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THE VISIBILITY GAP IN GOVERNANCE: WHY MANY BOARDS ARE 

STILL OPERATING WITH PARTIAL SIGHT 

By Terrance M. Booysen (CGF Research Institute: CEO) 

We demand transparency in governance, yet many boards are still making 

decisions with only partial visibility into the organisations they oversee. 

“Transparency” in modern governance has too often been reduced to polished 

after-the-fact reporting - audited numbers, assured statements, and compliant 

disclosures.  The more significant challenge, however, is the extent to which 

leadership teams are required to make decisions while critical governance 

information, operational interdependencies, and execution realities remain 

fragmented or only partially visible at that moment in time. 

In an era of rising complexity and compressed decision cycles, boards are expected to govern with clarity and 

confidence. Yet many still rely on fragmented reporting, inference, institutional memory, and manually connected 

information flows.  This is not necessarily a failure of directors themselves, but rather a reflection of how difficult it has 

become for traditional governance structures to maintain a coherent, integrated view of the modern organisation. 

The comfortable illusion 

Many organisations genuinely believe they are operating transparently. Boards review reports, risk committees 

scrutinise dashboards, executives provide updates, and assurance teams perform oversight activities and stamp their 

approval.  On paper, the governance environment appears structured, connected, and reassuring. 

In practice, however, the governance ecosystem itself is often fragmented.  Different layers of the organisation 

frequently hold differing versions of operational reality.  Important information may exist somewhere within the business 

yet still fail to surface in a sufficiently connected or contextualised manner to support fully informed oversight and 

decision-making.  As a result, decision-makers inevitably fill certain gaps with experience, judgement, assumptions, 

and trust. Governance therefore risks becoming increasingly interpretive rather than consistently evidence-

based; relying more on reconstructed narratives than fully connected organisational visibility. 

When governance becomes interpretive 

Incomplete or delayed information does not prevent decisions from being made; it changes the basis upon which they 

are made.  Assumptions begin filling the gaps where integrated visibility is absent.  Over time, governance can drift 

from a disciplined, evidence-based process into one shaped increasingly by perception, fragmented reporting, and 

partial visibility. 
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Boards may then find themselves governing according to the organisation’s reported narrative rather than its 

continuously evolving operational reality. This drift is rarely intentional, nor immediately visible.  It develops gradually 

through disconnected processes, reporting silos, and incomplete traceability between strategic intent and operational 

execution. 

The real risk is often internal 

Governance discussions understandably focus mainly on external threats: economic volatility, geopolitics, cyber risk, 

regulatory pressure, and market disruption.  These issues are important.  Yet some of the most significant governance 

risks emerge internally - through misaligned objectives, silent execution gaps, inconsistent control environments, and 

behaviours that slowly undermine organisational intent. 

These internal risks seldom arrive dramatically.  They accumulate quietly in the spaces between strategy, operational 

execution, risk management, controls, assurance activities, and reporting structures.  Over time, a ‘visibility gap’ 

develops between what leadership believes is occurring and what is actually unfolding across the organisation. 

Fragmentation at the core 

Organisations traditionally define strategic objectives at leadership level, translate these into risk registers, establish 

operational controls, and then layer assurance activities across the business.  While these governance components 

may individually function well, they are often not connected with sufficient precision or continuity. 

In many organisations, the relationship between strategy, risk, execution, controls, and assurance remains dependent 

on manual coordination, fragmented systems, and periodic reporting cycles.  The consequence is not merely a loss of 

data traceability, but a loss of organisational alignment and visibility.  Over time, a gap can emerge between what the 

organisation intends, what it reports, and what it consistently executes in practice. 

This drift is rarely dramatic enough to trigger immediate alarm.  Instead, it often becomes visible only later, through 

declining performance, strategic inconsistency, regulatory findings, assurance failures, operational surprises, or 

reputational damage. 

Dangerous assumptions 

Many boards and executives continue operating on several longstanding governance assumptions, namely that: 

• critical governance information is sufficiently connected, contextualised, and escalated to support informed 

oversight and decision-making; 

• leadership has adequate visibility across the organisation to properly understand emerging governance 

exposures and execution realities; and 

• governance processes provide reasonable insight into how strategic intent is translating into operational 

behaviour and outcomes. 

