
Governance 101
Building Skills, Building Community

with Meaghan Cursons

© 2011 Meaghan Cursons/cursons@shaw.ca



Resource Materials For Governance 101 - Presented by Meaghan Cursons/cursons@shaw.ca

Governance 101
Building Skills, Building Community

So I’m on a board now. What is my personal responsibility?

• Know and understand the Mission, Vision, Programs and Policies of the Organization.

• Attend and be prepared for all board and committee meetings. Make it a priority to be available. Make sure you 
read any notes or reports. Be ready to participate in discussion. Follow through on the stuff you say you are going to 
do! 

• Get involved in a specific committee or project or initiative. Deepen your involvement wherever possible and as 
time allows.

• Respect the will of the board. If a decision has been made by your board, and the process has been open and 
democratic, respect that decision or be prepared to initiate an open process for change, or, leave the board.

• Act with integrity, honesty and confidentiality. Respect the privacy of staff and other board members.

• Identify friends, allies and future leaders for the organization. Help to create opportunities for new board 
members and volunteers through established recruitment and volunteer programs. 

• When a conflict of interest or the appearance of a conflict exists, disclose the conflict and do not vote. 

• Serve as an ambassador for the organization in the community. Model democracy, openness and integrity. Share 
your passions. Excite others.

• Ensure all activities of the organization serve the Mission and Vision. Use this as a tool to guide priority setting 
and decision making.

• Ask questions. Question assumptions. Seek to understand. Stay interested.

© 2011 Meaghan Cursons
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What does a Board do, anyway?

Develops and communicates the Vision and Mission for the organization. Asks why the organization exists? 
Defines how the world, or the universe, is different because the organization exists. Asks how the lives of neighbours/
pets/children/seniors is different because the organization exists? Defines how and why directors and the 
organization serve. Ensures all activities support the Vision and Mission. Discusses new projects, initiatives and ideas 
with the Vision and Mission in mind.

Provides ‘Fiduciary’ or Financial Leadership. Understands the bottom line. Has staff or board in place that can 
explain this in plain language. Approves and monitors annual budgets. Ensures clear financial management systems. 
Ensures there is enough money in the bank to fulfil the Mission, honour payroll and other financial commitments, 
and is ready to act if this is not the case. Delegates authority for financial management where appropriate. Reviews, 
understands and approves monthly and annual financial statements.

Provides ‘Judiciary’ or Legal Leadership. Understands and follows the law as it relates to the organization (labour, 
health and safety, human rights). Has staff or a board member (or advisor) in place who understands the legal 
aspects of the mandate and activities. Ensures the organization is ethical, fair, free of conflict of interest, democratic, 
legal.

Hires, Provides Direction to and Monitors Executive Staff. Makes sure the organization has job descriptions and 
a fair and ethical process for hiring, reviewing and managing employees. Hires, sets salaries and benefits (if any) and 
supports and evaluates the Executive Staff on an agreed upon calendar. Ensures there is a good framework for staff 
reporting at all levels. Reads, discusses and provides feedback on staff reports. Ensures all activities are supporting 
the goals of the organization. 

Strategically Plans and Self Evaluates. Takes the time to re-examine the Mission, Vision and Goals of the 
organization with staff and community partners. Develops both short and long term goals and objectives for the 
organization and monitors progress regularly. Develops policy, or directs staff to develop policy, to support the 
organization in clear and consistent decision making. Ensures an appropriate committee structure and ensures there 
are plans for leadership continuity through board development and succession planning.

Collectively Acts as a Community Leader in the management of common resources. Represents the organization’s 
mission and vision in the community. Promotes and models democratic decision making. Commits to good 
governance.

Works on agreed upon specific projects, activities or fund-raising events. Ensures clarity in roles and 
responsibilities with staff or contractors. Has fun and promotes and models healthy volunteerism.

© 2011 Meaghan Cursons

Back to Basics



Resource Materials For Governance 101 - Presented by Meaghan Cursons/cursons@shaw.ca

Governance 101
Building Skills, Building Community

What kind of roles are there on a board?

There are several different roles that you can play on a non-profit board. These roles don’t mean that you have any 
more power than other board members. It only means that you agree to take on additional responsibilities in service 
of the organization and your fellow directors. The only power of individual board members is that which is delegated 
by the board as whole. 

Chair or President
They review the agenda with staff or a board committee and chairs/facilitates meetings of the board. Speaks on behalf of 
the board to the community, media or government to express agreed upon positions. May chair or be a member of other 
committees (HR, Finance, Strategic Planning).

Vice Chair
They familiarize themselves with all the roles and activities of the Chair/President. Acts in their stead when they not 
available and is prepared to step into the Chair role in the future.. May chair or be a member of other committees. 

1st Vice President/Second Vice President
They agree to assume the Vice President and then the President/Chair Roles. It’s a good way to develop future leadership 
and have board members make real commitments for the future. 

Treasurer
Is familiar with basic accounting principles and can interpret speak to and present financial statements prepared by staff 
or contract accountant. They inform the board regarding any financial issues or concerns. They also may liaise with staff 
regarding banking, reporting, accounting or other financial business as required.

Secretary
Records the minutes of the board and ensures that they are distributed to the rest of the board in a timely way. Focus on 
specific direction, decisions, and resolutions of the board.  They may develop and distribute the agendas in conjunction with 
staff or Chair. They may also draft letter on behalf of the board.

Committee Membership
Board members may agree to be part of committees (as member, chair, secretary etc) with specific purposes and following 
‘terms of reference as laid out by the Board. Committees are delegated very specific responsibilities by the board and have no 
power other than that which is delegated. 

