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Introducing Boardroom Bellwether

The FT–ICSA Boardroom Bellwether is a twice-yearly 
survey of FTSE 350 companies. We ask how they are 
addressing the challenges of the economy and market 
conditions and how their boards are responding to the 
wider business and governance environment

This report summarises the key findings of the latest survey, which took 
place during the first two weeks of November 2015. 

Carried out by ICSA in association with the Financial Times, the survey 
canvasses the views of the FTSE 350 by contacting the company secretary. 
Their pivotal position at the heart of the boardroom gives them a unique 
perspective on how boards are responding to external pressures such as 
political and market conditions as well as how they are tackling key 
governance issues such as board diversity, succession planning, 
shareholder engagement and risk. The data is analysed in an aggregated 
and anonymised form. 

Questions cover a range of general business issues as well as more specific 
governance matters. Although some questions change from survey to 
survey, the core remains the same to reveal trends and shifts in opinion.

We would like to thank all the company secretaries who found time to 
complete this survey. If you have any questions, comments or thoughts to 
share on any of the issues it raises, please do get in touch.

Peter Swabey FCIS
Policy and Research Director, ICSA
pswabey@icsa.org.uk
#FTICSABellwether

For full results, please visit icsa.org.uk/bellwether. Please note that,  
due to rounding up or down, the data from the survey does not always 
add up to 100%. In addition, in some of the graphics, ‘don’t knows’  
have been excluded from the results.
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Overview

Highlights

The improvement in business and economic confidence 
which we reported in summer 2015 has proved to be 
temporary. The respondents to this eighth Bellwether 
survey are pretty gloomy about prospects for the next 
twelve months. This is not a promising outlook for the new 
government – a point reinforced by answers to the question 
on political party attitude to business which revealed no 
increase in confidence in the new majority government 
compared with views on the Coalition in December 2014.

As the EU in/out debate hots up, views are becoming more 
entrenched with 70% of respondents declaring that Brexit 
would damage their business and only 2% rating it as positive.

Closer to home there is continuing pressure for boards to 
be more proactive in planning for, recruiting and fostering a 
diverse group of directors and senior executives. Although 
the FTSE 100 has more than met Lord Davies’ target of 
25% women on boards, our group of respondents from the 
FTSE 350 are still only halfway there. It is too early for Lord 
Davies’ new call for 33% women on FTSE 350 boards to 
have had any effect, but it is clear that the pace of change 
is quickening. The FRC discussion document on succession 
planning issued in November will undoubtedly help to drive 
this forward.

The business environment

We have asked about economic confidence since surveys 
began in 2012. These latest results show a substantial drop 
compared with six months ago and on some measures 
confidence is now at its lowest point since we began the 
surveys in 2012. Our result is echoed by the latest ICAEW/
Grant Thornton Business Confidence Monitor published in 
October 2015, which reported business confidence at its 
lowest level for two years. We found that only 40% of 
respondents anticipated improvement in UK economic 

conditions in the next twelve months, the lowest rating 
since our survey of March 2012. The outlook for global 
conditions is no brighter, with just 28% of our group 
anticipating a slight improvement. There was a bit more 
stoicism in the responses to questions on conditions in 
emerging markets and capital expenditure. Just over a 
quarter of respondents declared they had plans to expand 
over the next twelve months, and a third were making no 
changes to their existing plans. Only 5% said they are 
intending to reduce their presence in emerging markets.

The political environment

Not surprisingly, with increased discussion about a possible 
exit from the EU and the in/out referendum looming in 
2017, this survey sees a much increased majority of 
respondents (61% compared with 42% in December 2013) 
reporting that UK membership of the EU has a positive 
effect on their business. There is a corresponding reduction 
in the number of neutral responses (25% now, down from 
38% in December 2013). If the UK were to leave the EU, 

70% of respondents anticipate ‘some’ or ‘significant’ 
damage to their business, yet despite this depth of feeling– 
and rather puzzling – is the finding that only 26% of boards 
were considering the implications of a UK exit and 53% of 
respondents are not prepared to speak out publicly either 
for or against – in fact only 4% said that they would.

