BY Richard Blackwell

CRAFTING
DECISIONS
IN A CRISIS
SARAH RAISS chose to build her career specializing in operations and human resources.
It was an unusual skills combination at the time but seems ideally suited for leading
during a global pandemic and recession. She talks to business writer Richard Blackwell
about making decisions at high speed, learning from the Covid-19 fallout, improving
board recruitment practices and the benefits of dabbling in politics
ONE THING THE COVID-19 crisis has taught directors and managers, says Sarah Raiss, is how to make pivotal decisions at a pace
that was previously inconceivable.
“I would call it leadership at hyperspeed,” says Raiss, a seasoned
and highly respected director who has been inducted as a 2020 Fellow of the Institute of Corporate Directors.
Raiss has been at the centre of the action on three corporate
boards that have been affected by the coronavirus crisis in sharply different ways – retailer Loblaw Cos. Ltd., steel manufacturer
Commercial Metals Co., and equipment auctioneer Ritchie Bros.
But these companies also have many issues in common. Because of the crisis, some subjects that were already on the boardroom table for more leisurely consideration became top of mind
and required immediate decisions, Raiss says. While data security
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was always an important consideration,
for example, it was suddenly crucial.
“In a situation like this, where you’ve
got everyone working from home, using
their own technologies and accessing
information in different ways, it’s a real
opportunity for hackers. The risk levels
that you’ve been thinking about before
have dramatically gone up. It’s the hyperspeed situation that made this so interesting. Things you’ve been thinking
about before [are happening] at a faster
pace than you ever thought you’d have to
deal with.”
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ONE KEY ROLE FOR BOARDS OPERATING IN THIS
ACCELERATED ENVIRONMENT IS TO ACT AS A
‘MORAL COMPASS’ FOR THEIR ORGANIZATION.
Clear leadership

A well-planned career

One key role for boards operating in this accelerated environment
is to act as a “moral compass” for their organization, Raiss says.
“This means making sure management is focused on employees
and their safety and health first. It’s pretty easy to think about financials and that kind of thing, but the priority has got to be about
the employees. That may mean extra costs are thrown into the mix,
but that’s okay.”
The crisis has forced boards to speed up scenario planning, Raiss
says. They’ve had to consider potential situations that would have
been unthinkable in the past.
“What if you lose three board members and the CEO? What if
you lose three of your key people?” Boards have also had to ponder
what their priorities would be if they lose the ability to pay down
debt, or they just can’t get access to more financing.
Management still has to make the operational decisions on a dayto-day basis, albeit with directors as a sounding board, Raiss says.
But boards must look ahead and see how the “new normal” might
affect the company once the crisis is past.
“Post-Covid, what are we going to be doing? How do we position
ourselves for that new normal? It’s really tough for management to
think about all that, on top of everything they are dealing with. The
board can still focus very much on the long term,” she says.
A vital element in planning for the future, Raiss says, is to make
sure that what’s learned from this crisis is captured and recorded.
“One of the things I’m constantly asking management is, ‘Who’s
writing down the learnings that you’ve got right now?’ We might get
whacked a second time with Covid or some future issue. You need to
say ‘Wow, in this area we really did well. Let’s make sure we do that
again. In this area, we could have done a whole lot better.’”
Raiss says the crisis has underlined the need for sharp, clear
and frequent communication. “The traditional board meeting still
works, but you need more than that. Lead directors or chairs have
been meeting once a week with CEOs. Board members are getting
written updates or weekly calls. Everything is just quicker, shorter
and more frequent.” Because of the structure of online video meetings, “we’re being crisper in our communications,” she says. “You
are much more aware of how much time you’re taking. I think we
can learn from that.”

Raiss set the groundwork for her career in
Michigan, where she grew up. She earned a
degree in applied mathematics at the University of Michigan and, following graduation, she joined utility Michigan Bell as
an engineer. “I thought if you could understand operations, you were going to be
more prepared for a leadership role in the
future,” she says. Raiss then moved into
marketing, where her engineering background helped add value and deliver better
products and services to customers.
After adding an MBA, Raiss shifted into
consulting, a move that exposed her to a
wide range of people, situations and problems — variety that she found highly appealing, and has been reflected in the breadth of
board positions she’s accepted over the years.
In the late 1990s, after years of consulting
and merger-and-acquisition advisory work,
punctuated by a stint as a vice-president at
Ameritech Corp. (now AT&T Teleholdings
Inc.), Raiss decided she wanted to get back
into an operations job. But she also wanted to
help individual people develop their careers
though a human resources role.
“Sadly, back then, that was viewed as a bad
move. It would not help your career; it was
not where ‘high potentials’ go,” she recalls.
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Canada beckons
An opportunity arose, however, when Calgary-based TransCanada Corp. (now TC
Energy Corp.) merged with Nova Corp.
“They wanted a business person who could
have HR as part of their portfolio, [but] they
didn’t want to choose anyone from either
of the companies,” Raiss says. Most can-

