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Introducing Boardroom Bellwether

The FT-ICSA Boardroom Bellwether is a twice-yearly survey of  
FTSE 350 companies. We ask how they are addressing the challenges 
of the economy and market conditions and how their boards are 
responding to the wider business and governance environment

This report summarises the key findings of the latest survey, which took place during 
the last two weeks of October 2016.

Carried out by ICSA: The Governance Institute in association with the Financial 
Times, this survey canvasses the views of the FTSE 350 by contacting their company 
secretaries. Their pivotal position at the heart of the boardroom gives them a unique 
perspective on how boards are responding to external pressures such as political and 
market conditions, as well as how they are tackling key governance issues such as 
board diversity, succession planning, shareholder engagement and risk. The data is 
analysed in an aggregated and anonymised form. 

This is a fascinating time to look at these issues. Economic uncertainty remains a factor, 
particularly in light of the EU referendum vote, and we have looked at the impact of these 
changes on companies.  

It is also an interesting time in the corporate governance world. It seems that barely a day 
goes by without some governance issue being discussed in the press. The Prime Minister 
has made governance one of her key priorities and we can look forward to both the 
current inquiry from the BEIS Select Committee and a Government consultation. We have 
discussed some of the topical governance issues here, in particular that of board 
composition. We looked at the role of the nomination committee in our joint report with EY 
published in May, and both this and our work with the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission has demonstrated an increased focus on the quality and diversity of board 
appointments.

Finally, we focussed on risk and the way in which companies are working hard to manage 
their exposure to an increasing variety of challenges. 

We would like to thank all the company secretaries who made time to complete this survey. 
If you have any questions, comments or thoughts to share on any of the issues it raises, 
please do get in touch. 

Peter Swabey FCIS
Policy and Research Director, ICSA
pswabey@icsa.org.uk
#FTICSABellwether

For full results, please visit 

icsa.org.uk/bellwether. Please 

note that, due to rounding up 

or down, the data from the 

survey does not always add up 

to 100%. In addition, in some 

of the graphics, ‘don’t knows’ 

have been excluded from  

the results.
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Overview

Highlights

The business environment

Our last survey, carried out in the run-up to the EU 
referendum in June, saw roughly a quarter of respondents 
anticipating a decline in economic conditions both globally 
and in the UK. This time the outlook is even gloomier. 
About a third of boards (32%) now predict further decline 
in global economic conditions, with 16% – unchanged from 
May 2016 – anticipating improvement over the next year. 
Most are predicting no change.  

In the UK the stance is much worse, with nearly three-
quarters (72%) of these respondents firmly expecting  
that economic conditions will deteriorate further. This is  
a massive shift compared to the 24% who expected a  
decline six months ago and 11% in December 2015. 
Correspondingly, hardly any respondents (8%) think there 
will be any improvement, down again from 13% six months 
ago and a substantial drop compared with 40% last year. 

Plans for capital expenditure remain broadly unchanged 
against last year but there are a few hopeful signs. Around 
a third of respondents suggested an increase – against 32% 
last year – and 15% a reduction, slightly more optimistic 
than the 21% from July 2015. Nearly half (48%) did not 
anticipate any change. 

How much of this is linked to Brexit is hard to tell, but the 
uncertainty around the UK’s exit from the EU is bound to be 
weighing heavily on respondent’s minds. These findings are 
close to those of The Deloitte CFO Survey: 2016 Q3, which 
reported that about two-thirds of their respondents 
thought Brexit would lead to a deterioration in the UK 
business environment in the long term. 

There is some suggestion that the FTSE 100 is more 
optimistic than the FTSE 250. Only 15% of the 100 expect 
a decline globally, compared with 44% of the 250.  

Brexit

In the weeks immediately before the EU Referendum in 
June of this year – and maybe because they were expecting 
a ‘Remain’ result – respondents were relaxed about the 
prospect of leaving the EU. Nearly half (45%) stated that 
membership had a neutral effect on their business and 
39% stated that there would be no change if the UK were 
to leave. 

