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Abstract

This study has expanded our insights into board governance in Qatar from the behavioral perspective by explor-
ing the strategic task at times of changing complexity.  By studying what happens outside and inside the board-
room, examining board member composition (knowledge diversity), competence (breadth and depth), ability 
to make, and shape, strategic decisions, as well as shape the context, conduct and content of strategy, we have 
further opened the “black box” in order to deep dive and analyze board behaviors and other controversial issues 
relating thereto.  Mediation by use of skills and knowledge, criticality, and committees shows that the strategic 
involvement of the board of directors can be further enhanced.  Through this research (Al-Mansoori, 2019) 
many observations were made that are general and at the same time may be specific to Qatar - fast economic 
development and global impact of digitalization that are soon going to have influence on the local practices. 

The study proposed a new theoretical model for further enhancing board’s effectiveness in Qatar and highlight-
ed opportunities for increasing the readiness of boards for the impact of digitalization.

The research was developed from surveys and interviews with individuals who were chairpersons, board direc-
tors and CEOs of organizations in Qatar.
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Introduction

Today, there is a general agreement on that board 
governance may have major impact and contribu-
tion to the firm’s value creation (Ayari & Regaieg, 
2018).  Monitoring financial performance used to 
be considered the main objective for boards (Huse, 
2018).  However, applying a behavioral perspective 
for board governance has shifted board respon-
sibility to the creation of value.  Moreover, most 
studies on boards of directors have focused on input 
(composition of board) and output variables (board 
performance), without direct linkage to, or relation-
ship with the inner board processes and mechanisms 
(Forbes & Milliken, 1999; Pettigrew, 1992).  It is 
thus a call for more study on the actual behaviors 
of a board (what goes between the input and output 
of board work), which supplements knowledge on 
board governance (Huse, 2005, 2007; Pettigrew, 
1992). 
 
This study is about value creating boards and ac-
tual board behavior in Qatar.  The State of Qatar 

has emerged as one of the world’s most important 
producers of oil and gas and launched the National 
Vision with an objective to diversify its economy 
and become a knowledge-based economy by 2030.  
As we are moving to a knowledge-based economy 
in Qatar, investment in human capital and knowl-
edge-based activities have become critical, but they 
are not fundamental to agency theory (Hoskisson et 
al., 2011).  Agency theory, which dominated the the-
oretical analysis in management and strategy for the 
past two decades (Hoskisson et al.,2011) focuses on  
control activities driven by value protection matri-
ces, with an approach to avoiding problems.  Hence, 
the role of people needs to be integrated with boards 
and how they work.

The objective of this current study is to evaluate 
board governance in Qatar from a behavioral per-
spective, exploring their strategic tasks at times 
of change by going beyond the surface of board 
governance and focusing on the people as the main 
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actors to understand interactions between the inde-
pendent actor (board member knowledge diversity) 
and board outcome.  Focus is set on the strategic 
involvement for the creation of value (taking and 
shaping strategic decisions and shaping the con-
duct, content and context of strategy), mediated by 
the board culture (use of skills and knowledge, and 
criticality). 

Boards and Corporate Governance 

No one model or definition of corporate governance 
suits all environments, occasions and circumstances.  
In general, it is about setting of priorities, delegation 
of power, and organization of accountability (Levrau 
& Van Den Berghe, 2007).  However despite the 
different definitions, there are universal standards, 
fundamentals, and principles of best practices that 
can be followed in the face of different drivers and 
requirements (legal, administrative), legal back-
grounds, the cultural and political context, business 
forms linked to different business models and geo-
graphical jurisdiction (Leblanc, 2016; Mallin, 2016).  
Good corporate governance is expected to balance 
the interests of, and relationships among, the vari-
ous stakeholders of the company while ensuring the 
long-term sustainability and success of the entre-
prise. 
 
Understanding the behaviors of directors of a board 
leads to better support, and setting the foundation 
for the interpretation and implementation of strate-
gies (McNulty & Pettigrew, 1999).  The culture of 
a boardroom needs to foster interactive discussions 
to take the maximum benefit from the members, and 
fully utilize the use of skills and knowledge of the 

board members.  A decision-making culture has a 
number of core concepts. Criticality in the board-
room is more foundational for the interactions and 
social system.  Criticality is the individuality of the 
directors of the board and their ability to have in-
dependent discussions and a questioning attitude as 
part of a team (Huse, 2007).  

Board members are key players in the organization 
and building the right board requires the possession 
of certain skills and knowledge by its members to 
fulfill their tasks as a member of a board of directors’ 
team.  The type of experience and skills required by 
boards is determined based on the context in which 
the organization belongs (Huse, 2007).   Competence 
and knowledge can be categorized as firm specific 
knowledge (depth) and general business knowledge 
(breadth) (Bankewitz, 2016; Forbes & Milliken, 
1999; Harrigan, 1983).

