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�     F R O M  T H E  P R E S I D E N T  �

Last month, a few of my 
BoardSource colleagues and I 
attended and participated in 
a conference at Georgetown 
University Law School focused 
on nonprofit governance. 
At that event, Lois Lerner, 
director of the IRS division that 
oversees charities, shared the 
preliminary results from a new 
IRS study on the intersection 
of good governance and tax 

compliance that confirms what BoardSource members 
already know. As Lois put it: “Good governance and tax 
compliance go hand in hand.” 

Specifically, the study indicates that organizations with 
a written mission statement, that use comparability 
data when making compensation decisions, that have 
procedures in place for the proper use of charitable assets, 
and where the Form 990 is reviewed by the entire board 
are more likely to be in compliance. “On the flip side,” 
Lois stated, “those that said control was concentrated in 
one individual, or in a small, select group of individuals, 
were less likely to be tax compliant.” 

BoardSource is thrilled, of course, to have IRS study 
results showing a correlation between good governance 
and tax compliance. But — and this is important — while 
compliance is good governance, there is much more 
to good governance than tax compliance. Many tax-
compliant organizations are not going to survive today’s 
challenging environment. Those that do survive are being 
led by boards that not only have good practices but are 
proactively looking for solutions to the complicated 
macro issues affecting their organizations, their 
communities, and the sector as a whole. It’s my belief that 
good governance and organizational success in mission 
and sustainability go hand in hand, and BoardSource is 
here to help you make that connection.

   

Hand in Hand 

�     T R Y  T H I S  �
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Pres ident  & CEO,  BoardSource
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Location, 
Location, Location

Despite our rapidly growing use of technology, most 
nonprofits still have physical locations — offices or 
buildings where we manage and operate our charitable 
businesses. Because real estate involves sizable 
investments and operating costs, nonprofit boards must 
carefully monitor their organization’s decisions to lease or 
purchase a site. As a real estate lawyer, I have represented 
real estate developers and investors for more than 27 
years and chaired a local zoning board of appeal, as well 
as served as a board chair and member of Bridgewell, 
a large nonprofit human services organization owning 
dozens of sites. Based on my experience, I recommend 
that your nonprofit board address the following issues 
when your organization is acquiring a new site.

Location, Location, Location 
You’ve heard it before, and you’ll hear it again: The three 
most important attributes of a site are location, location, 
and location. But this mantra only skirts the issues. 
When considering a new site, the board should confirm 
that the local political environment welcomes your 
nonprofit’s programs. I have witnessed how a hostile 
local government (or faction of local government) can 
throw significant roadblocks against a nonprofit opening 
a new site. When this happens, litigation often ensues, 
forcing the nonprofit to divert resources from its mission 
to legal fees. Good advance communication with local 
government and neighborhood groups can help to avoid 
this problem. 

 
The board also should ensure that the site affords 
convenient access for your organization’s employees 
and stakeholders by asking about the proximity of 
infrastructure, parking, and services to the proposed site. 
A knowledgeable real estate broker, who is also a good 
listener, is able to provide the answers to these questions.
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Lease or Purchase? 
The decision to lease or to purchase 
is critical. Leases are advantageous for 
young nonprofits, or those starting 
a new program, with uncertainties 
about their future success. Leases 
typically require less cash investment 
and debt than purchases. The short-
term nature of a lease allows flexibility 
if the organization or program 
succeeds and needs a larger site, or 
if it underperforms and needs to be 
down-sized. A lease also improves a 
nonprofit’s balance sheet, because rent 
obligations are not presented as debt, 
unlike a mortgage loan on purchased 
real estate.

In contrast, actual ownership of a 
site provides nonprofits with greater 
control of the site and occupancy 
costs over the long-term. Ownership 
also gives nonprofits the benefits of 
appreciation in the property’s value. 
A nonprofit board should make sure 
that management is focused on these 
issues when it acquires a site by lease 
or purchase. 

Nonprofits also occasionally have 
the opportunity to acquire property 
by gift. Before accepting such a gift, 
the organization should make sure 
that it has a use for the property and 
that the property does not carry any 
burdens. I am familiar with situations 
when the gifted property could not be 
developed because it was a wetland 
or the property had a size and shape 
that made it virtually useless. Property 
owners sometimes offer to donate 
undevelopable property for the sole 
purpose of realizing a tax benefit, so 
nonprofits should proceed with caution 
when offered “something for nothing.”

Due Diligence 
Before purchasing land, or entering 
a long-term lease with expensive 
tenant improvements, nonprofits 
should try to determine if the land has 
hidden problems. This investigation 
is commonly referred to as “due 

diligence.” A buyer that fails to perform 
adequate due diligence may encounter 
expensive problems. For example, 
local land use laws might prohibit 
the nonprofit’s use or improvement 
of the property. Title problems might 
impair access, developability, and 
sometimes actual ownership of the site. 
Subsurface issues such as ledge, high 
ground water, or releases of hazardous 
materials might unexpectedly 
increase development costs. Defective 
foundations, roofs, and mechanical 
systems might necessitate costly 
repairs.

It is far less expensive to identify 
potential problems in advance, and to 
seek alternatives if necessary, rather 
than commit to a site and later spend 
valuable resources to solve problems 
that proper due diligence would 
have revealed. When negotiating 
with the current owner of the site, 
you should allow sufficient time to 
complete due diligence inspections 
before committing to the site. 
The board should make sure that 
management assembles a team of 
experienced professionals, including 
an attorney, surveyor, and engineer, 
to delve into available records on 
the property and perform actual 
on-site inspections to reveal latent 
defects before the nonprofit signs 
on the dotted line. Board members 
often know professionals who can 
assist with due diligence and should 
recommend them to management as 
needed. However, when making such 
recommendations, board members 
should avoid conflicts of interest and 
ethical problems by disclosing any 

financial relationships that they may 
have with such professionals.