didates were either business people who didn’t want anything to
do with HR, or HR specialists. Raiss had the right combination of
skills. “It was a dream come true for me because I could have HR
finally as part of my portfolio, which was kind of my goal all along.”
So Raiss came to Canada “without knowing a soul,” and stayed
at TransCanada from 1999 to 2011, serving as executive vice-president of corporate services. That job included responsibility for
HR, information technology, real estate, communications and aviation (since the company owned helicopters and planes).
Raiss had served on a number of charitable and non-profit boards,
but during her stint at TransCanada, she began to look for corporate
board opportunities. Her first Canadian directorship was on an advisory committee to the Treasury Board of Canada. That led to board
roles at a number of Crown corporations, including the Business Development Bank of Canada and the Alberta Electric System Operator,
where she was chair. Her first public company directorship was with
a small startup technology firm, and her first major corporate board
was Shoppers Drug Mart (now part of Loblaw Cos.) in 2005.
Raiss’s executive position was a good jumping off spot for directorships. She was able to observe TransCanada’s board members in
action, she says, and those individuals helped introduce her to other
directors. She had experience on non-profit boards, and knew strategy and operations. It didn’t hurt that she had strong links with recruiting firms through her HR contacts. “All those things worked for
me, but it really was people taking an interest in me and encouraging
me to look at corporate boards as part of my development plan that
started the whole thing.”
As a pioneering female director, Raiss says that women looking for
board seats should ensure they have the skills boards need — strategic knowledge, financial expertise and risk management experience.
“You can tailor your career a bit … and I do think getting on not-forprofit boards or Crown boards or small-cap boards helps. And work
with your existing network.” Becoming a CEO will circumvent some
of this effort, she notes. “If you are a CEO, you’re automatically on
people’s board lists.”

Better decisions
Raiss is not in favour of quotas for women on boards, but she does
believe boards should cast their recruiting nets as widely as possible, and consider people who have functional and business unit
experience. Over all, the more diversity, the better, she says.
“If you have some people who are industry experts and some
who are not, people of different ages, different ethnicities, different
backgrounds in terms of experience or functions — all that makes
for better decisions.”
Raiss, who was sometimes the first or only female director
around the table, says the boards she’s served on improved as they
became younger and more diverse. “Those things have real value;
the boards have seen tangible benefits.” As for her current corporate boards, all have roughly half female directors, and all three
companies have a female president or CEO.
Raiss’s belief in the value of diverse experiences is reflected in the range of board positions she has taken on over the
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Sarah Raiss
Born in Michigan, Raiss earned a degree in applied
mathematics and an MBA at the University of Michigan. After working in the telecommunications sector
and as a consultant, she joined TransCanada Corp. in
1999, serving as executive vice-president of corporate
services until 2011.
Her current directorships include Loblaw Cos. Ltd.,
Ritchie Bros. and Commercial Metals Co.
Past directorships include: Canadian Oil Sands Ltd.,
Shoppers Drug Mart, Vermilion Energy Inc., Business
Development Bank of Canada, Alberta Electric System Operator and MicroPlanet Technology Corp.
Non-profit directorships included: Calgary Petroleum
Club, the Women’s Leadership Board of Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, Alberta
Children’s Hospital Foundation, United Way of Calgary,
Calgary Sports Authority, and the auxiliary board for the
Art Institute of Chicago.
Raiss was included in the list of Canada’s Most
Powerful Women from 2003 to 2006, and named to
the Top 100 Most Powerful Women Hall of Fame in
2007. In 2015, she was named one of the 50 most
influential directors by the U.S. National Association
of Corporate Directors.

years. She’s served as a director of Canadian Oil Sands Ltd., Vermilion Energy
Inc., MicroPlanet Technology Corp., the
Calgary Sports Authority and the Art Institute of Chicago, among many others.
Her one foray into politics was as a member of the transition team when Jim Prentice
became Premier of Alberta in 2014. She took
that job because it offered her a new and
unique perspective, and because she believes
the two solitudes of politics and business can
learn from each other. “It gave me an insight
into the inner workings [of government] that
I wouldn’t have had otherwise,” she said.
“Every political party and every leader does
things differently, but these are insights you
can bring back to the board. I’m a big believer in experiencing things like that.” DJ
RICHARD BLACKWELL is a former business reporter at the Financial Post and The
Globe and Mail. Over three decades, he
covered many sectors, including technology, financial services, media and energy.
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