Predictably enough there is more concern now, with nearly 
60% saying that leaving the EU will cause damage to their 
business. The FTSE 250 are slightly more positive than the 
FTSE 100 about the prospect of leaving, although the 
majority still rank leaving as having a negative effect. 
Surprisingly, less than half (43%) of all respondents are 
reporting Brexit as a principal risk. These numbers contrast 
with those reported in the autumn 2016 QCA/YouGov 
Small and Mid-Cap Sentiment Index report where 31% of 
respondents saw Brexit as negative, but this may reflect the 
slightly different audiences.

In the fallout from Brexit and with prolonged uncertainty in world markets, this latest Bellwether 
survey shows business confidence at an all-time low

Surprisingly, less than half (43%) 
of all respondents are reporting 
Brexit as a principal risk
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Boards

The structure and composition of boards remains in the 
spotlight and the drive to improve diversity continues. 
Although good progress has been made on increasing  
the number of women on boards over the last three years, 
results this time are disappointing. Across the FTSE 350 just 
over half of our respondents have met or exceeded Lord 
Davies’ target, with a further 20% nearly there. This leaves 
28% who have achieved less than 20% representation. 
Predictably the FTSE 100 are much further ahead, but a 
worrying 40% of FTSE 250 companies admit to being 
below the target. 

Although the growth in ambition to improve representation 
is encouraging, it is taking a long time to reach the target. 
61% of companies report they have plans to meet it (up 
from 52% in December 2015), but over half (up from 40% 
last year) believe that it will take at least another year to get 
there. This view is supported by our question about the 
sufficiency of the female pipeline, where 63% of 
respondents reported it was insufficient. This is a significant 
increase compared with previous surveys, although this may 
in fact point to a rising awareness of its importance. Results 
on other diversity measures, such as ethnicity and 
educational background, are also down. 

The government’s new commitment to ‘responsible 
capitalism’ and how to achieve it set the context for some 
new questions this time. We asked about the idea of 
worker representation on boards and/or remuneration 
committees. This was not popular, with 85% of 
respondents against it. In light of the collapse of BHS and 
the investigation into Sports Direct, we also asked whether 
boards thought company law was sufficiently clear about 
directors’ duties – nearly everyone thought that it was.  

Risk and compliance

As risk and compliance is also an increasing focus we have 
continued to ask about perceptions of risk and how some of 
the newer regulations have been received. Cyber risk remains 
the risk perceived to be increasing by most respondents, with 
social media second, by some margin. Given the uncertainty 
over Brexit it might have been expected that political risk 
would rate more highly.

We also asked about the new Market Abuse Regulation 
(MAR) requirements, which were introduced in July 2016. 
Most respondents were managing the new rules without too 
much difficulty, but were critical about the support provided 
by the regulator and relied on guidance from professional 
bodies and advisory firms instead.

Cyber risk remains the risk 
perceived to be increasing by 
most respondents, with social 
media second, by some margin
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The business environment

This latest survey shows economic and business confidence 
continuing to fall, with boards still very pessimistic about 
prospects for the next twelve months in all three of our 
regular categories: global, UK and industry sector. With a 
slump in global demand, coupled with uncertainty over the 
US election and Brexit worries at the time the survey was 
carried out, it is probably to be expected. These results are 
particularly bleak in the UK, however, showing confidence 
at its lowest ever since these surveys began in 2012.  

Only 16% of all respondents anticipate any improvement in 
global economic conditions, down from the 28% who 
predicted improvement in December 2015 and no change 
from six months ago. In contrast, double the number (33%) 
of respondents are continuing to anticipate a decline and 
nearly half (46%) are anticipating no change, up by 10% on 
last year. 

In the UK, opinion about business conditions seems to be 
hardening and doubts about improvement have continued 
to take hold. Confidence has fallen dramatically over the 
last twelve months, with only 8% of respondents now 
predicting any improvement in economic conditions. This is 
down further from the big drop to 13% that we saw 
immediately before the EU Referendum and a big loss of 
confidence compared with the 40% who expected an 
improvement in December 2015. In consequence, a total of 
72% are now predicting a decline, a huge swing compared 
with 11% in December 2015 and 24% six months ago. Only 
13% see conditions remaining the same, compared with 
nearly half (46%) a year ago.

Thinking about their own industries, respondents were only 
a little more optimistic. This time 22% predict an 
improvement, again not much changed from six months 
ago but down from 35% in December 2015.

