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What, why,
when &

H O W .

I N T R O D U C T I O N

We like to pick over the successes and failures of our

political leaders, past and present, from Pericles to

Trump, looking for answers, lessons, a bit of

inspiration perhaps; or someone to blame. Politics is

especially and immediately unforgiving of real or

perceived incompetence; but, by comparison,

corporate leadership teams face relatively little day-

to-day external scrutiny.

And when they do, it is usually with the benefit of

hindsight. Whether absolutely or relative to their

peers, executive leaders and their teams – day-to-day

management – are rarely measured objectively while

in situ. Notwithstanding fat-cat outrage and cheap

AGM finger-buffets, an executive team is most often

critiqued post mortem rather than in vivo. 

Why? First, there’s motive: executive evaluation is

voluntary and, if done well, may reveal some

uncomfortable truths. And then there’s access. Over

the past 25 years, the number of publicly listed

companies has halved. Private ownership embraces

opacity: it keeps vocal stakeholders and activists at

bay, as well as the media and political opportunists.

Only startups and scaleups, preparing for funding

rounds or exits, have a vested interest in trumpeting

the quality, professional provenance and performance

of their executive team and directors.
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In addition, executive evaluation is not easy. Board

assessment is vital and has tremendous value, but for

some is in danger of becoming (whisper it) a bit of a

formality. Executive evaluation is – must be – more

bespoke. It is simultaneously absolute and relative; it

is necessarily complex, will usually have specific aims

and is (to reiterate) entirely voluntary, driven not by

process or regulation but by change, whether

unexpected and rapid growth or underperformance;

by new ownership or by a simple need for validation.

Whatever the catalyst, it requires full buy-in from

those being evaluated.

The reasons to bypass any routine maintenance are

the same: cost, time and short-term inconvenience.

the temptation instead to wait until there is (or hope

there is not) a big problem. The irony is that now,

today, with the economic tide further out – and quite

a few found to be lacking a bathing suit – all

companies, small and large, public and private,

startup or established, could benefit from an

independent evaluation of their management team.

What is it?
Executive management evaluation analyses a

company’s present (and future) executive leaders. It

may be seen prima facie as a relative of board

assessment and, to an extent, financial audit or any

other independent external review.

At a fundamental level it seeks to answer two

questions: 1) is the existing executive management

team fit to execute both the current and future

business strategy? And 2) can the executive

management team be in any way improved?

In a bit more detail, it is a process to assess a

company’s management team, individually and

collectively; and, by association, that company’s

structure and culture. The result is an overview of the

quality of the management team and its structure

absolutely; relative to its competition; and to the

board’s business strategy.

So, no wheel is being reinvented; it is not snake oil;

nor is it a fad. Indulgent introspection, mumbo-jumbo

and pseudo-academia (one recent paper observed “a

positive relationship between founder CEO

attractiveness and firm valuation   ”) is avoided.1

1 :  T h e  C E O  B e a u t y  P r e m i u m :  F o u n d e r  C E O  A t t r a c t i v e n e s s  a n d  F i r m  V a l u a t i o n  i n  I n i t i a l  C o i n  O f f e r i n g s  5  N o v  2 0 2 1 ,  C o l o m b o ,  F i s c h ,  M o m t a z  &  V i s m a r a



"Employees are a company’s greatest asset: they’re your
competitive advantage. You want to attract and retain the
best, provide them with encouragement, stimulus, and make
them feel that they are an integral part of the company’s
mission.” 

Anne Mulcahy, CEO, Xerox.

Why is it  
necessary?

The board and shareholders (and indeed stakeholders) should feel
the same way about an executive management team, who are
arguably the most important of all employees. 

But who within a company is well-positioned to judge the executive
team’s performance? Quis custodet custodes? The board provides
counsel, oversight and governance and will choose and appoint the
CEO. But regular, objective assessment of the CEO and the full
executive management team? In truth, most boards are unqualified
to do so and (perhaps with good reason) are more concerned about
their own performance.

An independent executive evaluation looks specifically at these
leadership “assets” and, as noted, is in part akin to a financial or
board audit; but, unlike these, it is neither an established process
nor a legal requirement. In motoring terms, it is less of an insurance
policy or MoT; it’s a service.
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What does it  
achieve?