This winter’s survey shows boards in cautious mood – wary about the economy, reluctant to speak 
their mind on Brexit and divided over cyber and social media risk

70% of respondents declared that 
Brexit would damage their business. 
Only 2% rated it as positive
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Paul Drechsler CBE, President of CBI, compares the results 
with their own data. ‘CBI economic surveys show that  
while growth is solid the pace has slowed a little with 
manufacturers facing real challenges due in part to 
exchange rate variations and low global demand. 
Meanwhile CBI data on firms’ investment plans delivers  
the same message with spending on productivity 
improvements and new technologies generally robust,  
but less so for manufacturers’. On Europe our results 
reinforce those of the CBI. ‘The majority want to remain 
within a reformed EU,’ says Drechsler.

Board diversity

Despite a continuing focus on board diversity in the press 
and elsewhere, our results across several indicators – 
educational, wider business experience, geographical spread 
of experience and gender – have tended to remain fairly 
constant over the last 12–18 months. However there is no 
doubt that progress is being made as far as women on 
boards are concerned. Although only half of our respondents 
from the FTSE 350 have met or exceeded the 25% target set 
for the FTSE 100 by Lord Davies, it is encouraging to see that 
a further 21% state they are very close to reaching it. Of 
those companies who have not yet reached the target, 31% 
– double the number from a year ago – stated they had 
plans to meet it during the next 12 months.

ICSA believes that succession planning is one of the top 
board issues. The lack of progress being made in this area 
highlights that nomination committees could be thinking 
more strategically and proactively and that companies 
should demand more from them. The challenge still facing 
companies is to develop the number of appropriately 
experienced individuals in executive positions, from which 
executive and non-executive director appointments can be 
made. This latest survey shows that only 37% of 

respondents felt their executive pipeline would provide a 
sustainable pool of talented and diverse board members and 

the number drops by half to 18% when the same question 
is asked about the female pipeline. Just under half the 
respondents have a written succession plan for their board.

Risk

There is no change to the top three risks identified by our 
sample. Economic risk came out on top followed by 
operational and reputational. Yet although companies are 
concerned about reputation, they still do not seem to 
regard social media as part of that risk. Only 25% describe 
social media strategy as important to the board.

In spite of the recent incidents at TalkTalk, Vodafone and 
Carphone Warehouse, cyber risk is rated fourth, although 
82% – the highest rating since we began asking about 
cyber risk two years ago – regard the threat of cyber attack 
to be increasing. As John Ludlow from the IRM points out 
cyber threat is not just about data breaches. ‘The questions 
to ask are who is out to get us, why could we be a target 
and what vulnerabilities would they exploit? Simply 
assuming that the IT Department or the Chief Information 
Officer (CIO) is aware of all the threats and is in a position 
to respond to those threats is inadequate.’

The challenge still facing 
companies is to develop the number 
of appropriately experienced 
individuals in executive positions
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The business environment

Percentage of respondents anticipating an improvement in economic conditions in the next 12 months

This latest survey indicates that business confidence is 
dropping away sharply after a short-lived recovery six 
months ago. With several scores rating worse than the low 
point of December 2014, our respondents are clearly feeling 
much gloomier about prospects at home and abroad. With 
turmoil in world markets and continuing debate about the 
EU this is probably to be expected.

In this survey only 28% of respondents anticipated an 
improvement in global economic conditions over the  
coming 12 months – just half the 57% who expected an 
improvement in summer 2015 and even lower than the 33% 
reported a year ago. Just under a third (32%) anticipated a 
slight or significant decline, a big increase on the summer 
figure of 10% but very close to the 33% reported a year 
ago. About the same number (35%) expected no change.

