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Research Partner

The University of St. Gallen (HSG) is ranked by the Financial 

Times as one of the leading business schools in Europe and 

the best public business university worldwide. 

Prof. Dr. Georg Guttmann is Assistant Professor of 

International Corporate Governance and Director of Board 

Programmes at the Executive School of the University of 

St. Gallen (ES-HSG). He is the scientific director of this study 

and interprets the results. 

About the University of St.Gallen  

(www.unisg.ch)

About Knight Gianella 

(www.knightgianella.ch)

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 %.

The Managing Partner and initiator of the Knight Gianella 

BoD Survey, Sandro V. Gianella, and Dr. Fabienne E. Meier, 

Partner, will be happy to discuss the survey and answer 

your questions. Please contact them at 

office@knightgianella.ch.

About gfs-zürich

(www.gfs-zh.ch)

The gfs-zürich research institute can fall back on 60 years of 

experience. Founded in 1959, gfs-zürich as established itself 

as one of the most renowned players in market and social 

research. Thanks to its expertise and its network of contacts 

in the scientific and business communities, gfs-zürich enjoys 

an excellent reputation in Switzerland. This project was 

personally supervised by the head of the institute, 

Dr. Andreas Schaub.
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Compass for the Swiss Economy

Knight Gianella 

BoD Survey 2024/25

With a very high response rate, the Knight Gianella 

BoD survey, which has been conducted for over 20 

years, is an annual representative survey of the BoD 

members of listed and large, non-listed Swiss 

companies. The results are presented exclusively to 

the BoD members during the Bad Ragaz Board of 

Directors Conference and validated in the context of 

the Breakout Sessions (peer-to-peer exchange).

The Knight Gianella BoD survey is a compass for the 

Swiss economy that prioritizes the topics on the BoD 

agenda. This representative analysis, supplemented 

by trend observations and recommendations, can be 

helpful in better understanding the requirements 

and conditions for BoD work and drawing the right 

conclusions. This is especially true with regard to 

succession planning for the 2025/26 annual general 

meetings, which are on the agenda in many BoD 

committees.
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Survey Design / Description of Method

Population: Knight Gianella address list

Sample Size: 202 survey participants, corresponding to approx. 802 BoD mandates

Quotas: None

Weighting: None

Research Method: Online survey

Survey Period: 15 August 2024 to 7 October 2024

Response: 21.6 %

Confidence interval: At N 2024 = 202 and 50 %; +/- 6.9 %

Institute / Project 

management:

gfs-zürich research institute, Dr. Andreas Schaub
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Study Design / Target Group

The study was conducted online in the third quarter of 2024 in German by gfs-zürich research 

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 conclusions about individual persons or companies.

Of the 202 participants, 61 % hold a mandate 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 members surveyed and a 28 % share of 

women, the study is a representative reflection of the population. 

The statistical data, which was compiled by gfs-zürich, forms the basis for the results. This 100-page 

document (in German) can be viewed separately. 
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Conclusion of the Knight Gianella BoD Survey 2024/25: 

Developments for the BoD and CEO

The market environment is becoming 

more uncertain. Geopolitics, technology 
and «people» - related topics are the 

biggest challenges.

The market environment is becoming increasingly uncertain. In 

particular, 51 % of BoDs consider the geopolitical environment 
to be «very relevant» – a significant increase from 24 % in the 

previous year. Conflicts such as the war in Ukraine and tensions 

between global economic powers are shaping the business 

environment and challenging companies.

New technologies (including AI and cybersecurity) are rated as 

«very» or «fairly relevant» by 92 % of respondents. Uncertainty 

remains with regard to specific use cases and the reliability of 

these technologies. Digital transformation remains an essential 

driver, but also entails significant risks.

Talent and succession planning remain ongoing issues across 

the organization. «People» aspects, such as the BoD president-

CEO relationship, are discussed more openly. Leadership topics 

are again coming to the fore. By historical standards, diversity is 

perceived as less challenging but remains a key issue.

Priorities of BoDs and CEOs are 

converging. Regulation and bureaucracy 

are intensifying. 

At both the BoD and GM levels, strategy, business 

models/portfolios and profitability remain among the top five 

challenges. However, the latter shows a slight relaxation due to 

effective measures. Only ESG is losing a little weight – albeit 

from a high level. 

Compared to previous years, the challenges faced by executive 

and non-executive bodies are becoming increasingly similar.

Increasing regulatory requirements are a burden on BoD 

members and CEOs alike. While compliance issues are 

increasingly displacing strategic discussions, CEOs have to 

implement operational requirements while simultaneously 

ensuring their company's innovative strength. 

This symbol is used to identify analyses 
that are particularly suitable for planning your 
BoD Agenda 2025. 
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Conclusion of the Knight Gianella BoD Survey 2024/25: 

Additional Focus on the BoD

The BoD agenda is becoming more 

complex, and the focus on the future more 

difficult. Strategy and transformation are 

important key topics.

