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Introduction 

In recent times there has been an increase in focus 

on governance codes in an attempt to ensure that 

organisations are well governed and therefore 

minimise failures, while creating value for all relevant 

stakeholders. In South Africa the King Code is 

purported to be the governance standard.  

The King Code has its true believers, ardent 

followers, reluctant supporters, sceptics and 

detractors. Over time, the Code has moved from 

compliance (more rules based) to a code that is 

principles based, with an “Apply and Explain” 

approach. The assumption is that Boards would 

apply the principles and therefore ensure in the 

process that organisations are well governed, and 

that it will in turn result in organisations being 

prosperous. Why then do we hear increasing voices 

complaining about governance failing in so many 

organisations (and not just the ones highlighted in 

the media), even among those where the Code is 

compulsory, i.e. JSE listed companies?  

Firstly, a governance code can only truly work where 

there is a) a deep understanding of the principles, b) 

real application of mind among those responsible for 

governance around how the principles affect their 

organisation and c) real application of the actual 

principles. Where no attempt is made to understand 

the principles and how they should be applied within 

the context in question, the default is a tick box 

approach where governance is seen as a “grudge 

purchase”.  If the leadership is unable to see how the 

principles benefit the organisation in the short term 

as well as in the long run, you have non-believers 

who just go through the motions to put up a smoke 

screen for whoever they believe they need to 

appease.  

However, often the understanding of what the 

principles truly mean is in fact present/semi-present 

                                                             
1 Matthew 7:3-5 New International Version (NIV) 

 

and still things go wrong. Is there either a wilful or an 

inadvertent ignoring of the principles that lead to 

governance failures?  This piece explores some of 

the reasons, inter alia, that may lead to those 

responsible for the governance in their organisations 

failing to execute their duties effectively. 

 

Blind spots  

“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your 

brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in 

your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let 

me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time 

there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first 

take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will 

see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s 

eye” 1 

Human beings have the uncanny ability to 

compartmentalise and live with contradictions in their 

values. We are also deft at finding justifications for 

our questionable thoughts, decisions and actions. To 

top that, we tend to be blind to how we have 

breached the principles when looking at our own 

actions. For example, it is far easier to see that 

someone else is faced with a conflict of interest than 

recognising when we may be conflicted ourselves.  

Human beings tend to easily slide into, and be 

comfortable with, denial when we are on the wrong 

side of the fence. That is much easier than being 

brutally honest with ourselves and admit 

wrongdoing. It is about self-preservation, a natural 

instinct. Preservation of self therefore often prevent 

us from illuminating our own blind spots. This holds 

true for both individuals and groups. In groups even 

more so when they are in echo chambers. 

 

Echo Chambers 

The term is a metaphor often used in relation to a 

situation in which people only hear opinions of one 

type, or opinions that are similar to their own2. It is 

based on the acoustic echo chamber, where sounds 

reverberate in a hollow enclosure.   

The danger that echo chambers bring to Board and 

Exco meetings is that the individuals only encounter 

2 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/echo-chamber 
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views or opinions that mirror their own, which 

reinforces their beliefs. Thus, alternative views are 

not considered. This is particularly dangerous where 

there is lack of understanding of the governance 

principles and what they mean in the context of the 

organisation, as well as situations where biases and 

prejudices prevail.  

It should be reasonable to expect that in a country 

such as South Africa, which is blessed with a very 

diverse population, diversity on Boards and 

Executive Committee would counter the propensity 

to move into echo chambers. The reality is however 

that despite the diverse population, the diversity is 

not yet reflected to the degree it should, where it truly 

matters.  

When blind spots, denial and justification exist in 

echo chambers, governance principles do not have 

much of a chance. Any chance the principles may 

have in this context would be further diminished 

when self-interest and opportunism are allowed to 

thrive.  

Self-interest  

It is in the nature of human beings to, consciously 

and subconsciously, be preoccupied with interest of 

self. It takes a level of maturity to recognise that trait 

within oneself, and being able to truthfully stand back 

and counteract that natural inclination to lean 

towards that which is in the interest of self.  

Self-interest is not always glaringly obvious. 

