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Helga Svendsen  0:00   

Today on the Take on Board podcast, I'm speaking with Philippa Taylor about capitalising on diverse 

behavioural styles at the board table.  

 

Before we start the podcast today I'd like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land on 

which we record. For me I'm on the unseeded lands of the Wurundjeri People of the Kulin Nation, 

and I pay my respects to elder's past and present, and any First Nations people who may be listening 

today, I acknowledge their continuing connection to land waters, sky, culture and country. I support 

voice treaty and truth for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. And I stand in solidarity with 

First Nations people for reconciliation, and I encourage others in the Take on Board community to do 

the same.  

 

Now let me introduce Philippa. Philippa, who is on the boards of the Institute of Social Neuroscience 

psychology, We Make a Difference limited, and she's an independent member of the RMIT 

University Nominations, Remuneration & People Committee. She was formerly on the boards of Raiz 

Invest, Western Leisure Services, Apollo League and the International Women's Development 

Agency. Philippa brings a strong people lens to the boardroom, leveraging her background as a CEO, 

Chief People Officer and partner equivalent in professional services driving workforce 

transformations to maximize financial and technological opportunities. She's also a mentor, and 

executive coach, a wife, a mum, and a lover of Bernese Mountain dogs, which we were just talking 

about off air before we started. Welcome to the Take on Board podcast, Phillip. Thanks. 

 

Philippa Taylor  1:32   

Hey, yeah. And it's great to be with you and your wonderful community today. So thank you so much 

for the opportunity.  
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Helga Svendsen  1:38   

Oh, it's also and I can't wait for this conversation today. I think there's going to be loads to dig into. 

But before we do that, as always, I would love to just dig a little bit deeper about you. So can you tell 

me a story about young Philippa  that tells us a little bit about how you got to where you are today. 

 

Philippa Taylor  1:55   

Goodness me young Philippa? Well, I was fortunate enough to grow up traveling all over the world 

because of my Dad's job. Now, that meant that I lived in multiple countries, but also moved schools 

constantly. So I suppose that gave me some skills that I bring to the board table today. And that is 

one curiosity about others. I'm great at meeting people, and probably seeing the value in 

differences. And I'm very passionate about education and constant learning and realized very early 

in my life that it can in fact, definitely change the world. So that's probably early childhood. 

university wanted to be an accountant, sadly learned as much as I loved figures and maths. But that 

was not meant to be and fell sideways into organisational psychology. And that kind of put me on 

the path to where I am today. 

 

Helga Svendsen  2:43   

I'm smiling wryly at you're wanting to be an accountant, I started my first year at university, I did 

economics, which was just an error. And I should never have done that did accounting as well. And 

anyway, that was not where my path led me either. So it's interesting sometimes where we land at 

university, and then we go in a different direction. I'm wondering, with that sense of curiosity, that 

sense of the people stuff that you've talked about, what was your first board? How did you land your 

first board wrong? 

 

Philippa Taylor  3:10   

A lot. My first board roles were on community boards. And it was really because I was sort of 

passionate about giving back and contributing, I sort of grew up with that sense from family and kind 

of the communities that I was involved with. So I think my first official board role was officially 

known as a director on the board was, in fact, a toy library. And that was because you know, I used 

to go every weekend and get toys for my daughter. And I used to speak to them all in one day, they 

were going, oh my god, we need help with the books. I was like, Oh, let me know what I can do to 

help. And I kind of got sucked in that pathway, and eventually found myself Treasurer, and then 

found myself being chair of that board. And that was sort of really my very first board opportunity. 

But it's led to other not for profits, and sort of onwards from there.  
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Helga Svendsen  3:55   

Oh, I love it. Oh, I'm imagining toy library board meetings with Lego and toy cars and all sorts of 

funders being surrounded by 

 

Philippa Taylor  4:04   

And kis, and chaos, and chaos. And that delightful mix of really passionate, committed people but 

not necessarily experienced in the roles that they were being asked to do. Which I think is this 

waiver sometimes of that sort of not for profit community boards that makes them so unique.  

 

Helga Svendsen  4:20   

Before we dive into the board stuff, I just need to ask Bernese Mountain dogs what is it about them 

that captures your heart? 