Examples of committees are fund-raising, strategic planning, HR, budget development etc. Usually the work of the 
committees is then brought back to the board as a whole for feedback and/or approval.

Committee work is designed to allow important work to be done outside of regular meetings (saving time) and allow board 
members to dive in more deeply into their areas of interest or expertise. 

There are ‘Standing Committees and ‘Ad Hoc Committees’. Standing Committees operate on an ongoing basis. Ad Hoc 
Committees are developed for time specific projects or initiatives.

© 2011 Meaghan Cursons
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Back to Basics

Adapted from “Field Guide to Developing, Operating and Restoring Your Nonprofit Board”
– to get the publication, click on “Publications” at www.authenticityconsulting.com

©2008 Authenticity Consulting, LLC  www.authenticityconsulting.com  800.971.2250  Page 1 of 2

Common Types of “Broken” Nonprofit Boards
Nonprofit Board members should work together as a strong team to verify that the nonprofit is 
effectively and efficiently meeting a certain public need.  Here are four types of “broken” governing 
Boards where members are not effectively doing their job.  Perhaps the best way to recognize each 
type is to listen to what Board members talk about in each type.     

Problematic Board:  Detached Board 
In the detached Board, members might not even remember that they are on the Board.  In a detached 
Board, you might hear members having the following exchanges:     

When the member is called to go to a Board meeting and reminded about the purpose of the 
meeting, the member responds, “Why are you calling me?  I forgot that I was even on that 
Board.”

When called to attend a meeting, many members often respond, “I’m too busy to attend.  I’ll 
try to make the next meeting, though.”   

Board members often think to themselves and say to each other, “I’ve not heard from the 
Executive Director.  Therefore, everything must be fine.  Don’t worry about it.” 

Members of a detached Board were often recruited because of the members’ stature, not because the 
nonprofit wanted the members to actually participate on the Board.  Many times, the Chief Executive 
and staff members do not want a governing Board anyway – they want to run things without what 
they perceive as the necessary evil of dealing with a Board.  Strong, charismatic founders often do 
not want Board members involved in the nonprofit, other than to do fundraising for the founder.  As 
a result, nonprofits in these situations often have detached Boards.

Problematic Board:  Servant Board 
This is a very common type of Board.  Members are very passionate and dedicated.  They are there 
to do whatever is helpful.  In their actions, they informally “report” to the Chief Executive, rather 
than the other way around.  Here is how Board members might talk in a servant Board: 

“I’m here to help the Executive Director in any way that I can.  All he/she has to do is just 
ask me and I’ll be there.” 

“What would you like me to do?  Just tell me.” 

“I’ll agree with [‘rubber stamp’] whatever the Chief Executive or Board Chair wants.” 

That approach works until one of the Board members or the Chief Executive attends a training 
session about Boards and realizes that his/her Board is not functioning well.  It works until a funder 
realizes that the nonprofit really does not have a governing Board, and demands that the Board 
members undertake Board development.   

Problematic Board:  Personalities Board 
In this type of Board, the members usually have not done any strategic planning, formal or informal, 
so they do not know what types of expertise would be useful on the Board.  Also, they do not know 
their governing roles at all, so they have resorted instead to using Board members based on their 

Common Types of "Broken" Non-Profit Boards—Source: Authenticity Consulting, LLC, www.authenticityconsulting.com
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personalities.  Usually, they seek members who seem “passionate” about the mission, and members 
who might even come to meetings.  Members of these Boards often feel lucky if they get any 
participation on the Board at all.  Here is what members might say: 

“Let’s get Jim on our Board.  He’s such a nice guy!” 

“Let’s get Jane on the Board.  At least she’ll come to meetings.” 

“Let’s get Jack on the Board.  He’s got ‘deep pockets’.” 

Problematic Board:  Micro-Managing Board 
Micro-managing Boards often are in response to a crisis in the nonprofit.  Many times, the members 
were another type of Board before the crises.  Now, members are operating in strong fear that 
another crisis might occur or that they might get sued so they have resorted to exerting strong forms 
on control.  Here is what members might say:  

To the Executive Director, “Give us your to-do list!” 

To other staff members, “How’s the Executive Director doing – really?” 

“When did you come to work today?  We’d like to get a time report each day.” 

Although the micro-managing at least gets members involved, it often is to the detriment of their 
attending to more strategic matters, and so matters regarding the nonprofit’s mission, and top-level 
plans and policies are neglected.

Healthy Board:  Strategic Board 
In a healthy governing Board, members might be a “working” governing Board where they 
sometimes do “hands-on” activities, such as fixing the fax; they might be a collective where Board 
and staff members work together in a seamless team; or they might be a policy governing Board 
primarily attending to top-level policies and plans.  Regardless of the personality of the governing 
Board, members would always be asking the following types of questions in addition to their other 
activities:

“Where’s our Strategic Plan?  How are we doing in implementing that Plan?”  

“What’s the status of each Committee’s work plan?” 

“Are we sticking to the agenda, the topics and timing for the topics, in our meeting?” 

“Is this discussion really strategic, or should we delegate the topic for further research? ”

“Are our programs really making an impact?   How do we know?” 

“We’ve got some ‘dead wood’ on this Board.  Are we going to tolerate that?” 