In the context of the debate on the involvement 
of the board of directors in strategy, McNulty and 
Pettigrew’s framework suggest that strategy is a 
sphere of activity in which part-time board members 
are capable of controlling the management.  Part-
time board member’s role can no longer be seen as 
simply approving an executive’s ideas or strategies.  
Their know-how of the industry can challenge any 
executive at the operating level in the company on 
industry content (Table 1).  

Table 1.  Strategic Involvement of Part- time Board 
Member 

Note: Adapted from “Strategist on the Board” by T. McNulty and A. Pettigrew, 
1999, Organization Studies, 20(1), 47-74.
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The fact that directors of the board have different 
educational backgrounds, functional and industrial 
experiences, and knowledge, means they are like-
ly to experience difficulties with interacting on the 
board with the way ideas are perceived, processed 
and responded to during discussions in the board-
room (O’Reilly & Williams, 1998).  The behaviors 
and competencies of directors of the board, and the 
chairperson are critical for unleashing the potential 
of the board for value creation.  Knowledge brought 
by the board directors is one measure on how effec-
tive the board can be, however, this knowledge must 
be used (Huse, 2018). 

The State of Qatar

Qatar has a National Vision for 2030 with the aim 
that “Qatar becomes an advanced society capable 
of sustaining its development and providing a high 
standard of living for its people. Qatar’s National 
Vision defines the long-term goals for the country 
and provides a framework in which national strat-
egies and implementation plans can be developed” 
(Government Communication Office, 2019, para. 
1).  The Vision is to be achieved through four pillars, 
which are human development, social development, 
economic development, and environmental develop-
ment as defined in the Vision 2030 document pub-
lished by the General Secretariat for Development 
Planning (2008):

Human development: of all its people to en-
able them to sustain a prosperous society. 

Social development: of a just and caring 
society based on high moral standards, and 
capable of playing a significant role in global 
partnership for development. 

Economic development: of a competitive and 
diversified economy capable of meeting the 
needs of, and securing a high standard of liv-
ing for, all its people for the present and for 
the future. 

Environmental development: management of 
the environment such that there is harmony 
between economic growth, social develop-
ment and environmental protection.  (p. 11)

In Qatar, corporate governance codes were designed 
based on international best practices for the guide-
lines and standards promoting the principles of good 

governance.  The scope of each outlines the frame-
work of good governance, principles, scope of duties 
and relationships with different stakeholders/share-
holders.  
Part-time board members form the majority, if not 
the whole membership of boards in Qatar, with the 
average number of board members being 7-8, which 
is reflected in the research sample.  The firm’s legal 
counsel normally plays the board secretary role and 
responsibilities are limited to board meetings, logis-
tics and basic administrative tasks.

On June 5, 2017, Qatar’s neighboring countries 
(United Arab Emirates, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt and the Kingdom of Bahrain) unexpectedly 
imposed a blockade isolating Qatar from its major 
air, sea and land links (BMI Research, 2018a; BMI 
Research, 2018b; Qatar National Bank, 2017; The 
Project on Middle East Political Science, 2017).   
The initial impact was severe, and the response 
from Qatar has been proactive, focusing on the 
sustainability and long-term economic value. Qatar’s 
projects within the private sector have been designed 
for long-term economic self-sufficiency (Qatar Na-
tional Bank, 2017).  While the initial consequences 
of the blockade were critical, with stocks, tourism 
and imports dropping, the economy has recovered 
(Al Jazeera Arabic, 2018a; QatarGCO, 2018; Sergie, 
2018).

This ‘black swan’ (The blockade) had enabled Qatar 
to advance development plans by tapping into the 
new opportunities this situation provided. The drive 
to accelerate progress in reaching Qatar’s goals and 
aspirations was aided by the active role played by 
corporate boards, executives, government entities 
and partners, as well as non-profit organizations.
 
Research Model

An ideal empirical context for testing the strategic 
involvement of boards of directors exists in Qatar, 
where organizations have faced the national crisis 
from the blockade by its neighbors. Hence, the con-
ditions of the business environment have changed 
and traditionally accepted strategies are not likely 
to be valid.  Changes in the business environment in 
Qatar as a result of the blockade required a non-tra-
ditional way of thinking about boards of directors as 
they are the highest decision-making authority in an 
organization. 
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Two sets of hypothesis were tested in the research as 
illustrated in Figure 1.  On the left hand side of the 
research model, we suggest that a board of directors’ 
composition is represented by knowledge diversity, 
knowledge, and skills (general business knowledge 
(breadth) and organization-specific knowledge 
(depth).  The right hand side of the model represents 
the strategic tasks of the board as concluded in the 
McNulty and Pettigrew (1999) framework.  The 
center of the research model represents the media-
tors represented by use of skills and knowledge, and 
criticality as recent research has argued widely that 
the possession of competence (knowledge, skills, 
and knowledge diversity) does not ensure that the 
members of the board will make use of them.  

