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foundation of civilisation. It gives us schools, health
facilities, the ability to travel and move goods around.
“It is because of infrastructure investment that
societies get drawn out of poverty,” and aligns with the
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals aimed at
pulling many billions of people out of poverty.
And people need infrastructure to have a better life.
He uses the example of the tragedy that unfolded in
Indonesia last year after a powerful earthquake struck in
Central Sulawesi, triggering a tsunami with waves up to
six metres high, devastating coastal areas including
Palu City.
Reports said there were more than 1,400 confirmed
fatalities and more than 70,000 people displaced
Threlfall says in the wake of that there were reports
that the death toll was much higher than it should have
been because it was a relatively poor society.
“We can’t control natural disasters but good
infrastructure gives us the ability to minimise the impact
of these disasters. We expect flood defences that can
withstand significant inundation from the sea; there are
sensors to predict a tsunami; schools where children
can learn what to do and mobile phones to send out
warnings; helicopters to lift people out and take them to
hospital. All that is infrastructure.”
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“If we are beneficiaries of previous
generations, should we not feel we
should invest for the future, which
we won’t be around to see?” This
is a conversation that is not being
had, at present, but it needs to be.
Another conversation he had at the IoD
conference was around Cathedral thinking,
referencing the designers and builders of 16th and
17th Century European cathedrals who started
building something they knew they would not live
to see completed.
He says this type of thinking is a choice for
today’s society, to look at how much wealth we
choose to consume ourselves and how much we
choose to invest for our children’s children and
their children.
He told the IoD conference that here in New
Zealand, this generation is fortunate to have
inherited infrastructure built on the investment
of their parents and grandparents and great
grandparents. In London they are still using sewers
built in the 1850s.
“If we are beneficiaries of previous generations,
should we not feel we should invest for the future,
which we won’t be around to see?”
He says that this is a conversation that is not
being had, at present, but it needs to be.
The logic to do this is inescapable but when it
push comes to shove are people going to agree
to pay higher taxes on something they won’t
benefit from. And will politicians stand up to
advocate for this, he asks.
As to what he would say to New Zealand
business leaders on this topic, he said that every
business leader understands the importance of
investment in their own business. “In the same
way I think it is incumbent on all business leaders
in New Zealand to advocate for the importance of
investing in this country’s future.”
The third part of the infrastructure jigsaw,
he says, is around the importance of improving
the way Governments buy infrastructure and
construction.
Globally the construction supply chain is very
fragmented, and hand-to-mouth with low margins.
He says Governments need to invest in
infrastructure needs. Governments need a strong
construction industry that is investing in skills
and the onus lies on Governments and other
infrastructure buyers to provide leadership in the
way they procure, so as to encourage investment
in technology and be more demanding about the
adoption of offsite construction.
Essentially, it must be done better. M

COLLECTIVE
CEO WISDOM
on managing
a top team
CEOs across the spectrum of New Zealand’s
business sector are very clear on what they want in
their top team – they want them performing as one
cohesive, integrated unit. Collaboration is the key
word. The problem is CEOs don’t seem, in many
instances, to be getting the unity they seek.
By Annie Gray.

N

ew research based on interviews
with 45 top CEOs across the
New Zealand business spectrum
is described by its author as the
collective wisdom of CEOs about the
reality of managing at the top in today’s
environment.
The study, undertaken by Dr Ann
Hutchison, senior lecturer at the University
of Auckland, and remuneration and
performance specialist, Strategic Pay, is
still being finalised by Hutchison but what
is becoming clear from the interviews
conducted with CEOs “is that what CEOs

want to be happening is not quite where
they are at,” says Hutchison.
CEOs want their top team to be a fully
integrated unit, that works as one cohesive
team and often what they have got is a lot
of silos, where people fall into a financial,
HR, sales or marketing silo.
“That way of working is out of the 1980s
and 1990s and is the old functional way of
working. CEOs really see the need for this
silo mentality to go.”
Instead they are looking for senior
leaders who see their number one priority
is the top team and that their functional

loyalties as being secondary to being on
the top team.
Some of the CEOs interviewed have
managed to build an integrated team but
Hutchison said more of those interviewed
said they would like to be there and were
not, as yet.
“They recognise that it is really difficult
to get the team where they want it to be.
“Because the business environment is
so uncertain, and complex, there is a need
around the top table for a diversity
of opinions, biases and as many
different kinds of people and brains
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as possible, so you can solve some of the
things coming your way. And the CEOs
know they don’t know everything.”
Today’s business environment is
described as hyper-competitive, and
globalisation has intensified the pace.
“The playing field companies are
competing on is a lot larger and more
complex.”
She says CEOs are constantly thinking
about their top team and the structure
of that team. Is it the right size? The right
structure? What kind of roles are needed
on it? Is it fit for purpose for the way the

organisation is moving?
And she was surprised to learn CEOs
restructure quite often and some, several
times over the years.
She says many of the CEOs in the
sample were humble about their role and
see the top team as their key to success.
“They find it refreshing if they get
diversity of thought in age, ethnicity or
industry experience.”
And there is a real recognition that
the CEO can’t lead by being directive.
Instead they are seeing themselves as a
conductor, collaborator or servant leader.