Common Types of "Broken" Non-Profit Boards—Source: Authenticity Consulting, LLC, www.authenticityconsulting.com
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Meeting of ___________________________ Date__________________________

1. Logistics of today’s meeting:
a. Time:  (Poor)  1  2  3 4  5  (Excellent)
b. Location:  (Poor)  1  2  3  4  5  (Excellent)
c. Set-up:  (Poor)  1  2  3  4  5  (Excellent)

2. Topics covered: 
 (Trivial)  1  2  3  4  5  (Essential)

3. Presenters: 
 (Boring)  1  2  3  4  5  (Fascinating)

4. Topic time: 
 (Too short)  1  2  JustRight  4  5 (Too long)

5. Meeting length: 
 (Too short)  1  2  JustRight  4  5  (Too long)

6. Materials provided were
 (Too late)  1  2  3  4  5  (Timely)
 (Worthless)  1  2  3  4  5  (Indispensable)

7. Here are my estimates of the percent of time we spent at this meeting discussing:
The past (presenting or discussing stuff that’s already happened):     ________ %

The present (presenting or discussing stuff that’s happening now):    ________ %

The future (presenting or discussing stuff that could or should be happening later:   ________ %

           Totals 100 %

8. What was today’s most valuable contribution to the organization’s future?

9. In light of today’s discussions, what are the most important topics we should address at our next meeting?

10. What should we have spent more time on today?

11. What else might we have done (or done differently) to improve today’s session?

Meetings of the Minds

Meeting Evaluation—Source: BoardWalk Consulting from work by Richard Chait, www.boardwalkconsulting.com
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Checklist for A Successful Meeting - p1/3

Instructions: The following checklist is designed to provide reminders and guidance of the steps involved in planning a successful meeting. The 
questions are intended to evaluate either the meeting or the decision to have a meeting. Answering “No” for a question means that you should take 
whatever action is necessary to turn that answer into a “Yes” or not have a meeting. As the chairperson of the meeting, you have an important role in 
making sure that the meeting will work. This checklist is designed to make sure that the fundamental steps are not forgotten.

Planning the Meeting
 ☐ Is there a need for a meeting?

 ☐ Can a group only make the decision? 
 ☐ Have you defined what the objectives are fore the meeting?
 ☐ Can you identify a group(s) who would have the best information to make a decision?

 ☐ Establish who should participate
 ☐ Do participants have any agenda items they would like to discuss?
 ☐ Were there additional agenda items from prior meetings?
 ☐ Prepare the Agenda

 ☐ Describe each topic for discussion or decision.
 ☐ Assign a time limit for each item.
 ☐ Schedule sufficient breaks.
 ☐ Identify who will be leading the discussion and should prepare a presentation.

 ☐ Is the agenda realistic?
 ☐ Get agreement on the agenda.
 ☐ Determine the best time and day to hold the meeting.
 ☐ Reserve the meeting room or verify meeting place is available during the time set for the meeting.
 ☐ Prepare the following forms:

 ☐ Meeting Announcement (Consists of the following information:)
 ☐ Agenda
 ☐ Time and Place of the meeting.
 ☐ Directions and special instructions for members that are outside of the organization sponsoring the meeting. (Be 

sure to specify where to park, and security clearances required, if any. Include a list of local hotels and sites of 
interest.)

 ☐ Name all participants (Including those that will not be attending but will receive a copy of the minutes from the 
meeting.)

 ☐ Any additional supporting information that each attendee must have in order to make informed decisions.
 ☐ Include a copy of the minutes from the prior meeting if necessary.

 ☐ Attendance List (Consists of a table with the following columns:)
 ☐ Name
 ☐ Affiliation
 ☐ Phone
 ☐ Fax
 ☐ E-mail address
 ☐ Signature

 ☐ Send the meeting announcement to all participants in time to allow them to prepare.

Meetings of the Minds

Checklist for a Successful Meeting —Source: Gustavo H. Verdun, found on HRDWebVarsity.com
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Checklist for A Successful Meeting - p2/3

Prepare the Meeting Room
 ☐ Make sure Coffee, donuts, bagels water, etc. are available for long meetings.
 ☐ Make sure there are ample pens, markers and paper.
 ☐ Clean the easel, dry erase or chalkboard to start the meeting with a fresh environment.
 ☐ Arrange the tables and chairs into a configuration conductive for the purposes of the meeting.
 ☐ Make sure everyone can see all visual aids.
 ☐ Make sure there are spare bulbs for the overhead projector.

At the Start of the Meeting
 ☐ Welcome all attendees.

 ☐ Introduce the groups participating.
 ☐ Allow each person to briefly introduce themselves.

 ☐ Pass around the Attendance List to let each attendee sign and update any information
 ☐ Appoint the following roles: (Must be someone other than the chairperson)

 ☐ A time keeper 
 ☐ A scribe to write down decisions, conclusions, and action items and their rationale.

 ☐ Introduce the Agenda.
 ☐ If necessary, update the agenda. (This is the only time this will be allowed and only if all or most members agree on the need for the change.)

During the Meeting
 ☐ Make sure everyone is participating.
 ☐ Direct questions to specific attendees in order to elicit their participation.
 ☐ Keep the meeting moving.
 ☐ Make sure the conversation is on the topic.
 ☐ If new topics come up, agree to postpone them for another meeting.
 ☐ If the discussion stalls:

 ☐ Summarize the discussion into a number of key points and evaluate each one.
 ☐ Take a consensus vote and decide with the majority.

 ☐ Do not allow people to interrupt others or rule their point out.
 ☐ Accept only the presentation of facts and not emotion or judgments.

Wrap-up
 ☐ Review all decisions.
 ☐ Review all conclusions.
 ☐ Review Action items.

 ☐ Name who is the person or group responsible for the action.
 ☐ Agree on a due or decision date.

 ☐ Evaluate the meeting.
 ☐ Are there things that could be done better?
 ☐ What worked?
 ☐ What did not work? Why?
 ☐ Did everyone participate ?
 ☐ Get a consensus on the value of the meeting. Was it even necessary?