 

Philippa Taylor  4:27   

Oh look, we've had Bernese Mountain dogs for about 25 plus years. So before they were really sort 

of well known in Australia, and we just would love them because they're large dog they're the only 

large dog with an upturned mouth like a Labrador so they don't draw they're incredibly family 

people oriented but like me really, but they're also very good at floor rugs so they're not high 

energy. So the Justice happy lying on your feet all day under the desk as they are running around in 

the field. So yeah, and they're very pretty, very pretty good. 

 

Helga Svendsen  4:59   

Oh, I love that. And I didn't know that there are a massive dog, that's a non drooling, massive dog, 

that is a big win. In my book. 

 

Philippa Taylor  5:08   

It was a big win. Unfortunately, they still shed a lot of hair. So you have to be okay with a lot of hair 

and hair and everything, which we just take as extra protein. So everything comes with extra protein 

in our house. And you know, you have to be very comfortable with an odd furball wafting out from 

under your sofa just after you've spent hours doing your housework. But that's all part of the joy of 

having a Bernese Mountain Dog. Absolutely. 
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Helga Svendsen  5:30   

And we have a cat, part of the joy of having a cat like there is just fur everywhere. And I just have to 

live with that, I think. Exactly. Excellent. Or Thank you, thanks for giving us a bit more of the richness 

of you know, Phillippa the person. So with that, let's dive in then. So capitalising on diverse 

behavioural styles at the board table. Oh, where should we begin?  

 

Philippa Taylor  5:53   

Well look over the years both as a board member but as an advisor to boards, we've had lots and 

lots of conversations around diversity and all the value that it can bring in every sense of the word. 

But what is often not talked about, as with diversity comes different behavioural styles, different 

thinking styles, and they can often create real challenges when you're sitting around the table. 

Because unless you learn how best to capitalize on them, they just become irritants, because 

ultimately, it is human nature to prefer to hang out with people just like yourself, it's easy. You don't 

have to think about it. And so when things can be challenging at board level, and there are times 

when being on a board can be really challenging, you have to really lean in and dig deep. You have to 

be able to get on really well with the people sitting around the table in the sense that you can all 

bring value. It's not that you want to go on holidays with each other, it's that you're able to really 

engage with each other and allow everyone to bring the best of themselves and the best gold they 

can bring to that table. And so when I was thinking about topics to talk about, I thought, let's talk 

about that.  

 

Helga Svendsen  6:57   

Hmm, it's interesting, isn't it? Because all of the research shows diversity in groups, whether it's 

boards or otherwise, that diversity, both of our intrinsic characteristics, but also thinking styles 

makes for stronger decision making. But as you say, it also can make it harder, grip things easy. You 

know, when you walk out of the boardroom and go Yeah, we now that we all know that we're all on 

the same page that can actually be a red flag, because it's a group thing, but it's so much easier, isn't 

it?  

 

Philippa Taylor  7:26   

It really is. And over the years, there have been lots and lots of kind of theorists like Edward de 

Bono's, Six Thinking Hats and things like that. That is all around bringing diversity into the discussion 

around the table. And it's just as equitable on kind of the board level discussions as it is in any other 

team environment. But that absolutely brings challenges.  
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Helga Svendsen  7:49   

Side note, just because you've mentioned to Bono, I'm running a workshop on Friday, actually, and 

we are deliberately bringing in some of de Bono's different hats. I love his hat. So I've got a box of 

literally different coloured hats. I'm not entirely sure I'll get away with getting people to wear them 

on Friday, but they might metaphorically wear them even if they don't literally wear them.  

 

Philippa Taylor  8:09   

Oh no, I'm I'm a big believer. And I've done that too. I'm a big believer and I used to have sparkly 

hats of different colours. And I would make people wear the hat including deeply serious, very high 

profile heavily respected, there's nothing better than seeing them in a sparkly green hat. When 

they're typically a red hat or a blue hat. It's great putting the yellow sparkly hat on a black hat. And 

for anyone listening. If you don't know about Edward de Bono's hats, great opportunity to have a 

quick look at them. 