  
The corner stone of dynamics in the boardroom and 
strategic involvement is centered with the members 
who would set the rules and norms based on their 
competence and team composition. Therefore, we 
hypothesize (refer to Figure 1) that: 

·	 Hypothesis 1:
The use of skills and knowledge (mediator 
variable) positively mediates the relationship 
between board member composition knowl-
edge diversity (independent variable) with the 
dependent variables:

(i)	 Taking strategic decisions
(ii)	Shaping strategic decisions
(iii)	Shaping the context, conduct, and 

content of strategy 

Figure 1. Research Model   

Many elements affect how the board of directors’ 
designs strategy, which are not necessarily based 
on the competence of the members. One of the key 
attributes for value-creating boards is the culture of 
the boardroom, where the ability of fostering inter-
active discussions gets the maximum benefit of the 
members. Following this argument, we hypothesize 
that the decision-making culture in the boardroom 
represented by criticality, is a key component of 
board decision making: 

·	 Hypothesis 2: 
Criticality (mediator variable) positively me-
diates the relationship between board member 
composition knowledge diversity (indepen-
dent variable) with the dependent variables:

(i)	 Taking strategic decisions
(ii)	Shaping strategic decisions 

	

        

           

Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective of Board Governance in Qatar Context: 
Exploring the Strategic Role at Times of Changing Complexity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  
[Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. SBS Swiss Business School, Kloten, Switzerland.
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Population and Sample

The 15 sample organizations were classified as Pub-
lic Private Partnership (PPP), State Owned Enter-
prise (SOE), Government entities and Publicly List-
ed  in Qatar.  Inclusion of participants was that they 
were associated with the set categories of firm types, 
the chair of the board of directors, board members, 
the chief executive officer (CEO) and members from 
the management team if they participate in board 
meetings. 
 
Data Collection, Editing, and Project Manage-
ment

Accountability and creation of accountability mod-
el designed by Huse (2005) was the basis for the 
design of the “Value Creating Board” survey instru-
ment (Huse, 2010), and “the order of the questions 
was carefully chosen based on earlier experiences, 
pre-tests and recommendations” as explained by 
Huse (2010, p. 369).  Questions related to the areas 
of strategic involvement were influenced by the 
study of McNulty and Pettigrew (1999) on the board 
involvement in strategy and were broken down 
into three main areas, which are taking strategic 
decisions, shaping strategic decisions, shaping the 
context, conduct and content of strategy.

Quantitative data.  Questionnaires com-
pleted were 50 with a 48.54% completion rate.  The 
main goal of the questionnaire was to discern the 
context of the board’s behaviors in connection with 
the dimensions in the empirical model using predic-
tor variables, which are board members’ competence 
(breadth and depth), board members’ composition 
(knowledge diversity), use of skills and knowledge, 
taking strategic decisions, and shaping strategic 
decisions, shaping the context, conduct, and content 
of strategy, and criticality.  There were four sets of 
questionnaires designed, targeting the four different 
groups (chairperson, board members, CEO, manage-
ment).  

Qualitative data.  Semi-structured face-to-
face interviews followed the questionnaire to address 
the research questions of the study.  The interviews 
were done purposive with chairs of the board of di-
rectors, board members, and CEOs who were willing 
and available to participate.  A total of 15 individuals 
participated in the face-to-face interviews.  The in-

Research Design

The research model was designed to examine the 
mediation effect of boardroom culture (criticality) 
and the use of the skills and knowledge.  In order to 
meet the research question and based on the nature 
of the research, mixed methods were used to get 
beyond the surface of the behavioral perspective of 
board governance.  

Empirical Challenges with a Qatari Sample

The population from which the sample was drawn 
was inevitably influenced by the characteristics of 
the firms and industry - the number of board mem-
bers participating in the study was limited due to 
small market size, multiple memberships on boards, 
and accessibility to the board members and chairs.

Qatar has a total population of 2.7 million.  The to-
tal number of companies listed on the Qatar Stock 
Exchange (the country’s only stock exchange) is 46 
(Qatar Stock Exchange, 2019).  

Another key constraint was due to the socio-eco-
nomic environment in Qatar. An overwhelming 
majority of board memberships are held by Qatari’s 
– even within that it is concentrated amongst a few 
powerful families (Dsouza, 2017, 2018).  These indi-
viduals are part of the ruling elite and can be classi-
fied as a population that is unattainable for research 
studies.  Many of them either are Ministers in the 
government or hold positions of similar rank.