Financing 
Nonprofits incur significant costs 
when acquiring a new site. Even 
when leasing a site, there are costs to 
conform the site to the organization’s 
needs. This work on a leased site 
is commonly referred to as “tenant 
build-out.” Landlords are often willing 
to construct tenant build-out at the 
landlord’s cost, but such cost will 
ultimately be paid by the tenant as 
higher rent. 

As mentioned earlier, more funds are 
needed to buy a site than to lease it. 
Most nonprofits do not have funds 
readily available to acquire land and 
buildings and must either borrow from 
a financial institution or develop a 
capital campaign to raise the necessary 
funds. It is therefore essential that you 
have a relationship with a banker. 
Experienced bankers are valuable 
sounding boards and are important 
members of a nonprofit’s team of 
professionals. 

A responsible board is inquisitive 
about proposed real estate acquisitions. 
It asks about the appropriateness of 
the site’s location, whether a lease 
makes more sense than a purchase, 
and how the organizations will 
finance the acquisition. And it ensures 
that management engages qualified 
professionals to investigate the site 
before the nonprofit is financially 
committed. A board that looks into 
these areas protects the organization 
from making expensive mistakes.
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Problem Solved

LOU DIGIOIA
Executive Director
MATHCOUNTS
Alexandria, VA 
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our organizational priorities are,” every 
board member had his or her own 
ideas and looked at board discussion 
through his or her own lens. The 
lack of agreement and clarity was 
frustrating.

Not long before I took on the 
executive director role, the board 
adjusted its structure by installing 
term limits. While there is always a 
need for historical perspective, I feel 
that term limits have made a world 
of difference in the board’s ability to 
foster new, fresh ideas. We now have 
people on the board who otherwise 
wouldn’t have had the opportunity 
to join and contribute their thoughts. 
In my opinion, the decision on term 
limits was pivotal in setting the stage 
for the decision to initiate the strategic 
planning process.

Did some members push back on the 
idea of term limits? 
That’s tough for me to say because I 
wasn’t executive director when the 
board voted to install term limits, but 
even several years later, when I did 
join the board as a nonvoting member, 
there was still some uncertainty as 
to whether this would benefit the 
organization. There were definitely 
logistical issues that took a few years 
to work through, but we did so 
because we saw the value of bringing 
new people on to the board. When 

you have talented people who want 
to serve on your board, it just makes 
sense to figure out a way to give 
those new people a chance. So far, it’s 
working for us.

One challenge is in keeping former 
board members engaged. Fortunately, 
we have events, such as our national 
competition, that anyone can attend, 
including our past and current board 
members. Even if they can’t go, they 
can watch it through the online 
Webcast. That’s one way we can 
continue to keep former members 
excited about the organization.

Where are you now in the strategic 
planning process? 
Initially, we developed a mission and a 
strategy to support it. Then, we came 
up with specific outcomes and metrics 
for those strategies, which we put in 
place four years ago. Having a finished 
plan with clear direction between staff 
and board and clear agreement on 
what we’re trying to accomplish had 
a huge impact on the way that we do 
things here at MATHCOUNTS. 

Three years in, however, we noted 
that the method worked and the 
plan worked, but that it was time to 
go back, reaffirm our mission, and 
see if anything needed to change. 
In February, at a retreat dedicated 

MATHCOUNTS won a Prudential 
Leadership Award for Outstanding 
Nonprofit Boards, Honorable Mention 
at the 2011 BoardSource Leadership 
Forum. Supported by Prudential and 
The Prudential Foundation, these 
awards honor the transformative 
work that nonprofit boards are doing 
to help position their organizations 
for success. Lou DiGioia, executive 
director of MATHCOUNTS, recently 
spent time with Board Member to 
discuss the keys to his organization’s 
transformation: term limits and 
strategic planning.
 
What prompted the board to begin 
the strategic planning process? 
When I became executive director 
of the organization in 2007, I could 
see the frustration and percolation 
of issues at the board level. At that 
point, MATHCOUNTS had been 
batting around the same problems 
for years. And, like many boards, we 
had differing views from different 
members on what were the true 
organizational priorities. Some 
members thought the priority was 
fundraising, some thought it was 
increasing female participation in 
our programs, and some thought 
it was increasing socioeconomic 
diversity. These are all good ideas, 
and all important, but until there was 
concrete discussion and establishment 
of a plan that stated “Here are what 

boardsource.org
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solely to that endeavor, the board 
identified some changes it wanted 
to see made in our strategies. 

The original plan had four different 
strategies, two of which we had been 
able to make really good progress on 
during those first three years. As a 
result, we no longer considered them 
organizational priorities. Based on 
our metrics and our feedback, there 
simply was not a whole lot more 
we could do from an improvement 
standpoint in these two areas. At 
the retreat, the board was able to 
identify two new areas to address, 
so now we’re in the process of 
updating the plan to reflect these 
strategies. We’ll start tackling them 
at the beginning of the fiscal year 
in August. The two that remain on 
the list are pretty big ones that will 
probably never go away: increasing 
participation and raising more money.

There were a handful of people in the 
room in February who were there for 
the first strategy retreat, and I think 
they were proud that the board had 
implemented a strategic plan and 
actually used it at the board level 
to dictate policy. You don’t want 
a strategic plan to collect dust on 
the shelf, and unfortunately, there 
are some organizations where that 
happens. We created a document 
that absolutely provided direction. 

It wasn’t perfect, but it worked, and 
it did what we hoped it would do. 
The question we asked ourselves 
at the retreat was “How do we 
make it better?” There was a lot of 
excitement at that retreat. People were 
invested in the process because they 
saw how well it had worked over 
the past few years, and they know 
that their investment in the plan 
will pay off in good governance.

How did board and staff adjust to 
the shift in focus as a result of the 
strategic plan? 
The transition was welcomed by 
both the board and the staff because 
the plan addressed our frustrations, 
and we finally had the clarity and 
direction that was lacking. There was 
definite disagreement throughout the 
planning process, but when complete, 
we simply said, “Here’s what we’ve 
all agreed will be our four strategic 
focuses, and this is where are resources 
will be going.” We had a good, healthy 
discussion, and everyone said, “OK we 
get it.” It was a good process. For me, 
straddling both worlds, I could see a 
180-degree turn when it came to the 
frustration over how the organization 
managed its resources.

