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WELCOME
We hope you’ll enjoy this latest edition of Board Talk.
We were delighted to have the chance to talk to Benny
Higgins and hear about his self-identified chameleonlike approach to his differing non-executive roles across
public, not-for-profit and commercial organisations.
We are finding an increasing part of our own board
practice is focussed on carrying out board reviews, so we
have shared our observations on these processes as well
as some recurring themes. How do you test diversity of
thought around the board table? How do we measure
digital capability at board level?
I hope this edition provides interesting food for thought.
If you have comments or views on any of the topics
raised please do contact me directly.
Personal regards,
Stephen Bampfylde
Partner & Chair, Saxton Bampfylde
stephen.bampfylde@saxbam.com
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INTERVIEW WITH

BENNY HIGGINS

Chair of Sistema Scotland &
former CEO of Tesco Bank
Looking particularly at your
non-executive career, can you
share why you have chosen the
roles that you have?
I feel very lucky to be in the roles
that I am today. Almost irrespective
of which sector I am involved in –
public, private or government – I
look for the same characteristics.
These are: is it a business or
enterprise to be proud of; is it an
organisation, sector or cause I have
some interest in; and do I feel that
I can contribute to it positively. I
also need to be convinced that the
values of the organisation are good
and realistic and ultimately that
the people involved are those that I
want to, and can, work with.
Reflecting on your own
experience, how do you know

that you have made the
right decision in joining an
organisation’s board?
In my senior executive experience
as Chief Executive of Tesco Bank
for ten years, and before that
Chief Executive of HBOS Retail,
I was on boards and subsidiary
boards. I was also the Chairman at
Sainsbury’s Bank before I became
the Chief Executive of Tesco Bank,
so my perspective is fairly broad.
In both my experience and in my
opinion, there are good NEDs and
less good ones. The ones that are
least effective are the ones that
are there more for the kudos and
their own agenda than to make
a contribution to the business.
Unfortunately, this isn’t uncommon
behaviour: you often find there are

NEDs who are there in the hope of
catching somebody out or making
speeches about something to do
with themselves.
As it happens, at the moment
everything that I am involved in is
run by great people. I judge each
enterprise I am involved with, no
matter what sector or geography,
and I take it as seriously as I would
if it was a commercial business.
The organisations with whom I
am currently working all involve
good people with many excellent
values and those are the essential
characteristics I always search for
to really judge if I made the right
decision.
To chair different types of
organisations requires you to
be sufficiently chameleon-like to
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We were delighted to have the chance to talk to
Benny Higgins and hear about his self-identified
chameleon-like approach to his differing nonexecutive roles. As he emerges from a very successful
and high profile career in financial services, most
recently as inaugural CEO of Tesco Bank, Benny’s nonexecutive portfolio now encompasses public, not-forprofit and commercial organisations.
adapt to the precise circumstances
of their focus or purpose. I chair
organisations where people give
their time voluntarily and I also
chair organisations where people
are being remunerated and I
think there are subtleties about
how you manage the differences.
Fundamentally though it’s always
about being very outcome oriented.
But the manner of success matters
too.

period that really helped sharpen
my strategic focus. Food retailing
is a very unforgiving sector; if you
get it wrong it doesn’t take long
for it to show through. I learned
more about customers over that
period with Tesco than I had in
the whole of my career to that
point. I was quite protected from
that in financial services where
most customers see themselves as
receiving a similar service.

Your career has largely been
in the private sector, and
primarily financial services.
Some of the new non-executive
roles you’ve taken on have
moved into public sector and
arts and culture. How can
your experience benefit these
organisations?

I have spent a large part of my
career dealing with complexity,
which I think is really useful
experience, regardless of
sector. I have also dealt with
crises, transformation and big
acquisitions, and these all add
layers of experience.

Over a reasonably long career, and
particularly in financial services, I
have been responsible for running
large complex organisations. I had
over 30,000 people in the business
at RBS and over 40,000 at HBoS.
I had to create an organisation at
Tesco Bank from scratch, starting
from nothing and establishing
the right values and strategic
process to make it a success. All
of these things just add layers of
experience.
During my last three years as Chief
Executive at Tesco Bank I was also
the Group Strategy Director for
Tesco which looked at strategy
right across the group. I was
also on the Executive Committee
helping coordinate the group’s
500,000 colleagues in the UK and
across the world. I think that was a

When I was starting out as a
young actuary in Standard Life,
Ian Lumsden who was the finance
director said to me: “if you think
you are smart, there is a danger
that you think you can solve
any problem. Actually problems
are often solved by having the
experience of encountering them
before”. Essentially, you learn more
in defeat than you do in victory. It is
a cliché, but it really is true.

