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Transforming the Non Profit Executive 
Moving From Surviving To Thriving in Your Career 

Dear Surviving Nonprofit Executive,  
 
Now that you have an overview of what an effective and efficient board looks
like in terms of makeup and flow, you may be wondering - who does what (and
why)?  We'll get there in this week's module. 
 
But, before we get going on deciphering roles and responsibilities, let's talk
about YOUR relationship with the board and the board chair.  The partnership
between the board and the executive director is critically important to the
success of an organization.  Why? 
 
A strong and healthy board-staff partnership provides flexible and resilient
leadership that contributes positively to your nonprofit's overall impact. A
weak or dysfunctional partnership totally erodes the effectiveness of both the
board and the executive.   
 
A less than stellar relationship puts the organization at risk in a number of
ways – lack of strategic alignment or direction, executive turnover, a toxic
organizational culture - to name a few. 
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Building the Board-Exec Relationship 
 
To cultivate the trust, respect, candor, and communication that characterize a
healthy partnership between you and your board, I recommend the following
practices: 
 
Practice #1 - Regular check-ins between the executive and chair. Open and
consistent communication channels between the executive and the board
chair help build a strong working relationship and surface issues and
challenges before they get bigger. 
 
When are your check in's with your board chair each week?  (If you don't have
them each week, get them on your calendar NOW.)     
 
 
 
Yes, calendar them! 
 
 
 
Here's what should be covered in these meetings: 
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Items that are "need to know" 
Finances 
Special projects or initiatives 
Fundraising 
Upcoming milestones 
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Now, it's time to write.  First project; create a template of the agenda that you'll
use with your board chair each week. 
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Next project, fill in the template with items that you need to cover with your
board chair THIS WEEK: 
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Practice #2 - A commitment to “no surprises.” For both the executive and the
board, it’s important to share openly and honestly, including when there’s bad
news. This is especially important between the executive and the chair, which
set the tone for the relationship between the executive and the board as a
whole. 
 
It's time to write.  Make a list of items that would be awkward, at best, if you
weren't informed. 
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Now, make that same list for your board and board chair. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What are your plans for ensuring that there are "no surprises"? 
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Practice #3 - Thoughtful reflection on performance. One of the board’s
essential responsibilities is to annually evaluate the executive director's
performance and provide honest feedback on successes and challenges.
Equally important, however, is that the board annually assess its own
performance. In addition to helping strengthen board performance, it
demonstrates the board’s commitment to shared leadership and
responsibility. 
 
When was your last review?    
 
 
 
 
How did it go?   
 
 
 
 
Was it subjective or objective?  Based on what color shirt you were wearing or
off of your annual work plan?  (You do have an annual work plan, right?)   
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When is your review scheduled for this fiscal year? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When did the board last conduct an annual overall assessment on their work? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When did the board last conduct self-assessments on each individual board
member? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What date are you scheduling the aggregate and individual board
assessments for this fiscal year? 
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Is Your Organization Thriving or Diving? 
 
If there was one universal nonprofit rulebook that contained a set of defining
roles for board and staff, we could avoid an incredible amount of
miscommunication and angst over getting things done at the leadership level,
right?  The fact is, it doesn’t exist because things change at nonprofits and
people evolve, based on the life cycle of your group.  
 
Board leadership is an area that demands much of our attention and effort
due to its critical role in helping an organization thrive or dive. A lack of clarity
among roles between board and executive directors is one of the most
common reasons for conflict and inefficiency at the leadership level.  
 
 
Dividing Duties Between Board and Staff  
 
In case you hadn't noticed, a nonprofit organization is hierarchical in
structure. Every nonprofit has a board of directors that is the ultimate
responsible body for the group. In the beginning of the nonprofit's existence it
is common for the board members to wear different hats and function also in
the staff capacity. 
 
As soon as it is feasible, most boards designate or hire their first executive
director who then manages the daily affairs. The executive director reports to
the board and other staff hired later on report to the executive director. The
structure defines accountability but everyone working together for the same
objective is what makes these partnerships succeed.  



Question...do you know what part of the life cycle your group is in right now? 
 
 
 
And, when was the last time you collectively discussed what part of the life
cycle you're in?  (Heads up, if you have board members that sit on multiple
boards, this is REALLY important.  Where you're at currently is NOT where
their other groups are, which contributes to the confusion.) 
 
 
 
What are the primary roles of the board? 
When defining the role of the board, it's important to remember that the role
refers to the group, not to the individual board members. The board functions
as a team. Individual board members inherently have no authority – no
individual rights – over the organization but must assume accountability for
their own actions.  
 
The governing body together has three main areas of focus:  
 
     Direction 
 
 
     Oversight 
 
 
     Resources 
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The board guards the mission of the organization and, through guidelines, steers it
in the right direction. 