Economic confidence

Percentage of respondents anticipating an improvement or a decline in economic conditions 
in the next 12 months

Industry

UK

Global

Improve Decline Improve Decline Improve Decline

29% 30%

35%

45%

33% 33% 33%28%

40%

35%

43%

72%

16%

32%

11%

Dec 
2015

Dec 
2014

Dec 
2014

Dec 
2015

Dec 
2016

Dec 
2016

22%

8%
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Correspondingly, 43% are predicting a decline; contrasting 
with both the surveys last year where this was predicted by 
around 30%. About a third expect no change.

Further analysis of these results shows the FTSE 250 
respondents more gloomy than those from the FTSE 100, 
especially about global and UK conditions. 44% of 
respondents from the FTSE 250 are anticipating a decline in 
global conditions, with 40% predicting no change. 78% 
predict a decline in the UK, with only 10% forecasting no 
change. In contrast, a much lower 15% of the FTSE 100 
predict a decline globally, with over half expecting no 
change. In the UK, 62% of the FTSE 100 predict a decline.

Responses to our regular question about plans for capital 
expenditure in the next twelve months – another measure 
of economic confidence – were broadly similar to those of a 
year ago, but with some small signs of optimism. Around a 
third (34%) are suggesting an increase – against 32% this 
time last year – and 15% anticipate a reduction, slightly 
more optimistic than the 21% from December 2015. Nearly 
half (48%) did not predict any change compared with 39% 
last year. Splitting out the FTSE 100 from the FTSE 250 
again reveals the FTSE 100 to be more optimistic, with 40% 
of respondents suggesting that capital expenditure would 
increase, even if only slightly. Both groups reported similar 
‘no change’ responses.
 

Is your company’s capital expenditure likely to increase or reduce over the next 12 months?

Broadly the same

Increase

Reduce

Dec 
2014

July 
2015

6%

53%

36%

Dec 
2015

21%

32%

39%

May 
2016

25%

48%

Dec 
2016

15%

34%

48%

18%

29%

45%

18%
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The business environment

We have been tracking opinion on UK membership of the 
EU for the last three years, and attitudes have been fairly 
consistent. Being part of the EU has generally been 
regarded as positive, although there has always been a 
significant proportion of ‘don’t know’ answers. This may be 
explained by the view that many of the FTSE 350 are global 
businesses, so the EU has been seen as only one of several 
markets in which they operate. This view was particularly 
marked in the May 2016 survey, carried out immediately 
before the EU Referendum in June. This showed 
respondents to be fairly relaxed, with 45% of them 
indicating that EU membership had a neutral effect on their 
business. In the follow-up question, 39% of this same 
group responded that there would be no change to their 
business if the UK were to leave, and 37% stated that there 
would be some damage if they did.

Now that Brexit is a reality, results of this most recent survey 
show a return to caution. This time a total of 59% of all 

respondents indicate that leaving the EU would cause some 
(54%) or significant (5%) damage and 32% predict no 
change. This two-thirds/one-third pattern is consistent with 
the findings of the recent Deloitte CFO Survey: 2016 Q3, 
which reported that approximately two-thirds of CFOs 
believe that Brexit will lead to a decline in the UK business 
environment in the long term.

Results from the FTSE 250 are marginally more positive 
about Brexit than the FTSE 100. In the FTSE 250, 13% 
responded that Brexit would be positive for them, with  
a total of 55% anticipating some (51%) or significant  
(4%) damage. This compares with 3% of the FTSE 100 
anticipating that leaving the EU would be positive, and a 
total of 65% anticipating some (59%) or significant  
(6%) damage. 

That said, these results show boards relatively resigned to 
Brexit and its aftermath. Of the FTSE 100, about a third 

Brexit  

Impact of UK exit from the EU on your company

37% 54%Some damage Some damage

39% 32%

5%

No change No change

Significant damage6% Significant damage

1% 9%It would be positive It would be positive

May 2016 December 2016
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indicated that Brexit was being reported as a principal risk, 
compared with nearly half (49%) of the FTSE 250 doing the 
same. Despite suggestions in the press in the days 
immediately after the referendum result, hardly any 
respondents are considering moving their head office or a 
substantial part of their business from the UK to 
somewhere in the EU.