From my work in financial services
I know what it is like to be very
heavily regulated. Whilst it is
criticised by many, more often than
not the purpose of regulation is
wise. Sometimes its execution can
be a bit clumsy, but at the heart its
intentions are generally good.

You have been tasked with
setting up the Scottish National
Investment Bank on behalf of
the Scottish Government. When
putting the board together how
have you approached finding
the right balance of skills and
experience needed?
I delivered the implementation
plan for the new Scottish National
Investment Bank on my last day of
being at Tesco – 28 February 2018
– and I was subsequently asked to
be the adviser to the First Minister
of Scotland to deliver the project.
In doing so, I had to acknowledge
that I forfeited being part of it when
it was up and running. There was
absolute transparency on that from
the very beginning, although of
course I could have decided that I
didn’t want to be involved at that
point and equally I could have put
my hat in the ring to be the first
Chair. It seemed to me, however,
that the need to get involved at that
initial point was greater and I have
no reservations or misgivings about
having done so.
I have been working closely
alongside the Project Director and
that team to develop a framework
for the bank and building it as such,
rather than focusing on building
the Board. I have spent a lot of time
consulting at large and recently
we hosted several breakfasts
across the country to talk about
what we are doing with the bank.
I have been very active beyond
that, speaking at conferences and
meeting with other national banks
to understand the lessons learned
previously.
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The advert for the Chair of the
Board closed in August, and I will
be involved in choosing that person
as Chair of the selection panel
alongside Dame Susan Rice, Sir
Anton Muscatelli and Liz Ditchburn.
I may not be involved much beyond
that, so it will be the role of the
Chair of the Board to take over
from then to move the rest of the
Board and other appointments
forward. It is anticipated that
the recommendations for the
appointment of the Chair will be
received and approved by the
Scottish Government by October.
From there, the process of
recruiting for the Chief Executive
will begin – which is a very big
appointment – and in due course
other members of the Board.
We weren’t looking specifically for
Scottish candidates for the Chair: it
was largely about the right attitude,
appetite and experience to do
the job. The right person will have
a somewhat vocational attitude
towards this and it needs to be
someone who cares about doing
a good job for Scotland. It is going
to be a very historic appointment:
to be the first chair of the Scottish
Investment Bank – an institution
that I hope is around for hundreds
of years – will be quite something.
In your opinion, what is a
board’s role in shaping the
strategy of an organisation?
Should this differ across private
and public sectors?
I think the role of Chair of the
Board is to have confidence that
the executive team is the right
team. Particularly they need to
have confidence that the most
senior member of the Executive
team – the Chief Executive – is
the right person for the job and
that the strategic guiderails they
put together are the right ones.
Having been a Chief Executive, I
think the primary responsibility
for developing strategy lies with
the Executive team. It is the
responsibility, in my opinion, of
the Chair to be comfortable that
that strategy is being followed in a

disciplined and systematic manner.
They must assume responsibility
of that strategy by accepting or
amending the recommendations
from the Executive team.
It is the executives who
are involved working in the
organisation every day and they
are therefore best equipped to
develop strategy. A good board will
challenge and give them food for
thought, but will also support them.
A good Chair will support the Chief
Executive in doing the job well,
but ultimately the responsibility of
developing a recommendation on
strategy should lie in the hands of
the executive. Likewise, the board
should be comfortable that the
values of the organisation are the
right ones and that they are being
adhered to. Speaking from the
perspective of a Chief Executive,
I felt strategy was always my
ultimate responsibility and that it
was my role to ensure my board
could be reassured that we were
doing things properly and bringing
forward strategic plans.
It is important to think about the
purpose of a strategy. A strategy
is in essence a vision for how an
organisation will be different from
how it is today.
To do this requires going back
to the first principle of the
organisation’s purpose. You then
need to explore the vision in a
depth that makes sense in the
context of the organisation. From
there, and you can determine the
strategic drivers – perhaps a total
of five or six – before you can
establish the organisation’s values.
These will help to characterise it
and how it will operate. I think
the best values are modestly put
but aspirational and written in
sufficiently simple language that
everyone can understand and
remember them.
It is important to recognise that
strategies are not operational
plans – too often you see huge
documents that claim to be
strategic plans, which are in fact