There was more optimism about the business environment 
in the UK – but not much. A slight improvement in UK 
economic conditions was anticipated by 40% of 
respondents, a long way from the 74% who anticipated 
improvement in the summer survey, and 5% lower than a 
year ago. At the other end of the spectrum, 11% of 
respondents to this survey anticipated a decline in UK 
conditions, up from 3% in the summer, but slightly better 
than the 16% reported a year ago. We followed up with a 
third question about respondents’ own specific industries. 
Again the results show a decidedly more pessimistic 
outlook than earlier in the year. The sample revealed 35% 
(compared with 54%) expecting an improvement, 30% 
(compared with 13%) a decline and 33% (28%) no change.

Economic confidence

December 
2012

December 
2013

December 
2015

December 
2014

47%

56%

35%
35%

53%

80%

45% 40%

45%

69%

33% 28%

Industry

UK

Global
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Does your company plan to expand/reduce  
its presence in emerging markets over the  
next 12 months?

We asked for views on specific plans for expansion in 
emerging markets over the next year. Despite the pessimism 
revealed in the questions about economic conditions, the 
majority of this group of respondents seem to be holding 
their nerve. The highest result (32%) was to keep plans the 
same and 28% have plans to expand. This compares to 
28% who have no plans to expand and 5% who thought 
that they would reduce expansion. These results bring no 
surprises and are very close to findings of a year ago.  
With falling commodity prices and increasing economic 
difficulties in many emerging markets, particularly in  
China and Russia, the international outlook is bound  
to be cautious.

Responses to our regular question about capital 
expenditure have fluctuated considerably in previous 
surveys. Consistent with the views emerging from the other 
questions in this section, the picture is also one of caution 
particularly compared to the brief upturn immediately after 
the UK General Election. This time, only a third (32%) of 
respondents expected an increase, a marked reduction 
compared to 53% in summer 2015 but comparable with 
the 29% in December 2014. Correspondingly 21% 
anticipated a reduction in expenditure, a significant increase 
on the result in summer 2015 (6%) but closer to December 
2014 (18%). 39% of respondents in this survey thought 
expenditure would remain broadly unchanged, a figure 
which has only moved slightly compared with the summer 
result of 36% and last December’s result of 45%. 

Expansion and investment

Is your company’s capital expenditure likely to 
increase or reduce over the next 12 months?

Broadly the same

Increase

Reduce

32%

28%28%

5%

Dec 
2014

Dec 
2015

July 
2015

6%

53%

36%

21%

32%

39%

18%

29%

45%
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Business friendly Not business friendly

33
%

Dec 2013

55
%

Dec 2014

54
%

Dec 2015

67
%

Dec 2013

71
%

Dec 2014

74
%

Dec 2015

The business environment

We asked our regular question about the degree to which 
the government and the opposition were regarded as 
business friendly. Given the decisive Conservative result in 
the UK General Election, responses were surprisingly 
consistent with previous surveys, and there has been very 
little change compared with when the Coalition was still in 
power, with 54% rating the current government as 
‘extremely’ or ‘slightly’ business friendly and 26% (compared 
with 29% in December 2014) rating it as neutral toward 
business. The current government was rated not business 
friendly by 12% of respondents this time, hardly changed 
from the 15% received by the Coalition in December 2014.

The opposition has scored poorly in the past and this  
survey sees them slipping back even further. Almost three 
quarters of respondents rated them as ‘not business 

friendly’, 3% higher than a year ago and an increase  
of 7% compared with December 2013. Of these, 42% 
regarded the opposition as ‘definitely not business  
friendly’ – the same figure as December 2014, despite  
a change of party leadership. 

Of course, it remains to be seen how significant either  
the government or opposition regard their reputation  
with business. Given some of the public trust issues that  
we have seen in the past year, some may see being 
perceived as unfriendly towards business as a badge  
of honour or, more importantly, a vote winner. ICSA 
believes in the importance of business in society and  
that it can be a force for good. We hope to see good 
relations between business and all political parties.

The political environment

How business friendly does your company consider 
the present UK Government to be?