According to Dr. Brian Hilliard, Chief UK Economist, Societe 
Generale, ‘The Bellwether survey provides a timely 
barometer of UK company sentiment after the Brexit 
referendum. Policy makers have been pleasantly surprised 
by the resilience of economic activity in the aftermath of 
the vote but are still fearful of how companies might soon 
react. So we are all hungry for information.

‘The survey tells us that 72% expect the state of the UK 
economy to worsen and 59% think Brexit could cause 
damage to their business. Of course, they do not yet know 
what will happen, given that Brexit is more than two years 

away, but such fears are likely to result in changes in 
company behaviour. In that regard, the first area likely  
to show a reaction is investment. 

‘I am thus pleasantly surprised to see that plans for  
capital spending do not yet appear to have been reined in. 
However, I don’t expect that to last, once Article 50 is 
triggered and we start to get a clearer picture of the 
difficulty of negotiating good trade terms with the EU. 
Moreover, some other surveys, notably the Bank of England 
Agents’ Summary of Business Conditions, are already 
showing a significant downturn in investment intentions  
of service companies. 

‘Finally, it makes sense to find in the survey that FTSE 250 
companies are marginally more positive on Brexit than FTSE 
100 companies because the latter group is more oriented to 
international trade where there is the greatest potential for 
Brexit to do damage.’

Is Brexit included among the principal risks 
being reported as facing your company?

3
%

54
%

Don’t knowYesNo

43
%

6%

Don’t 
know

92%
No

1%
Yes

Is your company considering whether to move 
its head office or a substantial part of its 
business from the UK to somewhere in the EU?
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Boards

In the months since June 2016 there has been significant 
public dissatisfaction with the corporate status quo, 
coupled with a renewed interest in how companies operate. 
The debate about executive pay and the structure and 
operation of boards is now very much on the political 
agenda. Continued pressure on increasing diversity, coupled 
with more scrutiny of the way in which companies appoint 
and reward directors and senior executives means that 
boards are themselves being increasingly held to account.

A key area of interest is succession planning and how well 
companies are developing a pipeline of appropriately 
experienced ‘board-ready’ executives. Companies face 
mounting pressure to pay more attention to identifying and 
developing future talent from a much wider pool of 
candidates in order to improve the spread of experience 
and perspective.

This set of results has dropped back slightly compared with 
the position in May 2016, with 52% of respondents now 
stating that their pipeline is sufficient and 42% suggesting 
it is not. However, the figures still indicate good progress on 
the 35% who reported that their pipeline was sufficient this 

time last year, and this, together with the reduction in the 
number of ‘don’t know’ answers, suggests that growing 
the talent pool has now become a higher priority. 

In this survey we also tested the suggestion of including 
employee representatives on boards and/or remuneration 
committees. Generally, this has received a mixed response, 
with scepticism over how much difference it would be 
possible to make and concerns about the practical issues of 
selection and appointment. Among our respondents it was 
decidedly unpopular, with 85% confirming they were 
against it. 

Board composition

How sufficient does your company think your executive pipeline will be in providing 
a sustainable pool of talented and diverse board members?

Sufficient

Not sufficient

Don’t know

May 2016

December 2015

December 2016

58% 36% 6%

52% 42% 6%

35% 21% 35%

‘ Building up board skills is vital to 
ensure diverse talent is developed 
to take on board roles – especially 
if progress towards equality is slow.’
David Isaac, EHRC Chair
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To what extent does your company consider its board membership to be diverse in terms of wider business 
experience, geographical area, educational background and ethnicity?

The preface to the 2016 UK Corporate Governance Code 
sets out very strongly the view that diversity on the board 
– by which it means not just gender and race, but 
differences in approach and experience – is very important 
in encouraging the debate and constructive challenge 
necessary for effective decision making.

Although significant progress has been made on improving 
gender diversity as a result of the voluntary targets set by 
Lord Davies, there is still much more to be done to 
encourage wider ethnic and cultural diversity so that UK 
companies become more open, inclusive and representative.  