For example, one of the organizational 
priorities that we established in the 
original draft of the plan involved 
volunteer satisfaction. We needed 

boardsource.org
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to do a better job of recognizing 
our volunteers and getting them the 
resources that they needed. This 
seems like common sense, but without 
really explicit board-level buy-in, 
we constantly questioned whether 
or not our volunteer support efforts 
at the staff level were worthwhile 
expenditures. We were working with 
a disconnect that caused frustration. 
The plan really helped to address 
issues like this.

I don’t think you can have a strategic 
planning process like we had without 
a lot of buy-in. At my first board 
meeting as executive director, we had 
a great discussion about the need to 
sit down and try to figure out how 
we’re going to get better consensus 
on what our mission was and how 
we could go about accomplishing it. 
Prior to that discussion, many of our 
board meetings focused on how we 
could increase participation in one 
of our programs. At that meeting, 
someone finally said, “Does it matter 
if we increase participation in this 
one program if we can accomplish 
our mission through other methods?” 
That was the board’s “a-ha” moment 
and led to consensus that we needed 
to rethink how we approached 
achieving our mission. I offered to 
lead the board through a new strategic 
planning process, thinking that we 
needed to go through that process 
to revamp our mission, strategy, 
and vision and establish metrics. 
The only question was whether the 

board would buy in to the new 
direction. Thankfully, we have a 
great organization, and everyone 
sitting at that table genuinely cared 
about accomplishing our goals. 

At that time, I was the first staff 
member who was an alumnus of the 
MATHCOUNTS program. I think 
one of the reasons that they gave 
me a little more leeway is because 
they saw the passion I have for the 
organization; I can personally speak to 
its value and benefits; I was coming at 
it from the right place. I think I am, 
and I think my board is too. There 
is definitely a remarkable lack of ego 
and personal agenda when board 
members walk into our boardroom.

Is anyone on the board an alum of 
the program, and do you think that 
is important? 
Now there are. That was one of the 
decisions the board made going 
forward: It wanted to get members 
who represented all of the different 
constituencies of MATHCOUNTS. 
Previously, membership was very 
donor-driven. Organizations that were 
supporters of the organization had 
representatives on the board. That’s 
still very important, and they still 
make up roughly 50 percent of the 
board, but now we specifically go out 
of our way to have alumni, volunteers, 
and teachers on the board as well. I 
think that’s really, really important 
from a discussion standpoint. For 
example, if we ask, “How will this 

work in the classroom?” we now have 
a teacher to explain how. The board 
has much better discussions now.

Did you increase your board size 
to accommodate your change in 
composition? 
The board size has remained roughly 
the same, fluctuating between 15 and 
18 members. We had an unusually 
large board class in 2007; seven 
people came on. Since then, attrition 
has allowed the board to diversify. I’d 
like to see 18 board members, with 
three new board members rotating on 
each year. If they’re great, we hope 
to keep them for two terms, six years 
total. Obviously reality doesn’t always 
work that way, but that’s what the 
board is shooting for now.

What is MATHCOUNTS most 
excited about right now? 
This year, we launched a brand new 
program called Reel Math Challenge. 
It’s a video contest, which is a 
new direction for us. We wanted a 
program that wasn’t school-based, 
that utilized technology, and that 
allowed students to participate outside 
of the constructs of the typical after-
school activity. This whole year has 
been focused on this program. It was 
a great success, the kids loved it, and 
we had great participation. 

RESOURCE:
Driving Strategic Planning: A Nonprofit Executive’s 
Guide, Second Edition, by Susan A. Waechter. 
BoardSource, 2010. 

“That was the board’s ‘a-ha’ moment and led to consensus that 
we needed to rethink how we approached achieving our mission.”

boardsource.org
http://www.boardsource.org/Bookstore.asp?Item=1113
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2. Meeting Agenda
The most important business and 
strategic issues were first on the 
formal agenda, and the rest was in 
descending order — no more “old 
business/new business” stuff. Yes, it 
appears a bit radical and divergent 
from “Robert’s Rules,” but those 
“rules” are ancient history to today’s 
high-performance board where the 
agenda moves from financial to 
strategic to operations in that order.

3. Dashboard Financials
The financial report — the first 
business item on the agenda — was 
presented as a one-page, color-coded 
(green, yellow, red) dashboard of key 
financial indicators that the board had 
developed a few years earlier. This 
“at-a-glance” approach allows the board 
to scan the identified key indicators for 
monthly and year-to-date performance 
to budget as well as a past year 
comparison. The dashboard confirmed 

1. Consent Agenda
The monthly meeting began online 
and 10 days prior to the physical 
meeting with approval of the consent 
agenda, which included the CEO 
report and several updates from key 
staff members. Proper use of the 
consent agenda moves dialogue to 
the more vital issues rather than to 
the information inherent in every 
board packet that simply requires 
a read-through and consent.

�     G U E S T  S P E A K E R  �

The Best Board Meeting  
I Ever Attended 

LES WALLACE, Ph.D.
President
Signature Resources, Inc. 
Aurora, CO

The executive in charge of board development for a large national philanthropic organization with more 
than 100 regional boards recently asked me, “What’s the best board meeting you ever attended?” Got me 
to thinking…No, it wasn’t chaired by me. Yes, it was one of my clients. Here’s what it looked like:

1 32

boardsource.org
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While executive leadership succession 
has reached the radar screen for 
most boards, governance leadership 
succession still lags behind. I 
conducted a special educational 
session at this organization’s last 
board retreat on how to go about 
this due diligence; they now are 
tracking progress quarterly on early 
identification and development of 
next generation board members.