 

Helga Svendsen  8:33   

There you go. I might even pop in the show notes actually, to this episode. I've got some prompting 

questions for all of the different colours of the hats. I'll pop them in the show notes because they are 

fun. And likewise, I get people to wear, if possible, like if you are always a black hat, don't wear the 

black hat. 

 

Philippa Taylor  8:48   

Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely. So 

 

Helga Svendsen  8:50   

When we've got these different styles around the table, then what have you observed in your body 

experience with the board tables that you've been at? What are some of those diverse behaviours or 

styles that you've observed? And perhaps more interestingly, what have you observed that helps to 

make that a really robust, healthy conversation rather than a disruptive conversation?  

 

Philippa Taylor  9:13   

I think there are two really obvious ones that we can talk about. And that is sort of the dichotomy of 

kind of extroverts, introverts, if that makes sense. And I don't mean sort of the party animal, but 

extroverts and the organisational psychology style, which is those people who process information 

internally versus those people who process information externally. So that's one and then I'm happy 
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also to talk about sort of a helicopter versus the and the people that kind of naturally sit in big 

picture, versus those who naturally sit in detail and their styles that are really obvious around the 

table and great styles to bring the gold into the table. So for example, I'm an extrovert, okay, I do 

process information externally, but early in my career, I had great mentors, who gave me some 

advice that the benefits of that as I'm, I'm eager to speak up early, but it also means that I could 

speak for longer because I need to hear my thoughts out loud before I can kind of draw the 

conclusion, I can be prone to interrupt because I'm enthusiastic. And I'm happy to leapfrog ahead of 

people, but people that I'm very transparent with where my thoughts are at. So you know, there's 

pros and cons of both. But the introvert as well, as somebody who likes to process their thinking 

internally, they need to be more comfortable with how they've processed things before they'll bring 

their goal to the table. So if you've got a board table full of extroverts and one introvert, it'll be really 

hard for that introvert to get space. So you've really got to invite them in, you've got to give them 

space, you've got to acknowledge that they need a little bit more thinking time, because they're 

doing it in their head. And the more you talk at them, the more distracted they are about hearing 

what's in their head. So you have to create space. But just as the same if you've got lots of introverts 

around the table, and you've got an extrovert, it's really annoying for those people. And they can see 

it as rude and disrespectful by being interrupted, rather than seeing it as somebody's enthusiasm 

and passion, that they are seeing all the connections. It's like they've got a visit an invisible pen that 

they're drawing lines with, whereas you're doing it in your head. So that's a really easy example. And 

then the helicopter on the end is all about questions, really.  

 

Helga Svendsen  11:21   

You've got introverts and extroverts in the boardroom, whether you're the chair, or whether you're 

just a member of the board, what have you seen that works to really draw that out? Like you say, 

giving the space but how does that work in practice? 

 

Philippa Taylor  11:34   

So one of the things is asking people to pause. So if you've got lots of extroverts, you can either take 

them aside before meetings or and give them feedback. A mentor of mine, for instance, getting 

great feedback early in my career that I should try and ask the third question, not the first question. 

So challenging for an extrovert sometimes to shut up, it was great advice. As a chair, I've occasionally 

had to say, before we go on, let me invite X or Y to contribute, sometimes I've had to pause and 

acknowledge that the discussion is moving very rapidly. And we may need to revisit this rather than 

draw a conclusion now to allow people to consider the matter for longer. Now, I've also had to kind 

of check my own labels, sometimes, you know, again, check my label that or Fred or Mary hasn't said 

anything for this entire discussion. So they're not interested or that they're not prepared, or they, 

you know, whatever negative label that might pop up into my head, because it's simply a different 

way of engaging than mine.  

 

Helga Svendsen  11:34   
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Yeah, it is. It's interesting, that one, isn't it the need to speak up in the boardroom? It's like, well, I 

need to add value in the boardroom. And sometimes one well chosen question or one well chosen 

phrase can be as powerful as 20. Other questions or 20? Other phrases?  

 

Philippa Taylor  12:55   

Absolutely. And you know, that's often the other challenges as a chair, you have to kind of create an 

environment where it's okay not to contribute. It's okay not to say anything. Otherwise you do you 

get that pattern of someone going, Oh, yes. And I'm just going to repeat what the previous person 

said. Because I feel obliged to say something. It's like, that's not adding any value, even if you 

beautifully reposition it, or rephrase it. It's not actually progressing the conversation going forward?  