The board monitors the activities, the health, and the ethical behavior in the
organization 

The board ensures that the organization is well equipped to fulfill its mission –
adequate finances, capable staff, and esteemed reputation.  
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What's the primary role of the executive? 
When the board hires the first executive director, it delegates the daily
management to that person. Maintaining a regular contact with the board and
particularly the chair, the executive director keeps the board informed about
the issues and activities that are part of the life in the organization. In fact, the
board would have great difficulties making well-rounded decisions without
constant input from the chief staff person. The rest of the staff will help the
executive director more efficiently implement the directives the board has set.
 
Working together  
It is not always easy or even possible to draw a clear line between governance
and management. The board's duties are colored by its monitoring role. The
executive director, on the other hand, alone is responsible for making things
happen with the help of the rest of the staff. However, both sides need each
other's support – and availability, when requested – without veering off to
micromanagement or 'über-control.' Constructive partnership is built on
knowing when to act alone, when to help – or ask for help, and trusting the
partner to do the same.  
 
Specific responsibilities  
Oversight 
Board: 
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• Health and success of the organization  
• Drafts and/or approves broad policies to guide and protect the organization, board,     
   and staff  
• Monitors that all legal requirements get proper attention  
• Hires the executive director and delegates to him or her the daily operations  
• Expects regular and objective reports from staff  



Executive Director: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Planning and evaluation 
Board: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Executive Director: 
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Programs and administration  
Oversees daily operations  
Hires staff and delegates operational responsibilities to them  
Shares good and bad news with the board  

Strategic framework for the organization  
Adopts an overall strategic mindset by focusing on the big issues that matter most  
Actively participates in strategic sessions and retreats  
Annually evaluates the performance of the executive director and determines
appropriate compensation  
Evaluates its own performance annually  
Via staff reports assesses the organization's achievement of its goals  

Strategic and operational plans  
Ensures that strategic planning happens with the board's appropriate involvement  
Leads operational planning and approves the plans for the staff  
Ensures a process for staff performance exists, approves staff compensation, and
evaluates his or her own performance  



Finances 
Board: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Executive Director: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fundraising 
Board: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Executive Director: 
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Fiduciary duty over the organization  
Makes sure adequate financial expertise is secured on the board  
Sets overall fiscal policies and ensures appropriate internal controls  
Approves the annual budget and monitors carefully the financial reports  
Hires an auditor and reviews the audit in an executive session with the auditor 

Financial management  
With the help of the financial staff, prepares the annual budget and provides the
board with regular financial statements  
With staff, handles the daily financial operations and monitors cash flow  
Defines financial policies and procedures for all daily money transactions  

Fundraising policies  
Drafts gift-acceptance policies and personal giving guidelines for board members  
Actively participates in the overall fundraising efforts as directed by development
staff  
During capital campaigns takes a lead in securing the campaign's success  

Fundraising plan  
Drafts (with development staff) a development plan, oversees its implementation,
and involves the board in fundraising  
Acts as the main representative of the organization and (when there is no
development director) communicator with major funders  



Board recruitment and development 
Board: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Executive Director: 
 
 
 
 
 
Yep, it's time to think and write again.  So.  Based on the above distribution of
duties, how are things going in your shop?  In balance?  Out of balance?  Why? 

Module Six- Just Who's Responsible for What, Anyway?: Page 15

Copyright Incite! Consulting Group, 2018

Through the governance committee ensures that the board's composition reflects
the organization's needs: actively cultivates new recruits  
Drafts board specific policies and ensures the bylaws are applicable  
Incorporates governance training, including orientation, into regular board schedule 
Identifies potential new board members  

Assigns staff to support the board in committees and in meeting, orientation, and
retreat preparation  
Identifies potential new board members  
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What work is the board involved with that is your purview? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What work are you involved with that is actually the board's territory? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Are there educational opportunities that would help your board understand
where they are in the life cycle of your nonprofit?  That's to say how much
"working" they need to be involved in based on the number of staff (if any) and
programs/initiatives needed to fulfill your mission?   Write some thoughts
below as to areas of growth: 
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So, how does the work get accomplished? 
Now that you know who's supposed to be doing what work, how in the heck
does it get done? 
 
Structure.  Structure – both of the board as a whole and of individual board
meetings – is an important part of an efficient and successful nonprofit board. 
 
Form follows function, or at least it should when it comes to boards. Without a
strong structure, boards can fall prey to a whole host of dysfunctions, not the
least of which is wasted time, boring or unfocused meetings, and lack of
strategic engagement from the board. 
 
There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to board structure, but there are some
general principles that each board should keep in mind when thinking about
its ideal structure: 
 
A board can be too big — just as it can be too small. While it’s impossible for
me to say what the “right” size for a board should be, I have worked with and
seen boards that are too big and too small. 
 