Ethnic diversity is the focus of a review chaired by Sir John 
Parker, whose report was published for consultation in 
November 2016. Like the Davies Review, the Parker Report 
takes a target-driven approach to encourage wider 

representation by recommending a goal for FTSE 100 
boards to appoint at least one director of colour by 2021 
and the FTSE 250 by 2024. The report also suggests – using 
the ‘comply or explain’ principle – that a company’s diversity 
policy should be described in their annual report and, if 
they are not meeting the recommended targets, the 
reason(s) should be explained. The report annexes a series 
of questions to enable boards to improve their approach 
and plan to achieve the target.

Against this background the responses to our questions 
about board diversity are disappointing, revealing lower 
ratings across all categories compared with the results from 
six months ago and this time last year. The number of 
companies rating their boards as ethnically diverse has 
dropped to 22% from 25% in December 2015 and 34% six 
months ago.

Diversity

33%

22%

51%

78%

Educational 
background EthnicityGeographical 

area
Wider business 

experience
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Boards

Gender diversity

Our results on gender diversity have stayed consistent over 
the last two years, but this survey suggests a slight decline. 
Now 63% of companies report their boards are diverse in 
terms of gender, compared with 67% six months ago, 68% 
in December 2015 and 69% in December 2014. 

Not surprisingly the results for the FTSE 100 are higher than 
the FTSE 250. Three-quarters of the FTSE 100 (down from 
82% six months ago) believe that their boards are diverse, 
compared with 55% (no change from six months ago) in 
the FTSE 250. 13% of the FTSE 250 stated that their boards 
were ‘not’ or ‘definitely not’ diverse.

Just over half (52%) of the FTSE 350 in our sample had met 
or exceeded Lord Davies’ target of 25% women on boards. 
20% report that they had reached 20-24% but a further 
28% have yet to reach even 20% representation. This is 
hardly changed from six months ago but is still a small 
improvement on a year ago when 49% of the FTSE 350 
had met or exceeded 25% representation, 21% were nearly 
there and 30% had yet to reach the 20% threshold.

Splitting out the FTSE 100 reveals that 68% have met or 
exceeded the target with a further 22% just below. The 
FTSE 250 are further behind but do show a little progress 
compared with six months ago. 40%, compared with 38%, 
are reporting that they had met or exceeded the target with 
another 19% nearly there. 40% (from 45% in May 2016) 
were still below 20% representation. 

We asked those companies which have yet to hit the 25% 
target whether and when they had plans to reach it. 
Ambition seems to be increasing, but progress is very slow. 
In total, 61% of companies now report that they have plans 
to meet the target, but over half of them do not anticipate 
that they will manage it for at least another year. This time 
last year, 52% of companies had plans to meet the target, 
but with 40% expecting it to take at least another year. 
Encouragingly, the number with no plans to meet the target 
at all has reduced to 39% this year – which is still relatively 
high, but represents an improvement on 48% a year ago.

Respondents who consider their board to be 
diverse in terms of gender

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

14

51%

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

13
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

68%

63%

D
ec

em
be

r 
20

16

69%



Boards

11

The lack of progress towards getting more companies to 
reach the target is connected to the effectiveness of the 
female executive pipeline. The need to develop a pool of 
senior women is reinforced by the Hampton/Alexander 
Review, which calls for the number of female executive 
committee members to increase to one-third by 2020, 
almost doubling the 19% of executive committee positions 
in the FTSE 100 held by women now. 

In a further effort to get women onto boards the report 
calls for women to make up one-third of board membership 
across the FTSE 350 by the same time. It also suggests that 
the UK Corporate Governance Code be amended to require 
FTSE 350 boards to disclose the gender balance on the 
executive committee and direct reports to the executive 
committee in their annual reports. Our results show 24% of 
respondents are confident about their female executive 
pipeline, while 63% see it as insufficient. Although these 

results suggest slow progress, the reduction in ‘don’t know’ 
answers from December 2015 hints that awareness of the 
pipeline’s importance is increasing. 

Has your company met Lord Davies’ 25% target 
for women on boards?

December 
2015

December 
2016

May
2016

Exceeded: (26+)

Met: 24%

Nearly: 20-24% 

No: 19% or below

28%

24%

20%

28%

34%

19%

16%

28%

28%

21%

21%

30%

How sufficient is your company’s female 
executive pipeline?