How business friendly does your company consider 
the present UK opposition to be?
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We have continued to ask regularly about views on the  
UK’s membership of the EU. With the prospect of 
renegotiated membership and an election promise to  
hold an in/out referendum by the end of 2017, it is not 
unexpected to see that companies’ views on the EU are 
hardening, with an even higher majority now saying that 
they are in favour of staying in. However, there are still  
some surprising inconsistencies. 

We asked respondents whether membership of the EU had 
a positive or negative impact on their business. A very clear 
61% replied that EU membership was positive. This is an 
increase from 53% in December 2014 and 42% in 
December 2013. There has been a corresponding decline in 
the number of ‘neutral’ responses – 25% in this survey 
compared with 36% last year and 38% in 2013.

We then asked companies for their views on the damage 
that might be caused to their business if the UK left the EU 

(Brexit). The results bear out the responses to the same 
question six months ago. This time the number anticipating 
some or significant damage has risen to 70% (up from 63% 
in summer 2015), although a significant 28% of responses 
report that Brexit would make no difference to them. Only 
2% think it would be positive.

With 70% of boards declaring that Brexit would damage 
their business it is surprising that so few of them are thinking 
about the consequences if it were to happen. Our survey 
responses show that only 26% of boards are considering  
the implications. Equally this group (which includes 13% 
predicting ‘significant’ or ‘very significant’ damage) are 
seemingly unwilling to speak out publicly either for or 
against. Over half said they would not be prepared to  
do so. One possible explanation is that companies fear  
that taking a strong stance could risk alienating customers 
and suppliers.

The European picture

Is your board considering the implications  
of the UK leaving the EU?

How damaging would a UK exit (Brexit) from 
the EU be for your company?*

* Figures have been rounded

12
%

61
%

Don’t knowYesNo

26
%58% Some damage

28%

13%

No change

Significant damage

2% It would be positive
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The board

Board composition and succession planning are major 
considerations for any board. ICSA believes that a 
transparent long-term succession plan should be a 
governance priority for companies in helping to build trust 
and enabling effective board performance. 

Given the pressure to improve boardroom diversity we  
might have expected to see more nomination committees 
taking a proactive role in planning the future composition  
of the board. This does not yet seem to be the case.  
Barely half (49%) of respondents reported they have a 
written succession plan for their board – most of which are 
reviewed annually. Since we first started asking about 
written succession plans in July 2014 there has been little 
real change in these figures, although the number of boards 
with a written succession plan has risen very slightly from 
the 44% first reported. This is surprising, particularly given 
the focus that the Financial Reporting Council is now putting 
on succession planning and its importance to the board as a 
whole – both for executive and non-executive appointments.

When asked whether the executive pipeline will provide a 
sustainable pool of talented and diverse female board 
members only 18% of respondents felt the pipeline was 
sufficient. 42% felt the pipeline was not sufficient and 33% 
were neutral. Although this is slightly better than a year ago 
when 51% of respondents felt the female pipeline was not 
sufficient, and only 13% felt that it was, it is of concern 
because the gap is still very wide. When we asked the same 
question for all board members, the results were also 
disappointing. Only 37% felt that the pipeline was 
sufficient, 21% felt it was not and there was a similarly  
high number of neutrals (35%). 

Commenting on the results, David Styles, Director, 
Corporate Governance Codes and Standards Division  
at the FRC, said: ’The findings show that improvements  
in practice are needed. The absence of a considered 
succession plan which is reviewed regularly and acted  
upon can undermine a company’s effectiveness and  
pose a significant risk.’

Succession planning

Do you have written succession plan(s)  
for the board?

How sufficient is your company’s executive 
pipeline?

49
%

44
%

54
% 49

%

December 2014 December 2015

Yes YesNo No

Sufficient

Not sufficient

Neutral

Women

Total

18%

35%

42%

21%

33%

35%
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To what extent does your company consider its board membership to be diverse in terms of wider business 
experience, geographical area, educational background and ethnicity?