 ☐ Schedule the next meeting time.

Checklist for a Successful Meeting —Source: Gustavo H. Verdun, found on HRDWebVarsity.com

Meetings of the Minds
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Checklist for A Successful Meeting - p3/3

After the Meeting
 ☐ Give everyone a copy of the Attendance List before they leave.
 ☐ Have the scribe type up the minutes.

 ☐ Review the minutes and make any corrections.
 ☐ Send a copy of the minutes to each participant.

 ☐ Make sure that the Action Items are completed on schedule.
 ☐ Apply the lessons learned to improve this checklist.

References
Frank, Milo O. How to run a successful meeting in half the time. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989

Mosvick, Roger K. and Nelson, Robert B. We’ve Got to Start Meeting Like This! A Guide to Successful Meeting Management. 
Indiana: Park Avenue Productions, 1996

Timm Dr. Pail R. How to Hold Successful Meetings: 30 Action Tips for Managing Effective Meetings. New Jersey: Career Press, 
1997

http://www.circleofinclusion.org/guidelines/moduleone/h.html
http://cbpa.louisville.edu/bruce/xbsba/FACILTAT/sld001.htm

Checklist for a Successful Meeting —Source: Gustavo H. Verdun, found on HRDWebVarsity.com
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How to Run a Meeting - 12 tips to make your meeting a success

Plenty of people know how to run a meeting; but how many can do it well?
Productive meetings are time efficient, cost effective and worth the effort; but to be an effective meeting they need to 
be properly planned and executed. Have you planned? Knowing how to run a meeting that wins ‘hearts and minds’ is 
your next step.

A meeting should have four objectives:
• Engaged participants - people must feel the meeting matters and their opinions are valued.

• Agreed actions – what will be done next?

• Clear commitments – who will do what?

• Decided deadlines – when will they do it by?

The success of the meeting depends on getting these four things right.

How to run a meeting that matters
1. Use an agenda. If there are rules for running a meeting, this should be one of them. It’s a must-do. An agenda 
keeps the meeting focused, on time and active. It needs to specify:

• Start and finish times. This creates good pressure – to make it happen and to encourage decision-making.

• The overall aim of the meeting. What’s the ‘big picture’? Get people prepared to participate.

• Clear outcomes to be achieved. Too few meetings specify these. Make yours the rare one that does. 

• Make sure the agenda is sent out far enough in advance for people to plan and prepare.

2. Start on time. People judge you on this. They may not even realize it, but they do. Acknowledge latecomers 
positively. You’re being nice, but you’re drawing attention to them, inviting an explanation. If you are late, do 
mention it and do apologize – people appreciate that.
3. Set the tone. The first minute of a meeting sets the mindset of people. Motivate them, but not at the expense of 
seeming fake. Warmth and welcome are better than trying to be funny unless you know what you’re doing. This is 
also the time to ask people to switch off their phones!
4. Tie up loose ends. Any unfinished business? Deal with it first, then you can focus on the decisions to make today.
5. Keep to the agenda. People get sidetracked easily, and it’s not their job to fix that – it’s yours. Use a meeting timer 
to limit discussion on each item on the agenda.
6. Keep it simple. Technology that fails is a pain if it affects you, but it’s a disaster if affects your meeting. Bottom 
line? Limit it. Use as little as possible.
7. Aim for 100% involvement. Whether it’s two people or 200, encourage everyone to engage. They don’t all have to 
speak – written contributions suit some people. Be careful not to allow the minority who speak most to dominate. 
They will if you let them.
8. Have minutes taken. Meeting minutes are essential. Everyone needs a record of agreed actions and 
responsibilities. Delegate work tasks like this so you can concentrate on running the meeting.

Meetings of the Minds

How to Run a Meeting - Source: Time Management Success, www.timemanagementsuccess.com
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How to Run a Meeting - cont’d 

9. Agree outcomes. A meeting needs to produce plans. Who will do what, by when? Regulate them to ensure they 
are SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time related). Record them to ensure accountability.
10. Clarify clarity. Make sure everyone knows the agreed outcomes. Give people a chance to ask if they’re not sure. 
Time spent now is time well spent.
11. Expect the unexpected. Any other business? Allow time for ‘AoB’ towards the end. It’s easy to push this out. 
Make every effort not to. Why? Because people think more in meetings than before them. Thoughts occur that could 
well add value. AoB time allows for this.
12. Finish on time. Again, your reputation is at stake here. Are those extra minutes worth people’s lost goodwill? 
Every minute over time is noticed and noted.
Don’t concern yourself with getting every aspect right first time. It takes practice; but you now know how to run a 
meeting that will be better than the vast majority that people go to.

How to Run a Meeting - Source: Time Management Success, www.timemanagementsuccess.com

Meetings of the Minds



Resource Materials For Governance 101 - Presented by Meaghan Cursons/cursons@shaw.ca

Governance 101
Building Skills, Building Community

Participating in Meetings

Everyone who participates in meetings has a responsibility to help make them a success. We can’t always control 
others, but we can control ourselves. Below are some do’s and don’ts for participating in meetings:

Do
• Personally welcome new people

• Actively listen to others

• Support the facilitator in moving the agenda ahead

• Recommend ways to resolve differences

• Participate in discussions

• Encourage new people to speak and volunteer

• Help set up and clean up the room

• Be positive and upbeat throughout the meeting

• Tell a joke or add a light comment to ease the tension in a difficult discussion.

Don’t
• Dominate the discussion

• Bring up tangents

• Dwell on past problems

• Insist that people support your ideas.