However, the views and insight extracted can be 
generalized to understand board practice and factors 
influencing membership.  Self-reporting bias may be 
a concern, but that is a general problem in research 
on boards, and one, which is difficult to avoid (Stiles 
& Taylor, 1996).  The limitations of a cross-sectional 
study must also be highlighted.  The study drew a 
general picture of board behavior, but it was limited 
to a single point in time.  Currently, there is no data 
tracking changes over time.

Despite the limitations, this study and the collected 
data shed light on under-researched areas of board 
behavior and their strategic involvement (taking de-
cisions, making decisions, reconfiguration).
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Hypothesis 2: 
Pearson’s r partial correlations are conducted to 
examine hypothesis 2.  Prior to examination of the 
correlation results, descriptive statistics for each 
variable suggest that, on average, the participants 
were above the midpoint scores indicating at least 
moderately high levels for each variable examined.

The difference between the two correlations, the 
original (O) and mediated (M), is tested to prove 
if this mediation is significant.  Controlling for the 
mediator (use of criticality), there were significant 
partial mediations of the relevant hypothesis 2 relat-
ed relationships, (i) Taking strategic decisions and 
(ii) Shaping strategic decisions. 
 
More specifically, after inclusion of the criticality 
mediator the original relationship between (i) Tak-
ing strategic decisions and composition knowledge 
diversity reduced significantly from a moderately 
strong positive relationship to a non-significant weak 
negative relationship (Original r = 0.33, Mediated r 
= (-0.103), z = 2.14, p = 0.03).  After inclusion of the 
criticality mediator the original relationship between 
(ii) Shaping strategic decisions and composition 
knowledge diversity reduced significantly from a 
moderately strong positive relationship to a non-sig-
nificant weak negative relationship (Original r = 
0.47, Mediated r = (-0.003), z = 2.49, p = 0.012). 

terviewee held multiple roles at the same time where 
12 out of the 15 are CEOs in addition to their roles 
with boards. 

The participants in the research were assured that 
their responses would be anonymous, and that they 
did not have to take part in the research if they did 
not wish.

Quantitative Results

Hypothesis 1: 
Pearson’s r partial correlations are conducted to 
examine hypothesis 1.  Prior to examination of the 
correlation results, descriptive statistics (M=33.39, 
SD=5.86, Possible Range: 6-42) for Board Mem-
bers: composition (knowledge diversity) suggests 
the participants were above the midpoint score (24) 
for this variable indicating at least moderately high 
levels, on average. 
 
The difference between the two correlations, the 
original (O) and mediated (M), is tested to prove if 
this mediation is significant.  Controlling for the me-
diator (use of skills and knowledge), there were sig-
nificant partial mediations of the relevant hypothesis 
1 related relationships, (i) Taking strategic decisions, 
(ii) Shaping strategic decisions, and (iii) Shaping the 
context, conduct and content of strategy. 
 
After inclusion of the use of skills and knowledge 
mediator the original relationship between (i) Tak-
ing strategic decisions and composition knowledge 
diversity reduced significantly from a moderately 
strong positive relationship to a non-significant weak 
negative correlation (Original r = 0.331, Mediated r 
= (- 0.132), z = 2.286, p = 0.022). After inclusion of 
the use of skills and knowledge mediator the original 
relationship between (ii) Shaping strategic decisions 
and composition knowledge diversity reduced sig-
nificantly from a moderately strong positive rela-
tionship to a weak positive relationship (Original r = 
0.47, Mediated r = 0.07, z = 2.121, p = 0.033). After 
inclusion of the use of skills and knowledge media-
tor the original relationship between (iii) Shaping the 
context, conduct and content of strategy and com-
position knowledge diversity reduced significantly 
from a strong positive relationship to a weak positive 
relationship (Original r = 0.505, Mediated r = 0.06, z 
= 2.349, p = 0.018). 
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after the blockade to become more active and stra-
tegic.  I am in boards that are now participating in 
designing investment policies and represent business 
sector demands and requests to the government”.  
Auditing has been the main task from members 
of the board, which is both a result of the absence 
of a clear philosophy of the tasks of boards and 
an absence of an awareness of board membership 
tasks and responsibilities.  This has led to playing 
the board task of being auditors to protect company 
assets rather than building partnerships.  KSK is a 
CEO who has around nine years of accumulated 
board experience, one as vice chair, four as board 
director (local) and two internationally.  He also 
said, “Increasing awareness by members of their 
tasks, legal risks, and duties, which are assumed to 
be known to members, would help make passive 
members more active and push them to contribute”.  
The same idea was reinforced by ABL when saying, 
“The main challenge is the understanding of the role 
of the board and the role of being a board member”. 

