The Shortlist Series:

Succeeding in Private Equity.

What makes a standout Non-Executive Director?

With 28 years of experience in recruiting executive and non-executive directors for PE-backed
businesses, Directorbank supplemented team knowledge with opinion from its network of PE
investors and high-achieving Board directors. We then paired this with Assessio's rigorous, science-
backed approach to leadership assessment - including personality and work values questionnaires - to
uncover the deeper personality traits, competencies and motivations behind standout candidates.

Assessio is a pioneer in evidence-based leadership assessment, combining decades of validated
psychometrics with cutting-edge technology and deep business context.
https://www.assessio.ai/
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What makes a standout PE NED?

The non-executive appointment in a PE-backed business is one of the most underutilised tools in the value
creation toolkit. Too often it's treated as a compliance exercise - a box to tick on the way to a properly constituted
Board. When it's done well, it's something else entirely: a targeted injection of capability, credibility and challenge
that a management team would find hard to replicate.

The NED brings something narrower and more specific: a defined capability or perspective the business currently
lacks, deployed through challenge, pattern recognition and network - without the day-to-day stewardship of the
Board itself.

So, what separates the NED who adds real value in PE-backed boardroom?

With 28 years of experience in recruiting Board level directors for PE-backed businesses across the UK and
Germany, the team at Directorbank Executive Search supplemented their own knowledge with opinion from our
network of PE investors and Board directors.

Here’s a summary of the top 5 findings.

1/

The brief must be specific.

A NED appointed because they are ‘experienced’ and ‘well-networked’ is rarely the NED who makes the
difference. The best PE NED appointments start with a precise question: what does this business need that it
doesn’t currently have? Sometimes that's deep sector knowledge. Sometimes it's experience of a particular
growth lever - international expansion, buy-and-build, digital transformation, etc. Sometimes it’s simply someone
who has taken a business of this type through an exit before and knows the potholes along the road. Vague briefs
produce capable but undifferentiated appointments. Specific briefs pinpoint the right person for the role.

2/

They challenge without destabilising.

The NED’s job is not to make management feel good about decisions they've already made. It's to ask the
questions that aren’t being asked, surface the assumptions that aren’t being tested, and bring an external
perspective that isn’t clouded by proximity to the business. The best PE NEDs do this in a way that builds trust
rather than eroding it. They are direct without being destructive, and rigorous without being obstructive. That
combination is hard to find.

3/

They bring a network that opens doors.

Many NED candidates cite their network as a key asset. Far fewer have a network that is genuinely relevant,
genuinely current, and genuinely willing to take the call. In a PE-backed mid-market business, the right NED can
accelerate a commercial conversation, open a door to a potential target, or introduce a management candidate
who wouldn’t otherwise have been reachable. This kind of tangible contribution is what separates out the NED
who earns their fee.

4/

They've seen the movie before.

The most valuable thing NED brings to a PE-backed business is pattern recognition - the ability to look at a
situation and say, with authority, “I've seen this before, and here’s what tends to happen next.” That insight is
disproportionately valuable in a mid-market business where the management team may be navigating PE, or a
particular growth challenge, for the first time. It doesn’t replace good judgement in the room. It sharpens it.

5/

They understand the PE context, not just the business context.

NEDs who have only ever sat on listed or private Boards sometimes find the PE dynamic surprising. Timelines
are shorter. Investors are more present. Pressure on performance is less forgiving. The best PE NEDs are fluent
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in this environment. They know how to add value in a Board meeting that has the investor in the room, and they
understand what they are trying to achieve.

Personality Traits, Competencies and Role Requirements

Independent, invested, and never just ‘along for the ride’ - the standout PE NED doesn't just attend Board
meetings, they shape outcomes. Unlike the Chair, they are not there to run the Board; they are the specialist
voice at the table, carrying the pattern recognition of someone who has already sat around Board tables in
transition, sitting alongside a high-pressure, fast-paced management team and translating hard-won experience
into sharper decisions, stronger governance and a more efficient and focused management team.

But which competencies, skills, and personality traits set apart a standout NED in a PE-backed environment?
To dive deeper, we paired 28 years of experience recruiting board-level directors for PE-backed businesses with
Assessio’s rigorous, science-backed approach to leadership assessment, including personality and work values

questionnaires, to uncover the deeper traits and competencies behind high-achieving non-executive candidates.