Every meeting is important and must be planned with great attention. With solid planning, good facilitation, and 
strong follow-up, an organization can move forward in ways that win real victories, give people a sense of their own 
power, and change the relations of power. Meetings play a significant role in achieving your goals and deserve your 
utmost attention. Make your organization the one with the fun, productive meetings.

Planning & Facilitating Meetings - Source: TenantNet™, www.tenantnet.com

Meetings of the Minds
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Meeting Checklist

 ☐ Have you set concrete, realistic goals?
 ☐ Is the site familiar, accessible, representative, and adequate?
 ☐ Are the date and time good for those you want to attend?
 ☐ Do you have a chairperson for the meeting? Has the chairperson been involved in preparing the agenda or been fully 

briefed?
Does the agenda:

 ☐ Accomplish the goals
 ☐ Encourage commitment and involvement
 ☐ Provide visible leadership roles

Do you need.
 ☐ Printed agenda
 ☐ Background materials
 ☐ Proposals

Have you asked people to serve as the:
 ☐ Chairperson/facilitator
 ☐ Notetaker
 ☐ Timekeeper
 ☐ Presenters
 ☐ Tone-Setters (open and close meetings)
 ☐ Greeter (welcome people and get names and addresses)
 ☐ Refreshment servers

Have you considered the following logistical matters?
 ☐ Chair arrangements
 ☐ Newsprint and markers
 ☐ Easel or chalkboard
 ☐ Outlets for audio-visual equipment
 ☐ Sign-in sheets and table
 ☐ Refreshments
 ☐ Microphone set-ups

Do you have a turnout plan and enough people working on making turnout calls? Do you have a system for 
comparing those who said they will come with those who actually come?

 ☐ Have you arranged for childcare?
 ☐ Do you have transportation for those who need it?

Planning & Facilitating Meetings - Source: TenantNet™, www.tenantnet.com

Meetings of the Minds
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The Power of Non-Profit Governance

It is the responsibility of local nonprofits—if they are serious about representing and responding to 
constituent interests—to have governance mechanisms that can convene the individuals they are established to serve 
with other stakeholders, engage them in dialogue with the organization and one another, develop a collective dream 
of the future or vision of what can be accomplished, and develop strategies that will take the group from here to 
there.
In doing this, the organization must help participants understand historical, social, and political issues that affect the 
situation. This helps each participant be a more active democratic agent. It allows for messages to move powerfully 
from the individual to the collective and from the local to the regional to the national consciousness.
If all of us in the nonprofit sector were really to take this seriously as our own unique role, if we were to claim it 
and fully exploit it, we might find away to alter profoundly the current priorities of government, rehumanizing and 
lending a depth of agreed-upon values to what now passes as political discourse.
Nonprofit boards in their styles of governing could provide a model for a more active and inclusive democracy. They 
could promote civic learning and they could be the avenues for the rich intelligence that flows from local to national 
engagement in public life. But we would need to look at our roles differently.
We would need to see ourselves as facilitators not only of highly effective action within the realms of our own 
mission purviews but of a renewed and improved democracy at the national level. Perhaps it is time to take up as an 
entree a more energetic and purposeful discourse about the reform of nonprofit boards—one that might change how 
we think about the sector’s role in democracy and its power and influence overall."

Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 2004 33: 346
Ruth McCambridge
Underestimating the Power of Nonprofit Governance

Community Relations 
and Community Democratic Development (CDD)
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Elements of an Effective Recruitment Process

Here are some of the characteristics of a long-range board recruitment and development pro-
cess:
Establish year-round committee.  Because board recruitment and nominations is such an important activity, we 
need to begin looking at it as a year-round committee function instead of the traditional ad hoc nominations process.  
Reflecting this long-range focus, many boards are changing the name of their Nominations Committee to the Board 
Development Committee because developing leaders includes more than nominating people to serve on our boards.  
It truly is an ongoing, year-round function: prospecting, contacting, recruiting, orienting, supporting, providing 
ongoing training, and evaluating board directors.

Link recruitment to the strategic plan.  It is important to match board recruitment and development activities 
with the new requirements and demands called for by the strategic plan.  The ideal time to do this is right after the 
strategic planning process has been completed.  The organization board, or the Board Development Committee, 
reviews the mission, vision, goals and strategies, and then determines any new skills, knowledge, personal contacts 
and other attributes future board directors will need to possess in order for the board to do its part in advancing the 
strategic plan.

Profile the current board.  At the same time, we need to analyze the current shape of the organization’s board.  The 
Board Development Committee can create a profile of the current board using a matrix designed for this purpose. 
Key factors that define sought-after expertise, knowledge, skills, experience, as well as relevant demographic factors 
are arranged down the side of the matrix.  The names of current board directors are listed along the top of the matrix. 
The Committee then uses the matrix to complete the profile. In the Tools Section of this article, there are examples of 
matrices for use in board recruitment planning.

Focus the recruiting priorities. By reviewing the organization’s strategic plan as well as the profile of current board 
strengths and weaknesses, the Board Development Committee identifies the gap between the skills and knowledge 
needed on the board, and what board directors currently possess. Based on this analysis, the Board Development 
Committee can now set clear recruiting priorities for future board recruitment.

Develop a written board director job description. Another key element in the board development process is a 
written board director job description.  For the organization’s governance board to operate successfully each member 
must understand and accept the specific duties and responsibilities that come with board directorship. More and 
more organizations have found it helpful to develop a written statement or agreement for board directors. This 
statement serves as a job description and clarifies board responsibilities.  The job description, in very clear language, 
sets forth the expectations the organization has of its board directors.  The most effective job descriptions are those 
that state in behavioural terms precisely what board directors are expected to do. 