THE NEW BREED OF LEADER
The new breed of leader in terms of style is less about command
and control and more about equality, mutual collaboration and
vulnerability. There were a lot of comments in the interviews with
CEOs around, “I don’t know everything,” “I don’t manage them,”
“I am empowering them.”
The study also points to:
• No more silos.
• Constantly evolving teams.
• Regular restructures.
• Command and control gone.
• Less appreciation for technical expertise.
• Vulnerability.
• Empowerment.
CEOs and/or chairs were interviewed from the private sector (12
companies); the public sector (13) and 20 not-for-profit organisations. M
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And they work by coordinating and asking
questions, so decisions are made together.
CEOs realise that the new ways of
working are less hierarchical and there is a
desire by workers to have more of a voice.
“In the 1990s it was command and
control, that way of working will not work
anymore, it will not get people on your
side and it is not what the workforce
wants.”
The CEOs in the sample recognise that
if they get collaboration across the whole
top team, they will get better decisionmaking rather than dominating everything.
One theme to emerge was that if one
person on the top team doesn’t want to
buy into working in this integrated way and
doesn’t want to break out of his or her silo
“that affects the whole team and is a major
challenge for the CEO.”
CEOs spoke about not wasting the
organisation’s time and dragging along
some who doesn’t want to work in a
collaborative way.
Hutchison’s sense from the interviews
was the CEOs are quite quick to say to
someone, “if this is not for you, you need
to make a decision about your role.” She
says CEOs are quite courageous and don’t
mess round. A few said, in hindsight, they
wished they had done something earlier,
which she found interesting.
“They have to make some courageous
decisions and are mindful of the fact they
don’t want to mess up someone’s life. But
they take a pragmatic point of view.”
Even those new to the CEO role have
worked in top management teams, before
becoming a CEO, and that will have been

in both good and bad teams. So, they
were often very clear about what a good
top team looks like.
She says CEOs spend a lot of energy
dealing with the board and the strategic
directon. They are a go-between from
the governance of the board to the
operational side of the organisation
“The board is such a complex part of
the CEO role. But if you get the top team
working as a meaningful senior leadership
team, that gives the CEOs the space to do
all the go-between stuff.”
As to the characteristics CEOs value in
a top team Hutchison says this includes
agility, people who embrace change and
being resilient because there is so much
change around. And they value creativity
in the senior team.
CEOs recognise they need their
organisation to be agile and they need
fluidity.
“The whole environment can change
enormously … which can make that lovely

strategy you had in place redundant. If
there is a shift in the market, or a change
in government regulation, the priorities
change in what you need at the top.
Teams have to be agile and intelligent and
working together so they can handle the
changes.”
And the feeling is not all top team
members realise this. Some may have
been promoted because of technical
expertise and not necessarily appreciate
they need other business skills to sit at the
top table.
Amongst the skillset wanted at the
top, CEOs see emotional intelligence
as important as a collaborative way of
working needs a lot of trust. People need
to feel safe and to be able to debate and
argue in a safe environment.
“They need to be very tolerant and part
of the problem in top teams is that you get
real diversity of personalities. People who
choose a career in finance or HR are likely
to be very different personalities from

those in sales or marketing…. and they will
not necessarily be socially drawn to each
other.”
CEOs says their teams are not
necessarily going to like each other and
they quite often fall out.
“They say a decent part of the job is
mediating relationship problems in the top
team or the biases people have. Top team
members can be quite strong people and
quite dominant types. Part of the CEO role
is to stop certain people from steamrolling
others who may be quieter.”
Succession is also an important part of
the CEO role and one of the issues that
arose can be around competition for the
CEO’s attention.
Here in New Zealand CEOs work hard
to not play favourites which, she says,
might be a Kiwi thing as international
literature suggests, in the United States
or Britain, CEOs do have an inner circle.
But in this sample they saw a more team
orientated, egalitarian approach. M

Adding
Value for your
Business

Strategic Pay is at the leading edge of developments
in strategic remuneration, performance management
and performance improvement solutions.
We help organisations improve their performance by
ensuring employee effort, remuneration and rewards are
closely aligned with business objectives, and by providing
a compelling proposition that attracts, retains and
motivates the best people.

Contact us about our FREE remuneration audit
and we will show you how we can add value
info@strategicpay.co.nz | www.strategicpay.co.nz

We offer solutions to suit every New Zealand business:
• Customised, impartial reward and performance advice
• Largest and most extensive
remuneration data services
• Educational programmes to build your capability
• Smart technology to facilitate remuneration and
performance management

StrategicPay
Your best source of remuneration knowledge
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