Sufficient

Not sufficient

Don’t know

May 2016

December 2016

28%

24%

58%

63%

13
%

13
%

‘ [This] focus on the talent within 
organisations will reinforce the 
progress made in the boardroom, 
by forcing boards to understand 
and address the organisational 
barriers and stereotypes that 
continue to limit women’s 
promotion opportunities.’
Rowena Ironside, Chair, Women on Boards UK
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Risk and compliance 

The pressure on boards to become more actively involved in 
risk management and reporting has increased over the past 
year and most boards receive regular updates from a chief 
risk officer or equivalent.  

We again asked companies to give us their views on 
whether their exposure to certain key risks was increasing 
or reducing. Not surprisingly cyber risk remains top of the 
list, with 80% of respondents stating that they felt their 
exposure was increasing, hardly changed from December 
2015. In second place, social media risk is now regarded as 
increasing by 52% of respondents, just ahead of 
reputational risk, which was ranked by 51% as increasing.  

According to Ian Livsey, Chief Executive of the Institute of 
Risk Management, ‘Technology has brought us huge 
benefits but also poses risks that need to be understood 
and managed from junior level to boardroom. 

‘Reputational and social media risks are all intrinsically 
linked and can have a devastating effect on an 
organisation, so education is important.

‘An organisation must have plans in place to deal with  
such eventualities, from communication strategies for 
shareholders, staff and customers and of course the media. 
No company is immune regardless of size, sector or 
geographic location.’

Managing risk  

Which risk issues do you consider to be increasing in your company?

41% Political risk

41% Legal risk

51% Reputational risk

52% Social media risk

80% Cyber risk

‘ No company is immune 
regardless of size, sector or 
geographic location.’
Ian Livsey, Chief Executive, IRM



Given the concern about cyber risk, we explored what 
companies were doing to manage their exposure. Almost 
all respondents were reviewing it on a regular basis, with 
58% now reviewing it at least quarterly or half-yearly and 
the remainder at least annually. 69% of companies have 
assessed the vulnerability of their information assets.

Over half of the companies (59%) have discussed the 
Government’s Ten Steps cyber security guidance and most 
of them have acted upon it. There is much less take-up of 
the Government’s Cyber Essentials scheme. In total, 32%  
of companies said they had considered it and most of those 
will be implementing it.

Companies would be wise to keep cyber risk high on  
the agenda. As Mr Livsey points out ‘Company email  
fraud has become prolific with hackers gaining access  
to companies’ email systems − cases have been widely 
reported of hackers procuring funds illegally by emailing 
finance departments to pay urgent invoices that don’t exist. 
The fact the emails purport to come from senior members 
of staff is a worrying trend.’

The IRM expect the importance of Enterprise Risk 
Management to continue to grow rapidly in the years  
to come. ‘Organisations will increasingly look to their risk 
professionals to lead, coach and advise on risk at a strategic 
level, with a greater focus on the macro risks and 
unknowns, and on ensuring a healthy risk culture 
and behaviours.’ 

Risk and compliance 
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‘ There is no doubt in my mind 
that the importance of Enterprise 
Risk Management will continue to 
grow rapidly in the years to come.’
Ian Livsey, Chief Executive, IRM

Has your board actively discussed the 
government’s Ten Steps cyber security guidance?

Yes

Dec 2015

49
%

Dec 2016

59
%

May 2016

57
%

Dec 2014

57
%

July 2015

67
%

32%
Yes

27%
Don’t know

Has your board/company actively considered the 
Government’s Cyber Essentials scheme?

23%
No
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Risk and compliance

How difficult was it to comply with the  
MAR requirements?

34% Fair

10% Not difficult at all

4% Very difficult

23%

29%

Difficult

Average

In May 2016 we began to explore how boards were coping 
with some of the latest regulatory changes which have 
been introduced over the last year. 

In particular we asked them about the new MAR 
regulations which came into force in July 2016. Although 
most respondents seem to be managing the new MAR 
rules without too much difficulty, many were critical of 
what they regarded as poor support from the regulator.  
The most common complaint was that information and 
guidance was issued too late and there was insufficient 
clarity over the required information. Others saw the 
reforms as an example of unnecessary intervention from the 
EU given that the UK’s existing provision was adequate. 