Although much of the drive for greater diversity on boards 
has been about gender there is a growing interest in  
other indicators of wider representation such as business 
experience, educational background and international 
experience. Overall the results of the diversity questions  
are not much changed over the past year reinforcing the 
view that nomination committees still have some way to  
go in addressing the imbalances.

In terms of wider business experience, 79% of respondents 
reported that their board was diverse. This is a solid figure 
– unchanged from summer 2015 – but shows a 10% 
decline from a peak of 89% reported two years ago in 
December 2013. 

Responding to the geographical area point, the number  
of respondents who considered their board to be 

geographically diverse at 58% also shows hardly any 
change from the 57% reported in summer 2015, itself  
only a small increase on 51% a year ago. In December  
2014 we started asking about educational background. 
40% of those surveyed this time felt that their board  
was diverse in this regard, an increase from 33% last year, 
but a drop from the 46% reported in the summer.

For the second time, we asked about the ethnic diversity  
of board members. Only 25% of those surveyed considered 
their board to be ethnically diverse, a small increase on the 
23% reported in July. These low results are borne out by  
a recently published report from headhunter Spencer  
Stuart which identified only 58 directors in FTSE top  
150 companies with a BAME (black, Asian, minority  
ethnic) background.

Diversity

40%

25%

58%

79%

Educational 
background EthnicityGeographical 

area
Wider business 

experience
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Gender diversity

The board

Generally respondents believe that their boards are diverse 
in terms of gender. This time 68% of respondents rated 
their boards diverse or very diverse. There has been very 
little change in this figure now for the past eighteen 
months suggesting that this position may have reached a 
natural plateau. Encouragingly there is more change at the 
other end of the scale where the latest survey shows 7% of 
respondents declaring their boards to be not or definitely 
not diverse, an improvement on the summer result (15%) 
and December 2014 (12%). 

These respondents were polled just after the publication of 
the Women on Boards Davies Review at the end of October 
2015 which confirmed that the 25% target for women on 
boards has been beaten. The challenge to achieve a better 
gender balance on boards has made a significant and 
welcome difference. It has also answered concerns that 
rather than increasing the talent pool, a small number of 
experienced women would be appointed to multiple 

directorships. This has proved not to be case. However, in 
the long run the pressure is on to broaden the pipeline and 
increase the number of women in executive positions, from 
which executive and non-executive director appointments 
can be made. Our results (on page 10) about the executive 
pipeline are not particularly encouraging on this point. 
Although the Davies Review acknowledges that developing 
the executive pipeline has always been complex, it still calls 
for FTSE 350 companies to ‘fundamentally improve 
representation of women on the Executive Committee and 
senior-most leadership positions’. With the FRC actively 
consulting on succession planning until January 2016, 

Respondents who consider their board to be 
diverse in terms of gender

D
ec

em
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r 
20

13

51%

D
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r 
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12

37%

D
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r 
20

14

68%

D
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r 
20

15

69%

‘ It is fundamental to now 
extend the drive to improving 
the representation of women 
in the senior most leadership 
positions in FTSE companies’
Women on Boards Davies Review, October 2015
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clearly companies would be well advised to review their 
approach to monitoring and measuring their pipeline,  
the nominations process and how they can use board 
evaluation to contribute. It is time too for all search firms 
and recruiters to make efforts to find and support capable 
candidates. ICSA continues to emphasise that company 
secretaries – many of them women – have experience of 
boards in action and are more than capable of adding  
value in other companies as directors in their own right.

It is useful to compare the detail of our results for the FTSE 
350 with the achievements of the FTSE 100. The 2015 
Davies Review announced that there are no longer any 
all-male boards in the FTSE 100. This is significant progress. 
However, our respondents from across the FTSE 350 reveal 
a slightly different picture. Just half (49%) reported that 
they have met or exceeded Lord Davies’ target although an 
encouraging 21% stated that they are very close, having 

achieved 20–24%. This leaves nearly a third of boards  
who are still some way away from achieving more equal 
representation. 

