
 
 

Please find below the pre-reading for the FT Board Director Peer to Peer networking event. 
This event is brought to you by the FT Board Director Programme and will be delivered by 
Patrick Dunne a regular speaker for the FT Board Director Programme, an experienced 
Chair and author of the award-winning book ‘Boards’. The event will explore navigating the 
changing relationship between boards and executives. The dilemma is from the book 
‘Boards’ by Patrick Dunne. 
 

Boiling point with too many cooks 

MatFriend, a London headquartered maternal health charity was founded 20 years by its’ 
Chair Fred Frender. Fred put up $100m to found MatFriend and was CEO for first 13 years. 
He decided to step up to Chair 8 years ago and brought the current CEO, Victoria Forbes, 
in five years ago after her two predecessors left rather abruptly following disagreements 
with Fred over strategy. 

In addition to the $100m from Fred, the charity has been highly successful at raising money 
from others. These have included former colleagues of Fred, his former employer, 
Foundations and Corporates as well as through general fundraising activity. Most of the 
board are major donors or are representatives of major funders.  

After a strong start Victoria is becoming increasingly frustrated with Fred and with the 
board. She has background in a high-volume service global corporation and this is the first 
charity role she has undertaken. So far, she has stayed the course, won Fred and the 
Board’s respect and admiration and has tried valiantly to get the charity to be more 
focused, to reduce high staff churn as well as lower the number of risk incidents on a 
variety of matters including safeguarding and harassment.  

MatFriend raises money in the US and Europe and then spends the majority of it in number 
of African countries through a mix of direct delivery and grants for both research and a 
range of other things. It is UK registered charity, regulated by the Charity Commission with 
legal entities and regulators in 20 other countries. Some of these are where it operates 
(e.g. Malawi, Kenya, Uganda, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Liberia etc.) and others are 
where it raises money (i.e. US, Switzerland, UAE) 

In addition to the main board of eleven Trustees of MatFriend there are local governance 
boards in each country where it has a legal entity as well as advisory boards in 20 of them. 
It then has a group of 8 advisory boards on different themes. There are also board sub-
committees (Audit, Nominations, Remuneration, International Strategy, Medical, 
Investment, Regulatory and Fundraising) There is some overlap of members on these 
boards but in total this involves just over 250 different people.  



 

Victoria’s first year at MatFriend was a nightmare. She couldn’t believe the lack of focus 
and process yet how high the governance load. Simply attending the various meetings 
already in the diary for her was challenging as she was expected to be at every country 
board meeting. The financial reporting was what she described as a collection of raw data 
dump. Treasury management was non-existent and it was very hard to get a sense of how 
much cash was really committed to grantees in aggregate or how much of the funding due 
was actually committed rather than pledged.  

Gradually over the last five years through changing the team, most notably through a new 
CFO and COO she has gained a much tighter grip on finance and operations and made the 
whole organisation more focused and purposeful. However, she remains disappointed that 
she has not persuaded Fred to reshape the architecture of governance and to give more 
autonomy to those responsible for implementing decisions. After an exasperating 
conversation with one of the more pompous Country chairs who kept referring to her 
as “Young lady” she has decided “Enough!”. 

You have just joined as a Trustee and have been asked to become a member of the Audit 
Committee. On the morning that your 200-page board pack arrived with a similarly weighty 
set of Audit Committee papers you had a call from Fred. He rang you to say that he was 
highly embarrassed that Victoria had let the board papers go out with an additional paper 
that he hadn’t seen proposing a radical review be conducted of the governance and 
decision-making processes. The paper states that the objectives of this review are to 
simplify decision making, give far greater autonomy to the executive and to reduce the 
number of committees and boards by two thirds. She proposes a budget of £50,000 to fund 
the project as well as two consultants with a track record in this space to pitch for the work.  

Fred tells you that he is really disappointed in Victoria and that although she got off to a 
great start has found the job increasingly challenging over the last 18 months. He’s been 
getting feedback from some of the country chairs that she can be impatient and brusque 
with them and that her style is increasingly an issue. “She even contradicted me in a pitch 
for us to go into a new space the other day and as a result she blew it.”   

The addition of the governance paper without his approval is unforgiveable in Fred’s view 
and he can’t see how she can carry on as CEO. As a result, he tells you that he would like 
to have a Board call in two days to formally approve Victoria’s removal, for him to become 
interim CEO and for the appointment of a search firm to find a permanent successor. Fred 
ended the call by saying “I’m so sorry to have sprung this on you with you being so new. I 
know that it will be difficult for you to contribute to the call in any meaningful way but 
wanted to speak to you in advance.” 

