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Corporate culture: how can a board drive change? A round-table with Anthony Carey 
(Mazars), Paul Moxey (ACCA), Mike Everett (Standard Life Investments), Michael Parker 

(Henley Business School) and Pauline Schu (ACCA).  
 

Held on Tuesday, July 1, 2014, from 12.30-2.15pm. 
At Wax Chandlers Hall, 6 Gresham Street, London, EC2V 7AD. 

 
An easy answer to questions about how to improve corporate culture is that it is set by the “tone 
from the top”. Indeed it is the law. The UK Companies Act 2006 says that, in promoting the 
success of a company, a director must have regard to the interests of employees, suppliers, 
customers; to the impact of the company’s operations on the community and environment; and 
to maintaining a reputation for high standards of business conduct. 

Two organisations that have weighed in with guidance to boards on how to do it are Mazars, 
working with Tomorrows Company, with The Board Charter  (please click here), and the ACCA, 
including through an ESRC co-funded research study 'Culture – Channelling Corporate 
Behaviour' (click here). Hence, we invited speakers from both organisations to this round-table. 

All the panellists raised the issue of a company’s “purpose”. This included its long-term (5-10 
years) strategy and the purpose of corporate governance: to help ensure the organisation 
creates long-term, sustainable value. While “value” was difficult to pin down, it did include 
financial and non-financial measures, and intangible assets – eg people – that comprise an 
increasing proportion of a modern business’s value. The concept went beyond reducing the risk 
of harm to society and the environment; indeed, a positive link was suggested between doing 
the right thing and creating value. 
 
As for “values”, these needed to be “deeply embedded” both by driving them down through the 
organization and by listening to questions raised, or whistles blown, by all employees. Much of 
this could be monitored. Other ways to achieve the desired culture included recruiting people 
with the right attitude and making sure they remained subject to consistent messages on values, 
especially within smaller teams. Group dynamics might lead to allegiances outside the company 
– for good (professional values) or ill (fast-buck trader mentality).  
 
One suggestion from the floor was that companies should have an “incentives committee” 
looking at what motivated staff – monetary and non-monetary – from top to bottom, rather than 
the traditional remuneration committee focusing on senior executive pay.  
 
The role of codes and regulation was questioned since a plethora of both had not ensured 
healthy corporate cultures or effective boards. Barriers included the “management damp-proof 
course” that could block information flowing up or down, leaving boards in ignorance. 
Nevertheless, investors were keen to hold management to account for the organisation’s 
conduct and culture. 
 
The relationship between the chairman and the CEO was crucial in this, with the former needing 
to control ego and permit dissent. Boards should seek evidence that staff incentives were 
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aligned with the goals of the organisation and that executives were “living the values”. More 
informal contact between non-executive directors and staff might help with this. NEDs also 
needed independent access to information from internal and external audit teams, the company 
secretary and risk managers. 
 
A suggestion that generation Y was less motivated by money than the rest of us was countered 
by a couple of “ageing hippies” in the room.  
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