 For most organization boards, key responsibilities include the following:
 ☐ Consistent attendance at regular board meetings;
 ☐ Participation as an active member on it least one committee;
 ☐ Participation in the fund-raising activities of the organization in a manner appropriate for that board director; and
 ☐ Preparation in advance before regular board meetings by reading and studying materials sent in advance regarding key 

actions the board is expected to take at the next meeting.

Community Relations 
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Elements of an Effective Recruitment Process - cont'd

In addition, many organizations now expect their board directors to attend an annual board planning or education 
event sometimes held on an evening, or a weekend.  While there is no one right way to develop a job description, 
the format that you choose should cover some of the expectations listed above. There are sample organization board 
director job descriptions in the Tools Section of this article.
This written job description, which should be periodically reviewed and updated by the Board of Directors, is the 
critical tool in recruitment of new board directors.  Like anyone contemplating a serious volunteer commitment, 
prospective organization board directors will want to know what is expected of them including an estimate of the 
required time.  Avoid the temptation to downplay the responsibilities of board directorship in order to make it “easy” 
for the board recruit to say “YES”.  New board directors will eventually find out what the true expectations are and if 
they are different from what they were told before coming on to the board, you’re in trouble!
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Recruiting New Board Members - 1/2

Questions your organisation should answer before prospective board members even ask, other questions you should 
encourage prospective board members to ask of themselves, and things they should know

General questions
• What is the organisation’s mission?  How do its current programs relate to the mission?
• Can I visit the organisation to observe a program firsthand?
• Does the organisation have a strategic plan that is reviewed and evaluated on a regular basis?

Financial status
• Is the financial condition of the organisation sound?
• Does the board discuss and approve the annual budget?
• How often do board members receive financial reports?

Clients or constituencies
• Whom does the organisation serve?
• Are the organisation’s clients or constituencies satisfied with the organisation?

Structure of the board
• How is the board structured?

Are there descriptions of the responsibilities of the board as a whole and of individual board members?
• Who are the other board members?
• Is there a system of checks and balances to prevent conflicts of interest between board members and the organisation?
• Does the organisation have directors and officers liability coverage?

Individual board members’ responsibilities
• What are the ways that you think I can contribute as a board member?
• How much of my time will be required for meetings and special events?
• How are committee assignments made?
• What orientation will I receive to the organisation and to the responsibilities of board service?
• Does the organisation provide opportunities for board development and education?
• What is the board’s role in fund-raising?

Will I be expected to make a specific annual financial contribution?
What role will I play in soliciting donors?

Board’s relationship to the staff
• Is the board satisfied with the performance of the executive staff?
• How do board members and senior staff typically work with each other?

Community Relations 
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Recruiting New Board Members - 2/2 

Prospect’s Interest in Serving on the Board
Once the prospect is satisfied with the information received, it is time to evaluate their own interest in serving on the 
board.  Ask:

• Am I committed to the mission of the organisation?
• Can I contribute the time necessary to be an effective board member?
• Am I comfortable with the approach and tone of the organisation’s fund-raising efforts?
• Can I contribute financial support consistent with the organisation’s expectations of board members and with my own 

means and priorities?
• Can I place the organisation’s purposes and interests when making decisions as a board member?

Background Material
Selected background information can provide a useful overview of the organisation, the board’s work, and the 
responsibilities of board members.

Helpful material includes:
• the organisation’s annual report
• the most recent audited financial statement
• the long-range program and financial plan
• a list of current board members, titles, and all affiliations
• a description of board members’ responsibilities
• a board organisation chart
• a staff organisation chart
• the organisation’s newsletter, brochure, or other publications
• newspaper or magazine articles about the organisation
• a brief biography of the executive director
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Succession Planning Checklist
Board Members 

Our organization has a strategic plan to which it is committed

Board roles and responsibilities have been documented and reviewed 
• Board member job description 
• Chair job description 
• Conflict of interest guidelines
• Board members code of conduct 
• Board committee roles descriptions

The future skills and talent composition of the board have been assessed in light of the our 
organization’s future board leadership needs

• Organizational expertise 
• Representation
• Community /issue knowledge 
• Fund raising ability 
• Commitment to goals
• Interpersonal and teamwork skills 

We have a board recruitment plan 
• We have a three year board recruitment/board succession outlook 
• A standing recruitment or nominations committee is in place and reporting at least three 

times a year 
• A board member prospects list has been developed and is up to date 
• Our recruitment package is up-to-date 
• Information on our board,  board member duties and on the nomination or
      recruitment process is on our website 
• We are using our committees as stepping stones to the board 

We have a board development/education plan 
• We will be conducting a board self-evaluation and will act on the results
• We have planned ___ lunch and learn sessions for board and staff 

We have taken steps towards a more diverse and multi-generational board
• Our recruitment plan includes some diversity goals 

This checklist was developed with the help of input from participants in two succession
planning workshops for non-profit organizations organized by FOCO and held in Halifax Nova 
Scotia in early 2008.      www.foco.ca

2008 Federation of Community Organizations & Non-Profit Sector Leadership Program, Dalhousie
University
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Rules for Recognition

1. Give it or else. The need for recognition is very important to most people  If volunteers don’t get recognition for 
productive participation, only bad things can  happen. The least of these is that they will feel unappreciated and drop 
out.
2. give it frequently. the most common complain of volunteers is that they don’t get enough recognition. 
Recognition has a short shelf life. its effects start to wear off after a few days, and after several weeks of not hearing 
anything positive, volunteers start to wonder if they’re appreciated.
3. Give it via a variety of methods. One of the implications of the previous rule si that you need a variety of methods 
of showing appreciation to volunteers. Recognition can be categorized into four major types:

• From a person for the work the volunteer did/ Examples include saying, “You did a great job on this” or writing a letter to 
that effect.

