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In a world marked by growing complexity and uncertain-
ty, boards of directors face the formidable challenge of
steering their companies through stormy waters. These
waters include geopolitical tensions, protectionist poli-
cies, and an increasingly dense web of regulations. What
companies need now are crystal-clear strategies, bold
digital transformation, and—most importantly—a strong
foundation of trust in corporate leadership. True resil-
ience for the future does not happen by chance. It re-
quires foresight and deliberate action. Boards that aim
to be future-ready are those that actively build expertise
in digitalization, artificial intelligence, and cyber security.
They do this not merely in response to pressure but as a
conscious strategic choice.

Caught between geopolitical storms and
economic disruption
Rarely has the world been as complex and
uncertain as it is today. Boards of directors
are operating in a dramatically different en-
vironment and facing mounting pressure.
While Europe appears to be losing its sense
of direction, the United States is shaping a
new kind of authoritarian order. At the same
time, China’s economic and technological in-
fluence continues to grow, even in the face of
weak domestic demand. The war in Ukraine
has profoundly altered Europe’s security
landscape. Meanwhile, the rise of new tariffs,
trade barriers, and the restructuring of global
supply chains, along with the resulting surge
in production costs, is prompting companies
to rethink where and how they manufacture
goods around the world.

The return of U.S. President Trump is a
clear wake-up call for a faltering Europe.
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Switzerland and the entire continent must
face the reality that the era of seemingly re-
liable transatlantic partnerships is coming to
an end. This raises a critical question: Could
Trump, ironically, become Europe’s trump
card? What Europe needs now is greater in-
dependence, strategic thinking, and political
resolve. Especially in Switzerland, long-term
prosperity depends on renewed entrepre-
neurial responsibility and an open, coura-
geous political debate. Trump is forcing Eu-
rope to rethink its position in the world. And
that pressure might just be the unexpected
advantage Europe needs.

In today’s climate of uncertainty, boards
must go beyond their traditional role as
oversight bodies. They need to act as strate-
gic co-pilots to their CEOs. The latest Knight
Gianella Board Survey underscores this shift:
51% of board members now consider the
geopolitical landscape to be “highly relevant.”
That’s twice as many as in the previous year.

Trust: the hardest currency

in uncertain times

Leading in a world shaped by geopolitical
instability requires more than expertise. It
requires trust. That trust must exist between
the board and executive leadership, but also
within the board itself. According to the
study, setting a clear tone at the top is essen-
tial for turning any strategy into action. With-
out trust, even the most well-crafted plans are
unlikely to succeed.

What makes matters more difficult is the
lack of a shared understanding of what “suc-
cess” actually means. Only a minority of
board members surveyed say they agree on a
standard definition. In times like these, when
external forces increasingly shape company
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performance, this kind of internal alignment
is not just helpful. It has become a strategic
necessity.

Strategy is making a comeback,

but operational pressures get in the way
Right now, strategic discussions are experi-
encing a noticeable comeback in boardrooms
(see chart). Transformation, digitalization,
and mounting innovation pressure demand
clear, forward-looking agendas. But the reali-
ty is often quite different. According to the lat-
est Knight Gianella Board Survey, two-thirds
of board members report that regulatory and
operational issues consume far too much
time in board meetings. This focus clouds the
view ahead and holds back the strategic re-
newal that companies urgently need. Knight
Gianella recommends streamlining board
agendas wherever possible. Meetings should
be intentionally focused on future-oriented
and security-relevant topics.

This is especially critical now. Companies
are facing site relocations, new sourcing
models, and shifting cost structures on an
almost daily basis. Strategic thinking is be-
coming a survival skill. More and more Swiss
companies are feeling compelled—also for
risk management reasons—to shift parts of
their value chains to key markets such as the
United States, Europe, or Asia.

Digital resilience and cyber security: core
competencies for the boardroom

In a world where data is increasingly being
used as a geopolitical weapon, cyber securi-
ty is no longer just an IT issue. It has become
a core priority at the board level. Boards of
directors must be able to understand, guide,
and take responsibility for digitalization. The
latest Knight Gianella Board Survey confirms
the trend. Technological competence is gain-
ing ground, particularly in areas such as arti-
ficial intelligence, digital transformation, and
cyber risk.