Hypothesis 1: The use of skills and knowledge (mediator variable) positively mediates the relation-
ship between board members’ composition knowledge diversity (independent variable) with the 
dependent variables of taking and shaping strategic decisions as well as shaping the context, conduct 
and content of strategy

Variables Role Supported / Not support-
ed

Use of Skills and Knowledge Mediator

Supported
Board Members: Composition (knowledge diversity) Independent
Taking strategic decisions Dependent
Shaping strategic decision Dependent
Shaping the context, conduct and content of strategy Dependent

Hypothesis 2: Criticality (mediator variable) positively mediates the relationship between board 
members’ composition knowledge diversity (independent variable) with the dependent variables of 
taking and shaping strategic decisions 

Variables Role Supported / Not support-
ed

Criticality Mediator

Supported
Board Members: Composition (knowledge diversity) Independent
Taking strategic decisions Dependent
Shaping strategic decision Dependent

Qualitative Results

Statistics are insufficient to describe boardroom dy-
namics, behaviors and the relationships among board 
members and accountability.  By analyzing the data 
some surprising findings were not among the attri-
butes tested in the research model, for example the 
role of committees.  

Board tasks.  The three main board tasks identified 
(monitoring/control, service, and strategic tasks) 
were described as the most common tasks handled 
by boards in Qatar conditional with the frequency 
of doing certain tasks, organizational position in its 
life cycle, the market conditions and competence of 
board members.  RSK has had around 12 years of 
accumulated experience in board membership and 
currently is an active board member with six mem-
berships within Qatar and two outside. Three of the 
memberships were as a chairperson.  His full-time 
position is as a CEO.  He said, “Board roles have 
changed drastically in specific industries in Qatar 

Table 2. Summary of Results in Terms of Supported and Not Supported Hypotheses

Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective of Board Governance in Qatar Context: Exploring the Stra-
tegic Role at Times of Changing Complexity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. 
SBS Swiss Business School, Kloten, Switzerland.



24

The blockade and board tasks.  The blockade on 
Qatar, which began in June 2017, has also influenced 
the tasks, behaviors and practices of boards, “There 
is big change as a result of the blockade and perspec-
tives and framework on how things have been seen 
changed”, explained YAJ as a CEO.  The blockade 
accelerated the process of economic development 
and had an influence on regulations.  ABN said, 
“[The] blockade made a positive impact on boards, 
and the members became more engaged and inter-
ested.  The blockade not only brought many business 
opportunities but also empowered local industries.  
Boards reviewed corporate strategies in light of the 
blockade, repositioned their business and tapped into 
new opportunities”.  Awareness of local industrial 
opportunities increased.  Board membership gives 
status and power to members, but it includes liabil-
ities as well.  Often members were not clear about 
these responsibilities, which impacted their commit-
ment and the use of their skills and knowledge.

Committees.  Committees were not among the vari-
ables selected for this study, but they are identified 
by the participants in the study as an important tool 
used by the board to facilitate the decision-making 
process, provide depth to the organization through 
the attendance and participation of concerned 
members of the management team and offer a less 
structured setting for technical discussions and the 
exchange of ideas.

Apart from the discussions happening inside the 
boardroom, a number of other more focused discus-
sions take place in the forum of board committees, 
which tend to be more technical and specialized. 

Committees fulfill a vital role in supporting the 
decision-generating process of the board and facil-
itating its task.  As FSA described, “Topics brought 
to the board for approval go through committees for 
filtration and discussion.  For example, investment 
related decisions first will be proposed by manage-
ment, then discussed in the investment committee, 
whose recommendations are shared with the exec-
utive committee with final recommendations being 
presented to the board for decision”.  He added, 
“Committees are the vehicle for using the skills and 
knowledge [of the members] and this depends on the 
selected members skills, knowledge, competence, 
etc.”

There is a misconception among the board members 
about reporting the outcomes of committee discus-
sions causing a gap in the flow of information and 
communication between the board and the commit-
tees.  

Miscommunication between committees and the 
board are illustrated in Figure 2. In the centre com-
mittee work regarding specialized technical discus-
sions is depicted. Input is received from those shown 
on the left-hand side; members selected to serve the 
committee based on their related experience and 
competence. These may also be external subject 
matter experts invited as needed. Participation by 
the firm’s management team provides organizational 
depth.  Regardless of the level of discussions made 
in the committee and quality of recommendations 
to be shared with the board for decision-making, the 
outcome is diluted mainly because of the method of 
reporting. This communications gap hinders the effi-
ciency of committee work and causes misalignment 
among board members.
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Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective 
of Board Governance in Qatar Context: Exploring 
the Strategic Role at Times of Changing Complex-
ity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  [Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation]. SBS Swiss Business School, 
Kloten, Switzerland.