• From a person for being part of the organization. Examples include birthday celebrations or personal compliments. These 
have nothing to do with the volunteers’ work performance but are expressions of appreciation of them as a person.

• From the organization for work the volunteer did. Examples would include a plaque commemorating their work on a 
project or being honoured as “Volunteer of the month” because of outstanding achievements.

• From the organization for being part of the team. Examples include a plaque commemorating years of service of being 
featured in a newsletter article.

All these types are valid. Some appeal more to some people than others. Try to make sure your program has a 
mixture of methods.
4. Give it honestly. Don’t give praise unless you mean it. If you praise substandard performance, the praise you give 
to others for good work will not be valued.
5. Give it to the person, not the work. This is a subtle but important distinction. If volunteers organize a fund-
raising event, for example, and you praise the event without mentioning who organized it, the volunteers may feel 
some resentment. Make sure you connect the volunteers’ names with it.
6. Give it appropriately to the achievement. Small accomplishments should be praised with low-effort  methods, 
large accomplishments should get something more.
7. Give it consistently. If two volunteers are responsible for similar achievements , they ought to get similar 
recognition. This does not mean that the recognition has to be exactly the same but that it should be the result of 
similar effort on your part.
8. Give it on a timely basis. Praise for work should come as soon as possible after the achievement. Don’t save up 
your recognition for the annual banquet.
9. Give it in an individualized fashion. Different people like different things. Some people like public recognition, 
other find it embarrassing. in order to provide effective recognition, you need to get to know your people and what 
they will respond to positively.
10. Give it for what you want more of.  Too often, organizations pay most attention to volunteers who are having 
difficulty. Unfortunately, this may result in ignoring good performers. We are not suggesting that you ignore sub-par 
volunteers, just that you make sure that you praise the efforts of those who are doing a good job.
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What Is Board Self-Evaluation?

Board self-evaluation is simply an organized process by which the board regularly re-examines its collective and 
individual performance, and then reaffirms its commitment by identifying plans for improvement.

What Should You Evaluate?
The content areas for board evaluation should include all aspects of governance. Your Governance Process policies 
should already have set out your expectations for yourselves. This proactive approach means that you are evaluating 
yourselves against criteria that you have predetermined.

Why Bother Doing Board Self-Evaluation?
The board needs to be able to show accountability for the organization as a whole. Self-evaluation is a way to assure 
yourselves and your ownership that you take accountability seriously. Remember that the purpose of board self-
evaluation is not to evaluate individual board members, but the performance of the board as a whole.
A good board self-evaluation should be:

• Positive – you should come away with a sense of what the board’s strengths are.
• Constructive - you should identify specific changes that need to be made.
• Educational – you should identify what you still need to learn about and make plans to learn it.

When To Do Self-Evaluation?
Compliance with all board policies in the Governance Process and Board-CEO Linkages should be evaluated 
regularly. Some boards prefer to schedule a few policies for self-evaluation at each meeting while other boards prefer 
to monitor all the policies at one meeting once a year.

Where Should You Monitor?
The regular self-monitoring of a few policies per meeting obviously occurs at the board meeting itself. For the 
periodic “retreat” approach, it is valuable to get away from your usual setting, to a place where disruptions are 
minimized, so that you can put concerted focus on the task at hand.

Who Should Be Involved?
It is important that all board members participate in board self-monitoring. This is not a task that can be delegated to 
a person or a committee, although some aspects may be delegated. The CEO should definitely be included.

Strategic Planning & Monitoring

Board Self-Evaluation—Source: Canadian Curling Association, www.curling.ca



Resource Materials For Governance 101 - Presented by Meaghan Cursons/cursons@shaw.ca

Governance 101
Building Skills, Building Community

How Do We Do Self-Evaluation?

Self-Evaluation does not need to be difficult. There are a few simple steps:

1. Plan:
a. End of Meeting Evaluation: Use simple forms to record examples of when Board has behaved consistently with the style to 
which it has committed itself and examples of when it has not followed those commitments.

b. Structured Evaluation of All Policies: Decide whether to schedule some policies for consideration at each meeting. If you 
go this route, actually develop a schedule. The frequently of your board meetings will influence this decision. Also decide if 
you will periodically have a “retreat” and delegate responsibility for developing detailed plans to a committee.

2. Set Performance Targets for the Board: 
The best board self-evaluation is based upon criteria that have been set in advance. Simply go to your policies, and ask 
yourselves questions to determine whether or not you have followed them. 

It is important at this point to emphasize that board self-evaluation is not about evaluating whether the organization has 
achieved its Ends, or whether internal management is consistent with board limitations. That is evaluation of the CEO. 
Evaluation of the Board focuses on the Board’s own performance.

3. Gather Information: 
Decide on a method of gathering information from each board member regarding the policy or policies being monitored. 
One method is to structure a set of questions, based on the specific contents of your policies. These questions can be 
circulated to board members in advance and responses tabulated prior to the discussion.

4. Discuss and Interpret the Findings: 
This is a crucial step in self-evaluation. A common mistake is for boards to gather the information and then simply “receive” 
it without discussing it or taking action on what has been learned. It is important to discuss your self-observations. This can 
be done on a policy-by-policy basis. It can also be done in a more comprehensive way at an annual retreat.