5. Reduced Jibber-Jabber
Board members had read the board 
packet, and their contributions were 
cogent and to the issue. No repeating 
what other board members had said. 
No drifting off into “administrivia” 
— they kept a hard focus on the 
matters at hand and a soft focus on 
dealing with one another. Through 
self-assessment and governance 

coaching; they had learned to quiet 
the unnecessary trivial chatter 
and redundant comments that 
seeps into many less-disciplined 
meetings. They saved space for 
meaningful dialogue later during 
the “strategic update” segment of 
the meeting, which accounts for 
50 to 75 percent of meeting time 
in high-performance governance.
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

6. Executive Summaries
Staff and committee presentations/
recommendations were in “executive 
summary” one-page formats. 
Background information had been 
provided on the board section of 
the Web site for those who wished 
more detailed information. This 
jump-started the board discussion 
on action vs. the history of how we 

no exceptions to the monthly financials, 
was motioned for approval by the 
finance committee chair, and approved 
and documented in the minutes. The 
days of several pages of financials for 
board review are gone. The finance 
committee does the deep dive into 
the details as necessary and reports 
exceptions or recommendations to 
the entire board. No more distracting 
board members with an explanation 
of why postage jumped last month. 

4. Board Succession
A “Governance Leadership 
Succession” agenda item followed 
with a discussion of the cadre of 
potential future board members the 
board had identified and engaged. 
Conversation focused on the three 
top candidates for two positions 
that would open in nine months 
and how they fit the desired profile. 

�     G U E S T  S P E A K E R  �

4 65

“Robert’s Rules...are ancient history to today’s  
high-performance board where the agenda moves from 

financial to strategic to operations in that order.”

boardsource.org
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got there. The executive summaries 
included a highlight of key 
historical points and a few typical 
frequently asked questions relevant 
to governance decision making.

An executive summary approach 
to reports can be expected to cut 
substantial time off board deliberation 
by enabling you to get to the point 
and not waste time on irrelevant 
curiosity about benign details.

7. Strategic Dialogue
Thirty minutes into the agenda, the 
board had completed its “business 
oversight” (fiduciary accountability) 
and moved on to a significant strategic 
issue. This allowed 45 minutes 
of dialogue about the continued 
relevance of the strategy; updates 
on progress; new data points / 
information relative to the strategy; 
confirmation of continued importance; 
and recommitment to tactics, timing, 
and resources. This conversation was 
“generative” in that it focused on the 
creation of ideas and the development 
of new perspectives on strategy. 

This is where the board had 
time for expansive dialogue (not 
simply discussion), allowing for 
thorough understanding and 
creative input. The 40 minutes 
saved by the consent agenda, the 
financial dashboard, exception 
reporting, and those “executive 
summaries” (causing conversation 
to jump-start in decision mode) 
came in handy! It was reinvested 
in rigorous strategic dialogue. 

8. Board Development
The meeting ended with a short board 
development segment focused on the 
discussion of a governance article 
on the board’s role in enterprise risk 
management that the members had 
read in advance. This 15-minute 
segment of the agenda directly 
related to board development goals 
established during the annual strategic 
planning retreat and was based on 
the results of the board’s most recent 
annual self-assessment. This board 
includes time for board development 
in every agenda — sometimes 
separate, as with this meeting or 
frequently embedded in the “strategic 
review” segment of the agenda.

9. Immediate Assessment
Finally, using an old concept from 
good meetings practices, each board 
member completed a quick evaluation 
survey of the meeting, answering 
three open-ended questions: 1. Are 
you leaving the meeting confident 
in the overall performance of 
our organization? 2. Did you 
feel you had ample opportunity 
for input? 3. Would you change 
anything for future meetings?

RESOURCES:
Meeting, and Exceeding Expectations: A Guide 
to Successful Nonprofit Board Meetings, Second 
Edition, by Outi Flynn. BoardSource, 2009.  

Signature Resources.  
www.signatureresources.com 
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The Bottom Line:
THE HUMAN FACTOR

boardsource.org
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“The Buck Stops Here”  
•	 have	vision	and	purpose	in	the	

context of organizational needs 
•	 have	passion	and	commitment	to	

the organization and to bringing 
this out in others

•	 are	inclusive	and	make/facilitate	
decisions based on a diversity of 
voices  

•	 have	the	ability	to	harness	the	
human dynamics that affect 
organizational process and, 
consequently, organizational 
outcomes

•	 are	both	teachers	and	students	
of leadership, management, and 
governance

Great organizations have board chairs 
and chief executives who lead and 
take responsibility on the one hand 
and embrace inclusiveness, delegate, 
and empower others to have a voice 
on the other hand — all in the 
context of serving the organization. 
   
Use of Self
The first step in building strong 
governance and management 
leadership combines two parallel 
tasks for both the board chair 
and the chief executive: 
1. Understand your job description.
2. Know thyself.  

A clear job description provides a 
starting point for understanding the 
responsibilities and tasks at hand. 
How you execute these responsibilities 
and tasks depends on who you are 

— your values, preferences, traits, 
attitudes, biases, interests, expertise, 
skills, and knowledge. Self-awareness 
of who you are and how it’s applied 
in your interactions with others is use 
of self — a concept that acknowledges 
the uniqueness of each individual. 

When executing either the 
management or governance leadership 
role, you merge the respective job 
description with your personality 
and interpersonal style. Even with 
the exact same job description, 
no two individuals execute their 
respective role and responsibilities 
in the same way. The differences in 
execution can be attributed to how 
you operationalize your “human 
factor.” The goal is to find the 
balance between the personal and the 
professional while avoiding emphasis 
on one or the other that in either 
extreme can lead to dysfunction in 
your role execution — being too 
relaxed and too personal vs. being 
too rigid and too professional. 

Let’s meet a few board chairs 
and chief executives who are 
struggling with balance:
•	 Joe	is	an	experienced	board	

member, a friendly guy, and 
a strong ambassador for his 
organization. Now, as board chair, 
he is content with having the chief 
executive take the lead in most 
governance tasks, to the chagrin of 
the chief executive and other board 
members.	Joe’s	laid-back	demeanor	

How board chairs and chief executives 
operationalize their “human factor” 
affects an organization’s ability to 
accomplish greatness. The key to 
success? Balance!