The range of challenges for boards of directors is growing, 

reflecting a world characterized by multiple crises, complexity, and 

profound change. It is noteworthy that none of the key challenges 

from the previous year was so far overcome that it lost its place in 

the top 10. The relevance of «speed of change» has increased 

particularly sharply, rising by 5 percentage points year-on-year.

Strategy and transformation processes are making a brilliant 

comeback as «wave topics». Their relevance as a key BoD topic 

has increased by 36 and 26 percentage points respectively 

compared to the previous year. 

Around 87 % of respondents report that stricter governance 

requirements are influencing the work of the BoD. Two-thirds 

criticize the fact that operational and regulatory issues take up too 

much meeting time. This makes it difficult to focus on future-

oriented discussions. However, in the face of growing uncertainties 

and the unreliability of detailed forecasts, dealing with strategy is 

becoming increasingly crucial.

Only few BoDs have a completely shared 
understanding of «success». Further 

training on the BoD is becoming more 

important.

The term «success» is often equated with strategy, but only a 

third of BoD committees share a completely unified 

understanding of success. A quarter have no written definition 

of success in the company. The lack of a common 

understanding not only makes strategic alignment more 

difficult, but also effective governance and collaboration within 

the BoD.

In the face of rising demands and expectations, the topics of 

knowledge building and development are also becoming more 

important for the BoD. In last year's survey, a lack of knowledge 

on the BoD was identified as a major risk. In response to this, 

42 % completed internal or external training last year. However, 

a structured or systematic training plan often does not (yet) 

exist at the non-executive level. 
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Conclusion of the Knight Gianella BoD Survey 2024/25: 

Additional Focus on the CEO

CEO dilemma: Striking a balance between 

innovation and profitability in an 

environment with more requirements and 

less planning.

In 2024/25, CEOs will still face a major challenge in finding the 

right balance between technological innovation and profitability 

– and all in an environment characterized by growing regulation 

and geopolitical uncertainty. This area of tension requires 

creative, forward-looking solutions that ensure both efficiency 

and compliance.

Compared to the previous year, the importance of «compliance 

and risk management» (+11 percentage points) and 

«implementation of strategy and corporate planning» (+10 

percentage points) has increased significantly. While operational 

issues such as the energy crisis and ESG are becoming slightly 

less important, other operational issues, such as the 

optimization of supply and value chains, are becoming more 

important again.

Overall, CEOs not only have to respond flexibly to operational 

changes, but also pursue a clear strategic vision in order to 

successfully lead their company through the challenges of an 

increasingly complex world.

Boards expect more leadership from 

CEOs, as well as more strategic thinking, 

agility and an understanding of 

technology.

According to the BoD members surveyed, the fundamental 

skills profiles of CEOs do not need to change radically. 

However, about half of the respondents identify specific skills 

in which they expect changes in their CEO. 

Expectations regarding the leadership of CEOs are rising most 

significantly. BoDs expect significantly more leadership skills 

from CEOs (+30 percentage points compared to last year). 

Similarly important are strategic and technological skills. 



Copyright © 2024 Knight Gianella & Partner AG. All rights reserved. 9

Recommendations from the Knight Gianella BoD Survey 2024/25 (1/2)

1. Strategic navigation in geopolitically uncertainty: Boards of Directors must position their companies in a 

fragmenting, geopolitically uncertain environment in which universal standards and global norms are 
becoming increasingly less important. They have to decide strategically which parts of the business will 
remain globally oriented – and which value chains may need to be reconfigured globally – and which will be 

focused regionally or locally. At the same time, they have to actively and intelligently follow the political 
debate in order to minimize risks and secure strategic interests.

2. Technology, AI and cybersecurity as drivers of (non)success: Artificial intelligence (AI), cybersecurity and 
digital transformation remain key factors for competitiveness. Companies should invest heavily in AI 

capabilities, focus on practical use cases and combine bottom-up approaches with top-down governance. 
Technological expertise is essential to drive innovation and minimize risk. The way technologies are handled 

is closely linked to the definition and realization of success.

3. Changing the understanding of success: Success is often defined strategically, but written definitions do 

not always exist. Only a minority of BoD members share a completely unified understanding of success, 
which complicates strategic alignment and effective governance. To be an effective sparring partner for 

CEOs and management, it helps to have a precise and shared understanding of success, in addition to 
clarity about the company's strategic direction.
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Recommendations from the Knight Gianella BoD Survey 2024/25 (2/2)

4. Prioritize succession planning and people issues: The ability to attract, retain and develop the right 

people remains crucial. This applies at the BoD and GM level as well as throughout the organization. Formal 
corporate governance systems can only function effectively if there is a healthy dynamic between the actors 
involved (including various teams). The emergence of «people committees» on boards – which often also 

oversee the typical topics of nomination and compensation committees – reflects this trend. 