Members diversity.  As a result of the economic 
development in Qatar, the selection of board mem-
bers has improved over the past ten years, giving 
more attention to competence and skills, which has 
contributed to an injection of new, younger members 
to boards who have had an influence on the culture 
in boardroom. The challenge of diversification and 
selection still exists and needs serious attention and 
ABL observed that, “Diversity is limited, because 
members are selected to represent organizations for 
whom they work, so diversity is presented in terms 
of different organizational representation and not the 
diversity of skills and backgrounds of the individual 
representatives”.

Moreover, improvement initiatives have not been 
free of cost and knowledge and age diversity has 
brought a new set of challenges to boards.  TAK 
described the situation, “Members have also been 
grouped as old members and new members.  The 
former typically defend the legacy and act as an old 
guard using old ways and resist change.  On the oth-
er hand, the latter group tries to find opportunities.  
This creates a big issue”.  This tension caused as a 
result of members diversity is illustrated in Figure 3.  
On the left hand side are the old members who gen-
erally have more hands-on experience and been with 
the firm since its early establishment, and on the 
right hand side come the new board members who 
are mostly younger in age with a more sophisticated 
education and exposure to international board prac-
tices.  The tension is created because of the different 
perspectives and experiences within both groups. 

 

Figure 2.  Miscommunications Between Committees and the Board 
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Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective 
of Board Governance in Qatar Context: Exploring 
the Strategic Role at Times of Changing Complex-
ity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  [Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation]. SBS Swiss Business School, 
Kloten, Switzerland.

Even though the changes are coming slowly and 
undertaking the change process creates a set of chal-
lenges, TAK has argued that the intended outcome is 
crystalizing, “Boards are becoming more strategic, 
because there are many which are fairly new (newly 
established or reformed) and includes a membership 
of younger members”. 

Discussion 

The reality of board action is that it is not straight-
forward, which can be seen in the differences be-
tween the statistical outcomes and the findings from 
the interviews.  From the statistical analysis, we 
can see that the hypotheses positively mediate the 
relationship between the independent variables with 
the dependent variables.  Even though the interviews 
were designed to discuss the same variables used 
in the questionnaire, several discoveries and com-
mon themes emerged in the discussions.  Despite 
the different perspectives, demographics, and back-

grounds of the interviewed individuals, the role of 
committees emerged as one of the main mediators 
supporting the task of the board.  Boards in Qatar 
have been developing rapidly in the past ten years.  
Yet improvement is still required to raise awareness 
of the duty of a board, the responsibilities and tasks 
of board members, and the philosophy of boards, 
which varies based on where the organization is in 
its life cycle, challenges, and priorities.  Absence of 
clarity on the board philosophy impacted the task 
handled by the board, and the knowledge and skills 
of the members.

Fast economic development led to the injection 
of new blood onto boards, adding new skill sets, 
knowledge, and younger members.  This contributed 
to the increase of knowledge diversity and heteroge-
neous thinking.  However, negative side effects have 
also emerged, especially the stress in the relation-
ship and thinking between the two groups of board 
members (old members, new members), which has 
impacted the task of the board and the use of skills 
and knowledge. 

The blockade contributed to the development of 
board tasks in the strategic perspectives and had 
boards working closely with management toward 
one common objective in a limited time period.  

Figure 3.  Tension Caused as a Result of Members Diversity
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Strategic task.  Theoretical work done on the stra-
tegic involvement of boards has found that boards 
of directors are willing to participate in the strategic 
process; however, they usually are constrained as the 
only opportunity to do this is at the time of crisis.  In 
addition, it was a challenge for the boards to under-
stand what strategy means and what it constitutes 
(Stiles & Taylor, 2001).  The root of the different 
interpretations was the knowledge diversity of new 
board members, that is, those exposed to inter-
national board experience are more familiar with 
structured methods of strategy formation and imple-
mentation as derived from certain well-established 
international practices and processes.  However, the 
old members who are with hands-on experience and 
insight in the local markets had their own definition 
of the meaning of strategy and how to contribute 
to it. Strategic involvement was emphasized by all 
boards during the blockage of Qatar by its neigh-
boring countries, which was the crisis the literature 
referred to.  During the early days of the blockade, 
the task of boards was reshaped, with closer involve-
ment in the review of corporate definition, market, 
active assessment and review of strategic proposals.  
Boards sustained this level of active involvement 
until the new normal in the market and their organi-
zational scope were set, and business went back to 
normal within the new conditions and context.
  
Yet, the ambiguity of the meaning of strategy was 
also acknowledged in literature when some orga-
nizations lacked an articulated corporate strategy; 
however, it was rare that an organization did not 
have, at a minimum, a rough strategic outline (Stiles 
& Taylor, 2001). 
  