What makes for a great organization? 
For nonprofits, greatness translates 
into accomplishing mission within 
the context of limited resources, 
embracing opportunities, thwarting 
threats, building strengths, and 
confronting challenges. Of course, an 
organization itself does not possess 
this ability. An organization is an 
object, an entity. It’s people who 
bring an organization to life, who 
define it as one that can — or cannot 
— maximize its mission-driven 
impact. Organizations need people 
with the right skills, knowledge, and 
synergy to accomplish greatness. 
This is the human factor.  

An organization’s human factor is 
embedded in the leadership of the 
chief executive and board chair, 
and it must be mobilized within 
these two individuals before it can 
be harnessed in others. To move a 
nonprofit forward through changing 
social, political, and economic 
conditions, it requires a board 
chair and a chief executive who  
•	 take	assertive	stands	and	are	

intentional in the context of what’s 
best for the organization

•	 are	willing	to	take	responsibility	
and operationalize the proverbial 

MINDY R. WERTHEIMER, 
Ph.D, LCSW
Director, MSW Program
School of Social Work
Georgia State University
Atlanta, GA
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conducting performance evaluations 
for all key staff members. 

•	 For	years,	Connie,	a	chief	executive,	
has created the board meeting 
agendas for her board chairs. 
When Steve, the new board chair, 
questions her about this task, 
Connie suggests that board chairs 
are too busy to be bothered with 
meeting agendas so she is actually 
helping him.  

As board chairs and chief executives 
find their own role execution balance, 
they also must work together to 
create a professional partnership. 
Parallel leadership is not enough to 
guide an organization forward. It’s 
the partnership of the board chair 
and the chief executive that promotes 
organizational greatness...or not. One 
hopes that there is a good, natural 
“fit” between the two individuals 
to serve as a base, but this is not 
always the case, and both partners 
are challenged to work hard to create 
a functional working relationship. 

The greater challenge for a chief 
executive is the one-to-three year 
cycle of having to establish a new 
relationship with a new board chair. 
This requires flexibility and openness 
to what a new individual brings to 
the board chair role. Ultimately, 
this creates a synergy different from 
the last partnership, and, hopefully, 
one that is enveloped in the context 
of appropriate management and 
governance roles and responsibilities. 
No micro-managing — as Pablo 
is suggesting — and no micro-

governing, as Connie is used to!

As stated in The Board Chair 
Handbook, the relationship between 
the board chair and chief executive 
should be based on three principles, 
each of which needs to be consciously 
applied to support the development 
of a strong partnership:
•	 mutual	respect,	trust,	and	support	

for each other and the partnership
•	 reciprocal	communications
•	 shared	purpose	and	mission-driven

 A primary challenge in building 
this partnership is each individual’s 
personal and professional biases and 
preferences in trying to define the 
partnership. Again, it’s important 
to strike a balance between the 
two extremes — between being 
too relaxed and being too rigid. 
Remember, you are partners 
working toward a shared purpose. 

Chief executives and board chairs 
have separate and shared tasks related 
to management and governance. 
Articulate the shared tasks, 
particularly around fundraising and 
resource development, along with 
a plan for operationalizing them. 
Both of you must understand how 
each one of you contributes to the 
shared tasks, placing emphasis on 
your respective role execution around 
these tasks. Even chief executives 
who have longevity in an organization 
must have these discussions with 
each new board chair. Don’t make 
any assumptions as to who should 

is getting in the way of executing 
the responsibilities of his board 
chair role.   

•	 Julie,	a	chief	executive,	has	had	
several successes in her role, 
especially around fundraising, 
but she doesn’t assert herself in 
challenging situations. She is 
allowing her nonconfrontational 
personality trait to dictate her 
management behavior. 

•	 Kyle,	another	chief	executive,	
is all-business. He is known for 
making quick and firm decisions, 
often without consulting others. 
His assuredness and inflexibility 
are alienating staff members and 
affecting their productivity.     

In general, people are not always 
intentional regarding how they 
communicate, verbally and 
nonverbally, and how well they 
actively listen. However, to 
successfully execute the board chair 
and chief executive roles, you must be 
intentional and vigilant in every action 
to ensure that your job description 
is balanced with your use of self. 
Developing self-awareness of your 
rough edges as well as being open to 
feedback to help reduce blind spots in 
professional interactions is a necessary 
exercise for board chairs and chief 
executives — an exercise in which 
Joe,	Julie,	and	Kyle	need	to	engage.			

Developing the Partnership
Here are a few more board leaders 
and scenarios you might relate to:
•	 Pablo,	a	new	board	chair,	wants	to	

expand the board’s role to include 
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do what based on past experiences 
or perceptions (as Connie did). 

The partnership of the chief executive 
and board chair is a means to an end. 
It provides a structure to a process for 
accomplishing tasks. Governance and 
management complement and support 
each other — both focus on mission, 
but through different perspectives and 
actions. The right hand needs to know 
what the left hand is doing and vice 
versa. Therefore, the partnership is 
critical in providing a communications 

headquarters for sharing information, 
addressing issues, and planning next 
steps appropriate to governance’s 
and management’s separate and 
collective responsibilities.  

Practicing Social Stewardship
While the human factor begins with 
the board chair and chief executive, 
it extends to all other staff and 
board members. Inherent in the 
chief executive and board chair 
roles is the responsibility for social 
stewardship, for overseeing and 

supporting staff and board members 
and their working relationships 
in the context of organizational 
mission and doing what’s best for 
the good of the organization.

This scenario provides an example:

Bill, a board member, and Tyler, a 
fund development associate, have 
been asked to plan a fundraising 
event. Bill, who is a take-charge 
type person, begins to do just that. 
After two planning meetings, Tyler 

“...how individuals carry out their responsibilities 
impacts mission outcomes.”

boardsource.org
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EDITOR’S NOTE: 
This article is based on the author’s 
forthcoming third edition of The Board Chair 
Handbook.