5. Fostering agility and trust to ensure sustainable success: In the face of geopolitical, technological and 
social dynamics, companies must remain strategically agile and build trust. BoD members are responsible 
for developing long-term strategies that balance profitability, innovation and societal expectations. 

6. Competency development and continuing education: The increasing complexity of global, technological 

and social challenges requires continuous education and development for BoD members. In areas such as 
AI, cyber security and crisis management, in particular, skills need to be developed in order to meet 
growing expectations and manage risks. A systematic and structured BoD development strategy and the 

provision of adequate resources (budget!) are important components in the continuous professionalization 
of BoD practice.
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Current challenges for BoD committees 2024/25

Overview
Question: «What do you think are the current challenges for BoD committees? Please write down a few keywords.»

Note: Unaided question.

Question F1A

figures in percent, multiple responses possible, N 2024 = 202
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Which new skills will CEOs need to have in the future?

In the 2024/25 BoD Survey, 48 % of the BoD members surveyed stated that the skills of «their» CEO would have to change in the future. The 

skills that will be increasingly required are shown below:
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(Team) leadership

Strategic thinking and

agility

Digitization and

understanding of

technology

Social skills and network

building

Communication and

transparency

Change management and

transformation

2023 2024

Note: Figures in percent . Unaided question. Multiple answers possible N 2023 = 121, N 2024 = 104.

The skill sets of CEOs do not need to 
change radically. However, BoD expect 

significantly more leadership strength 

from CEOs in 2024/25 than they do in 

2023/24. In the post-pandemic world, 

there is less focus on the harmony and 
stability that were often at the forefront 

during the uncertain times of the 

pandemic. Instead, they are confronted 

with a reality characterized by rapid 

technological progress, geopolitical and 
economic uncertainty, increasing 

regulatory requirements, and 

competition for the best talent. CEOs 

are faced with the task of integrating 

these diverse priorities into business 
strategies, thereby promoting 

innovation and trust in an increasingly 

complex environment.
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Current key topics of your board work
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4

2

1

2

4

1

2

1

3

1

Restructuring, turnaround

Supply chain / supply chains / nearshoring

Stakeholder management

Inflation

Corporate culture / diversity

Disruptive external changes (e.g. through AI)

Speed of change

Major investments (capex)

ESG (incl. reporting)

Talent shortage and development

Digital transformation

Business transformation

Corporate governance (increasing regulation, more bureaucracy)

Cyber risk / security

Profitability / Cost reduction

Geopolitical environment (e.g. China, USA, etc.)

Innovation and new technologies in the company

Strategy, business model(s), portfolio(s), M&A

Very relevant Fairly relevant Little relevant Not relevant

Question: «How relevant are the following topics currently on the agenda of 'your' board of directors and are they being discussed in 'your' 
board?»

The top topics can be divided into the following four areas: 1. Strategy & innovation (strategy, business models, M&A, new te chnologies, digital transformation, major 
investments, disruptive external changes), 2. Efficiency & risk (profitability, cost reductions, cyber risk / security, suppl y chains), 3. People & organization (talent scarcity, corporate 
culture / transformation, diversity, stakeholder management), 4. Environment & external factors (geopolitics, regulation, ESG, speed of change, inflation).

n=202 

Figures indicate percentage of respondents
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37
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5
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3

4

Further training of the BoD as individuals

Further training of the BoD as a body

Dynamics (cooperation) in the board of directors

Management of the CEO by the BoD president

BoD-CEO relationship

Composition of the board of directors

Dynamics (cooperation) in the management board

Leadership of the management by the CEO

Succession planning for the board of directors

BoD president-CEO relationship

Composition of the Executive Board

Succession planning for the CEO / executive board

Very relevant

Figures indicate percentage of respondents

n=202 

Compared to the previous 

year, all criteria have gained 

in importance: BoD members 

are increasingly addressing 

«people issues» openly and 

explicitly. This concerns not 

only classic areas of 

responsibility such as 

succession planning, but also 

sensitive topics such as the 

relationship between the 

BoD president and CEO, as 

well as internal dynamics 

within the BoD. This 

changing focus also reflects 

the dominance of current 

crises, which are throwing a 

sharper spotlight on critical 

personnel and management 

issues. 

+7  percentage points

+11  percentage points

+12  percentage points

+6  percentage points

+9  percentage points

+10  percentage points

+7  percentage points

+4  percentage points

+5  percentage points

+6  percentage points

(no historical data)

(no historical data)

Change compared to 2023

Question: «How relevant are the following topics currently on the agenda of 'your' board of directors and are they being discussed in 'your' 
board?»

Current topics of your board work: Composition and dynamics 
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Trust is the Hardest Currency
Conclusion and recommendations 2024/25

• Strategic navigation in geopolitically uncertainty 

• Technology, AI and cyber security as drivers of 

(non)success

• Changing the understanding of success

• Prioritize succession planning and people issues

• Fostering agility and trust to ensure sustainable 

success

• Competency development and continuing 

education
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