Prior to being our chair, what was your understanding of a chair’s role?
I had been on the ITC board for two years when I became Chair, and had also had other board experience, both as a board member and senior manager, so I had a fairly clear understanding of the formal, visible role of the Chair – chairing board meetings and the AGM, representing ITC at public events and so on.  
How does this compare to your actual role?
I think I underestimated the amount of work a Chair also does outside meetings – this is especially true in a small organisation, where you are more likely to be involved in aspects of operational policy as well as leading the governance role of the board.  Of course there is a line to be maintained here, but the Chair is often a vital sounding board and source of advice and support for an organisation’s Chief Executive and senior management on a range of issues.
What qualities does a good chair need?

Above all a good Chair needs to listen.  There are many voices to listen to - Board, Chief Executive, staff, members and stakeholders… as well as your own!  
The ability to assimilate and analyse different opinions is key too.  Part of the Chair’s role is to promote consensus where possible, but this should never be at the expense of debate and discussion – sometimes the Chair needs to make space for a different opinion to be heard, or stand back and take the overview.
Leadership is obviously important - I’ve learnt that this can take many forms and can be a very individual art.  
The ability to remain calm and not to be over-sensitive is also vital - as with all positions of responsibility you open yourself up to occasional criticism, and it’s up to you how you take that on and use it positively.
Oh yes, and a sense of humour also helps!

What makes a good relationship between a chair and chief executive?

 Trust and openness are fundamental – a Chief Executive needs to feel able to bring any issue to the Chair for discussion and guidance.
The ability to listen is key again, and to question.  As Chair it can be easy to rush to give advice or expect an immediate solution from the Chief Executive to every problem.  Sometimes taking the time to ‘unwrap’ an issue together can be the most beneficial approach.
Inevitably you will have differences of personality, opinion and style – but you obviously need to agree on the vision, values and overall strategic direction of the organisation.   It’s easy to take this as read, so it pays to check out the reality from time to time.

What have been the highlights of being chair of ITC?

I didn’t think I would enjoy getting up on a stage or platform and talking at our summer events and AGMs, but I actually do… once I’m there!  
The real highlight of being Chair though is the many interesting people I have come into contact with - board colleagues, ITC members and staff, and a wide variety of others across the arts and beyond.

And how did you overcome the lowlight?
As with all difficult things in life, I find the trick is to grit your teeth… and keep breathing!