Consistent with May 2016, over half of boards surveyed 
(59%) had reviewed supply chain risks, including modern 
slavery and corruption, although the number reporting that 
they had still to determine a clear way forward has dropped 
significantly from 40% to 11%. 75% thought their board 
understood the law around anti-competitive practices and 
what they were and 44% had discussed the risks around 
anti-competitive practices in the last six months.

Very few companies reported any difficulties coping 
with enhanced reporting requirements. Roughly 
three-quarters reported their position neutral or 
had low or no difficulty with the business model 
statement, and nearly all reported low or no difficulty, 
or neutral in producing their viability statement.

Compliance 

‘ [The] FCA should have listened 
to UK business to hear how 
existing rules currently operated 
rather than agreeing to implement 
ESMA rules which are more 
complicated for issuers and 
disclose less useful information.’
A survey respondent

Has your board actively sought to review its 
supply chain risks, including modern slavery and 
corruption issues?

20%

39%

Have discussed, but no clear 
way forward determined

Yes, but require external 
assistance to progress 

Yes, and risk has 
been significantly 
mitigated

11%

18% Not yet, but plan to

6% Not required

5% Don’t know/not sure
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46
%

Negative attitudes to the influence of proxy advisors remain 
unchanged with a high majority of respondents continuing 
to rate them significantly more negative than positive.  
This time 49% rated their influence as negative, or very 
negative, compared with 47% in December 2015. Only 5% 
rated them as positive, compared with 11% a year ago. 

To a degree this is unsurprising given the nature of their 
work. The fact that their clients are typically investors rather 
than issuers means that their reports can sometimes be 
critical of companies. 

We followed up by asking whether companies thought 
there had been improvement in interaction with proxy 
advisors over the past year. In view of the focus on 
engagement with investors, we anticipated that, whether 
or not there was agreement on content, it might be hoped 
that there was an improvement in communication. The 
consensus (75%) was that there had been no change, but 
nearly everyone else thought there had been an 
improvement. This is a better result than this time last year 
where only 12% of respondents identified an improvement, 
but is still slightly disappointing.

Proxy advisors 

‘ Given the focus on investor 
stewardship and the recent FRC 
tiering exercise, together with 
resource pressures at institutional 
investors, I believe that proxy 
advisors will continue to be a 
feature of the market for the 
foreseeable future. It will be 
interesting to learn more about  
this relationship and, perhaps,  
how it may be made to work  
better, from our stewardship  
survey later in the year.’
Peter Swabey, Policy and Research Director, 
ICSA: The Governance Institute

How does your company perceive the influence of proxy advisers on shareholder engagement 
with the company?

Positive Positive PositiveNeutral Neutral NeutralNegative Negative Negative

47
%

11
%

37
%

49
%

5
%

43
%

3
%

December 2015 May 2016 December 2016

46
%
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Summary

Only 

52%
have a 

sufficient 
executive 
pipeline

Just

22% 
consider 

their board 
ethnically 

diverse

consider their 
exposure to 
cyber risk to 
be increasing

are against 
worker 

representation 
on boards

59%
think Brexit will cause 

damage to their company

48% 
have not 

achieved Lord 
Davies’ target 

for women 
on boards

85%

92
%

Down from 

40% 
in December 2015

anticipate 
improvement  

in the UK 
economy

8%Only

80% 

will not 
move their business 

from the UK to the EU

At a glance
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About ICSA

ICSA: The Governance Institute is the professional 
body for governance. We have members in all 
sectors and are required by our Royal Charter to lead 
‘effective governance and efficient administration 
of commerce, industry and public affairs’. With 125 
years’ experience, we work with regulators and policy 
makers to champion high standards of governance 
and provide qualifications, training and guidance.

Text by Sue Richards

About the Financial Times

The Financial Times is one of the world’s leading 
business news organisations, recognised internationally 
for its authority, integrity and accuracy. Providing 
essential news, comment, data and analysis for the 
global business community, the FT has a combined 
paid print and digital circulation of 810,000. 
Mobile is an increasingly important channel for 
the FT, driving more than half of total traffic.
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