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Chairs often struggle with the line between control and 
containment.

Control seeks certainty. It tightens discussion, narrows  
options, and reduces risk by reducing voice. In the short  
term, it feels efficient. In the long term, it weakens the board.

Containment is different. It allows disagreement, strong 
personalities, and unresolved tension — but holds them  
within clear boundaries of purpose and respect.

The most effective Chairs don’t try to control outcomes.  
They contain the process. They let debate breathe  
without letting it fracture, and they allow challenge  
without letting it drift into theatre.

This requires confidence.

And restraint.

Boards rarely need tighter control.

They need better containment.
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Facilitation is often described as a neutral skill.

In reality, it’s one of the Chair’s most powerful  
leadership tools.

What gets airtime.

What gets parked.

What gets revisited when the room moves on  
too quickly.

These choices shape outcomes far more than  
formal authority ever does.

Strong Chairs understand that facilitation is not passive.  
It is directional — guiding attention, pacing decisions,  
and surfacing what the board might prefer to avoid.

The difference between a capable Chair and an effective  
one is not how much they speak, but how deliberately they 
shape the conversation.

Leadership in the boardroom is rarely loud.

But it is never accidental.

The difference  
between control  
and containment

When facilitation  
becomes leadership1 2
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Discomfort in the boardroom is often treated as a  
problem to be solved.

In reality, it’s usually a signal to be examined.

Productive discomfort appears when assumptions are 
challenged, trade-offs are exposed, or decisions carry real 
consequence. Avoiding it doesn’t remove risk - it hides it.

The Chair’s role is not to smooth these moments away,  
but to slow them down. To ensure discomfort leads to  
insight rather than defensiveness, and challenge leads  
to clarity rather than division.

Boards that never feel uncomfortable are rarely asking  
the right questions.

Progress doesn’t come from ease.

It comes from staying present when things get difficult.

Strong CEOs don’t need controlling.

They need framing.

The Chair’s task is not to blunt ambition or dampen confidence, 
but to ensure it’s tested, informed, and connected to reality.  
That requires trust - and the courage to use it.

Over-involved Chairs undermine CEOs.

Absent Chairs expose them.

The balance lies in knowing when to challenge privately, when to 
test assumptions publicly, and when to stand back entirely.

The most effective Chair–CEO relationships are built on mutual 
respect, not mutual reassurance.

Strength doesn’t need to be matched.

It needs to be channelled.

Chairs and productive  
discomfort

Managing strong 
CEOs without  
diminishing them3 4
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The Chair as risk  
sensor, not risk owner

Leaving space  
for others to lead5 6

Boards often treat risk as something to be managed,  
quantified, and assigned.

For Chairs, risk plays a different role.

The Chair is the board’s primary risk sensor - attuned to  
shifts in tone, gaps in information, and the issues that  
surface indirectly rather than explicitly. What’s not being  
said often matters more than what is.

Owning risk sits with management.

Sensing it sits with the Chair.

This requires attentiveness, pattern recognition, and the 
willingness to intervene early — before issues harden into 
positions or surprises.

Good Chairs don’t wait for risk to become visible.

They notice when it starts to form.

One of the quiet tests of a Chair is whether others grow in 
authority around them.

Boards function best when influence is distributed — when 
committee chairs step up, NEDs lead on issues of expertise,  
and management engages confidently without over-reliance.

Chairs who occupy too much space, even with good  
intent, narrow the system. Those who leave space —  
deliberately - strengthen it.

This is not abdication.

It is design.

The strongest Chairs are visible without being central, influential 
without being dominant.

Leadership that endures is rarely crowded.



James Carss | CEO
james.carss@castlepeak-group.com� 
www.castlepeak-group.com� 
+44 7802531040

Featured In

Contact us today to embark on a recruitment journey 
that aligns with the evolving dynamics of the social 
housing sector. Castle Peak Group - Navigating 
�Challenges, Building Futures.

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamescarss/