the operational plans that should
then be judged against a strategic
framework. The strategic plans
should really be written on one
piece of paper and ultimately
measurable against values.
You need to be able to sit around
the board table and ask if
something is consistent with the
values. If the value is, for example,
to be world class at something,
that isn’t going to help you test
anything. If the value is that
you are going to do the best for
your customer or care about the
communities in which you operate
then that can actually be assessed.
The values have to be used. They
can’t be put in a drawer and stay
there.
How much influence does, or
should, a board have in making
sure an organisation is high
performing?
Performance is about making sure
that an organisation is measuring
the right things. I think that the
board has to be confident that the
performance objectives are realistic
but demanding, and that the
measures are the right ones.
What is required to ensure a
successful executive / nonexecutive relationship?
I think it is the same in any
relationship with any two people in
any walk of life: respect and trust. I
treat every person I encounter with
the same objective of seeking to
make sure there is mutual respect
and trust. It is not about popularity,
but I think respect and trust lies at
the heart of it.
When and where should an
independent non-executive
display independence on a
board?
They should always be acting
independently; they are there to
always display their own opinion.
There has to be a recognition
that everyone is on the same
team trying to do the same thing.
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I do like variety and I am intrigued
by doing different things and where
I have the opportunity to make a
difference. At this stage that might
be something with an international
focus or remit. I am very interested
in education, and I am a visiting
professor at four universities –
Glasgow, Edinburgh, Heriot Watt
and Strathclyde – lecturing in areas
such as finance, or more recently
the connection between arts and
leadership, as two areas of interest
in my life.
We will see what comes next.

In my career, whether it be as a
non-executive or executive, I have
always ensured that I frame and
form my own opinions based on
the facts before me.
There are of course times when
having expressed an opinion you
need to accept that the nature of
the issue is one where the majority
has spoken and you are not part
of that and you therefore need to
fall in line. That is more likely to
be true than not true as there is
often more than one answer to a
problem, opportunity or issue. Of
course, there are also the situations
where you might have genuine
concerns that an issue goes against
the values or is counter-productive
for an organisation and that it
would impact on the integrity. That
is a different situation and you can’t
fall into line then.
It is very important to have diversity
of thought however. It brings a
considerable strength to all teams
and makes it achieve more.
How innovative and forward
thinking do you consider the
approach to governance to be
in Scotland and the UK more
widely?

My experience in Scotland has
been very positive. I have grown
up in the very highly governed
environment of financial services.
If I look across the wide range
of activities that I am involved in
on any boards today, there isn’t
anywhere where I would describe
the governance as anything other
than strong.
Good strong governance is a
hygiene factor and for me is not
optional.
Do you have future ambitions
for board work that you would
mind sharing with us?
As is evident with the portfolio I
am engaged with today, variety is
something I find both interesting
and very helpful. It is quite
remarkable even in the diverse
range of businesses, enterprises
and organisations doing very
different things that I find myself
with loads of connections, whether
it be the people I speak to about
one subject becoming relevant in
the context of another, or issues
that I am involved in with one entity
helping me support a solution with
another.

Benny began his career at
Standard Life in 1983 where he
joined as an actuarial student and
went on to become a member of
the Standard Life Group Executive
Committee in 1996. In 1997 he
moved to RBS to become Chief
Executive of Retail Banking. He
was with RBS until 2005, during
which time he led the successful
integration of NatWest Retail
Banking – one of the largest
hostile takeovers ever undertaken
in banking.
He became Chief Executive, Retail,
HBOS in 2006 before joining
Tesco Bank as Chief Executive
in 2008, a position he held until
February 2018. In September
2017 Benny was asked by the
Scottish Government to develop
an implementation plan for the
creation of a Scottish National
Investment Bank. Subsequently
he was appointed as Strategic
Adviser to the First Minister
on the building of the Scottish
national Investment Bank. Benny
is Executive Chairman of the
Buccleuch Group, Chairman of
the National Galleries of Scotland,
Chairman of Sistema Scotland,
Chairman of Forster Chase
Advisory Limited, Non Executive
Director of Glasgow Life, Trustee
of Burrell Renaissance, Non
Executive Director of Arabian
Centres, Chairman of Kyckr and
Commissioner of Infrastructure
Commission of Scotland. Benny
graduated with a First Class
Honours degree in Mathematics
from the University of Glasgow
and he was awarded a University
Blue in 1983. of University,
University of Glasgow.
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THOUGHT LEADERSHIP SERIES
PAVING THE WAY
Following on from our most recent
thought piece on succeeding in family
business, our latest publication ‘Paving
the Way’ shares an insight into how
boards within the housing and property
sector evolve and respond to increased
risk and complexity. We discuss the skills
required to be successful in these roles
and the impact this will have for boards in
the future.

Download A
Copy of
Paving The Way
www.saxbam.com/
paving-the-way

We are delighted to announce
our support for the second
series of ‘Leading with James
Ashton’, a leadership podcast
that speaks to people at the
top of their game in business,
charity, the arts and beyond.
The new nine-part series
features CEOs from mobile
phone giant O2, English
National Opera, University
of Liverpool, Leon, Crown
Estate, Royal Albert Hall, and
the luxury fashion designer
Amanda Wakeley, plus many
more, and includes a number
of candidates placed by Saxton
Bampfylde who are making
their mark across a wide range
of organisations and sectors.