However, change is coming. We asked those companies 
who have yet to hit Lord Davies’ target whether they had 
plans to reach it in the short, medium or long term. The 
answers suggest that the pace of and pressure for change  
is increasing. Nearly a third of this group of respondents, 
double the number from a year ago, stated they had plans 
to meet it in the medium term, that is by the end of 
December 2016, and 21% claimed to have plans to meet 
the target after January 2017. The number of those who 
had no plans has now decreased to just below half (48%). 
This is a marked drop compared with six months ago, when 
63% of respondents said that they had no plans to meet 
the 25% target and closer to (but still below) the 52% who 
had no plans in December 2014.

Has your company met Lord Davies’ 25% target 
for women on boards?

If not, do you have plans to do so in the short, 
medium or long term?

48%
No

26% 
Yes – plans to meet  

the target in the  
long term 

31% 
Yes – plans to  

meet the target in  
the short and  
medium term

28
%

21
%

21
%

30
%

Exceeded

(26%+)

Met

(25%)

20–24% 19%

or below

Yes NearlyYes No
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Board effectiveness

To find out more about how companies are developing  
and supporting their non-executives, we asked about the 
training provided to them. Over half the respondents 
provide one or two days’ annual training for their non-
executive directors and 26% provide three to five days.  
Very few provide more than five days and 16% said they 
had provided none at all in the past year.

We also asked about attendance by non-executives at 
board committees – even if they were not members of the 
committee. In the majority of companies (61%) non-
executives are either members of all board committees or 
are invited to attend meetings of those board committees 
of which they are not a member. This percentage rose to 

68% for the Audit Committee, reflecting the additional 
regulatory focus on the responsibilities of that committee. 

In the summer 2015 survey we started asking questions 
about corporate culture and the degree to which it had 
been discussed in the boardroom. It is clear that the 
majority of boards do take cultural issues seriously and that 
many of them actively consult with employees.

Board culture and behaviour is coming under more and 
more scrutiny, so it is pleasing that our respondents are 
tackling it. It is also positive to see that a good majority  
of respondents were attempting to review culture and 
behaviour throughout the organisation. Setting the  
‘tone from the top’ and influencing management and 
employees is obviously regarded as important. Comparing 
the results between the July and December surveys shows 
very little variation.

Consultation with employees also seems to be fairly well 
embedded. Only 7% of respondents stated that they did 
not consult at all – a small improvement on the 15% from 
the summer survey. The majority of results are considered 
at board level at least once. 

Development and culture 

75%
Yes

1%
Don’t know

23%
No

In the past year, has your board actively 
addressed culture and behaviour in the  
wider organisation?

In the past year, has your board actively 
addressed culture and behaviour on the  
board itself?

63%
Yes

4%
Don’t know

33%
No

‘ Companies will always be judged 
on how they do business and how 
they behave, not on their promises’
Paul Drechsler CBE, President, CBI
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In the past 12 months, how many times have 
you asked your employees for their views on 
issues that affect them or your company?

If you have done so, how many times has your 
board discussed employee views (excluding 
those of senior managers)?

53% Once

51% Once

7% 4 or more times

7% Not at all

2% 6 or more times

19% 2–3 times

16% Not at all

24% 2–5 times

14% Don’t know

Thinking about employee development we asked about the 
training provided by companies in certain areas. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, as companies need to make sure that they 
stay on the right side of the law, the highest scores are for 
anti-bribery at 88%, health and safety (84%) and market 
abuse (64%). In terms of developing ethical behaviour and 
culture, aspects of organisational life which are to be 
encouraged, but hard to enforce, there is room for 
improvement. The score here was 44%.

Finally in this section we considered another indicator of 
organisational standards and culture with a question on the 
UK National Living Wage. The results here were slightly 
higher than previously with 61% (from 54%) reporting that 
they pay all their UK employees the living wage, although 
the high number of ‘don’t knows’ might mean that this 
result is understated.