 



 

 
________________________________________________________ 

ARTICLE  

These assumptions are understandable, particularly within complex organisations operating under time pressure and 

increasing uncertainty. However, where governance visibility is fragmented, these assumptions can create 

overconfidence and mask structural weaknesses that remain hidden beneath otherwise professional reporting 

environments. 

The competitive edge 

This is where a well-designed Digitised Governance Framework (DGF) becomes strategically significant.  A mature 

DGF is not simply another reporting layer or compliance technology.  Rather, it establishes a continuously maintained 

governance environment that strengthens the connection between strategic intent, operational execution, risk 

oversight, controls, assurance activities, and accountability. 

Importantly, a DGF does not eliminate uncertainty, nor does it suggest that boards can ever possess perfect 

information. Directors will always be required to exercise judgement in dynamic and imperfect environments.  However, 

a robust DGF can materially reduce structural blindness by improving governance visibility, traceability, evidentiary 

alignment, and organisational awareness. 

Unlike traditional governance reporting -- including board packs, which are typically episodic, curated snapshots 

prepared for scheduled meetings -- a DGF provides leadership with a more integrated and contextualised view of the 

governance landscape at a given point in time.  This capability enables boards and executives to identify emerging 

governance risks earlier, understand where execution may be drifting from strategic intent, and recognise areas where 

governance weaknesses may be developing before they escalate into larger failures. 

Importantly, this visibility does not make organisations more risk-averse.  In many respects, it enables better-informed 

risk-taking.  Organisations with stronger governance visibility and alignment are often better positioned to pursue 

innovation, operational agility, and strategic expansion with greater confidence than organisations operating within 

fragmented governance environments. 

In highly competitive environments characterised by thin margins and increasing complexity, this becomes a 

meaningful strategic differentiator.  A mature DGF can also improve governance productivity by reducing duplication, 

strengthening coordination across assurance functions, and shifting effort away from reactive “after-the-fact” 

governance activities toward more proactive, evidence-based oversight and decision-making. 

What changes when visibility improves 

As governance visibility improves, governance itself becomes less interpretive and more connected to operational 

reality. 

• Misalignments and emerging governance risks surface earlier. 

• Assurance activities become more continuous, integrated, and credible. 
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• Boards spend less time reconstructing events after problems emerge and more time addressing issues 

proactively. 

• Different governance functions increasingly operate from a shared and more consistent organisational view. 

• Strategic discussions become more evidence-based and less reliant on fragmented reporting or assumptions. 

The nature of boardroom discussions begins to shift from defensive explanation toward more meaningful stewardship 

and oversight. 

The deeper question 

Professor Mervyn King has consistently reminded us that governance is fundamentally a process, and ultimately a 

matter of conscience.  At its core, governance requires boards and leadership teams to confront the organisation 

as it truly is, not merely as it appears within reports and presentations. 

The uncomfortable reality is that many governance environments still prioritise managed narratives over integrated 

visibility.  Genuine thought leadership in governance today therefore requires the courage to reduce the gap between 

perception and operational reality.   

The question is no longer whether organisations possess governance frameworks, policies, or reporting structures.  

Many already do.  The more important question is whether leadership can genuinely see -- with sufficient clarity and 

continuity -- how the organisation is actually functioning beneath the surface. 

Closing thought 

Organisations today are not short of governance codes, standards, legislation, or compliance obligations. What many 

still lack is sufficient alignment between governance intent, operational execution, assurance activity, and 

organisational visibility. 

The organisations most likely to thrive in the coming decade will be those that treat governance visibility not merely as 

a compliance requirement, but as a strategic capability that strengthens decision-making, accountability, resilience, 

and long-term organisational performance.  These organisations will likely govern with greater clarity, take smarter and 

more informed risks, operate more efficiently, and maintain tighter alignment between intent and execution. 

END 

Words: 1,314 

For further information contact: 
Terrance M. Booysen (CGF: Chief Executive Officer) - Cell: +27(0)82 373 2249 / E-mail: tbooysen@cgf.co.za   

Jené Palmer (CGF: Director) - Cell: +27(0)82 903 6757 / E-mail: jpalmer@cgf.co.za    

CGF Research Institute (Pty) Ltd - Web: www.cgfresearch.co.za 

mailto:tbooysen@cgf.co.za
mailto:jpalmer@cgf.co.za
http://www.cgfresearch.co.za/

