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Understanding the health of the business
The uncertainty and complexities that companies
face in navigating a business environment shaped by
COVID-19 have cast a bright light on the importance
of two fundamentals for directors: understanding the
company’s strategy and risk profile, and challenging
management’s strategic assumptions.
As our pulse survey highlights, positioning the
company—and the board—for a very different
operating environment is bringing a new level of
intensity to board oversight. Employee safety and
financial performance have been the first order of
business. The board’s focus is now extending to nearand longer-term strategy, and the broader implications
of COVID-19 on the company’s role in society have
taken on a new urgency.
Seeing first-hand how the performance of the
business is inextricably tied to the health of the
company’s various stakeholders in addition to
shareholders—employees, customers, suppliers, and
communities—boards are sharpening their focus on
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues:
How does the company define its corporate purpose?
How does it create long-term, sustainable value for all
of its stakeholders?
Our survey was conducted before the tragic death
of George Floyd and subsequent protests around
the world. It is clear, however, that those events and
the devastating toll that COVID-19 continues to take
on workers and communities will push corporate
purpose and ESG even higher on board agendas than
our survey findings reflect.
We also explore these issues in our companion
paper, Seismic events put strategy, resilience, social
responsibility to the test.
—KPMG Board Leadership Center
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Key takeaways
Boards are bringing a new level of intensity to their oversight. Understanding the
scope of COVID-19, its impact on the company, and management’s response plan is
prompting directors to rethink how they exercise their oversight—e.g., the frequency
of communications with the CEO and management, use of virtual meetings, and use of
board committees.

In the immediate response to COVID-19, management’s updates to the board
have focused on employee health and well-being, financial performance, changes
in strategy, scenario planning, and the company’s changing risk profile. Nearly all
directors said they received updates on employee and customer safety and financial
performance, including liquidity and access to capital, and more than 70 percent said
they included scenario planning for the period of recovery and beyond.

Management teams and boards are planning now for the longer term (12–24
months). More than half of directors surveyed anticipate that their companies will
have to rethink near-term strategy “in a substantial way” as a result of COVID-19, and
48 percent said the same for long-term strategy.

COVID-19 has highlighted business plans and practices as well as board oversight
processes that may need to be reassessed. Strategy, crisis management, business
continuity planning, and enterprise risk management (ERM) are under the microscope.
More than half of the directors surveyed reported a moderate or significant increase in the
board’s time commitment due to COVID-19, which they expect to continue.

Long-term value creation and the role of the corporation in society are front and
center. The company’s purpose, how it is addressing environmental, social, and governance
(ESG) issues and risks, and how it is considering the interests of stakeholders in creating
long-term value are top of mind for many boards. Directors said they expect business
leaders to rethink how their companies create long-term sustainable value.

Except where otherwise noted, for all charts, n = 320.
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Boards are bringing a new level of intensity to their oversight.

Understanding the scope of COVID-19, its impact on the company, and management’s response plan is
prompting directors to rethink how they exercise their oversight—e.g., the frequency of communications
with the CEO and management, use of virtual meetings, and use of board committees.
While ultimate responsibility for oversight of the company’s response to COVID-19 resides with the
full board, 23 percent of directors said that their board established a special committee or tapped a
standing committee to focus on the company’s response—meeting regularly with management and
reporting to the board. The committees most commonly tapped were the executive committee and
audit committee. Nearly half reported that their board spread responsibility for oversight of various
aspects of the company’s response to COVID-19 among its standing committees based on the
committees’ areas of responsibility.
Has your board formed a special committee—or tapped a standing
committee—to focus on the company’s response to COVID-19, meeting
regularly with management and reporting to the board? (Select one.)
Most “other” responses indicated
full-board focus in conjunction with
committee oversight.