Use of skills and knowledge.  There was a time 
when being a board director was viewed as an at-
tribute to one’s wealth and connections that served 
as an entry into the business community. This is not 
the case in today’s changing business environment.  
The challenge with modern directors is to define 
their task and to avoid the interference and partic-
ipation in the daily operations of the organization 
where they have board membership and, at the same 
time, know what is going on in the market and in 
the organization so they can make recommendations 
and contributions based on their required task (Huse, 
2010).  Understanding of the task expectations and 
actual tasks performed were found to be a funda-
mental element in board effectiveness. 

Even though board selection and membership were 
based on competency and experience, fulfillment of 
the task and use of the skills and knowledge was not 
guaranteed.  Absence of a clear grasp of the board’s 
responsibilities in Qatar led to having the dominant 
task played by boards in auditing and control.  This 
had its advantages when it came to the protection 
of shareholders’ interests and organizational assets; 
however, it limited the scope of the organization 
and the CEO in adding a real value for the organiza-
tion.  This current study found that boards managed 
several different tasks (auditing, servicing, strategic) 
interchangeably, as there was a fine line between dif-
ferent activities.  However, there is a challenge with 
the use of skills and knowledge, and an appetite in 
the boardroom for new ways of doing things, which 
negatively influenced the commitment and participa-
tion of board members.  The organization also was 
detached from the board and the decision-making 
process.  CEOs argued that boards did not under-
stand the challenges faced by the organization and 
raised doubts on the role of the board as a partner for 
success. 
 
Even though boards in Qatar have well-established 
regular committees and ticked all the right estab-
lishment and operational boxes, their performance 
was not viewed as being as effective as it could have 
been.  It has been proven that a smaller group of 
board members can be more effective in the evalua-
tion and examination of complex issues (Wommack, 
1979), and several studies have found that board 
members influence strategy primarily through com-
mittees (Daily et al., 1996).  However, board mem-
bers are not able to influence strategy in the regular 
and standard committees, like audit and compliance 
committees, for example, which are created to meet 
regulatory compliance to governance requirements 
and are not focused on the organization’s future or 
examination of its resources (Wommack, 1979).  In 
addition, in the current study, the communication 
flow between committees and the board was found 
to be deficient, impacting the effectiveness and task 
of committees.  Ineffective communication from the 
committees to the full board caused a lack of coor-
dination between the two and potential repetition of 
work.

Agenda.  The board meeting agenda was found to be 
one of the important tools facilitating the strategic 
involvement of board members.  The board agenda 
in Qatar followed the standard process 
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and covered regular and re-occurring items mostly 
related to operational updates, financial performance 
and budget (reporting on past performance and 
activities). This type of agenda constrains the board-
room discussion from taking a future orientated out-
look on strategic matters and strips the opportunity 
to discuss ideas and proposals brought by the man-
agement (McNulty & Pettigrew, 1999).  On the other 
hand, board agendas, which are planned to include 
topics related to strategic tasks performed by board 
members can ensure the involvement of the board 
members in strategy making and will carry out clear 
and direct responsibility. 
 
Board secretary.  MWM Consulting (2018) con-
ducted a study on board effectiveness and identi-
fied three key “safety valves” for enhancing board 
effectiveness and the board secretary was on the 
list.  The research highlighted the contribution made 
by the secretary that went beyond administrative 
support to the operations of board meetings to being 
an “invaluable source of counsel and advice to not 
only their chairperson but also the other directors, 
and as an important neutral sounding board on issues 
that are emerging” (p.14).  The board secretary was 
found to take equal responsibility with the CEO for 
the education of the board members and supporting 
their strategic involvement.  Mallin (2016) stated: 
“the company secretary has a range of large respon-
sibilities, including facilitating the work of the board 
… and that such information flows well between the 
various constitutes [board meeting, committees] … 
and will assist with the professional development 
needs of directors and induction requirements for 
new directors” (p.185).  Hence, more focus and bet-
ter utilization of the board secretary is to be consid-
ered.  In the current study, the board secretary was 
viewed as being a cornerstone for the onboarding of 
new board members and the support for the Chair-
person in clarifying the task expectations and liabili-
ties of both board members and CEO. 
  
Board as team and knowledge diversity.  The 
board of directors, at its core, is a governance 
framework representing the unity of its members 
(Bammens et al., 2011).  The capability of the board 
to carry out its duties in the creation of value is 
rooted in the collective and individual behaviors 
of its members, and as stated by MWM Consult-
ing (2018): “the board needs to be designed and 
managed as a high performing team … engineering 

diversity- especially of thought patterns; investing 
in team building; and addressing weak links” (p.3).  
Knowledge diversity and the selection of members 
was not a major concern for boards in Qatar. The 
commitment and participation of the busy members 
of the board, level of readiness for board meetings, 
and utilization of skills and knowledge were among 
the areas that had an impact on boards’ effective-
ness.
 