A board that’s too big may: 

Struggle to meaningfully engage all of its board members 
Find it difficult to effectively discuss important issues and make decisions as a full
group 
Have an executive committee that is too powerful and functioning as the governing
body for the organization or an executive who wields too much power 
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A board that’s too small may 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Healthy board meetings 
 
Well-structured and planned meetings are essential to getting the most from
your board. If your board meetings could just as easily be accomplished
through a written report or email chain, then you’re missing the magic of what
board meetings and leadership should be all about. (Imagine - a magical board
meeting!) 
 
Board meetings should be the place for the discussion, debate, and
consideration that can’t take place in a written report, and must be
intentionally structured to make that happen. I recommend moving routine
reporting and updates to a consent agenda and reserving meeting time for
discussion of critical issues, concerns, and decision-making. 
 
Wonderful things can happen when a board is well structured and when its
meetings are well orchestrated. 
 
 
 

Not have enough external perspectives to provide meaningful input on
organizational strategy 
Not enable the organization to reach important networks for purposes of advocacy,
fundraising, and collaboration 
Be too insular to provide effective oversight, and the executive may wield too much
power 
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How can you make board meetings the place where really meaningful
discussions occur? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Your turn! 
What can you do today to ensure that all committee chairs are sending their
reports to you at least 10 days prior to your next board meeting? 
 
 
 
 
 
Have you marked your calendar to send the board packet at least one week in
advance of your board meeting? 
 
 
 
 
 
Do you use a consent agenda?  (If not, let's talk about that on Facebook Live or
in an Accountability call.) 

Send all committee minutes and reports at least one week ahead of the board meeting. 
Move meetings along expeditiously while still addressing all pertinent agenda items.  
Use a consent agenda for routine items when agenda items begin to get lengthy.  
Require board members to provide detailed reports ahead of time so board members
have time to review them before the meeting.  
Delegate matters that require research to committees. 
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It Pays To Plan 
Your board members are busy people. This means the time spent together
must be maximized to the fullest extent. Planning in advance for board
meetings is key to ensuring the group’s time is optimized. This takes some
effort from both the leadership and the members themselves to ensure board
meetings are always carefully planned, facilitated and documented, so they
can be focused and efficient. 
 
Make the Most of Meetings 
Having an agenda is just one piece of the puzzle. As noted earlier, boards are
filled with people from different backgrounds wanting different things. Butting
heads, personal agendas and differing opinions can lead to delays and wasted
time. Sometimes cooler tempers prevail and it’s business as usual, but then
board meetings can get, well, kind of boring if all the group does is review
what was discussed or agreed upon at the last meeting. 
 
Here are some do’s and don'ts of running a great board meeting:  
 
Do's                                                                  Don'ts 
 
 

 
Start and end meetings on time 
Have name badges and introduction
periods for new members or guests 
Send out board materials (agendas,
articles, resources etc.) a week in
advance 
Allot a specific amount of time for each
agenda item 
Move things forward – find solutions to
fast track new initiatives 
Keep minutes – to track progress  

 
Waste precious meeting time going
over the last meeting’s decisions or
discussion 
Allow board members to chat about
irrelevant matters 
Let the board discuss day-to-day
operations 
Allow contentious opinions to hijack
the meeting 
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Do You Need Committees? 
Yes!  You do!  Every board should have a committee focused on financial
oversight (finance committee); a committee focused on the performance and
composition of the board (governance committee) as well as a fundraising
(sometimes called development) committee.  To address specific projects and
designed tasks, time-bound task forces or focused discussions within board
meetings are preferable.  
 
And, just because it’s important doesn’t mean you need a committee for it!
Standing committees should be formed only when there’s a true need for a
role or function to be performed by board members on an ongoing basis. 
 
List the committees that you currently have on your board: 
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Is each board member serving on at least one committee?  Yes or No.  Are
their skills being best utilized on these committees? 
 
Note where you have gaps; consider this part of your recruiting strategy when
looking at new board members for consideration. 
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Sometimes a new chairman or president inherits a board that may be a little
set in their ways and needs a jumpstart in order to get things done. 
 
Breaking into smaller groups to create board committees can be extremely
useful when you are trying to reduce monotony and discuss larger issues. By
operating in smaller groups, board members can often accomplish much
more. 
 
Board expert Les Wallace says, “A committee’s job is to get into the weeds, and
report back to the board. Committees start the conversation. Trust your
committees. Let them digest the large reports, and add what needs to be
discussed to the agenda.” 
 
Planning for committees doesn't need to start during the initial strategic
planning process. If you think a new task, problem or issue can be tackled
using a committee, don't hesitate to put forth a motion to create one. 
 
Tips for committee development 
Here are some things to keep in mind when developing a committee: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I'm excited to hear how the content in these two board modules helps you
work differently with your board as a whole and as individual board members! 
 
Until next week, 
 
Kari 

Ensure the committee has a specific set of tasks and a specific goal 
Be open to having non-board volunteers as members of the committee 
Consider having at least one or two board members on each committee 
Make sure not to burden members by expecting them to participate in too many
committees 
Be mindful of the time commitment required by members 