Other

27.6%
49.2%

Crisis issues are allocated
among various standing
committees in accordance with
the risks they oversee

12.2%
Board has established a special committee

11.0%

Board has tapped a standing committee

n = 35

40.0%

20.0%

14.3%

11.4%

14.3%

*Executive committee

Audit committee

Finance committee

Risk committee

Other

*Typically composed of management and directors

© 2020 KPMG LLP, a Delaware limited liability partnership and the U.S. member firm of the KPMG network of independent
member firms affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. All rights reserved.
The KPMG name and logo are registered trademarks or trademarks of KPMG International. NDP107025-1A

August 24, 2020

How does your board (or committee with primary oversight responsibility
for COVID-19) receive updates from management? (Select all that apply.)
More than a quarter of directors surveyed said that their board has held formal monthly
meetings during COVID-19, with roughly 18 percent holding formal weekly meetings. Most
directors reported an increase in informal communications with management—with about
46 percent reporting weekly or more frequent informal updates.
Formal board/committee meetings
No change in frequency of formal
meetings from pre-COVID-19

37.2%
27.2%

Monthly meetings

17.5%

Weekly meetings

18.8%

Other

Informal communications

44.1%

Specific, separate email updates from the CEO

35.3%

Updates from management once a week
Updates from management 2–3 times a week

10.6%

Board receives the same emails/communications
as other executives/employees

10.6%

Other

12.2%
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In the immediate response to COVID-19, management’s updates
to the board have focused on employee health and well-being,
financial performance, changes in strategy, scenario planning,
and the company’s changing risk profile.
Which topics are covered in management’s updates to directors? (Select all that apply.)
Financial performance, liquidity
concerns/access to capital
Employee and customer
health and safety
Scenario planning for the period of recovery and
beyond to determine potential impact on the company

93.1%
90.0%
70.9%
56.3%

Changes in strategy/business model

46.3%

Financial reporting and disclosures
Use of capital, including
consideration of buybacks/dividends

42.5%

Company’s changing risk profile

40.9%
34.1%

Brand and reputation risk

25.9%

Stakeholder relations
Shareholder engagements
Emergency succession plans for
CEO and management
Other

19.1%
16.6%
3.4%

Management's risk profile updates include (Select all that apply.)
Workforce issues, including health and
safety, and productivity and engagement

96.9%
89.3%

Financial risks
Demand for goods/services
the company offers

67.9%
60.3%

IT and cybersecurity
Supply chain and other
operational risks

55.7%

Compliance

55.0%

Other

n = 131

3.1%
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Which human resources issues stemming from COVID-19 have been the subject
of substantial discussion by your board/committees? (Select all that apply.)

90.3%

Employee health and safety
Employee productivity, engagement, and morale

73.8%

Normalizing work-from-home
arrangements post-COVID-19

64.4%
39.1%

Longer-term talent retention and related risk

35.9%

Executive compensation and performance incentives
Legal risks associated with layoffs, furloughs,
reduced hours, and reduced pay

25.6%

Employee health benefits

24.7%

Employee sick leave

24.4%

Other

4.1%

In which areas have operational changes required by the COVID-19 situation
been most challenging for the company? (Select up to two.)

42.2%

Employee health and safety

38.1%

Business continuity

35.9%

Remote working
Internal communications/employee morale
Data security/confidentiality of proprietary
information/IP/customer data
Other

19.4%
14.1%
7.8%
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Management teams and boards are planning now for the
longer term (12–24 months).

Perhaps not surprisingly, 55 percent of directors anticipate that their companies will have to
rethink near-term strategy “in a substantial way” as a result of COVID-19, and 48 percent said their
companies will need to rethink long-term strategy. In addition to strategy, directors identified remote
working and alternative work schedules and crisis readiness and response as among the top areas to
be reassessed.
As a result of COVID-19, which of the following do you anticipate the company and
board reassessing in a substantial way? (Select all that apply.)