RESOURCE:  

Building the Governance 
Partnership: The Chief Executive’s 
Guide to Getting the Best from the 
Board, Second Edition, by Kathleen A. 
McGinnis and Sherrill K. Williams. 
BoardSource, 2011.

complains to the development 
director that he has no input into the 
event and indicates that Bill is making 
decisions without any concern for 
the impact on the nonprofit’s costs, 
resources, and time. Bill seems to 
think that Tyler is there to listen 
and take notes. The development 
director then discusses the situation 
with the chief executive, who in 
turn shares it with the board chair. 
The chair meets with Bill to get his 
take on how the planning for the 
fundraiser is going and to explain 
the role of the staff development 
associate and how important it is 
for Bill to partner in this task. 

Lesson learned: Each person has 
specific responsibilities and discussing 
who does what needs to happen 
at the beginning and at intervals 
to check that the partnership 
is functioning appropriately 
in accomplishing the task. By 
attending to the human factor, you 
acknowledge that how individuals 
carry out their responsibilities 
impacts mission outcomes.  
      
Author	Jim	Collins	writes	about	
the importance of “getting the right 
people on the bus.” However, the 
work for the chief executive and 
board chair does not end there; 
in fact, it is just beginning. Social 
stewardship recognizes that each 
individual working in any capacity 
for an organization should embrace 
a balanced role execution and 
be given tools and support for 
achieving this balance. Having a 
clear job description and balancing 
it with one’s personality, interests, 
expertise, and interpersonal style 
provides the necessary foundation 
for organizational greatness. 

boardsource.org
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Retreat Don’ts

�   C H E C K L I S T  F O R  S U C C E S S   �

Planning a board retreat? To ensure 
success, keep the following in mind:
   
•	 Don’t plan a retreat without the 

full commitment of board and 
executive leadership. Without this 
commitment, it will be difficult to 
get full attendance, and near-perfect 
attendance is essential for retreat 
success.

•	 Don’t hold a retreat without 
first taking the time to establish 
realistic, meaningful objectives. 
Retreats can be an invaluable 
tool for board development and 
for addressing important issues. 
They also are a costly investment 
— in the board’s time and the 
organization’s resources. Experience 
with poorly planned or ineffective 
retreats can undermine the board’s 
willingness to commit to future 
retreats. Clear objectives also 
are important for assessing the 
effectiveness of the retreat.

•	 Don’t base retreat objectives 
on the opinions or ideas of one 

person or a small group of board 
leaders. Retreat planning should be 
an inclusive, democratic process. 

•	 Don’t site your retreat too close 
to home and work. To truly 
focus on the hands-on work of a 
retreat, participants must be able to 
separate themselves from their day-
to-day routine. Electronic devices 
should be banned from meeting 
rooms.

•	 Don’t give participants too much 
pre-retreat homework. Provide 
the information they will need to 
be full participants in the retreat 
process, but don’t load them down.

•	 Don’t wait until the last minute 
to involve your facilitator. If you 
are using an outside facilitator, 
bring that person up to speed early 
in the process. A good facilitator 
can be an invaluable resource in 
retreat planning, and the more 
he or she knows about your 
organization and board, the more 
effective he or she can be in helping 

you achieve your retreat objectives. 
Evaluate facilitators and speakers 
in advance, check their references, 
and, if possible, meet with them 
before engaging them. 

•	 Don’t adhere to a business-as-
usual format. To encourage full 
participation, break your patterns. 
Don’t let the same people dominate 
discussions. Don’t take up your 
time with long informational 
presentations or normal board 
business.

•	 Don’t schedule a rigid, inflexible 
agenda. Leave room for discussion 
and exploration. 

•	 Don’t forget fun. Even if the 
purpose of the retreat isn’t to build 
better board relationships, this 
should be an important side benefit. 
Informal interactions among board 
members should be encouraged.

RESOURCE: 
To Go Forward, Retreat! by Sandra R. Hughes. 
BoardSource E-Book Series.

boardsource.org
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A Spouse

ANN COHEN
BoardSource Senior Governance Consultant

Our board members are reluctant to join 
committees. How can we motivate them to 
do so? 

Part of motivating board members to take any 
action is to make sure the action is meaningful, 
clearly defined, necessary to the organization, 
and supported by the governance structure. 

People engage when they feel a real sense of purpose and 
are supported by the organization.

For committee engagement, start with making sure 
that you have the committees you need and only those 
you need. Many boards have too many committees 
and could benefit from consolidating many functions 
into one committee. I know of a board that has a 
nominating committee, a bylaws committee, a Robert’s 
Rules committee, a chief executive performance review 
committee, plus 13 more! In my opinion, a lot of these 
committees are tasked with helping move the work of 
the board forward and thus could be consolidated into 
a single governance committee, which would take a 
comprehensive look at the board instead of the current 
piecemeal effort. 

Committees need clear charters defining their function 
to the organization. Charters should demonstrate how 
that function ties into the vision and strategic direction 
of the board, the manner in which the board will rely on 
the committee action, and how often the committee is 
expected to report to the board. In addition, the charter 
should identify the staff liaison, the committees with 
which the committee will interact, the results for which 
the committee is accountable, and the metrics that the 
committee will review and share with the board.  

There also should be task forces to address short-term 
issues, such as strategic planning or a real estate search 
for new space. Serving on a task force is a great way to 
get new board members excited and comfortable with 
board work. 

If you have an effective structure in place and people still 
are not joining committees, it’s time to ask some more 
fundamental questions: 
•	 Have	you	endeavored	to	find	out	why	board	members	

are reluctant to join committees? The candid answers 
to this question may point to other board problems, 
such as having board members who simply are not 
interested in engaging or who are reluctant to join 

A
Q

a committee because they feel that committee work 
is always “second guessed” by the full board. An 
anonymous survey asking why members are not 
engaging is the best way to gather this information. 