You express surprise but think it best to reflect on the call before reacting and after putting 
the phone down start to think about what to do?  

What are the issues and what are your options? 

Note: Further description of the central characters is provided on the following pages. 

 



 

Further detail on the Key Characters: 

Fred Frender - Chair 

Fred is a medical doctor with a PhD from John Hopkins who spent the bulk of his executive 
career in the medical devices research team of a major corporate. He lucked out with the 
invention of a jackpot diagnostic device for which the company he worked for gave him a 
royalty share. This ended up making him $200m by the time he was 40 and, in his words, 
“Is still the gift that keeps on giving”. At that point He decided to keep half as well as any 
future income for the family and to use the other $100m to set up a charity to support 
maternal health in Africa starting in Malawi. Fred is considered by many to be a genius and 
one of the most creative innovators in the devices space. Yet at the same time he can be 
surprisingly resistant to change.  

Victoria Forbes - CEO 

She was first of her family born in the UK, a year after the family fled from Uganda at the 
end of the nineteen sixties. Her parents dream was for her to either be lawyer or a doctor. 
Victoria excelled at the local state school in East London and thrilled her parents when she 
chose to do a law degree at Oxford. However, in her final year she decided that she didn’t 
want to be a lawyer after all and accepted a place on the graduate programme of a large 
consumer goods company. She discovered she was really good at marketing and just five 
years later accepted a marketing director role for a major product group of a global 
conglomerate. Her rise up the company was rapid and her last role was Group Managing 
Director for Europe, Middle East and Africa for the company’s highest growth business 
unit.  

The switch to the `charity sector caught many by surprise, especially her boss but such a 
move was something she had been planning for a while. When the head-hunter called with 
the MatFriend opportunity, at first, she thought it was a little soon but the more she learnt 
about the charity, the more intrigued she was and the more attracted she became. The 
head-hunter was very open about the issues and the reasons for the two previous CEOs 
appointments not working out. Almost the more the head-hunter talked about the 
challenges the more compelling it became to Victoria. She had always excelled at 
everything she did and in terms of scale MatFriend was less than a tenth of the size of her 
business which was in 50 countries. 

Victoria had never spent what she earnt and had amassed a significant amount of savings 
and investments as well as paid off her mortgage at 45. There was always a hankering to 
do something in Africa more than the short business trips and safaris she had been on. She 
was also starting to find the travelling and constant interruptions to holidays from the Group 
CEO were reducing her family time. Despite her hugely supportive husband Tom who is a 
successful writer and had taken the major load of looking after the children she was 
thinking that perhaps a move to run a significant charity might be a loss less stressful and 
give her a lot more time at home.   

You: Mary Starr 



 

As a high-profile paediatrician with a glittering career in private practice and academia you 
have long been an admirer of MatFriend’s work. Indeed, over the years they have funded 
some of your most impactful research. You plan to retire in a soon and so when you got the 
call from Fred to ask if you would be interested in joining the board the timing seemed 
perfect.  

You have served on various medical advisory boards but not on the main board of Charity 
before. You had met Fred and Victoria a few times before and thought that they had 
complementary skills with Fred being the creative driving force and promoter and Victoria 
the implementer. Fred’s call has therefore been a bit of a stunner.  

  

The rest of the Board: 

Apart from Fred you have met three of the other nine trustees as part of your selection and 
due diligence process. All stars in their field, they have been on the board for a long time 
but unlike you are major donors.  You were struck in your conversations with them at how 
positive they were about both Fred and Victoria and the quality of their relationship. Yet one 
of them in crystal cut  “Downton Abbey” English had said that “Naturally, occasionally 
sparks fly but a little creative tension is a good thing don’t you think my dear?”. Another one 
equally politely advised you to buy a new pair of reading glasses but added “Don’t get too 
worried about the quarterly “War and Peace” arriving in your in box. A lot of it is just 
summaries of the regional boards and sub-coms which you don’t need to read.”  

You haven’t met the others yet but from their profiles there seems to be excellent diversity 
in terms of gender, ethnicity and nationality as well as field of expertise. There doesn’t 
appear to be a formal Deputy Chair or Senior trustee but you have picked up that Fred 
seems to have particularly high regard for Martha a leading German scientist and business 
woman. You heard she has a very strong character and brings a sharp no-nonsense focus 
to discussions. Her frequent use of the word “concrete” become a bit of an in-joke.  

 

 

 


