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Introduction

A good Non-Executive Director can make a real difference to a board. They bring experience from outside
the organisation, offer a fresh view and ask questions that may be difficult for those involved in the day-
to-day running of the business to see.

The best NEDs know how to challenge an executive team without trying to run the organisation
themselves. They listen, test assumptions and help the board make better decisions. Their experience can
be particularly useful when a business is entering a new market, delivering a major change programme,
working with government or dealing with a difficult or sensitive issue.

Finding the right person is rarely straightforward. An NED needs enough experience and credibility to
challenge senior executives, as well as the time to understand the organisation and prepare properly. They
must also be free from commercial conflicts. This can make candidates from the same sector difficult to
appoint, so it is often worth looking at people from related industries who have dealt with similar
challenges.

Taking on an NED role can also help senior leaders develop. It gives them experience of another board,
another organisation and a different way of making decisions. They learn how to influence without having
day-to-day authority and bring that experience back to their main role. For employers, supporting the
right people to take on external appointments can help prepare future CEOs, Executive Directors and
Chairs.

This guide looks at why organisations appoint NEDs, what makes someone effective in the role and how
to approach the search. It also explains why employers should support suitable senior staff in taking on
executive appoints and offers practical advice for anyone seeking their first NED role.



Why appoint a Non-Executive Director?

A strong Non-Executive Director brings an independent perspective to 
the board and provides constructive challenge to the executive 
leadership team. 

Because NEDs are removed from the organisation's day-to-day 
management, they can examine decisions objectively and help ensure 
that the board remains focused on the organisation's long-term 
interests.

Strategic guidance

Non-Executive Directors provide advice on how organisations can become 
more effective and support the development and delivery of long-term 
strategy.

Their experience can be particularly valuable when an organisation is facing 
a significant transition or unfamiliar challenge. 

Specialist knowledge and experience

Boards can use Non-Executive appointments to introduce expertise that 
does not currently exist within the executive team.

This might include sector knowledge, financial expertise, major project 
experience, government relations, corporate governance or organisational 
transformation.

Importantly, organisations do not always need to recruit someone from the 
same industry. In fact, conflicts of interest may make this difficult. Looking at 
executives from related sectors who have dealt with similar organisational 
challenges can bring a significant advantage.

Additional credibility

Senior Non-Executives can also bring credibility to an organisation, 
particularly where it is dealing with sensitive, high-profile or politically 
significant issues.

In some circumstances, organisations appoint an experienced industry 
figure to chair an independent review for a defined period. These 
individuals can provide both expertise and external credibility to the 
conclusions of the review.

Examples include major independent reviews of the rail industry, UK 
aviation capacity and the construction labour model.

A broader perspective

Ultimately, a well-balanced board should not simply replicate the 
experience of its executive leadership team. NEDs can introduce different 
perspectives; challenge established thinking and encourage the board to 
consider issues beyond the immediate operational pressures facing the 
organisation.

The objective is not for the NED to run the business, but to help ensure that 
those who do are making well-informed and properly scrutinised decisions.



What makes a good NED?

A strong NED combines experience, judgement and independence with the 
confidence to challenge constructively.

Executive credibility – must be comfortable challenging senior executives 
who may themselves have decades of experience. This requires confidence 
and sound judgement, but also an understanding of how to provide challenge 
constructively. 

The strongest NEDs are able to ask difficult questions without becoming 
involved in operational management.

Relevant experience – understands the organisation’s key challenges; 
transferable experience can be as valuable as direct sector knowledge.

What matters most is whether the candidate understands the types of 
challenges the organisation is facing and can apply relevant experience to 
them. 

For example, an organisation dealing with government, major infrastructure 
programmes or significant business transformation may benefit more from 
someone who has successfully navigated those circumstances in an adjacent 
sector.

Independence – free from commercial conflicts and able to provide objective 
judgement. 

Capacity to contribute – has sufficient time to understand the business, 
prepare properly and engage when needed. 

Although NED roles are part-time positions, they should not be treated as 
minor commitments. A typical Non-Executive Director may contribute 
between 12 and 36 days a year to an organisation. The commitment can 
increase during periods of significant change or difficulty.

Adds to the board – brings complementary skills, perspectives and 
experience rather than simply replicating existing strengths.



Why should employers support staff in becoming NEDs? 

Supporting employees to take on external NED roles can be a powerful 
leadership development and retention tool, bringing valuable experience 
back into the organisation.

Broadens experience – an external NED role gives an employee exposure to 
another organisation, sector or business model without their existing employer 
losing that individual. 

They can observe how another organisation approaches strategy, governance, 
leadership and decision-making and bring those insights back into their primary 
role.

Builds board capability – develops practical experience of governance, risk, 
strategy and board-level decision-making before taking on a more senior 
executive position within their own organisation.

