
Climbing the greasy pole – Why directors are under-trained; and a solution 
Author: Steve Mullins; Director, Ascot Associates Ltd. August 2008 

A paper for directors, company secretaries, senior managers and executive coaches 
 

In the old-fashioned village fairs, one of the sources of 
entertainment was to watch ambitious young men try 
to climb a greased pole for some sort of reward. 
 
No-one teaches people how to climb the pole and a 
surprising proportion of company directors are also 
untrained to manage from the top of the greasy pole 
although the rewards are quite welcome!.  
 
 
Estimates vary but tend to hover around a staggering 
85% of directors are not formally trained to properly 
discharge their roles and responsibilities. 
 
 
There are two core reasons for this appalling 
situation:  
• Task-specific and fragmented training offered to 

directors,  
• The individual’s mind-set not adapting, during 

promotion, to the changing needs of the board  
 
 
Task specific and fragmented training is the norm 
 
A trawl of organisations that provide training for 
directors gave the following break-down: 
 
Of twelve major organisations that specialise in 
training for directors: 
- Nine majored on legislation, compliance and 

damage limitation 
- One was fairly well balanced but didn’t put a wide 

range of modules into any structured context 
- One majored on skills development 
- One majored on executive coaching 
 
The majority of the training that is available is overly 
concerned with compliance and box-ticking, and not 
about relationships, the span of responsibilities and 
how to apply some joined-up management thinking. 
 
This concentration on excruciating historic detail is 
justified by the training companies because of the 
complexity of each director’s job and increasing 
legislation. 
 

It’s also the comfort zone for many of the trainers – 
often lawyers1 (to cope with the plethora of 
regulations) or trained academics. The only problem 
with lawyers, trained academics and the like is that 
they prefer to work from established material – 
statute, case law or imposed curricula.  
 
For the directors that are concerned with compliance, 
this training will be seen as valuable and necessary.  
 
However, for the entrepreneurial director who 
manages for the future, looks at the big picture, goes 
into places others haven’t been and challenges 
established thinking this detail is a real turn-off. 
 
 
Is it surprising then, that only about 15% of directors 
have been trained for their jobs? 
 
 
 
The changing mindset for the job  
 
In commercial life, an individual will progress through 
a series of stages, from wide-eyed inductee to isolated 
Chairman, and at each stage the mind-set needs to 
change as authority and responsibility increases. 
 
In the very early stages the wide-eyed graduate will 
arrive full of enthusiasm and theory; to be met by 
people who are quite set in their ways and comfort 
zones. And after a period of trying to change things, a 
gradual acceptance sets in that many people are 
driven by pragmatism and familiarity, not by ideals. 
 
In time, the new inductee realises that the material 
learned at college isn’t the stuff that drives business 
and understands that a new learning set is needed; in 
time becoming more commercially astute. 
 
At this point, the new learning set will probably be 
quite focused, playing to the individual’s own 
strengths and centred on a particular department or 
process, at which stage ‘silo-thinking’ will begin to set 
in and the impacts of decisions on others not fully 
recognised, or even considered. 
                                                             
1 The forward-thinking ones practice, the poor ones teach 



Paradoxically, this silo mentality will continue to 
propel our new entrant into ever higher management 
positions, where this tight focus concentrates on 
productivity, often leaving others to sort out the 
consequences. This mind-set has been known to stay 
with some people throughout their working lives. 
 
In time, and excelling as a senior manager, the 
individual is promoted to the position of director and 
gleefully accepts the bigger office, parking space near 
the front door and the associated status. 
 
But, the director’s job brings with it responsibility and 
accountability for the entire organisation, not just the 
department they have come from. The new director is 
now bounded by rigid statutory requirements, 
whereas before the rules were more flexible 
 
A change in mindset is required from being highly 
focused to now encompassing the bigger picture; and 
if this transition is not achieved the result is often to 
hide behind politics and a culture of blame. 
 
The focused individual can turn inwards protecting 
self, rather than to the bigger job and the good of the 
business. Any training is now seen as a distraction and 
workshops are for the underlings. 
 
 
So what is missing? 
 
For the truly entrepreneurial individual to only have 
training programmes about regulations and 
compliance fails on two fronts: little will be taken in, 
the ‘training’ will be considered worthless and the 
personally poor experience will reinforce the 
perception that training doesn’t enrich the job. 
 
The modern UK director has to look more widely at 
the organisation and change mindset to understand, 
and be able to contribute to, all departments, even 
those that hitherto have been closed.  
 
What is needed is a means to put the directors’ roles 
and responsibilities into a context that identifies 
linkages and communication channels, maintains an 
overview of the organisation so that all elements are 
covered and provides a framework for the 
entrepreneur to move the organisation forward in a 
sustainable and truly flexible way. 
 
The effective management team delivers results by 
getting all the players and business functions into 
context. Once into context, the training from the 
traditional providers will have much more value and 
add increased relevance to the fascinating and 
complex job of each company director. 

What is available to help directors be more effective?  
 
Ascot Associates Ltd is an emerging business that has 
spent many years researching and working with 
companies to track and put into context the various 
linkages and responsibilities within an organisation. 
 
These linkages and responsibilities are drawn together 
in a one day workshop which provides a broad 
overview. There is provision for the one day workshop 
to be followed by a series of more intense workshops 
which explore the different elements in greater detail. 
 
The journey starts by drawing together the various 
business functions: finance, marketing, personnel etc 
and exploring how they interlink [as a balanced 
scorecard] and can be used to drive the company. 
 
The roles of the directors are then developed by 
identifying three groups before examining how they 
work as a team, sharing skills and experience to 
ensure good management and sound governance 
 
The first of the three groups is made up of: Chairman, 
CEO and MD to explore specific functions and why 
combining roles may disadvantage the organisation. 
This is happening in some high profile UK companies, 
to the annoyance of the institutional shareholders. 
 
The second group consists of the executive directors, 
who have specific responsibilities whilst still needing 
to take a broader view of the organisation as a whole. 
 
The third group comprises the non-executive directors 
and explores how their responsibilities may be 
structured and their roles defined to underpin good 
governance. 
 
The workshop concludes with the balance of the 
board and how gender – coupled with the economic 
cycle – can be used to help the board resist 
complacency and remain fully productive  
 
For more about the Ascot Workshops, please contact: 
 

Ascot Associates Ltd 
P. O. Box 1411 
Slough 
Berkshire 
SL2 5FS 
steve@ascot-interactive.com 
 

01753 554 656 
 
For some management thoughts and reflections: 
 

www.fundamentally.typepad.com 
 

Steve Mullins – 07974 918 229 