These rising demands come at a time when
Switzerland is facing a worsening shortage
of skilled professionals. The competition for
top digital talent is intense. This applies not
only to operational and expert-level roles
but also to the highest levels of leadership.
This is why continuing education and knowl-
edge-building within the board are becom-
ing increasingly important. In fact, 42% of
board members invested in expanding their
digital and strategic capabilities over the past
year. Yet structured learning remains rare. In
many cases, there is no dedicated budget at
the board level. On top of that, many board
members struggle to find the time to attend
meaningful training programs.

Gender diversity: strategic success factor
or box-ticking exercise?

Although gender diversity no longer ranks
among the top ten boardroom topics in the
2025 Knight Gianella Survey, it remains stra-
tegically relevant. This is about legitimacy,
future readiness, and taking a clear stance.
Since 2021, revised Swiss corporate law has
required publicly listed companies to meet
binding gender targets: 30% women on
boards within five years and 20 % in executive
teams within ten years. While most boards
have met their targets, executive leadership
still lags far behind.

Legal requirements alone will not get the
job done. What is needed are targeted invest-
ments in empowerment programs and talent
development. This is especially important in
the global context, where some countries—
such as the United States—are seeing setbacks
in gender equality. In times like these, it takes
consistency and conviction. According to the
survey, 64 % of board members agree that the
mindset of the CEO is a key factor in bring-
ing more women into leadership roles. The
Knight Gianella seminar “Empowerment for
Women in Peer Groups” focuses precisely on
this challenge. The format is hands-on, effec-
tive, and designed with the future in mind:
knightgianella.ch/academy. Board members
are not merely observers in this process. They
play an active role in shaping it!

Conclusion: new demands for a new era

The latest Knight Gianella Board Survey is more than just
a snapshot of opinion. It is a compass for board members
who aim to succeed in a world that is becoming more
complex and uncertain by the day. Global power shifts,
new trade barriers, and rising geopolitical tensions are
confronting responsible business leaders. These develop-
ments are also reshaping political discourse in Switzer-
land and creating a new reality.

The foundations of global value creation are being
reorganized. As a result, the very basis of Switzerland'’s
economic prosperity is being fundamentally challenged.
At the same time, the shortage of skilled professionals
is becoming increasingly severe. Diversity is also gaining
importance as a strategic factor for success. The results
of the Knight Gianella Board Survey are clear. What com-
panies need now is strategic clarity, digital expertise,
and fresh thinking. Most importantly, they need trust.
Because in uncertain times, trust is the hardest currency
there is.
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Since 1965, the executive search consulting
firm Knight Gianella has focused on national
and international search and evaluation of key
executive, CEO, and board positions.

Founded as a member of an American
consulting group, Knight Gianella has been an
independent boutique partnership with a
Swiss mindset since the mid-nineties. Knight
Gianella is often consulted for specific and
carefully designed succession plans or new
appointments.

The success rate over the last few years
is 98 %, and repeat business is over 70%. On
average over the last few fiscal years, partners
Sandro V. Gianella and Dr. Fabienne E. Meier
have successfully and sustainably filled around
thirty key positions at executive and board
level each year.
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KNIGHT GIANELLA

BOD SURVEY

The study was conducted online in the third
quarter of 2024 in German by gfs-zUrich re-
search institute on behalf of Knight Gianella
in collaboration with Prof. Dr. Georg Guttmann,
Director of Board Programmes at the Executive
School of the University of St. Gallen (ES-HSG).
All respondents were informed in advance in
writing by Knight Gianella. The responses are
anonymous, and it is not possible to draw con-
clusions about individual persons or compa-
nies. Of the 202 participants, 61% hold a man-
date in listed companies, 40% in companies
with family/anchor shareholders and 11% in
state-related companies. The majority works in
at least one audit (54 %), compensation (52 %)
or nominating committee (49 %). Additionally,
35% are represented in a risk committee and
30% in a strategy committee. Due to multiple
appointments and several mandates (4.1 per
participant), the total number is higher than
the number of all participants and represents
approx. 802 BoD mandates. With a very high
response rate of 21.6 % of the 920 BoD mem-
bers surveyed and a 28 % share of women, the
study is a representative reflection of the pop-
ulation.