60.3%

Remote working and alternative work schedules

55.3%

Near-term strategy

48.4%

Long-term strategy

38.8%

Crisis readiness and response

33.4%

Supply chain/third-party risk

31.3%

Labor force—including automation/AI
Balance sheet/use of capital for buybacks or dividends

27.8%

Company’s risk profile and ERM process

26.6%
22.8%

Viability of the business model

20.0%

Nature of earnings guidance
Leadership pipeline
Corporate purpose and views of multiple stakeholders
Other

17.5%
8.8%
5.0%
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Given the different impacts of COVID-19 on sectors and companies, how would
you describe the pace of recovery you expect for your company? (Select one.)
Directors identified different recovery patterns for their companies/sectors, influenced by many
factors, including how quickly demand will recover and the degree of permanent change to the
industry’s underlying economics or value chain.

40.1%

14.4%

Transform to re-emerge

Surge

The company/industry will recover along a
protracted path, requiring capital reserves to
transform operating models and keep up with
new consumer expectations. This could take a
“U” shape when it lasts more than a few quarters
(e.g., travel and leisure, automotive, durable goods,
healthcare, and real estate/construction).

The company/industry has not experienced a
downturn as consumer behavior changed in
their favor during COVID-19 (e.g., online retail,
interaction platforms, streaming media, pharma,
food delivery, and telemedicine).

40.1%

5.3%

Modified business as usual

Hard reset

The company/industry will suffer from effects
of a slowdown but will recover more quickly as
consumer demand rebounds. Although some
are now forecasting a more prolonged period of
pain, others argue that the recovery, could take a
“V shape”—when an equally sharp recovery comes
after the initial plunge (e.g., banking, insurance,
consumer goods, agriculture, and transportation).

The company/industry will struggle due to
“permanently” lowered demand for its offerings,
insufficient capital to ride out extended recession,
and/or poor digital transformation execution. This
could take an “L” shape, with a long recovery
period that results in long-term economic damage
(e.g., airlines, brick-and-mortar retail, hotels,
restaurants, and entertainment venues).
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COVID-19 has highlighted business plans and practices as well as
board oversight processes that may need to be reassessed.

COVID-19 has had and will continue to have a significant impact on board oversight and operations—
the need for greater time commitment, a deeper understanding of the business model and strategy,
and a more intense focus on the issues that matter most to the success of the company.
Strategy, crisis management, business continuity planning, and ERM are under the microscope.
More than half of the directors surveyed reported a moderate or significant increase in the board’s
time commitment due to COVID-19, which they expect to continue.
Board effectiveness
Which aspects of the board’s operations, engagement, or effectiveness has the COVID-19
situation shown to be potential areas for improvement? (Select all that apply.)
Understanding of the company’s
strategy and risk profile

36.6%

Willingness and ability to challenge
management on fundamental
assumptions around risk and strategy

33.1

The need for more frequent meetings
or informal communications

32.2%

Information flow/reports to the board
Allocation and coordination of
risk oversight duties among
board committees

%

25.3%

Familiarity with key roles/people
throughout the company

17.5%

Effective working relationship
between the CEO/management
team and the board

16.9%

Diversity of skill sets and/or
perspectives on the board

16.3%

Succession planning for
committee chairs/lead director
or independent chair

15.9%

19.4%

Other

10.3%

Time commitment
How will COVID-19 impact your board’s time commitment over the next several years? (Select one.)

Significant increase due to
COVID-19 likely to continue

Other

3.8%
13.1%
42.8%

Gradual return to
pre-COVID-19 levels

Moderate increase due to
COVID-19 likely to continue

40.3%
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Long-term value creation and the role of the corporation in society
are front and center.

Directors said COVID-19 is prompting business leaders to rethink how their companies create longterm sustainable value, including their commitments to stakeholders, corporate purpose and longterm value creation, and which ESG issues are central to the business.

