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Introduction
In the last month we received over 50 responses to our COVID-19 Company
Secretary survey from a broad cross-section of industries with most
respondents (54%) holding a Head of Secretariat, Group Company Secretary
or General Counsel & Company Secretary combined role. Of those who
responded, 62% are at a listed business.
This recent survey looking at the response of the company secretarial function to the COVID-19 crisis
encourages us, not only that progress has been made, but also that these challenging circumstances, no
matter how unwanted, may constitute a very real opportunity for change. Respondents to the survey
identify an appetite for, and a potential pathway to, establishing the role of a Chief Governance Officer,
thereby expanding the remit of the Company Secretary and changing, for the better, the enterprise-wide
approach to corporate governance.

“WE HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY TO STOP BEING SEEN AS ADMINISTRATIVE
COST CENTRES AND INSTEAD BE STRATEGIC AND COMMERCIAL BOARD
ADVISORS AND ENABLERS, NOT BARRIERS, TO THE BUSINESS.”

At a headline level, the majority of respondents report positively on their Company Secretary function’s
response to the COVID-19 crisis, and also on the response from their wider organisation.

82%

Score their function 8 or above
(out of 10) for how well they
have performed in response to
the current situation.

72%

Confirm that their organisation
was well-equipped to cope with,
and respond to, the crisis (a score
of 8 or above).

In our last Corporate Governance Survey we highlighted how vital the role of the Company Secretary is to
delivering sustainable business performance and how the function was dealing with more sophisticated
corporate governance and regulatory issues. The role has been emerging from the shadows for some time
and we concluded our report by stressing that the Company Secretary role is a critical part of an
organisation’s executive team and, given due influence, can act as an invaluable intermediary between the
business and the Board.
In the current climate, where businesses are having to learn how to adapt and implement change quickly,
the Company Secretary can play a key role in supporting the Board and Executive in making
these critical decisions.
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Challenges facing the function over the next 12 months
The long-term impact that COVID-19 will have on our economy, businesses and our
communities has yet to be defined. Therefore, asking our respondents to anticipate the
challenges facing the function over the next 12 months may be slightly ambitious. With this in
mind, we have focused our analysis on how the results differ from our previous Company
Secretary Survey.

2018

COST MANAGEMENT
50% of respondents highlight cost management as the biggest challenge facing the function over the next
12 months. This is a significant increase on the 26% who highlighted this as a challenge previously.
Interestingly, it also sits slightly at odds with responses to other questions in the survey, namely that:

57%

87%

70%

of respondents believe that

of respondents share that their

of respondents do not believe

their function is operating

Company Secretary function

that their Company Secretary

at 100% capacity. We are

comprises fewer than 20 people;

function will make any

surprised that this figure is

this might have a bearing on

redundancies or furlough any

not higher and is a lower

the level of confidence from

staff. It may be that it is too

percentage than other

respondents that their function

early to see the impact of this

functional surveys we have

will not be impacted from

crisis and that this response

conducted on the impact

headcount-focused cost

would change if asking the same

of COVID-19.

management initiatives.

question in a few months.
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Challenges facing the function over the next 12 months
DIGITALISATION & AUTOMATION

“IS THIS CRISIS THE CATALYST THE FUNCTION
NEEDS TO MOVE ADMINISTRATIVE PROCESSES
ONTO DIGITAL PLATFORMS?”
41% of respondents consider this a focus area for the Company Secretary function. This comes as no
surprise given that Company Secretary teams across the market have been thrown into organising virtual
Board meetings and finding new ways to obtain signatures and approvals. The overnight shift to the use of
e-signatures is a case in point.
Company Secretary functions that seize this opportunity to modernise and streamline their processes will be
in a position to fundamentally change the approach to corporate governance (and will recognise cost
savings whilst doing so).

“DIRECTORS WHO REFUSED TO HAVE ANYTHING BUT PAPER BEFORE
BECAUSE THEY COULDN’T READ IT OTHERWISE, HAVE SUDDENLY BECOME
TOTALLY PROFICIENT WITH ELECTRONIC BOARD PAPERS.”

REGULATORY REQUIREMENTS
In our last survey, regulatory requirements were identified as the biggest challenge facing the function

(77%). In this year’s survey, while still a point of concern, fewer respondents make it a top priority (39%).
Could this be a direct result of the current crisis? It seems true that, as organisations deal with the punitive
economic and social effects of the crisis, the regulators are having to be more sympathetic and patient in
their demands for information.
We would hope that the decreased challenge of regulatory requirements is linked to the increased
integration of technology and thus an improvement in efficiency. Adoption of technology should help the
Company Secretary function respond more easily to legal and regulatory change and requests.
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Challenges facing the function over the next 12 months
CULTURE & CONDUCT
“THE CURRENT CLIMATE DEMANDS A VERY HEALTHY DOSE OF
PRAGMATISM AND GOOD HUMOUR! ENCOURAGING EXECUTIVES
TO COMMUNICATE WITH SHAREHOLDERS AND NEDS, AND

MAKING SURE EXCO KEEPS COMMUNICATING AND
UNDERSTANDING THE PRIORITIES.”
The final issue that stands out from the survey data (39%) is culture and conduct. The indefinite shift to
remote working engendered by the virus has brought organisational culture and employee conduct into
stark relief. Companies with transparent, collegiate cultures are adapting well. Companies with fractious or
individualistic cultures are comparing less favourably.
One respondent shares that their company’s culture “has been critical in holding [the firm] together and

guiding the difficult decisions being taken”.
A review of the survey’s responses uncovers a shared opinion that this is a time for adaptability and
communication. There is a need for both resilience and flexibility. The Company Secretary and their team
must work collaboratively and creatively in order to support the Board and Exco, focusing on the need to
prioritise effectively and remain calm.

