of board members drive strong, positive board culture 
(again, a 9 or 10 on a 1-10 scale). This time, we found three behaviors that drive effectiveness are also critically important to 
driving board culture: 

1. A board leader who focuses the board’s attention on relevant matters

2. Directors who foster an inclusive culture

3. Directors who use both a three to five year and over five year time horizon to evaluate opportunities and make decisions

To put it another way, when a board leader focuses on improving effectiveness by prioritizing these three actions of the 7+2 
Model, they will simultaneously improve the board culture, building the foundation necessary for long-term success.

By focusing on the 7+2 Model, boards should be able to achieve high performance and strengthen the board’s cultural 
cohesion, as both build on each other simultaneously. We believe this will result in benefits for their directors individually, 
the overall board and for all the shareholders and stakeholders who benefit from a boardroom operating at peak 
performance. 
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From Insight to Action

So how does a board get to high performance? It takes focus and an understanding of where the board collectively—and 
individual directors, specifically—are in this journey. Boards need to have the courage to ask whether they are honestly 
adding value and enhancing company performance, or if they are falling short on their potential impact. Many boards do 
not take the time for genuine self-reflection. Too many board assessments (whether internally or externally supported) are 
tick the box exercises, or surveys that provide no nuance and relatively few insights, rendering them almost worthless. As 
we noted in our 2020 report, Board and Director Assessments That Matter:

In our experience, even well-run assessment processes (those that include director 
interviews and some level of benchmarking) often fail to connect board performance issues 
systematically and across multiple years. In too many countries, the board assessment is 
viewed simply as an annual event and not part of an integrated and on-going approach to 
enhancing board performance. We believe that boards need to shift away from a one-year-
at-a-time “event” approach to a more substantive longer-term board assessment and review 
“system.” Developing a multi-year board assessment “system” can generate greater insights 
and impact and increase the opportunity for the board to support value creation.

These insights still resonate today. Considering them alongside the 7+2 model, and an enhanced board and director review 
system, boards have the tools necessary to define what it means to be a high performing board, and to begin the journey 
towards achieving that status.
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Methodology
Over 1,100 supervisory board-level directors from more than 41 countries participated in 
the Russell Reynolds Associates’ 2022 Global Board Culture and Director Behaviors Survey, 
with 55 percent of respondents based in Europe, 27 percent in the Americas, 12 percent in 
Oceana, 3 percent in Asia, 2 percent in Africa, and 1 percent in the Middle East. Industries 
represented included financial services (26 percent of respondents), industrial and 
natural resources (22 percent), consumer (11 percent), technology (11 percent), healthcare 
(10 percent), and professional and business services (6 percent). Forty-four percent of 
respondents’ companies had annual revenue over $1 billion.

rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   7rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   7 29-Apr-22   12:58:08 PM29-Apr-22   12:58:08 PM



When 9 is the Perfect Number: the 7+2 Model for Highly Effective Boards | 2022 Global Board Culture and Director Behaviors Study 8

Authors Rusty O’Kelley co-leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board and CEO Advisory 
Partners in the Americas. He is based in Stamford. 

Rich Fields leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board Effectiveness practice. He 
is based in Boston. 

Laura Sanderson co-leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board and CEO 
Advisory Partners in Europe. She is based in London. 

Marc Sangle-Ferriere co-leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board and CEO 
Advisory Partners in Europe. He is based in Paris.  

Jens-Thomas Pietralla leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Industrial and Natural 
Resources practice, and co-leads the firm’s Board and CEO Advisory Partners in 
Europe. He is based in Munich.  

Steve Langton leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board and CEO Advisory 
Partners in Asia Pacific. He is based in Sydney.  

Margot McShane co-leads Russell Reynolds Associates’ Board and CEO 
Advisory Partners in the Americas. She is based in San Francisco.  

PJ Neal is the global head of knowledge and operations for Russell Reynolds 
Associates’ Board and CEO Advisory Partners. He is based in Boston. 

Jemi Crookes is a member of Russell Reynolds Associates’ Center for 
Leadership Insight. She is based in Washington, DC. 

rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   8rr-0306-204036 - Module 6-Highly effective boards.indd   8 29-Apr-22   12:58:09 PM29-Apr-22   12:58:09 PM



About 
Russell Reynolds 
Associates

Russell Reynolds Associates is a global leadership advisory and search firm. 
Our 470+ consultants in 47 offices work with public, private and nonprofit 
organizations across all industries and regions. We help our clients build teams 
of transformational leaders who can meet today’s challenges and anticipate 
the digital, economic and political trends that are reshaping the global business 
environment. From helping boards with their structure, culture and effectiveness 
to identifying, assessing and defining the best leadership for organizations, 
our teams bring their decades of expertise to help clients address their most 
complex leadership issues. We exist to improve the way the world is led.     

www.russellreynolds.com

Global 
offices

Americas

• Atlanta
• Boston
• Buenos Aires
• Calgary
• Chicago
• Dallas
• Houston
• Los Angeles
• Mexico City
• Miami
• Minneapolis/St.Paul
• Montreal
• New York
• Palo Alto
• San Francisco
• São Paulo
• Stamford
• Toronto
• Washington, D.C.

EMEA

• Amsterdam
• Barcelona
• Brussels
• Copenhagen
• Dubai
• Frankfurt
• Hamburg
• Helsinki
• Istanbul
• London
• Madrid
• Milan
• Munich
• Oslo
• Paris
• Stockholm
• Warsaw
• Zürich

Asia/Pacific

• Beijing
• Hong Kong
• Melbourne
• Mumbai
• New Delhi
• Shanghai
• Shenzhen
• Singapore
• Sydney
• Tokyo
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