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Digital transformation initiatives, a new membership database, a new event platform, a move to cloud-

based systems, fail considerably more often than boards typically expect. A 2021 Boston Consulting

Group study of more than 850 companies worldwide found that only 35 percent achieved their digital

transformation objectives. That research covers large companies rather than associations, but the lesson

about high failure rates applies. A board approaching this the same way it approaches routine operational

oversight is applying the wrong governance posture to the wrong kind of initiative.

Which rules apply to your association?

The law depends on how your association is set up. A company limited by guarantee follows the

Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) and its constitution. An incorporated association follows its state or

territory associations Act and its rules. A registered charity also follows the ACNC Act and the ACNC

Governance Standards, and some Corporations Act rules are replaced for charities that are companies.

Check your own governing documents, and get advice before decisions with legal consequences.

In this resource

1. An Important Refinement To The Governance And Management Boundary

2. The Question Every Board Should Be Asking, Distinct From Cyber Security

3. The Single-Person Dependency Risk This Creates

An Important Refinement To The Governance And Management
Boundary

This series has argued throughout that a board's role sits at governance and strategy, leaving

management and execution to staff. Research specifically on digital transformation adds an important

refinement worth understanding, rather than treated as a contradiction. Research and practitioner

surveys suggest that boards which engage actively in setting direction, rather than simply receiving

periodic reports and signing off after the fact, are associated with better transformation outcomes. For

this specific category of decision, high uncertainty, fast-moving, and unfamiliar to many board members,

passive oversight is not automatically the safer, more disciplined governance posture. The line worth

holding is precise, not abandoned. A board engaged as a strategic partner in digital transformation sets

direction, approves the investment, and establishes the risk appetite the initiative operates within. It does

not choose the vendor or decide the technical architecture, exactly the delegation discipline this series

has established throughout, applied to a different pace of decision-making.

The Question Every Board Should Be Asking, Distinct From Cyber
Security

Separate from the cyber security risk discussed earlier in this series, digital transformation creates an

operational dependency question worth its own board-level attention. As an association's membership

database, financial systems, and communication platforms become increasingly interconnected, a single

system failure or a vendor's unexpected change can stall the organisation's ability to function,

independent of any security breach. The specific question worth the board asking directly is this: what
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can the organisation not operate without, and what happens if it fails. Ask too whether each contract lets

the association retrieve all its data in a usable format if the vendor fails or the relationship ends. This is a

resilience question, not a security question, and it deserves a distinct answer.

The Single-Person Dependency Risk This Creates

Digital transformation frequently concentrates organisational knowledge in very few hands. One staff

member understands the new system deeply; everyone else, including board members with good

instincts, stays quiet because the technical gap feels too wide to bridge in a normal board discussion.

This mirrors the succession and key-person risk this series has discussed in other contexts, and it

deserves the same deliberate attention: an association dependent on one person's technical knowledge

to keep critical systems running has a real governance gap, regardless of how capable that person

currently is.

Engage as a strategic partner in significant digital transformation decisions, actively contributing to

direction and risk appetite, rather than defaulting to a purely monitoring posture. Before approving

or continuing investment, expect a business case and progress reports covering budget,

milestones, expected benefits, risks and the data migration plan.

Hold the line precisely at direction, investment approval, and risk appetite, leaving vendor selection

and technical architecture to staff, consistent with the delegation discipline this series has

established throughout.

Ask directly, at board level, what the organisation cannot operate without and what would happen if

each critical system failed, treating this as a distinct resilience question from cyber security

specifically.

Identify and address single-person dependency on technical systems knowledge deliberately,

applying the same seriousness this series has given to other forms of key-person and succession

risk.

Set realistic expectations for digital transformation timelines and success given the high global

failure rate, rather than treating early setbacks as a sign the whole initiative should be abandoned.

Digital transformation is not simply a technology purchase the board approves and then monitors from a

comfortable distance. It is a strategic undertaking with a real chance of failure, and the available evidence

suggests that a board's active participation in shaping direction is associated with better results than a

governance posture built for lower-uncertainty, routine operational decisions. This is one of the practical

governance topics built into our Association CEO course, alongside the papers, tools and frameworks

that turn the principle into your board's actual practice. Explore the course

Annie Gibbins

Founder and CEO, Nexus Leadership
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BOARDROOM  ACT ION  WORKSHEET

Digital Transformation: Why 'Just Monitor It' Doesn't Work Here
Turn the resource into evidence, a decision and an accountable next step. Keep the completed record

in your association's approved board records system.

1 What is the issue or decision?

State the governance question in one clear sentence.

2 What evidence do we already have?

Record the facts, source documents and stakeholder evidence available now.

3 What evidence is still needed?

Identify the legal, regulatory, financial, member or operational information still required.

4 What is the agreed next action?

Capture the owner, timeframe and how the matter will return to the board.

Action owner Review date Board decision or resolution

General education, not legal, financial, tax, clinical or governance advice. Confirm specifics at the relevant primary source or with

your own qualified adviser. Nexus Leadership is operated by Lipstick Consulting Pty Ltd · ABN 15 619 120 482.

CONT INUE  YOUR  LEARN ING

Turn governance principles into practical board action.

Self-paced courses, editable resources and practical support for association boards and CEOs at

nexusleadership.com.au.
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