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In a fast-moving, uncertain, and highly competitive world, we need to be creative and innovative
in deciding on the things we do and the way we do them. Effective Boards inspire and facilitate
fresh thinking in organizations. Yet sometimes Boards act as blockers rather than enablers and

are viewed by management as conservative rather than creative.

Occasionally Boards fall too far on the other end of the continuum, pushing too hard for radical
shifts. This can be almost as damaging as blocking innovation if a Board is pushing the
organization beyond its capabilities, and without a clear purpose beyond change for change’s
sake.

Board-level barriers to effective innovation can include individual Director risk-aversion,
instinctive commitment to “how we've always done things”, insufficient insights into changing

circumstances, and the lack of a clear, shared vision for future growth.

Working with Boards and Executive teams across the corporate, non-profit and public sectors,
I've identified three keys to unlocking constructive, innovative thinking in the Boardroom and

beyond: trust; space; and a shared story.

1. Trust
Innovation depends on creative thinking, and creativity needs trust. Trust is the foundation of
psychological safety. Without it, people will never feel comfortable being honest or exploring
new boundaries, and that’s exactly what innovation depends on. People will not be
comfortable exploring new ideas if they feel like their contributions may be ignored or
undervalued. As John Cleese memorably described it: ‘New ideas are rather like small
creatures. They're easily strangled!

Trust is personal. You can’'t expect people to agree to big strategic leaps if they don’t trust the
professional expertise and genuine intent of their leaders and co-travelers. Building genuine
trust within your Board (and between Board and management) starts with honest, open
discussions about your purpose, the challenges you face, your organization’s shared risk
appetite, and the group’s mandate for change.

2. Space
Innovation requires imagination - we need to give ourselves the time and creative space to
explore new ideas and map our new paths. One of the first steps to removing blocks to

innovation is to change the way we do strategy meetings.

The way we design and run our strategy meetings has a huge impact on our ability to generate
fresh ideas. Formal, packed agendas with no flexibility, endless PowerPoint presentations,

limited discussion time, and closed rather than open-ended questions all contribute to
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With Boards and senior leadership teams, another significant constraint to creative thinking is
that everyone arrives at meetings intent on proving what they know and are certain of. This
means that very little space is given to acknowledging what is uncertain or not yet known.

‘Not knowing’ can be a powerful source of inspiration and innovation, because it means we're
not locked into familiar actions and pathways. Innovation is nurtured by acknowledging that
we don’t have all the answers, and by allowing for the possibility of learning through failure as
well as through success.

3. Shared Story
The foundation for bold innovation is a clear, overarching strategy - a “shared story” about an

organization’s core purpose and its future ambitions.

When long-term ambitions are shared and supported by the Board and management,

organizations collectively develop the confidence to take bolder decisions together.

organisation can make braver decisions because the risks can be viewed from a broader
perspective. When options are seen in context over a longer timeframe, it’s easier to assess
the risks and rewards.

Sometimes, people’s discomfort around options for change is based on their individual
perceptions of risk, rather than measuring proposals against the organization’s agreed risk
threshold. That’s why it’s important to ensure there is clarity about your shared,
organizational risk appetite so that your decision-making around risk can be built from this
foundation.

For many organizations, innovation, since the pandemic began, has felt more like improvisation,
because our creative thinking and adapting have all focused on short-term survival. Now the
challenge is, how do we translate that adaptive creativity into our long-term visioning and

planning?

Boards can be powerful sources of inspiration and bold commitment to innovation over the
long term. It all starts with building trust, providing creative space, and reaching a genuine
consensus on shared stories.

Written by Rosie Yeo.
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Rosie Yeo &

Rosie Yeo is the go-to strategist for boards, executive teams, and business leaders
because of her skill in helping people collectively imagine and achieve a better
future. Drawing on her decades of experience and comprehensive knowledge of
strategic theory, Rosie offers a fresh, engaging take on future planning that cuts
through the jargon to provide practical advice and inspiration. Rosie lives in
Sydney, Australia, and works across the Asia Pacific with Boards, executive teams,
and stakeholders to steer complex discussions, design better futures, and deliver
positive change. Rosie’s keynote speeches will change the way people think about
future planning and inspire us all to become more powerful strategists in our life

and work.

Rosie Yeo is an opinion columnist for the CEOWORLD Magazine. You can follow

her on LinkedIn. For more information, visit the author’s Website.
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