•	 Do	your	board	members	understand	what	is	needed	
of them from the time they are vetted for board service 
though orientation and board meetings? I know of a 
board that sends its committee charters (which indicate 
exactly what each committee will do in the coming 
year to support the organization’s vision and strategic 
direction) to board members prior to its annual retreat. 
Each member is then expected to sign up for a specific 
committee at the retreat. Another board asks its 
members to list their committee preference and then 
meet with the board chair to see where they can learn 
and add the greatest value.

•	 Finally,	how	are	your	board	members	asked	and/	or	
polled for their interest? Is it a combination of actions 
that starts with cultivation for committee work during 
the recruitment process and includes a one-on-one 
request from the board chair, the chief executive, or a 
board colleague? It should. 

Also take a look at where the work of your board takes 
place — is it in committees or in the boardroom? If the 
boardroom is repeating the work of the committees, it’s 
understandable why board members do not want to give 
additional time to committee work, and it’s time to make 
some changes.

RESOURCE:

Transforming Board Structures: Strategies for Committees and Task 
Forces, by	Marla	J.	Bobowick,	Sandra	R.	Hughes,	and	Berit	M.	Lakey.	
BoardSource, 2001.      

The responses to the “Ask Our Consultants” questions are based 
on our consultants’ experience working with nonprofit boards 
throughout the country. If you would like to improve your board’s 
effectiveness, please consider contacting BoardSource’s consulting 
team for assistance via e-mail (consulting@boardsource.org) or 
call 877-892-6293.
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I am amazed at the number of my peers 
who complain about not having the 
opportunity to attend professional 
conferences or their employer’s lack 
of willingness to send them. As a 
recipient	of	a	2011	BoardSource	Judith	
O’Connor Memorial Scholarship for 
Emerging Nonprofit Leaders and 
a member of what some describe 
as the next generation of nonprofit 
and board leaders, I respond by 
asking: Why are you waiting for 
someone else to create an opportunity 
for you? Create it for yourself.

In 2010, I took the advice of a fellow 
emerging leader and decided to 
create a professional development 
plan for myself. Part of that plan 
included developing my expertise 

During the entire eight years of my 
small organization’s operation, we 
have wrestled with our financial ability 
to protect our assets. And I suspect 
we are not alone. In many small 
organizations, program dollars 
fight with general management 
expenses. At Grace Initiatives, we A Spouse

do what we can, often betting the 
risk is not worthy of the cost.  

But loss-prevention and asset-
recovery is insurance; it’s hedging 
against the worst-case scenario. 
Those who have never experienced 
a worst-case scenario have a hard 
time visualizing and budgeting for 
the recovery of a disaster. I bet if we 
talked to nonprofits after a tornado, 
flood, or hurricane, we’d get a clear 
picture of what to do about loss-
prevention and asset recovery.  

It has been helpful for my board 
to hear my ideas of worst-case 
scenarios: “What if I, the executive 
director, died today?” “What if 
our office burned down?” “What 

if a client sues us and the board 
is without D&O insurance?”

We have become a well-insured, 
recoverable organization over what 
feels like a long period of time, but 
we still have so much to do as we 
continue to grow. We continue to 
need more locked filing cabinets, 
and actually need to LOCK those 
we have. We need a safe at our 
second location. We need to write 
a succession/transition plan. I 
believe it’s an ongoing process that 
should be built into our annual 
budget preparation. I just wish our 
programs dollars didn’t fight with 
management and general funds. But 
if we don’t protect our files/assets, 
we won’t have a program, will we?

and building strong networks. I 
began to research opportunities and 
discovered several conferences that 
offered scholarships, including the 
BoardSource Leadership Forum (BLF). 

Conferences allow emerging leaders 
to develop leadership skills, gain 
knowledge on trends in the field, 
and build their networks, all while 
bringing added value back to their 
organization. Attending the 2011 BLF 
allowed me to meet other nonprofit 
leaders who share my passion for 
mission-driven work and reenergized 

me to come back to my organization 
and do more for our program.

If you are an emerging leader, create 
opportunities for yourself to attend 
conferences — even if you have to 
take a vacation day or two to do your 
research and complete scholarship 
applications. And if you’re in a 
position to send an emerging leader 
to a conference, please support his or 
her request. Your organization will 
be rewarded for its generosity with a 
reinvigorated and more knowledgeable 
board member or employee.

RHONDA TOMKO
Executive Director
Grace Initiatives
Forked	River,	NJ

LA’LEATHA SPILLERS
Board Member 
Young Nonprofit 
Professionals Network – 
Detroit
Detroit, MI
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and introducing him to staff and 
volunteers, she finished the interview 
by saying, “Anyone can do this. If it 
works here, it can work anywhere.” 

The response to the broadcast was 
immediate and overwhelming. 
Donations started pouring in, 
and national corporations started 
reaching out to discuss possible 
partnerships. The board, seeking to 
capitalize on all the attention, asked 
Erica to plan a speaking tour tied 
to a larger plan to install the Belly 
Up model across the state. While 
Erica was reluctant to leave home, 
she gave the first few speeches. 
However, when more dates were 
added, she balked, saying, “Speeches 
don’t put food in anyone’s stomach. 
Besides, I have grandchildren now. 
I don’t want to spend my life on 
the road. Find someone else to do 
this.” She then doubled the time 
she spent preparing meals and 
drastically reduced the time she 
spent managing the organization.

The board was shocked. After all 
its hard work, Belly Up was ready 

Erica Garzone has been feeding 
needy families in Gustof for 30 
years. What began as a summer 
project in her backyard and kitchen 
to teach her kids about giving back 
eventually grew into Belly Up, a 
successful and well-run nonprofit 
food pantry/soup kitchen that hosts 
an organic garden, offers basic 
cooking classes, and recruits program 
recipients as volunteers. Erica, who 
likes to say that her kids and her 
nonprofit grew up together, is known 
for her tenacity, her fundraising 
skills, and her commitment to 
the mission: She still prepares 
five meals a week at Belly Up. 