Particularly because it is not always about financial 

interest. It is dangerous as it clouds the judgement of 

individuals, as well as groups of individuals who have 

the same interest, when it is not in line with the 

interest of the organisation they are responsible for.  

The reality is that people often justify their actions, 

which are driven by self-interest, by putting forward 

                                                             
3 https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/spycatcher/201712/narcissist-or-psychopath-how-

can-you-tell 

an argument that they are acting in the interest of the 

greater good. Such arguments could be very 

convincing and sometimes governance tools are 

used to camouflage those self-interests.   

 

Organisations run on emotions 

In an ideal world, organisations are managed by 

rational beings making decisions based on what is in 

the best interest of the organisation, its stakeholders 

and the broader society. As clearly expected by the 

various governance codes. The reality is however 

that too often people in leadership positions make 

decisions from an emotional space. This is often a 

consequence of people being appointed based on 

their technical skill rather than their emotional 

intelligence and maturity.  

These are often aggravated by bias, unconscious 

bias and prejudice. For example, a person in a 

leadership position may not be fully conscious of the 

fact that their decision is fuelled by the fact that 

someone is an “other” (different gender or race).  

When someone in a leadership position is not 

emotionally mature, they may interpret others’ words 

and actions in relation to themselves instead of the 

situation and as a result retaliate when they perceive 

themselves under attack. Those are often moments 

when the organisation’s needs take a step back as 

the leader reacts from an emotional space. When we 

are emotional, we tend to be irrational, especially 

when we have fragile egos. 

 

Egos 

Studies show that there is a higher percentage of 

psychopaths (those who tend to habitually take 

advantage of others without remorse, in other words, 

they are predators) and narcissists (overvaluing 

themselves at the expense of others) among those 

at the helm of organisations than in the general 

population. It therefore follows that one should not be 

surprised to see individuals with inflated egos in 

leadership positions. Narcissists are, for example, 

characterised by signs, which include (not 

exhaustive list)3: 
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 “I love myself and I know you do, too. 

 I have no need to apologise. 

 I have few equals in this world, and so far, I 
have yet to meet one. 

 I appreciate that there are rules and 
obligations, but those apply mostly to you, 
because I don’t have the time or the 
inclination to abide by them. 

 I expect you to be loyal to me at all times, 
no matter what I do; however, don’t expect 
me to be loyal to you in any way. 

 I will criticize you, and I expect you to accept 
it, but if you criticize me, especially in public, 
I will come at you with rage. 

 I am not manipulative; I just like to have 
things done my way, no matter how much it 
inconveniences others or how it makes 
them feel. 

 If you would just do what I say and obey, 
things would be better”. 

 

These individuals do not believe that the rules or 

principles apply to them. Moreover, they will victimise 

those who stand in their way. As stated above, the 

narcissist will come at you with a rage if you dare 

criticize them or in this context point out that they 

have breached the governance code.  

The irony is that often these individuals are revered 

for their technical competence, ability to increase 

revenue etc. and have managed to surround 

themselves with yes-men and therefore become 

powerful untouchables as nobody is able and/or 

willing to stand up to them/hold them accountable.  

Egos are however not only the domain of 

psychopaths and narcissists. A display of an “I am 

better than you” attitude can be born out of both an 

inferiority complex, masking true feelings, and a 

superiority complex. In a country like South Africa, 

these complexes are often tied to the person’s 

background and more particularly related to race 

and/or gender.  

 

The four Ps: Patriarchy, Patronage, Politics and 

Power 

More often than not organisations are a microcosmic 

reflection of the broader society. Most countries, to a 

greater or lesser degree, tend to be patriarchal in 

nature, stemming from the prevailing culture. This 

has resulted in very few organisations that can boast 

an even distribution of male and female leaders 

across all levels of the organisation. In the South 

African context, this typically results in a much higher 

concentration of leaders in the higher echelons who 

are both male and white. Male dominated 

environments easily become a breeding ground for 

patriarchal settings where the female voice is 

minimal, despite the fact that studies have shown 

that more balanced boards make better decisions.   

