
IN BRIEF
Liz Coutts is currently Chairman of 
Oceania Healthcare Limited, Urwin & 
Co Limited, a director of EBOS Group 
Limited, Ports of Auckland Limited, 
Skellerup Holdings Limited, Yellow 
Pages Group, Sanford Limited and Tennis 
Auckland Region Inc. She is also chair of 
the Inland Revenue Risk and Assurance 
Committee and a member of the Marsh 
Advisory Board.

Liz has previously chaired Meritec Group 
Limited, Industrial Research Limited and 
Life Pharmacy. She was Deputy Chairman 
of the Public Trust and a commissioner 
of both the Commerce Commission 
and the Earthquake Commission. She 
has also been a director of the Health 
Funding Authority, PHARMAC, Air New 
Zealand, Sport and Recreation New 
Zealand, Trust Bank New Zealand; and a 
member of both the Financial Reporting 
Standards Board of the New Zealand 
Institute of Chartered Accountants and 
the Monetary Policy Committee of the 
Reserve Bank of New Zealand.

She has a Bachelor of Management 
Studies from Waikato University.



“I always think the greatest challenge is 
predicting the future. It’s always on our 
minds as directors,” says Liz.

Most directors would agree that being 
able to take the long view is the most 
demanding part of their job description. Liz 
says she tries to bring the future into focus 
by reading widely and networking to get as 
broad a range of perspectives as possible.

“I find it also helps having a variety of 
governance roles, as it gives insights  
into what is happening in different sectors. 
Although people talk about the rapid  
pace of change now, this has always  
been with us.”

A Chartered Fellow of the IoD and an 
IoD councillor for the last two years, Liz 
currently chairs the boards of Oceania 
Healthcare Ltd, Urwin & Co Ltd and Inland 
Revenue’s Risk and Assurance Committee. 
Current directorships include EBOS 
Group Ltd, Ports of Auckland, Skellerup 
Holdings Ltd, Yellow Pages Group, Sanford 
Ltd and Tennis Auckland Region Inc.

“Managing the diary can sometimes be 
challenging but I have been doing this 
for a long time. You become able to 
prioritise and work out what’s urgent 
and non-urgent. Some directors are 
very good at reading a page quickly and 
picking up the key issues. It is something 
that comes with practice,” she says.

Liz’s first directorship was in 1993 when 
she was just 33 and appointed to the 
board of Trust Bank. She was already 
young in a leadership role, having been 
appointed chief executive of the Caxton 

Group, which had been one of NZ’s largest 
private companies two years earlier. She 
has thrived on the variety and complexity 
offered by governance; subsequent 
directorships included boards as diverse as 
Air New Zealand, PHARMAC, Ravensdown 
Fertiliser Cooperative, the Health Funding 
Authority and the Earthquake Commission.

In 2002, an article in Management 
magazine called Liz “one of New Zealand’s 
least exposed but most successful 
business women.” Ten years later, an 
independent study named her as one of 
the country’s 17 most influential directors.

A quiet achiever, but one senses, 
someone who can be very persuasive, 
she puts her success down to hard work 
and being well-prepared. “I am also 
reasonably calm and very respectful 
of others’ opinions,” she says.

Liz also makes a point of acknowledging 
how much she has been able to learn 
from other directors, including Sir 
Selwyn Cushing and the late Sir Richard 
Carter, who were chairmen of Carter Holt 
Harvey when she was Chief Executive of 
Caxton. Other distinguished directors 
she has worked with – and learned from 

– include Jeff Todd and Sir John Wells.

“I think that I have been absolutely 
privileged to work with some of 
New Zealand’s most skilled and 
inspirational directors. They all gave me 
support just at the right time,” says Liz.

Judgement and wisdom are the qualities 
that she values most in a director. “These 
qualities come with being able to learn 

from a number of experiences. Age isn’t 
necessarily a measure of wisdom and 
judgement as some people have already 
had a lot of experience at a very young 
age. The more you do, the more you 
learn, and the better you get at it.”

She supports greater diversity on boards in 
the sense of including different views and 
a variety of perspectives around the board 
table rather than focusing on gender. “You 
look at the skills and experiences you want 
on a particular board – that’s the main 
criteria. It’s the same for women and men.”

Delighted to be elected IoD Vice President, 
Liz has a clear vision of how the IoD 
should develop and sees the Chartered 
Membership pathway as a vital step in  
its growth.

“I see the IoD as a professional organisation 
that will offer the right training and 
guidance for directors, and is well-
respected by stakeholders and members. 
It will be an organisation that directors 
will want to be associated with. If you 
create a learning environment where the 
membership is engaged, they will want 
to ensure that Chartered Membership 
succeeds. It’s a journey – we are heading in 
the right direction but we can go further.”

Reading the future
The IoD’s first woman vice president and one of New Zealand’s most respected 
directors, Liz Coutts brings years of governance experience to the role. When asked 
what she thinks is the greatest challenge for directors, she has a ready answer.  
By Katherine Robinson

“The more you do,  
the more you learn,  

and the better 
you get at it.”
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