61%
Yes

14%
No

Does your company pay all its UK employees at
least the National Living Wage?

25%
Don’t know
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Board effectiveness

Engagement and stewardship lie at the heart of ICSA’s 
focus on good governance. We asked companies how many 
of their top ten shareholders had been met by any of their 
non-executive directors during the past 12 months. The 
results for non-executive director engagement are still fairly 
evenly split, although the number reporting that all of the 
top ten had been met has declined slightly. This need not 
be a cause for concern. A lack of engagement between 
non-executive directors and major shareholders is not 
necessarily the fault of the company. Not all investors are 
able or willing to meet with non-executive directors.

Shareholder engagement continues to be a focus of the 
work of the ICSA Policy team. We undertook a survey of 
company secretaries earlier in the year, which we are 
developing in partnership with the Investment Association 
and others. We are moving towards relaunching an 
updated version of our guide to Enhancing Stewardship 
Dialogue. As suggested by survey respondents, we have 
introduced an ICSA award for Best Investor Engagement, 
voted for by company secretaries. The inaugural winner, 
announced on 1 December, was Legal and General 
Investment Management.

Shareholder engagement

We have asked about the influence of proxy advisers in 
several surveys now. Attitudes are fairly entrenched with 
the majority of responses rating them as much more 
negative than positive. This time only 11% see them as a 
positive influence. Compared with the summer, this group 
of respondents seem to be softening slightly with 37% 
rating them as neutral and just under half (compared with 
54% last time) regarding their influence as negative.

We followed up by asking whether companies thought 
there had been an improvement in interaction with proxy 
advisers over the past year. Although a small number (12%) 
thought there had been an improvement, most (74%) did 
not perceive any change.

Proxy advisers How does your company perceive the influence 
of proxy advisers on shareholder engagement 
with the company?

How many of your top ten shareholders have 
any of your company’s non-executive board 
members met in the past 12 months?

11
%

47
%

PositiveNeutralNegative

37
%

All of 
them

Six 
to nine

One 
or two

Three 
to five None

3
%

25
%

26
%

14
%

11
%
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Risk 

We asked about the main risks facing companies. Economic 
risk emerges as the top concern, with operational and 
reputational risk second and third. Despite the widely 
reported news stories about cyber attacks and data leaks  
in recent weeks, cyber risk was rated joint fourth along 
with political risk.

We asked about arrangements for risk management and 
reporting. Only 32% of companies have a risk committee  
as a formal committee of the board. This does not 
necessarily meant that they do not regard risk with 
sufficient importance, as some boards take the view that 
risk is a matter for the whole board, rather than one that 
can be delegated to a committee. 88% of boards receive 
regular updates from a chief risk officer or equivalent. 

Risk management and reporting has become an area of 
increasing attention for investors, a point highlighted by  
the new requirement in the 2014 UK Corporate Governance 
Code to produce a viability statement assessing the 
principal risks which could affect the business model, 
performance or solvency of the business in the longer  
term – that is, more than a year. Although the majority  
of respondents anticipated no difficulty in preparing the 
new statement, there will certainly be increased attention 
from directors on risk management processes given the 
personal liability they face. The need to take a longer-term 
and more robust view of risk could also focus minds further 
on the potential consequences of Brexit which, as we saw 
earlier, is not receiving as much board time as we might 
have expected. 

Risk

What do you consider to be the main risk issues 
facing your company?

Do you have a risk committee as a formal 
committee of the board? 

6% Litigation risk

19%

19%

Cyber risk

Political risk

30% Reputational risk

60% Operational risk

66% Economic risk
32%
Yes

68%
No
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Risk 

Although cyber crime was not in the top three risks 
identified by respondents, 82% of companies consider  
the threat of cyber risk to be increasing. Not surprisingly  
this is slightly higher than the findings of the past two 
years. We asked how companies were responding to  
cyber risk. Three quarters have assessed the risk and  
are mitigating it, with external help if necessary. 