Where patriarchy is present, it is often riddled with 

unwritten codes of patronage in covert or overt 

groupings. In other words, people find themselves in 

groups where one hand washes the other and where 

there is silent agreement on the stamp of approval 

that would be used for those who remain within the 

confines of the unwritten rules.   

 

Lack of ethics intelligence 

Although there generally has been an increase in the 

emphasis on ethics, mostly in response to the 

increasing number of corporate failures and reports 

of fraud and corruption, too many boards still do not 

give enough attention to ensuring that the 

organisation has an ethical culture.  

To ensure an ethical culture, it is important that 

ethics intelligence is built in the organisation. Ethics 

intelligence is the ability to see ethical implications in 

actions and decisions taken. It requires a deep 

application of mind and looking at a matter from 

multiple angles.  

Ethics intelligence requires an understanding that 

ethics is far more than just fraud and corruption. As 

organisations deal with increasing complexity, the 

number of opportunities for faux pas in relation to 

ethics increase as do the opportunities for ethical 

dilemmas.  
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Lack of ethical courage 

In many of the cases where there have been epic 

governance failures, there were ‘good’ people who 

were aware of the state of affairs. The same goes for 

organisations where there have not been any 

external visible signs of the flouting of good 

governance principles. Often these people are very 

senior, yet did not speak up against what they knew 

to be wrong. For some reason there is a lack of 

understanding of the fact that their silence make 

them complicit and aggravates the problem. Some 

examples include: 

 A senior person lies to an oversight committee 

to cover up the fact that he has not done what 

he had committed to do. 

 A CEO giving the CFO an instruction to cook the 

books. 

 A domineering CEO victimises people who dare 

to have a different opinion and Board members 

watch and say nothing.  

 Bribes being offered. This does not always have 

to be hard cash. Sometimes the bribe is the 

opportunity to be promoted. 

 Senior official sexually harassing junior staff. 

 A CEO lying to a regulator.  

More often than not, someone is aware and yet 

would not blow the whistle.  

 

Greed and black tax 

Materialism is a significant contributor to the greed 

that drives much of the escalation in fraud and 

corruption in organisations seen in recent times. In 

the high profile cases the perpetrators are often very 

senior individuals who are already raking in top 

earnings.  

Investors are also at times to blame for placing 

unrealistic expectations on the organisation. Growth 

expectations that are disproportionate to the 

organisation’s capacity encourage creative fiddling 

with the books. Driving short-term results often 

causes long-term sustainability to be a casualty in 

the process.  

In the South African context there is an added 

element that is very seldom discussed. The average 

black professional typically has to cover much more 

in expenses than their white counterparts have to. As 

a result of South Africa’s history, many are not only 

the first professionals in their families who are in 

senior positions, but are expected to financially 

support their extended family, who due to no fault of 

their own struggle in poverty. This pressure creates 

the risk of individuals first considering their own 

financial positions before considering what is in the 

interest of the long-term sustainability of the 

organisation. For many this is not about greed, but 

rather about survival.  

 

What is measured get done 

If adherence to and the promotion of governance 

principles do not form part of the performance 

agreement and review process of executives, the 

organisation runs the risk of governance being seen 

as a nice-to-have and that non-conformance does 

not attract consequences. 

People tend to focus on those elements which they 

know will directly affect their image and pockets. The 

more they get measured around their application of 

the governance principles, the greater effort they 

generally will put into adhering to them.  

 

Governance is seen as only the domain of the 

Board and executive and not integral to the DNA 

of the organisation 

In order for governance principles to be effective, 

they must be understood and applied throughout the 

organisation. When there is an attitude that 

governance is only the responsibility of Exco and the 

Board, the organisation creates room for significant 

cracks to appear in the fibre of the organisation.  

If the principles are not part of the organisation’s 

DNA and imparted at on-boarding to ensure 
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assimilation, they do not have much of a fighting 

chance.  

 

Conclusion 

It is important for those who sit in oversight positions 

to reflect deeply on the factors that may prevent the 

organisations they preside over, from operating at 

optimal level. Part of exercising good governance is 

considering and counteracting those factors that 

contribute to governance principles failing.  

Having honest conversations around these issues 

may just be the brave inflextion point the 

organisation needs to go to the next level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


