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How to Effectively Challenge the CEO as a
Board Member

As a board member, one of your most important roles is to provide oversight and guidance to
the CEO. This can sometimes mean challenging the CEQ’s decisions to ensure the company
remains on track to achieve its strategic goals. However, challenging a CEO requires finesse. It’s
not about undermining authority, but about bringing new perspectives and making sure critical
issues are addressed. Here’s how to effectively challenge the CEO in a constructive and
supportive way.

1. Understand the CEOQ’s Vision and Challenges

Before you challenge the CEO, take the time to understand their vision for the company, as well
as the specific challenges they are facing. This ensures that your challenge is grounded in the
broader strategic goals of the company.

Example:

A board member at a SaaS company challenged the CEO on a proposed marketing strategy. By
first understanding the CEQ’s reasoning, the board member suggested adjustments that aligned
with long-term growth, resulting in a revised approach that satisfied both sides.

Best Practice:
Ask insightful questions to get clarity on the CEQ’s rationale. Frame your challenge in the
context of long-term strategic objectives, not short-term concerns.

2. Be Data-Driven and Objective
Challenges should be backed by data, facts, and research, not just opinions. Presenting your
case with evidence helps avoid making it personal or subjective.

Example:

During a board meeting, a director questioned the CEQ’s decision to enter a new market. The
board member provided market research, showing potential risks and lower-than-expected
growth in that region, which led to a reconsideration of the strategy.

Best Practice:

Present reliable data that supports your point. Frame your challenge as an opportunity to refine
the decision, not as an attack on the CEQO’s judgment.
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3. Focus on the Bigger Picture
Challenging the CEO effectively requires focusing on the company’s long-term goals rather than
getting bogged down by day-to-day details. Keep the discussion strategic.

Example:

In a meeting, a board member challenged the CEQ’s plan to hire a large team too quickly. The
board member pointed out that rapid hiring could strain resources and advised a phased
approach that would ensure scalability while maintaining company culture.

Best Practice:
Ask how a proposed decision aligns with the company’s long-term strategy. Focus on the future
and the potential impact of the decision.

4. Be Respectful and Collaborative
Challenging the CEO doesn’t mean being confrontational. The goal is to collaborate, not to
create conflict. Show respect for the CEQ’s leadership while presenting your perspective.

Example:

A board member respectfully disagreed with a new product launch timeline, suggesting a delay
to allow for more customer feedback. Instead of outright rejecting the CEQ’s timeline, the
director proposed an alternative approach that allowed the CEO to maintain ownership while
improving the outcome.

Best Practice:

Phrase challenges in a collaborative manner, such as “I'd like to explore another approach” or
“What are your thoughts on this alternative?” This opens the door for dialogue rather than
creating an adversarial tone.

5. Encourage Open Dialogue and Transparency

Encourage the CEO to be transparent with the board about challenges, roadblocks, and
concerns. A CEO who feels supported in discussing difficult issues is more likely to welcome
constructive feedback.

Example:

During a discussion about fundraising, the CEO hesitated to share concerns about reaching
revenue targets. A board member asked open-ended questions that encouraged the CEO to be
more transparent, leading to a productive discussion on adjustments to the business model.

Best Practice:

Foster an open, transparent environment where the CEO feels comfortable discussing both
successes and setbacks. This builds trust and makes it easier to offer constructive challenges.
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6. Use Your Experience and Expertise
As a board member, you bring specific expertise that can be invaluable to the CEO. When
challenging the CEO, use your experience to offer alternatives or solutions.

Example:

A director with extensive experience in mergers and acquisitions challenged the CEQO’s
approach to an acquisition target. Drawing on their background, the director suggested a more
detailed due diligence process, which helped avoid a potential misstep.

Best Practice:
Leverage your unique skills and knowledge to suggest alternative solutions. This shows that
your challenge is rooted in your expertise, not just a desire to oppose.

7. Timing Is Key

Choosing the right moment to challenge the CEO is important. Challenging a CEO during a
stressful moment or in front of others can create unnecessary tension. Find a private or
appropriate setting to express concerns.

Example:

A board member chose to discuss concerns over a CEQ’s operational decisions in a one-on-one
meeting, rather than during a full board session, leading to a more constructive discussion
without public pressure.

Best Practice:
Know when to voice concerns. If the issue isn’t urgent, schedule a separate meeting to address
it in private.

8. Support the CEO After the Challenge
After challenging the CEO, offer your support and continue to be an ally. Ensure that the CEO
feels backed by the board as they navigate tough decisions.

Example:

After questioning a decision about a new product line, the board member offered their help in
finding the right resources to execute the revised strategy. This reinforced a collaborative,
supportive relationship.

Best Practice:
Offer assistance where possible. Being part of the solution strengthens the relationship
between the board and CEO.

Conclusion

Challenging the CEO is a critical part of your role as a board member, but it must be done
thoughtfully and strategically. The goal is not to undermine but to ensure the company’s long-
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term success. By being data-driven, respectful, and collaborative, you can help the CEO make
better-informed decisions that align with the company’s objectives.

To learn more about how to navigate these dynamics as a board member, join our 1:1 coaching
sessions or attend our Board-readiness Mastermind events. Visit TheBoardDirector.com for
more insights and resources to help you succeed in your board role.
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