 

Helga Svendsen  13:17   

Yes. really leveraging off what's been said, rather than repeating what's been said, interesting. Okay, 

that's some great examples of how that can be managed and highlighted, I guess. So tell us about 

the helicopter in the air. What is that about? 

 

Philippa Taylor  13:31   

So some people are more comfortable kind of big picture, that's the helicopter, some kind of really 

in the weeds. That's what I call the app, you know, that literally every blade of grass. And sitting at 

the board table, it's really important to know how to navigate both. So that you're across enough 

detail to be able to make informed contributions that, as you said, kind of progress, the conversation 

and leverage on the discussion, getting overly bogged in operational detail. But sometimes this is 

where kind of the more challenging behaviours can come out. So people who are really big picture 

get bored really easily. And like they just, you know, they just want to move on. And they're really 

pushing to wrap the discussion up. And if they're a very dominant style, it can be very hard to hold 

space for people. And so you've got to kind of traverse that. But just as just as frustrating is the end 

that really kind of picks up on the unimportant. They're the ones that you're discussing a policy, and 

they're highlighting the typing errors and the grammatical errors and the spacing errors. And that's 

great. Yep, absolutely. That's the detail, but it's not important. So it's really important to know which 

detail is important. So absolutely highlight if the finances don't add up, you know, that's the 

discussion that absolutely should be sitting at the table, or links between claims in one set of the 

papers contradict claims and another set of papers like that's the detail that you want, not the 

there's a spelling error on page three.  

 

Helga Svendsen  14:57   

So again, what's your advice? What Have you seen or experienced that works in managing the space 

between the helicopter and the end? What have you seen that works? 
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Philippa Taylor  15:09   

Some of it is about setting the context up to begin with. So I probably should have talked about this 

in the answer to the first question, but I think the values at a board table, it's really important to talk 

about that. So you know, through the induction, but also, there's sort of an annual board evaluation 

process that gives you an opportunity to revisit dynamics to reach it, first of all, to assess them and 

to ask management's input into the kind of the dynamics between management and the board and 

what they observe amongst the board. But also to have those sorts of discussions around what what 

we can do individually or as a collective to improve those sorts of things. The other reason that's 

really important is because it gives you a platform from which to have all these sorts of 

conversations, the more detailed person can sometimes be accused of being sort of a gotcha person 

where they appear to be catching out management to prove a point or demonstrate their expertise. 

And that can be really demoralizing for management that really damages the relationship with 

management. So you've got the value of respect or values around those sorts of things, you can have 

that discussion about, there's a default intention, positive intention. So I always assume a default of 

positive intention that the individual is trying to add gold, it may be they're wrapping that gold in 

effectively. So taking someone aside and helping them get greater awareness of how they may being 

perceived, rather than how they're intending to be perceived, and then helping them work out how 

to do that differently. 

 

Helga Svendsen  16:34   

I've heard of one board that I know of that when the board papers go out. I think it's like a day 

before or two days before or maybe three days before there is they engage in an online space 

before the board meeting around feedback, or questions and so on. So what that prompting in my 

head is things like page 17, can you change the lowercase t to an uppercase t or whatever it may be, 

could potentially be dealt with it in that environment so that you can get to the more helicopter 

questions in the meeting itself. 

 

Philippa Taylor  17:02   

Look, I agree like, with the space that I come from, I'm often heavily involved in, you know, kind of 

people related policies, which are important to kind of get right. But there's a balance between, as 

you said, you know, kind of helping them work out what should be in an appendix versus what 

should be in content, you know, spelling errors or things like that. And my position is that that sort of 

level of detail take off line, there's no reason why in a board meeting, you can't say that sort of 

material concern around x. There's also some detail that I've picked up that I'm happy to share with 

you that you can Take on Board if it would add value. And I'm happy to share that by sending you my 

edited version that people don't need to know, unless it's material. Really that's not the point of the 

discussion. 
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Helga Svendsen  17:47   

Yeah, like you say, if, if the bottom line is not adding up, that might be material.  