Assessio is a pioneer in evidence-based leadership assessment, combining decades of validated psychometrics
with cutting-edge technology and deep business context. https://www.assessio.ai/

DEFINING PERSONALITY TRAITS

» Independent-minded » Constructively direct
Forms a genuine, evidence-based view rather Challenges rigorously without being destructive
than following the room, and is comfortable - direct enough to be useful, tactful enough to
being the one dissenting voice at the table. be trusted by the people being challenged.
» Pattern-recognising » PE-fluent operator
Draws on real prior experience to say, with Understands the investor’s agenda as well as
genuine authority, “I've seen this before” - the business’s and is comfortable in a
without assuming this time it will play out in the boardroom with the investor in the room and a
same way. shorter runway than a listed or privately-owned
entity.

» Genuinely well-connected » Trusted and discreet
Maintains a live, relevant, evolving network that Builds real relationships with the CEO, the
will take the call - not just a contacts list from a Chair, and the investor, without ever being seen
previous role. to take a side.

CORE COMPETENCIES

Commercial and financial acumen - Reads markets, competitors, and the numbers fluently enough to test
management’s thinking and spot the gap between the plan and reality.

Strategic thinking - Pattern-matches from prior transformations and growth journeys to stress-test the strategy
and sharpen the plan.


https://www.assessio.ai/
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Governance and accountability - Engages fully with the board’s reporting and governance requirements and
holds a well-evidenced view on delivery against the value creation plan - as one voice in the room, not the one

running it.

Constructive challenge - Surfaces the assumptions that aren’t being tested and asks the question that isn’t
being asked, in a way that builds trust rather than eroding it.

Resilience - Stays measured and consistent through setbacks, tense Board meetings, and disagreement with

management or the investor.

Building relationships - Develops genuine, durable relationships with the Chair, CEO, executive team, and

investor - and a network that opens real doors.

Conceptual thinking - Sees the patterns within a complex, unfamiliar situation and turns them into a clear,

actionable point of view.

Influencing without authority - Persuades through sound argument and credibility rather than positional power,

since a NED has no line authority over management.

Judgement under uncertainty - Weighs incomplete information calmly and offers a clear steer, particularly on
the calls only a Board can make - leadership changes, deal decisions, and exit timing.

KEY ROLE REQUIREMENTS

» Specific sector or capability fit

Brings the deep sector knowledge or growth-
lever experience — e.g. international expansion,
buy-and-build, digital transformation - that the
business specifically lacks.

» Proven PE board experience

Has sat on PE-backed boards before and is
fluent in the pace, reporting rhythm and sponsor
dynamics that set them apart from listed or
private Boards.

» Constructive challenge in the boardroom
Builds trust with the CEO and management
team while still asking the hard questions and
stress-testing the plan.

P Exit-tested judgement

Has taken a business of a similar type and stage
through to a successful exit before and
understands what the buyer’s diligence will test.

» Genuine, relevant network

Can open doors to customers, partners,
acquisition targets, or management candidates
the business couldn’t otherwise reach.

» Time and availability

Has the bandwidth to commit properly to the
role, beyond attending quarterly board
meetings, given the pace of a PE-backed
business.

“The best PE NEDs don't fill a seat at the table. They bring the capability, judgement and pattern
recognition of someone who's seen it before ... and they make the Board all the more sharper
for it.”
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If you're thinking about your leadership team or your personal career ambitions, we’'d welcome a confidential
conversation.

Directorbank Executive Search

UK. +44 20 7255 7940

Germany. +496971918290
Directorbank.com

AssessioAl is an innovative leadership assessment platform that equips organisations with the clarity and
confidence needed to make smarter decisions in hiring, succession planning and leadership development.
Combining decades of validated psychometrics with business context, the platform offers more data, sharper
insight, and Al-driven guidance. Above all, it helps to decrease risk through improved hiring efficiency, reduced
bias, and the greater likelihood of candidate success in a role.

AssessioAl is part of the Assessio Group.
assessio@assessio.ai

+46 87 75 09 00
Assessio.ai


http://www.directorbank.com/
tel:+4687750900
https://www.assessio.ai/
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