Nearly half the respondents have discussed the 
government’s Ten Steps guidance but less than a quarter,  
in this survey, have discussed the government’s Cyber 
Essentials scheme, launched in 2014. 

Cyber risk

Has your board actively sought to identify its 
key information assets and thoroughly assessed 
their vulnerability to cyber attacks? 

Does your board consider that its exposure to 
cyber risk is increasing or reducing?

Has your board actively discussed the 
government’s Ten Steps cyber security guidance?

Has your board/company actively considered the 
government’s Cyber Essentials scheme?

Decreasing Increasing

Yes

Dec 
2013

Dec 
2015

76
%

Dec 
2013

47
%

Dec 2013

Dec 
2014

44
%

July 2013

82
%

Dec 
2015

Dec 2014

78
%

Dec 
2014

75
%

Dec 2015

69
%

 2
%

 2
%

0
%

Yes

Dec 2015Dec 2014

49
%

Dec 2013

57
%

67
%

21%
Yes

37%
Don’t know

21%
No
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Over the past four surveys we have been tracking how 
social media is handled at board level (if at all) and how 
important it is to the company. These latest results show 
that engagement from boards is dropping significantly after 
an improvement in the summer. 

47% of respondents are now reporting that their board has 
never discussed a social media policy, although 37% have 
discussed it between one and three times. Only 5% 
respond that their board has discussed social media more 
often. There is very little change in these figures compared 
with the findings from 2014.

The follow-up question asks about boards’ attitudes to the 
company’s social media strategy. These results suggest that 
companies simply do not see social media as a board level 
issue. Only 25% of respondents describe a social media 
strategy as important (or very important) to the board. Of 
the remainder nearly half (46%) are now neutral, and 25% 
describe it as unimportant or do not have a strategy. We 
have seen this disconnect before between perceived 
reputational risk and interest in social media, but it is 
particularly marked in this set of results. 

Most companies now have their own Twitter account and 
Facebook page to help build customer relationships and 
engagement. This brings many advantages, but needs to  
be properly monitored and managed.

Social media

How often has your company’s social media 
strategy been discussed at board level in the 
past 12 months?

How important is your company’s social media 
strategy to the board?

46%

think social media 
is important

think social media 
is unimportant

47%
have not 
discussed social 
media at all

5%

9%37%

4–6 times

1–3 times

49%
have not 
discussed social 
media at all

2%

44%

4–6 times

1–3 times

are neutral

38% are neutral

25%

25%

31%

think social media 
is unimportant

think social media 
is important
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About ICSA

ICSA is the professional body for governance. We 
have members in all sectors and are required by 
our Royal Charter to lead ‘effective governance 
and efficient administration of commerce, industry 
and public affairs’. With more than 120 years’ 
experience, we work with regulators and policy 
makers to champion high standards of governance 
and provide qualifications, training and guidance.

Members of ICSA are part of a distinguished 
community of governance professionals which 
spans the public, private and third sectors. 
Our membership includes people at every level 
in all types of organisation, from FTSE 100 
companies to small and medium-sized businesses, 
charities, local government and NHS Trusts.

We support our members throughout their 
careers, helping them to reach and exceed their 
ambitions. Our members, in turn, play an integral 
part in championing good governance, helping 
their organisations to succeed by achieving 
high standards of trust with stakeholders.

We are committed to promoting the value of 
all company secretaries in twenty-first century 
organisations. Building trust through governance 
is increasingly important for all organisations, 
and the demand for people with the skills and 
flexibility to do this has never been greater.

To find out more, or to join, visit www.icsa.org.uk.

About the Financial Times

The Financial Times, one of the world’s leading 
business news organisations, is recognised 
internationally for its authority, integrity and accuracy. 

Providing essential news, comment, data and 
analysis for the global business community, the FT 
has a combined paid print and digital circulation of 
747,000. Mobile is an increasingly important channel 
for the FT, driving almost half of total traffic.
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