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Boards Should Spend 80 Percent Of Their Time
Together On Forward-Looking Topics
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Herman Bulls, International Director and Vice Chairman at JLL, and Chairman of the Board at
Fluence, shared timely insights about personal development, effective board governance, and
strategic focus with Adam Bryant and David Reimer.

Reimer: What’s your approach for ensuring that board meetings are as productive as possible?

Bulls: | have an 80/20 rule, which means that we should spend 20 percent of time looking in the rear-
view mirror to understand how we are performing, and 80 percent of the time should be focused on
looking forward. You’ve got to skate to where the puck is going to be, as the saying goes.

I've been on several boards where the board didn’'t know how to use management, and management
didn’t know how to use the board. But when we are together, you have to accomplish great things
during that time. You want to understand what’s working and what’s not working, and to use those
insights to inform your strategy. You have to look ahead and think through the strategy as well as
possible risks, including Black Swan events.

Bryant: What advice do you share with first-time directors?

Bulls: I've been on public boards for about 25 years now. | tell people who are joining their first board
that you don’t always need to show people how smart you are. You were asked to join the board for



a reason. You have some towering strength, based on your extraordinary knowledge and insight. But
that topic is going to be covered in about 15 to 20 percent of the conversation.

Here’s your challenge: How do you handle that other 80 to 85 percent of the time and do it in a way
that you demonstrate your ability? We need leaders everywhere. Leaders do not have to be the
loudest person in the room or the one banging on the table. Leadership is the ability to influence a
group to accomplish a common goal. Sometimes you do that from the rear, sometimes you do it from
the middle, and sometimes you do it as the leader.

Reimer: What were important early influences for you?

Bulls: I'm from Alabama. | was the youngest of seven kids. | never met my dad because he was killed
in a farm accident. He was a janitor and farmed on the side, and an 18-wheeler ran into his tractor.
My mom was in another part of the county picking cotton at the time. She had six kids and was
pregnant with me. She hadn’t finished high school. She worked three jobs, and went back to junior
college to become a nurse. She was able to provide us with a lower-middle class upbringing.

In high school, | played quarterback, and | was also president of the student council in a school that
was 16 percent Black. How did | swim up that stream, so to speak? | did it by connecting with people,
and that includes doing something for people without any regard as to what you're going to receive in
return. When you do that authentically and consistently, you form enduring relationships with people.
That is the secret to whatever success I've had.

Bryant: You also served in the military. What lessons did you take from that experience that you use
today in your work as a director?

Bulls: “Mission first, people always” is a motto that I've always identified with. It speaks to the
balancing act of leadership of having to achieve your goals while also caring for your people. One
of my officers also ingrained in me the rules that | use with every team I've ever led. Be kind. That
means playing in the sandbox well. Think of others, not just yourself. Use the golden rule, and no
surprises. If you can do those things, you've got a pretty good chance of being successful.

Reimer: In any board, there are going to be power dynamics. How do you make sure you keep those
to a minimum and bring everyone into the conversation?

Bulls: The biggest problem I've seen when some people become a committee chair is that they feel
like they have to do everything, including solving everybody’s problems. Instead, you need to teach
people how to solve problems so that you can have a sustainable organization.

When | chair a committee, | make sure | keep everyone involved. When we’re discussing an issue,
| set the issue up, but then | will be the last person to speak. And | will ask questions in a way that

might make you think I'm leaning one way even though I’'m actually leaning the other way. The role
of the chair in those situations is to make sure all the alternatives are considered with constructive

skepticism.

Bryant: What are some of the X-factors you're looking for in CEOs today? If you were interviewing a
CEO candidate, what questions would you ask?

Bulls: | ask people to tell me something they failed at or a mistake they made. That can be a very
revealing question if they answer it honestly. Related to that, I'll ask them to share a time when they



didn’t make the right decision. How did they articulate that to their team? You're looking for humility
and empathy. You don’t want someone in that role who feels that they always have to be right. I'll also
ask them to tell me about something they did that was just fantastic. What was their role in it, and how
did the team react to it?

Reimer: What do you consider to be the hardest part of leadership?

Bulls: The hardest part of leadership is the balancing act of being demanding while also maintaining
a relationship with people. | often see younger leaders struggle because they want to be liked. What
| tell them is that it's more important for leaders to be respected and making sure that people are
performing to your standards.