Validation of the management team;

Recommendations on restructuring or enhancing the existing
management team;

Detailed qualitative and quantitative assessment of individual
executives, absolutely and relative to the board’s performance
expectations;

Benchmarking the management team, individually and
collectively, against industry and sector peers;

Identification of the team’s ability/inability to adapt to future
challenges and/or strategic shifts (including changes in
ownership, listing, MBO’s, etc.);

Identification of (and remedial recommendation on fixing) any
misalignment between the board and management, and/or
strategy and execution;

Challenging job descriptions, hierarchy, succession plans and
methodology of performance measurement;

Highlighting organisational issues around (for example)
reporting lines, career aspirations, internal communication,
corporate culture and compensation policy.

A robust and effective executive evaluation provides data,
commentary and recommendations to shareholders and the board
on a company’s leadership, structure and culture. The
recommendations, most practical, some theoretical, seek to
improve the executive management team – and thus the company –
to the benefit of both shareholders and stakeholders.

Specific outcomes may include any of the following:



When should

it be used?
There is a strong case for considering executive

evaluation as a regular corporate health-check or, for

the more pessimistic, preventative maintenance. It

does not need a specific positive or negative catalyst

and there is certainly no bad time to employ it; but, in

practice, a common denominator prompting an

evaluation is some form of (let’s call it for

convenience) “change” – in strategy, investment,

ownership, sector disruption, succession, etc. For

example:

Investment

Potential investors in a startup or scaleup will

consider the sector, the company’s competitive

position, its financial performance, product, “fit”, etc.

Few, however, devote resources to a comprehensive

assessment of calibre and suitability of the

management team, which may be the greatest

determinant of (or hindrance to) growth and

profitability.

Reorganisation

A management team may be disrupted for many

reasons, from personalities clashing to the need for a

strategic “pivot”. A team might be hit by scandal or

destabilised by an unplanned departure. Objective

analysis and recommendations on optimal

redeployment (or changes to) a team offers a more

considered approach than the too common knee-jerk

norm.

Succession: internal vs. external candidates;

Turnover: managing retention and hiring in “hot"

markets; 

Technical: anticipating skills’ gaps;

Finance

Growth companies need to seek additional financing

if/when a listing is not an immediate option (as now).

An ability to showcase management and to evidence

the resulting likelihood of growth potential increases

the probability of a successful fund-raise. An

independent evaluation provides investors with this

reassurance.

Outperformance

Changes in business and economic cycles mean that

investors must consider not only asset allocation, but

also the relative merits of individual companies within

one sector. The sector might be unattractive; but

unbiased evidence of exceptional management and a

differentiated strategy (and the ability to execute it)

can provide unusual, even unique insight.

Talent

Although there is often a reactive and/or negative

catalyst for executive evaluation, it may also be driven

by positive or evolutionary developments. For

example:

All of which can be (and is) already handled by

HR/Talent teams; but may be enhanced by an external

evaluation including comparative market data and

associated context, as well as (for example)

participants speaking with greater candour to external

consultants.
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First and above all, it must start with (many) questions. Who
are the interested parties? Why is the evaluation being done?
Is everyone (including – especially – those under scrutiny)
happy to do it? Who is paying (the “sponsor”)?

METHODOLOGY
So how does it actually work? There is always a defined structure to
any evaluation process, however bespoke, and there are some
inviolable principles underpinning all evaluations.

It is vital to understand a company in detail and in context: where it
is and was, and where it hopes to go on its corporate journey. There
is no point in assessing the captain and first officer without due
consideration to the destination and the seaworthiness of the ship;
and indeed the ship’s owners; passengers; the rest of the crew;
icebergs; sanitation and not least all the other luxury liners at sea.
Or whether space travel is the future.

The practical methodology of an evaluation is always founded on an
analytical and interactive process that enables both the “hard” and
quantifiable and “soft” and more qualitative issues to be identified
and assessed systematically.

It is always and necessarily bespoke; but most commonly has five
stages...
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1. The brief

As stated, a company’s status, ambitions,

expectations and competitive positioning must be

fully understood. Job specifications and roles should

reflect these. The aim is not to question strategy, but

to understand in detail what exists and why. The

scope of an evaluation may then be defined and

agreed by the sponsor and (if different) the executive

team.It is crucial to have the support of all

participants.

2. Organisation

The structure needs to be understood to establish

precisely what skills and job specifications are needed

and how they interact to execute the strategy. Each

role profile is reviewed, as is the team, in order to

draw preliminary conclusions as to individual and

collective suitability relative to internal and external

requirements. It is critical to integrate at this stage

into the process any expected changes, contingencies

and future requirements for each position and for the

team.