Belly Up has been blessed with a 
group of enthusiastic board members 
who take their cues from Erica and 
constantly challenge themselves 
to do more for the organization. 
After months of planning and 
concentrated effort, the board 
succeeded in convincing a national 
news show to profile both Erica 
and Belly Up. Erica seemed to enjoy 
the experience, and after showing 
the reporter around the facilities 

When the Pot Boils Over 

to make a statewide contribution 
to reducing hunger, and Erica was 
content to stay in the kitchen. Theresa 
Litchfield, board chair, stepped in 
to pick up some of the managerial 
slack, but it was clear to the board 
that Belly Up needed a chief executive 
to move forward. Conversations 
with Erica were getting more and 
more difficult. She kept saying, “I 
just want to cook. I have people 
to feed, just let me feed them.” 

Now, Erica has missed a board 
meeting without explaining why.  
Staring at the empty chair next to her, 
Theresa says to no one in particular, 
“A few weeks ago, she told us to find 
someone else. I think she meant it!”

What should the board do?

RESOURCES:
Navigating the Organizational Lifecycle: A 
Capacity-Building Guide for Nonprofit Leaders 
by Paul M. Connolly. BoardSource, 2006.

Moving Beyond Founder’s Syndrome to Nonprofit 
Success by Thomas A. McLaughlin and Addie 
Nelson Backlund. BoardSource, 2008.

�   C A S E  S T U D Y   �
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Is there really any scenario in the life of 
an enterprise more exciting than being 
on the leading edge of a promising new 
solution to fulfill substantiated human 
need? It is especially so on the forefront 
of answering to the need of the hungry. 
No matter how strong this case pulls on 
our heart strings, to ensure continuity 
and sustainability, the board must 
address the need for managing growth. 
Erica, founding heart and soul of the 
enterprise, has served the community 
in her unique style for 30 years, but 
Theresa, board chair, now filling the 
void of vacant executive leadership, 
recognizes the need to move forward.

Consider the success story of Apple 
built around the unique talents of 
Steve Wozniak, the shy and modest 
brilliant	inventor,	and	Steve	Jobs,	
the consummate entrepreneur 
who insisted on quality in taking 
a product to full market scale. 
That story is scripted around two 
entirely different personalities 
who needed each other to achieve 
success. Belly Up is no different! 

The board now faces the intersect 
of emotions surrounding founder’s 
syndrome and the logic of a branded 
idea ready for takeoff. I propose the 
board imagine a transition from either/
or to the bigger possibilities of both/
and. This would place Erica as chief 
executive of Belly Up Gustof and 
founding member of the local board 
while the board moves to structure 
a statewide board with its own chief 
executive to govern and manage 
start-ups in other communities.

Although Erica believes that “anyone 
can do this,” it has taken her strong 
leadership over the past 30 years, 
sustained efforts by the board and 
dedicated volunteers, and financial 
support from donors to allow this 
nonprofit to grow and expand services. 
It is clear that neither Erica nor the 
board anticipated the magnitude of the 
response they have received following 
the broadcast. 

The first step the board must take 
is to meet with Erica to clarify what 
role, if any, she wishes to have in 
the continuing work of Belly Up. 
When Erica told the board to “find 
someone else,” what did she mean? 
Her behavior indicates that her heart 
remains invested in “putting food 
in the stomachs” of those in need, 
rather than in public speaking and 
management. And her failure to attend 
the recent board meeting suggests that 
the direction the board has taken in 
seeking to serve as a statewide model 
may be at variance with her vision of 
the organization.

Because additional speaking dates have 
been added, the board must meet these 
obligations. Therefore, they should 
consider obtaining the services of an 
interim chief executive. It also is critical 
that the board review the mission of 
Belly Up and evaluate whether or not 
the new direction the organization is 
taking fits with its original purposes. 
Is there consensus on the board that 
the expanded role is desirable? The 
board must evaluate whether it is 
equipped to handle this change with 
the current membership and staff. It is 
unclear how increased donations will 
be handled and what the consequences 
of developing corporate partnerships 
would be. 
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NORRIS D. 
LINEWEAVER
JIY	(Jerusalem)	Director	
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YMCA of the USA
Former Board President 
and Member
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Austin, TX

ANNE SCHUETTINGER
Board Member
St. Mary’s Health System
Lewiston, ME

HAROLD D. 
SAMORIAN,	JR.
Chief Operating Officer
Community Health 
Charities, Inc.
Arlington, VA

The board has an opportunity to 
move Belly Up significantly forward. 
Fortunately, Erica has already told 
them exactly what she wants to do: 
“I just want to cook. I have people 
to feed, just let me feed them.” The 
balancing act for the board is to keep 
the basic operations moving while also 
growing the business. 

The board needs to put together a plan 
to hire a chief staff officer or COO. Part 
of that process will be to define roles 
for the new leader and for Erica. To 
begin that process, the board must ask 
Erica a key question: “Where do you 
see yourself in this organization in five 
years?” This conversation will provide 
the board with the opportunity to 
affirm its commitment to her vision 
and reinforce her valued role, while 
positioning the new staff position as 
one that provides leadership going 
forward. This conversation also 
will serve as a template for how to 
approach other issues that are likely 
to arise with the new staff person 
and Erica down the road. The board 
also should begin to put a formal 
succession plan in place as Erica 
appears to be interested in moving 
to a role even further removed from 
operations. 

At the same time, the board needs 
to ensure that all of Belly Up’s 
financial and operational processes 
are documented in some fashion. 
Given the circumstances, it is likely 
that Erica has held a number of these 
things closely. The board should 

In this time of rapid change and 
leadership transition, it is desirable 
for the board to seek the services of 
an outside consultant to facilitate and 
structure discussion at this emotionally 
charged time for the organization.

continue to thank her for her service 
and leadership and further cement her 
role as the “founder” and visionary in 
helping people in the community and 
throughout the state.
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