 

Philippa Taylor  17:50   

But yeah, that's exactly right. But I think it is tricky with those pre board discussions. So even in the 

closed door sessions that might happen before the official board meeting starts. That's actually 

where some obnoxious behaviours can come out, to be honest, because people want to hold the 

board discussion in the closed door, rather than in the board meeting itself. And really, if you've got 

things to say, to management, about management, then there should be a way to say that to 

management, with management in the room, if that makes sense. Otherwise, you get this default 

path that says we're going to bitch and moan to the chair of the board, or the chair of the rim 

committee. And now we're just assuming that you're going to pass all that on for us. Now that 

there's obviously times where that's more appropriate. But then, again, you've got to get that 

balance, right. 

 

Helga Svendsen  18:42   

Absolutely. Yeah, no, it's an excellent point. It's a board collective role, isn't it? It's not the board 

chair magics at all up and makes it all perfect. I'm in the chair, obviously has a key role. But they're 

not the holder of everything. We all individually have those responsibilities in the boardroom, too, 

which is what I loved what you said about the values before and thinking about how each of us 

individually are upholding the values of the organisation in the boardroom, and how we are 

collectively upholding the values in the boardroom as well. It's a beautiful way of bringing it to life. 

 

Philippa Taylor  19:12   

And I think that balance is really important because you have to know yourself and you have to take 

responsibility for your own behaviours. Now, that obviously assumes emotional intelligence. Not 

everybody has that, unfortunately. But the more that you can know yourself and be transparent and 

take ownership of your own behaviours, then the easier it is around the table. But then there is a 

collective responsibility. I have been fortunate enough to have great peers by fellow directors and 

chairs who've given me feedback, and helped me on my journey because being a director is a 

journey. It's very rare individual that pops onto their first board and is a perfect director right from 

day one. Most of us unlearning most of us are going to make mistakes or ask a question that doesn't 

quite land right? Or get enthusiastically bogged in the detail because that's our expertise or 

distracted by something that we're curious about that we Want to kind of tell me more about that 

even though it's not material. And so I think all of us also have a responsibility as appear to help 

mentor or provide feedback to others that can help them grow, not just give feedback to get it off 

your chest. But give feedback that can help that individual grow. 
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Helga Svendsen  20:19   

The board evaluation and the 360s are slightly intimidating, I think having both conducted them, but 

being on the receiving end also 360s There, they can be quite a little bit intimidating, and awesomely 

valuable. All at the same time, I confess to being very nervous awaiting my feedback, which included 

very constructive, wonderful feedback, which was incredibly valuable to me. So yeah, that can be 

very useful.  

 

Philippa Taylor  20:45   

I absolutely agree. And in fact, to be honest, they're also a great tool, if you've got obnoxious 

behaviours around the board table to bring in an external person sometimes is the absolute easiest 

path sometimes to be able to hold a mirror up where you've tried to give feedback, you've packaged 

it as respectfully as possible, but they're clearly not hearing the message. Sometimes it's easier to 

bring in Bernal and independent who can help deliver that message. 

 

Helga Svendsen  21:07   

Well, I exactly what it's returned to that you talked about self awareness, and EQ, and all of that sort 

of stuff. But every now and again, that's not necessarily present in spades. So yes, having a board 

evaluation, which may or may not include a 360, sometimes the board overall is enough, is one way 

of dealing with that, in your experience, what can you share that's valuable, I guess, around moving 

people on. 

 

Philippa Taylor  21:31   

The lesson that I've learned, I think over the years, and I've had to do this both as a director, but also 

as an adviser to boards. And the lesson I've learned is, you have to be honest with people, you have 

to be respectful, you have to do it with absolutely the right intent. So you have to deliver the 

message with heart, if that makes sense. But you have to hold the mirror up, you have to make it 

clear to them that what they're doing is not constructive either to their own credibility or reputation, 

but also to that of the collective and to the organisation. And if you can do it early, and help them 

kind of adjust and steer great. If not, then ultimately there comes a time where you have to hold the 

mirror up and go continuing to behave, the way that you've behaved, is actually damaging, it's 

damaging to you it's damaging to the organisation, it's actually very difficult to get rid of a director, 