Download
episodes by visiting:
www.saxbam.com/
leading-with-jamesashton-podcast/
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BOARD APPOINTMENTS
AT A GLANCE

(Top L-R) John Kampfner, Althea Efunshile CBE, Glenn Earle.
(Bottom L-R) Dame Shirley Pearce, Tim Allan, Lesley Cowley.

We have been delighted to have worked on the
following Board appointments:
•

House of Illustration has appointed
John Kampfner as Chair

•

Metropolitan Thames Valley appointed
Althea Efunshile CBE as Chair

•

Young Vic has appointed Glenn Earle as Chair

•

Unite Group Plc has appointed Dame Shirley
Pearce DBE and Professor Sir Steve Smith as
Non-Executive Directors

•

V&A Dundee has appointed Tim Allan as Chair

•

Airport Coordination has appointed Lesley
Cowley as Independent Chair

•

Royal Ballet School has appointed Christopher
Rodrigues CBE as Chair

•

Prince’s Trust has appointed three Trustees:
Mark Dearnley, Kirsty Donnelly and Tania Slowe

•

VIVID Homes has appointed Jo Causon as
Non-Executive Director

•

Young Enterprise has appointed Simon Lewis
as Chair

NON-EXECUTIVE
OPPORTUNITIES
If you are considering a nonexecutive role visit our website
to see a selection of the latest
opportunities which are we are
advising on.
www.saxbam.com/
candidateopportunities

BOARD REVIEW

MORE THAN JUST COMPLIANCE
Being a firm that works across
sectors it is interesting to notice
trends and changes that are unique
to particular sectors and their
idiosyncrasies. What is often more
interesting is to see major changes
that impact every area in which
we work and my reflection on the
past couple of years is that the
emphasis on corporate governance
and interest in how boards operate
is something all of our clients are
keenly aware of. Some high profile
failures in recent years as well as
changes in the Code brings the
responsibilities of boards into
sharp focus. We have long had an
interest in good governance and
although board reviews are a big
part of what we do, the confidential
nature of them means they don’t
always appear front and centre of
our work. Over the last couple of
years this has been a real area of
growth for us and I wanted to reflect
on some of my observations of the
recurring themes I have noticed.
Organisations do not operate in a
vacuum and neither do their boards.
Increasingly clients are seeking
external input from key stakeholders,
shareholders or customers into
the review process. This needs to
be carefully handled and multiple
views should be sought to ensure
a rounded view is obtained, similar
to a more traditional 360 review.
Context is also important here and
any organisation including this as
part of the process will want to
ensure their consulting partner has
access to information such as recent
stakeholder or customer engagement
surveys, or previous Chairs are made
available for conversation
I’m not sure there is a board around
that isn’t thinking about diversity and
the Code is clear on the need for
diversity to be a part of appointment
and succession processes. As
part of the review we need to see
a clear succession plan from the
nomination committee for coming
years that looks not just at skillsets
but also at the wider makeup of the
board. What is less straightforward
is how to test diversity of thought
around the board table. Sitting in

and observing board and committee
meetings are a part of the answer –
it can become clear to an outsider
when group-think is taking place
and the same voices are reinforcing
one another without any level of
challenge. Spending time talking to
each of the board members, along
with a meeting with the executives,
helps us to build on this picture and
make practical recommendations.
In our experience, boards tend to
be frank and honest about a lack
of diversity and are able to build
our recommendations into their
succession plans.
We regularly carry out skills audits as
part of our reviews and predictably
digital is almost always identified
as an area of weakness while also
being one of the most important
skills required at board level, indeed
a major area for growth for us in
board appointments is coming from
clients seeking digital capability
on their boards. But how do we
measure digital capability at board
level? I am often warning clients that
appointing one ‘digital expert’ to their
board is a false panacea; digital can
mean almost everything, and it is the
responsibility of the whole board to
think about whether the organisation

is equipped to deal with a changing
landscape and digital disruption. We
expect to see this topic high on the
agenda and minutes, particularly
regarding risk, and it is interesting
to see to what extent the Company
Secretary uses digital solutions to
service the board. This can be as
simple as using cloud technology
or cross-platform messaging
services to facilitate communication
between board members in between
meetings.
All of this of course is standard
practice for organisations in the
FTSE350 so it has been interesting
to see other sectors wake up to the
need for an external review every
three years and we are watching
with interest how fully the Wates
Principles are implemented amongst
our family-owned clients and other
private businesses. I would welcome
your reflections on this, particularly
from those of you who have recently
been through this process. If you
want to talk to us about a board
review I’d be delighted to start a
conversation, so do get in touch.
Stephen Bampfylde
stephen.bampfylde@saxbam.com

