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I have identified five modes in which high
performing boards operate and consider that
while very good boards use all of these modes,
excellent boards know which they are using and
when. 

Support 
There are times when the function of the board is
to support. Not just to encourage the executive,
but also to enable the executive team to work by
ensuring that the infrastructure of the
organisation works, that staff are employed, that
systems work, and also that they are encouraged
and enabled to do their work. 
Boards in support mode say: 
● Have you got what you need to do that? 
● We really ought to celebrate that. 
● We really can’t allow you to be treated like that. 

Stretch 
Equally there are times when the board needs to
stretch the organisation. It needs to challenge and
improve what is put to it. 
Boards that are stretching say: 
● Can’t we do any better than that? Can we

create a strategic alliance for this? 
● Have you thought of doing it differently?

Couldn’t we develop a social enterprise to do
this? 

● Surely we can improve by more than five per
cent? 

Scrutiny
Boards in scrutiny mode examine the
propositions put to them, challenging them and
holding them to account. 
Scrutinising boards say: 
● But this really doesn’t make sense. We can’t

change our services in this way.
● Have you thought of the implications of doing

this? 
● I don’t think you have made the case that.... 

Stewardship
Boards in stewardship mode guard the assets of
the organisation. They are concerned to protect
the money, the good name, the long term
functioning of the organisation. 
As good stewards they know that they need to
protect and conserve, and if they are charities,
they need to preserve assets for beneficiaries
tomorrow as well as today. 
Boards which are carrying out their stewardship
role say: 
● But will the money be here in five years time? 
● Are we giving away our intellectual property

too easily? 
● Is reputational risk too great if we do this? 

Strategy
Boards also make strategy. They listen to what
others have to say, they consult the experts, and
their stakeholders, but in the end they make the
big decisions that affect the future direction of the
organisation. Boards in strategy mode will say: 
● The external environment means that we have

to re-think.... 
● This is a golden opportunity to open our doors

to people from.... 
● We can come out of this a stronger

organisation. 
In my experience of working with successful
boards, the use of the ‘five Ss’ register, and an
awareness of which mode is appropriate when,
enables boards to really govern with confidence.
The risks boards face are when they need to be
making strategy, and in fact they are offering
support, or when they are so busy husbanding
the resource of the organisation, that they don’t
offer that vital sense of stretch. 
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The five Ss in governance 
Studies of governance tend to focus on the processes and procedures of governance. Advice about
roles and responsibilities is increasingly available, and the way in which governing bodies make
their decisions is becoming the subject of informed debate. And yet, says Julia Unwin, for many of
us who serve as trustees or directors, there is a whole set of other questions which the more
technical guides tend to bypass. What sort of board are we? What mode are we operating in? Are
we behaving in the right way at the right time?