Even though diversity improves the quality of dis-
cussions and decisions, it also had a down side be-
cause it lowers the level of satisfaction of members 
in the group (Martins & Milliken, 1996).  Knowl-
edge diversity was found to be a double-edged 
sword, creating a dialogue and understanding gap 
between old members and new members board 
members. 

Times of changing complexity.  The overwhelming 
business environment of the 21st century has been 
characterized by rapid and disruptive change, transi-
tory and incomplete information and an overall sense 
of ambiguity and uncertainty require greater infor-
mation processing demands.  This is determined by 
parts of the strategy as well as the management and 
technologies structure of the organization (Keller et 
al., 2007). The overall impact of digitalization on 
boards was seen in the use of technology and board-
room management systems. The current study ques-
tionnaire was designed to gather information on four 
main areas impacted by digital technology, which 
had influence on board behaviors such as the chang-
ing strategic context, data-driven decision-making, 
the disappearance of organizational boundaries, and 
short-term strategizing.  Board members’ prepara-
tion and readiness for board meetings, taking initia-
tive to find his/her own information, the knowledge 
of the market/industry and sharing information 
across organizational boundaries, decision-making 
processes, and sensing opportunities, were all related 
to the four defined areas.  Boards in Qatar need to 
start taking more serious steps to widen the scope 
of the impact of digitalization on boards as it is fast 
developing.  In 2014, an artificial intelligence robot 
was appointed as a board director that had equal 
voting rights for investment decisions at a Hong 
Kong venture capital fund (Brown, 2014).  This 
confirmed the growing impact of technology, where 
board members will be hired based on the value of 
the brainpower they bring and the model influences 
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rather than their functional expertise and market 
knowledge, which can be replaced by technology.  
Available tools to increase board readiness for the 
impact of digitalization are summarized in Table 3.  
The blockade had accelerated many activities and re-
positioned board tasks by creating a new modus ope-
randi.  The strategic task played by boards during the 
early time of the blockade demonstrated how boards 
as a team could be agile and restructure themselves 
to be more open for ideas and sense and take on 
opportunities out of the crisis.  Organizations bound-
aries in the local market at that time were diminished 
and the skills and knowledge of board members were 
stretched.  This gave an enough evidence that boards 
in Qatar can increase their readiness to the global 
impact of digitalization and take benefits from the 
technological advancement if it is given the neces-
sary attention with a more focused and structured 
approached.

Table 3. Available Tools to Increase Board Readi-
ness for the Impact of Digitization

 

Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective 
of Board Governance in Qatar Context: Exploring 
the Strategic Role at Times of Changing Complex-
ity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  [Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation]. SBS Swiss Business School, 
Kloten, Switzerland.

Increasing boards’ effectiveness.  Whatever boards 
do, there are many people who believe that they 
should enhance what they are doing.  Based on the 
findings of the current study, the model presented in 
Figure 4 is suggested to support the strategic in-
volvement of the board and increase effectiveness.  
Enhancing the effectiveness and supporting the 
strategic involvement of board can be accomplished 
through having a clear board philosophy setting the 
tone, defining clear task responsibilities and expecta-
tions for board membership, followed by the role of 
board committees with an enhanced communication 
mechanism ensuring an open flow of information 
and sharing of committee discussions and recom-
mendations.  The CEO’s task expectations when it 
comes to the relationship with the board, information 
sharing and accountability for acting on directives/
ideas and bringing solutions is of equal importance 
as the role of committees.  The initial two layers in 
the model influences the directors’ commitment, 
releasing the stress and communication challenge 
between members from old/new members.
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This is in addition to the empowerment and efficient 
use of the board secretary’s position as enabler and 
facilitator for structured board meetings and produc-
tive discussions among the directors.  The founda-
tion and starting point of the model is defining what 
strategy means, which influences the board task 
expectation, and when it comes to activities related 
to the taking and shaping of strategic decisions, in 
addition to shaping the context, conduct, and con-
tent of strategy.  This model will assist in increasing 
board effectiveness as well as support boards with 
aligning their strategies and plans with the QNV 
2030 pillars of human development, social devel-
opment, economic development and environmental 
development, which ensures the sustainability of 
national resources and care for the environment.  

Even though Qatar seems very different, in fact, 
there are many similarities in board functioning.  
The behavioral dynamics of board governance 
can make the difference in board performance and 
differentiation between good, bad and great boards 
(MWM Consulting, 2018).

Figure 4. Suggested Model to Support the Strategic Involvement of the Board

Note: Adapted from  “The Behaviourial Perspective of Board Governance in Qatar Context: Exploring the Stra-
tegic Role at Times of Changing Complexity” by M. I. Al-Mansoori, 2019,  [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. 
SBS Swiss Business School, Kloten, Switzerland.
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