Develops confidence & influence – strengthens the ability to challenge, 
influence and contribute beyond a functional specialism. 

Prepares future leaders & supports retention – high-potential senior 
employees may be ready for additional responsibility before an appropriate 
internal promotion becomes available. 

An external board role can provide them with a meaningful challenge while 
allowing the organisation to retain them. 

It can also help prepare potential future CEOs, Executive Directors and Chairs 
by giving them experience of governance and board decision-making earlier in 
their careers.

An external NED role develops the individual while bringing new perspectives, 
skills and experience back to their employer.



Making the right appointment

Appointing the right NED can be challenging. The strongest candidates need 
to combine relevant experience, independence and availability. 

Define what you really need – identify the specific skills, experience and 
challenges the appointment needs to address. 

Target the right profiles – recently retired executives, experienced NEDs and 
senior leaders approaching the end of executive roles can be strong 
candidates. 

Look beyond your sector – candidates from adjacent industries may bring 
highly relevant experience without the conflicts associated with direct 
competitors. 

Check independence early – consider relationships with competitors, 
customers, suppliers and other commercial interests from the outset. 

Search beyond the obvious – strong market knowledge and networks can 
uncover candidates whose circumstances or commitments are changing. 

Prioritise fit over speed – the right combination of experience, capacity and 
board chemistry is more important than making a quick appointment. 



Advice for your first NED role

Securing your first NED appointment is often the hardest step. More accessible opportunities may be found with smaller organisations or in roles offering 
modest remuneration. The priority should be finding an appointment that provides meaningful governance experience and a genuine opportunity to contribute. 
Your first role does not need to be the most prestigious or highly paid.

Define your board-level value
Be clear about the challenges you can help an organisation address, such as transformation, growth, major projects, government relations, finance or risk.

Be open-minded about the first step 
Your first appointment may be outside of your immediate sector. Consider NHS Trusts or housing associations; these are substantial, complex organisations 
with important governance responsibilities. 

Explore membership and industry bodies
Trade bodies, professional institutions and industry groups regularly need experienced executives to serve on their boards. Some positions are unpaid, but they 
can provide credible governance experience, extend your network and demonstrate your ability to contribute beyond an executive role.

Look beyond your immediate sector
Experience gained in an adjacent industry can be highly relevant, particularly when you have faced similar strategic or organisational challenges.

Use your network
Many NED opportunities emerge through professional relationships, sector networks and executive search firms. Make it known that you are interested and 
explain the contribution you can offer.

Check your capacity and independence
Consider the time commitment, obtain your employer’s support where necessary and identify potential conflicts involving competitors, customers or suppliers 
before pursuing a role.



Case Study

Case Study – Network Rail Consulting

Network Rail Consulting is the international consultancy arm of Network 
Rail, providing strategic, technical and operational expertise to rail and 
transport clients across Australia, North America, the Middle East and the 
UK.

The Brief

Required a highly experienced Non-Executive Director with a track record of 
leading large consulting, transport or infrastructure organisations 
internationally, bringing strategic insight, governance expertise and 
commercial acumen.

The Process 

• International search focused on former CEOs, Managing Directors, 
Chairs and Senior Executives from consulting, transport and 
infrastructure organisations with experience operating across multiple 
global markets.

• Assessed candidates on their strategic leadership credentials, governance 
experience, international commercial exposure and ability to contribute 
effectively within a Board.

• Carefully navigated potential conflicts of interest throughout the process, 
particularly amongst candidates holding executive, advisory or Non-
Executive positions within competing consultancies and transport 
organisations.

The Outcome 

Delivered a shortlist of 4 diverse candidates.

The successful candidate brought 27 years of industry experience 
across five continents, including senior executive and board-level roles 
within some of the transport sector's most prominent organisations.



Conclusion

Non-Executive Directors can make a substantial contribution to an 
organisation by providing independent scrutiny and strategic 
guidance,  along with specialist experience.

Strong candidates need the credibility to challenge experienced 
executives, relevant knowledge of the organisation's strategic 
challenges, sufficient time to fulfil the role and, crucially, genuine 
independence from conflicting commercial interests.

At the same time, organisations should consider the other side of the 
NED market. Allowing their own senior employees to take suitable 
external Non-Executive appointments can be a powerful leadership-
development tool.

It gives future leaders exposure to governance, strategy and 
boardroom decision-making, broadens their commercial perspective 
and can help organisations retain ambitious employees while 
preparing them for larger leadership roles.

Non-Executive Directorships are not simply governance 
appointments. They can form an important part of both organisational 
effectiveness and long-term leadership development.



Let’s shape the 
leadership team that 
will deliver your 
strategy.

Get in touch 
enquiries@newsomconsulting.co.k

Visit our website
www.newsomconsulting.co.uk 

mailto:enquiries@newsomconsulting.co.k
http://www.newsomconsulting.co.uk/
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