In which areas should the COVID-19 situation be prompting business leaders to rethink how
their companies create long-term, sustainable value? (Select all that apply.)
Business landscape changes due to accelerating
socioeconomic and geopolitical trends

66.9%

Building and maintaining resilience
and becoming more sustainable

60.0%

Commitments to stakeholders, including shareholders,
employees, customers, supply chain, and communities

46.6%
36.3%

Corporate purpose and creation of long-term value

32.2%

Which ESG issues are central to the business

13.4%

Executive pay/pay equity and stock buybacks
Role of business in addressing climate
change and other global risks
Other

12.5%
2.8%

In considering this emphasis on stakeholders, purpose, and ESG, it’s important to note that the
survey was launched before the death of George Floyd and the subsequent protests. The civil unrest
sparked by systemic bias and racism, coupled with the pandemic’s disparate impact on communities
of color, has caused leaders and their organizations to take a harder look at the ESG issues that are
most critical for their companies. For example, how a company addresses employee issues (such
as diversity and inclusion, health and safety, sick leave, and work-from-home arrangements) and
communicates with its supply chain and customers regarding their COVID-19-related challenges
highlights the importance of the social (“S”) issues and how the company treats its stakeholders in
creating sustainable long-term value.
Indeed, in light of the commitments business leaders have made to various stakeholders in response
to these events, the company’s progress on these ESG issues—from employee well-being to
addressing social justice issues and climate risk—will be front and center for a range of stakeholders
as we head into a challenging recovery and a new reality post-COVID-19.
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Survey respondents
Results shown are based on a survey of 320 U.S. directors conducted May 20–June 8, 2020.
Role

Board member

27.8%

Chairman or CEO

30.0

%

9.4%
Audit committee member or chair

Lead independent director or
independent chair

32.8%

Industry/sector

22.5%

Banking/Financial services/Insurance

11.3%

Industrial manufacturing/Chemicals

10.6%

Technology/Software

9.7%

Healthcare

8.4%

Retail/Consumer goods

6.6%

Energy/Natural resources
Real estate

4.1%

Communications/Media

3.4%

Pharmaceuticals

3.1%

Higher education

2.8%

Transportation

2.5%

Building/Construction
Other

1.6%
13.4%
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Annual revenue (USD)
N/A

$10 billion or more

0.9%

10.6%

$5 billion to less than $10 billion

6.6%
13.1%

$1.5 billion to less than $5 billion

52.2%
Less than $500 million

16.6%
$500 million to less than $1.5 billion

Company type

46.3%

Public

Private

Other

45.9%

Age
(years)

7.8%

46.3%
24.1%
1.6

18.1%

7.8%

%

30–39

2.2%

40–49

50–59

60–69

70–79

80 or more
Does not equal 100% due to rounding

Gender

Female

32.9%

Male

64.6%
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Prefer not to answer

2.5%
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About the KPMG Board Leadership Center
The KPMG Board Leadership Center champions outstanding governance to help drive long-term
corporate value and enhance investor confidence. Through an array of programs and perspectives—
including the KPMG Audit Committee Institute, the WomenCorporateDirectors Foundation, and
more—the BLC engages with directors and business leaders to help articulate their challenges and
promote continuous improvement of public- and private-company governance. Drawing on insights
from KPMG professionals and governance experts worldwide, the BLC delivers practical thought
leadership—on risk and strategy, talent and technology, globalization and compliance, financial
reporting and audit quality, and more—all through a board lens. Learn more at kpmg.com/us/blc.
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E: us-kpmgmktblc@kpmg.com

Some or all of the services described herein may not be permissible
for KPMG audit clients and their affiliates or related entities.
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The information contained herein is of a general nature and is not intended to address the circumstances of any particular individual
or entity. Although we endeavor to provide accurate and timely information, there can be no guarantee that such information is
accurate as of the date it is received or that it will continue to be accurate in the future. No one should act upon such information
without appropriate professional advice after a thorough examination of the particular situation.
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