“BEING FLEXIBLE, OFFERING SOLUTIONS AND NOW, MORE
THAN EVER, BEING COMMERCIALLY MINDED.”
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Looking ahead: “Never let a good crisis go to waste”
The majority of respondents believe that the function is operating smoothly, despite social
distancing measures, and 82% confirm that they have enough resources and support to
deliver in their roles.
Whilst this year’s Annual General Meeting may also be an exceptional one – pun intended - (circa 60%
reported a change to the standard AGM protocols); most report that the day-to-day operation of the
Company Secretary function remains largely unaffected, channels of communication notwithstanding.

Given that 80% of respondents are directly responsible for delivering main board support, it is critical that
the Company Secretary run a tight ship and play the role of lynch pin between board and executives.

IN ORDER TO EMERGE FROM THE CRISIS AS EFFECTIVELY AS POSSIBLE,
WHICH AREAS ARE MOST IN NEED OF IMPROVEMENT WITHIN YOUR
COMPANY SECRETARY FUNCTION?
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The three most notable areas that are highlighted as in need of improvement are:

Technology & Data (61%), Team Dynamics (46%) and Efficiency (43%).
Technology & Data and Efficiency were both highlighted as important in our last survey, and this is not

surprising given the almost universal move towards digitalisation and automation. Now, more than ever,
remote working has placed a heavy reliance on technology to enable businesses to operate smoothly. A
number of respondents share that this is an opportunity to review meeting processes, methods of
communication and an opportunity to learn more about your internal stakeholders.
The importance ascribed to Team Dynamics demonstrates a clear understanding that team cohesion and
collaboration is fundamental to effective delivery during this period, particularly in light of the significant
changes to the modes of communication the crisis has provoked. This environment will draw attention to
where teams are working well, but also to where they are not, which is likely to lead to change.
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Is this crisis a catalyst for change?
IN A WORD: YES! The most salient theme from the survey responses is that this
crisis does indeed represent an opportunity for the function to evolve.
63% of respondents indicate that they believe this crisis offers a chance for the role of Chief Governance
Officer to become more strategic and influential. The role has been a critical position in recent weeks,
responsible for facilitating information flow and management decision making.

Covid-19 has provided the catalyst to embrace virtual board meetings (and electronic board papers) and
accept the use of digital and electronic signatures. Due to the speed with which decisions are being made,
there is a necessity to ensure that board papers are succinct and focused. Many organisations are addressing
their AGM with proactive solutions being implemented around virtual AGM and shareholder events.
DOES COVID-19 PROVIDE AN OPPORTUNITY
FOR THE ROLE OF THE CHIEF GOVERNANCE
OFFICER TO STRATEGICALLY DEVELOP &
BECOME MORE INFLUENTIAL?

DO YOU THINK THE REMOTE
WORKING MODEL WILL CHANGE
THE WAY GOVERNANCE IS
DELIVERED FOR GOOD?

“WE HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY TO CONTRIBUTE FROM A
GOVERNANCE PERSPECTIVE IN CRISIS MANAGEMENT”
There is a view shared by one respondent that this crisis has led to a more level playing field in the
boardroom and a “togetherness” of the leadership team, that provides an opportunity for the Company
Secretary to truly participate. There are clearly some positive and tangible improvements in ways of working
coming out of Covid-19; moreover, it has created an opportunity to change how the role is perceived at

Board and Executive level.

“IF CHIEF GOVERNANCE OFFICERS BELIEVE (AS WE DO) THAT THEIR ROLES
OUGHT TO BE MORE INFLUENTIAL AND MORE STRATEGIC, THEN IT IS UP TO
THEM TO DIRECT THE UPCOMING CHANGES IN SUCH A WAY AS TO MAKE THIS
A REALITY.”
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Leathwaite

Please click on the photos to
access more information:

Leathwaite was established with
one clear purpose: to help
organisations secure the best
Human Capital within Support,
Enablement & Control Functions.

Guided by our unique
company values:
Kate Huggins, Director
kate.huggins@leathwaite.com

Be Distinctive
You cannot lead by following. We help
clients, candidates and colleagues understand
why we are different from the competition,
and how this makes us best placed to help
them achieve their objectives.

Maintain Humility
Shona Kundu, Consultant
shona.kundu@leathwaite.com

A culture in which the hierarchy is flat and
everyone is open and accessible to others,
enables sharing and collaboration. We do not
allow title, rank or ego to cloud this thinking.

Compete Together
A great team is bigger than the sum of its
parts. By pushing in the same direction and
driving towards collective goals

Nicola Lake, Associate
nicola.lake@leathwaite.com

simultaneously, we will ultimately achieve
more and so will our clients.
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Appendix: Who did we speak to?

WHAT BEST DESCRIBES THE
STATUS OF YOUR
ORGANISATION?

PLEASE SPECIFY THE INDUSTRY
SECTOR IN WHICH YOU
OPERATE:

WHAT BEST DESCRIBES
YOUR ROLE?
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