5. Formulate a Board Work Plan (Governance Action Plan)
a. You have planned the evaluation.

b. Your policies have set the target against which you measured your performance.

c. Your have gathered information from board members about how well you have met those targets.

d. You have discussed the findings. You will likely have identified gaps between where you want to be and where you are in 
your board performance.

e. Use that gap information to formulate a GAP (Governance Action Plan). This plan should set specific targets for 
improvement in your board performance including:

i. What actions need to be taken

ii. Who will be responsible for coordinating them

iii. Target date for completion

Board Self-Evaluation—Source: Canadian Curling Association, www.curling.ca
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Board Self Evaluation Tool 
Instructions: Using your experience and/or involvement with the board please rate each 
characteristic on a scale of 1 to 5. Ideally compare responses among your board colleagues 
and use the information to help determine priorities for attention. 

 
 
 
 

Source: Based on the IOG’s 11 characteristics of high performing boards. 

  

 

 

Rating Scale  

Strongly Agree  Agree  Neutral  Disagree  Strongly Disagree  Do Not Know  

5  4  3  2  1  0  

 

Characteristic  

1. The board develops and maintains a longer term vision and clear sense of direction for the organization  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

2. Board members ensure the prevalence of high ethical standards and understand their legal obligations  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

3. The board ensures effective performance through sound information  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

4. The board ensures financial and organizational health of the organization  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

5. The board recruits, sets objectives and evaluates the performance of the CEO or Executive Director  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

6. The board ensures sound relationships with key external bodies  

            5                          4                            3                           2                          1                           0  

7. The board ensures sound relationships with members and clients and provides opportunities for them to influence key 

initiatives  

           5                           4                            3                            2                          1                          0  

8. The board manages risk effectively  

           5                          4                            3                            2                           1                          0  

9. The board maintains accountability  

           5                          4                            3                            2                           1                          0  

10. The board ensures the soundness of the governance system  

           5                          4                            3                            2                           1                          0  

11. The board has effective Board Chairs and Committee Chairs  

           5                         4                            3                            2                            1                          0  

Strategic Planning & Monitoring
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A Quick Assessment 
of the 

Five Dysfunctions of Your Board1

 
 
 

Instructions: Use the scale below to indicate the extent to which each 
statement applies to your board.  Be sure to evaluate the statements honestly 
and without over-thinking your answers. 
 
Score 3 for Usually         Score 2 for Sometimes            Score 0 for Rarely 

 

 
_____ 1. Board members are passionate and unguarded in their discussion of 

   issues. 
_____ 2. Board members call out one another’s deficiencies or unproductive  
             behaviors. 
_____ 3. Board members know what their peers are working on and how they  
             contribute to the collective good of the team. 
_____ 4. Board members quickly and genuinely apologize to one another when  
             they say or do something inappropriate or possibly damaging to the  
             board. 
_____ 5. Board members willingly make sacrifices (such as budget, turf, head  
             count) in their committees or areas of expertise for the good of the  
             board. 
_____ 6. Board members openly admit their weaknesses and mistakes. 
_____ 7. Board meetings are compelling, not boring. 
_____ 8. Board members leave meetings confident that their peers are  
             completely committed to the decisions agreed upon during the  
             meetings, even if there was initial disagreement. 
_____ 9. Morale is significantly affected by the failure to achieve board goals. 
_____ 10. During board meetings, the most important and most difficult issues  
               are put on the table to be resolved. 
_____ 11. Board members are deeply concerned about the prospect of letting  
               down their peers. 
_____ 12. Board members know about one another’s personal lives and are  
               comfortable discussing them. 
_____ 13. Board members end discussions with clear and specific resolutions  
               and calls to action. 
_____ 14. Board members challenge one another about their plans and  
               approaches. 
_____ 15. Board members are slow to seek credit for their own contributions  
               but quick to point out those of others. 
                                       
1 Adapted from Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Field Guide for Leaders, 
Managers and Facilitators, by Patrick Lencioni 

 

www . B o a r dWa l k C o n s u l ti n g . c om
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Board Dysfunction Assessment 
Page 2 of 2 
Adapted April 2006 

INDIVIDUAL SCORING 
 
Combine your scores for the fifteen statements as indicated below.   
 

 

Dysfunction 1: 
 

Absence of trust 

 

Dysfunction 2:  
 

Fear of conflict 

 

Dysfunction 3:  
 

Lack of 
commitment 

 

 

Dysfunction 4:  
 

Avoidance of 
accountability 

 

Dysfunction 5:  
 

Inattention to 
results 

 

Statement 4 ____ 
 
Statement 6 ____ 
 
Statement 12 ___ 
 

 

Statement 1 ____ 
 
Statement 7 ____ 
 
Statement 10 ___ 
 

 

Statement 3 ____ 
 
Statement 8 ____ 
 
Statement 13 ___ 
 

 

Statement 2 ____ 
 
Statement 11 ___ 
 
Statement 14 ___ 
 

 

Statement 5 ____ 
 
Statement 9 ____ 
 
Statement 15 ___ 
 

 

Total: 
 

 

Total: 
 

Total: 
 

Total: 
 

Total: 

 
A score of 8 or 9 indicates that the named dysfunction is probably not a 
problem for your board. 
 
A score of 6 or 7 indicates that the named dysfunction could be a problem. 
 
A score of 3 to 5 indicates that the named dysfunction needs to be addressed. 
 
 
For definitions of the five dysfunctions and assistance in addressing them, 
please consult Overcoming the Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Field Guide for 
Leaders, Managers and Facilitators, by Patrick Lencioni.  To order a copy, click 
here or visit the “Books & other readings we wouldn’t be without” section of our 
website at www.boardwalkconsulting.com/Resources.aspx#7. 
 

 

For definitions of the five dysfunctions and assistance in addressing them, please consult "Overcoming the Five 
Dysfunctions of a Team: A Field Guide for Leaders, Managers and Facilitators" by Patrick Lencioni.