3. Individuals

Multiple, systematic, individual interviews and/or

workshops assess each manager’s contribution to the

company’s strategic and operational effectiveness

(stakeholders) and profitability (shareholders). They

evaluate strengths, weaknesses and development

needs, as well as likely ability to meet future

challenges. Individual evaluation has seven core

themes:

    1. Agility – “everybody has a plan until they get 

    hit”, etc.;

    2. Competence – technical, commercial, 

    financial, skill gaps, peer comparison;

    3. Culture – provenance, diversity, alignment, 

    teamwork, motivation;

    4.Engagement – board, shareholders, 

    stakeholders, regulators, media;

    5. Leadership – style, vision, integrity, 

    independence, collaboration, dealmaking;

    6. Performance – metrics, absolute, relative and 

    vs expectations, ease of replacement;

    7. Remuneration – quantum & specie, again 

    absolute and relative;

Each is weighted as a function of the Brief (1) and

Organisation (2) and then scored empirically.

Additional workshops and/or psychometric evaluation

may be incorporated subject again to the

requirements of the sponsor.



    Accountability

    Alignment

    Complementarity

    Culture

    Diversity

    Engagement

    Gaps

    Leadership

    Remuneration

    Vision (vs. implementation)

4. Team

"Individual brilliance wins a few games, unity wins

championships.” Rohit Sharma, Captain, Indian Cricket

The sum of individuals’ contributions to the

effectiveness of any team may or may not equate to

the effectiveness of that team. An evaluation aims to

determine whether there is a differential and, if so,

whether it is positive or (as is often the case) negative.

Either way, the evaluation’s aim is to raise the

competence and effectiveness of the executive team

as much as (if not more than) individually. The team is

assessed as a function of its:

The harmony, effectiveness and profitability of a team

may be measured, as with individuals, both absolutely

and relatively (subject to availability of sector

comparisons), and is scored empirically, which allows

the plotting of a complex (but not unintelligible or

unattractive) graph, demonstrating individuals

current and likely future contribution to the team.

         5. Recommendations

While the sponsor will be the first recipient of

recommendations, full transparency and disclosure is

key (including any “uncomfortable truths”). There

should be scope for career-planning and an

opportunity for self-development. In short, the

executive team must be involved in the entire process,

not least its conclusion, because it is they who are

implementing the recommendations.
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The

importance of

independence 
“Management Audit is a new way of looking at

management. It provides a tool that enhances human

and organisational resource techniques. It can make a

contribution at the highest level: it is intended both for

large multinationals and smaller companies”.

Written in 1993, in the preface to “The Management

Audit” (by Sir Michael Craig-Cooper and Philippe de

Backer), nothing is new in appraising an executive

team.

Whatever the specific mechanics of an evaluation (or

“audit”), perhaps the most important point to

reemphasise, by way of conclusion, is its

independence.

For the same reason that listed company boards need

to be regularly reviewed, i.e. the best interests of

shareholders, it is these same interests (and those of

prospective investors, stakeholders and boards) that

are served by an independent and objective

assessment of the team deploying their capital on a

daily basis.

To learn more about our Executive or Board Evaluation

services, get in touch at: info@saintyhird.com or 

+44 (0)20 7968 4000
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After many years recruiting senior executives across financial services,
Ralph now focusses on assessing and advising board and executive
teams in scale-up, growth and pre-IPO companies, as well as acting on
behalf of university spin-out, venture capital and private investors.

Ralph was a co-founder of Sainty Hird & Partners in 1996. He
previously spent a decade in executive search with his co-founders at
another major international search firm. 

He has a BA in Modern History and an MSc in Management Science
from Durham University.

Rupert works with, advises and recruits at both Board and Executive
Committee level. He is an expert in financial services, and in particular
the asset and wealth management industry, having recruited within
institutional and alternative platforms across all functions for over 20
years.

He started in executive search in 1999, having previously spent eight
years at JP Morgan in London, New York and Tokyo.

Rupert has an MA in Classics from Pembroke College, University of
Cambridge, and an MSc in Viticulture from the University of California,
Davis.

O U R  E V A L U A T I O N  
&  A S S E S S M E N T  T E A M

Rupert Mathieu

Ralph Grayson 



C O N T A C T  U S :
 

i n f o @ s a i n t y h i r d . c o m
+ 4 4  ( 0 ) 2 0  7 9 6 8  4 0 0 0

w w w . s a i n t y h i r d . c o m

https://www.saintyhird.com/