though, to remove the director is very complex. Sometimes it's actually easier at ASX level, if you can 

kind of engineer it, obviously, you're relying on shareholders at that point. But you can certainly 

engineer votes, so that an organisation does not recommend a director for reflection, that's a loud 

message. Most times you have to sit down with the individual and say, this is not working, you know, 

we're strongly recommending that you consider your options. Board renewal is an opportunity, we 

need people with different skill sets. So there's a variety of ways that you can kind of package it. But 

ultimately, you have to do it respectfully, you have to, I've always found that if you can pin it to their 
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reputation and the legacy that they leave, and their ability to make that as positive as possible, and 

to really honour their contribution, not dilute that contribution with this kind of wrapping of 

obnoxious behaviour. 

 

Helga Svendsen  23:16   

Yeah, I think it's good advice. And sometimes it's also just the phase where the organisation is at, 

they might have gone through whatever it may be, it might be through startup phase, or through a 

growth phase or whatever moved into a different phase. And for whatever reason, those skills of 

some people are not as required into the future as they have been in the past. So as you say, part of 

the board renewal is aligning, what are the skills we need? What are the skills we have, maybe 

there's some different skills into the future, which is, is not an indication of somebody's not 

necessarily an indication of somebody's past performance?  

 

Philippa Taylor  23:50   

Absolutely. I think if you can make the board renewal discussion very transparent at the table 

involving all directors at the highest level, then it becomes easier, because the boards that you really 

care about, you actually don't want to leave. I've been on boards for quite some time, I've been on a 

board for quite some time, there's definitely a tipping point where you get so closely aligned with 

the strategy and all the decisions that you may have lost some of your independence, you're still 

independent, but you've lost some of the independence to those decisions. By having that kind of 

three year cyclical, you know, over the next three years is what we're going to need. Every strategic 

planning process gives you an opportunity to look at the skills matrix and the skills that you need 

around the table. All those conversations can happen transparently at the table separate to an 

individual, but that gives you then a framework to then have the conversation with the individual to 

say Philippa in the context of the skills matrix. It does look like you are going to be probably the 

director that we're going to be encouraging to step off the board next day. 

 

Helga Svendsen  24:54   

Philippa are we've covered so much valuable stuff here. What are the key things you want people to 

take away from the conversation that we've had? 

 

Philippa Taylor  25:02   

I think the key takeouts for me is first, know yourself, and really maximize the gold that you bring to 

the table and how you wrap that gold. Secondly, really value others, everybody brings gold to the 

table. So steer that gold first, and then worry about how it's wrapped. Because wrapping can change 

more easily. But you won't be willing to work with that individual if you're not prepared to see the 

value they bring in the first place. And thirdly, be prepared to give feedback in the best possible way. 
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So give it with the intent of helping that individual grow and add greater value, rather than just 

because you're frustrated about something and you want to let them have it. 

 

Helga Svendsen  25:46   

It's interesting, isn't it? It's the flip side of that assuming positive intentions, it's actually going in with 

positive intentions as well. Yeah, love it. Absolutely. And is there a resource you would like to share 

with the Take on Board community?  

 

Philippa Taylor  25:59   

Look, I think there's lots of information out there around sort of behaviours and things like that, but 

one as a YouTube that I regularly refresh myself with. And that's one by Jay Johnson who talks about 

how to deal with difficult people, which kind of gives you a similar sort of frame work in the sense 

that try and deal with it early on. If not, we've all things go pear shaped. And then he's got some 

great tips or tools to kind of find those conversations. 

 

Helga Svendsen  26:23   

Oh, that's awesome. Okay, we'll make sure there's a link to that in the show notes as well. And, folks, 

if you're listening to this while you're out walking, and you can't click on the show notes, just go to 

the website, they'll all be there as well. Fabulous. Thank you Philipa. Thank you so much for taking 

the time to think through some of this stuff. And then share your wisdom with the Take on Board 

community. I really appreciate it. And I'm sure others who are listening will appreciate it too. So 

thank you for being here today. 

 

Philippa Taylor  26:46   

Oh, thanks again earlier. It's been an absolute pleasure speaking with you and to be part of the 

community. So thank you 

 

Transcribed by https://otter.ai 


