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Researchers Thomas Holland, Barbara Taylor, and Richard Chait worked for several years to determine
why some nonprofit boards excel and others do not. They had three questions in mind as they conducted
this research:

1. What characteristics define and describe effective boards of trustees of independent colleges?
2. Do the behaviors of effective and ineffective boards differ systematically?
3. What is the relationship, if any, between board effectiveness and institutional performance?

They concluded, among other things, that:

1. There are specific characteristics and behaviors that distinguish strong boards from weak boards,
which were classified into six dimensions of effective trusteeship.

2. There is a positive and systematic association between the board’s performance, as measured against
these competencies.

Those six characteristics of effective boards that emerged as a result of interviewing several hundred
boards and chief executives and surveying over 1,000 more, are highlighted here. Developing these
characteristics in a board will help it govern more and manage less.

5% CONTEXTUAL

Effective boards understand and take into consideration the culture and norms of the organizations
they govern. They adapt to the unique characteristics and culture of the organization and its staff.
They rely on the organization’s mission, values, and traditions as guides for their decisions. They act
so as to exemplify and reinforce its core values and commitments. Try the following:

+ Orient board members with an explicit introduction to the organization’s values, norms, and
traditions.

+ Invite former members, administrators, and living legends to convey the organization’s history.

- Discuss the concepts of shared governance, collegiality, and consensus with the organization’s
current leaders.

- Review the organization’s hallmark characteristics and basic values that set it apart from
competitors.

In advance of a retreat, the board of a liberal arts college responded to an online survey that posed
a number of questions, including: “What is our greatest comparative advantage today? What will
to be 10 years from now? What is our greatest comparative disadvantage today? What will it be 10
years from now? What values do we hold most dear that we will not sacrifice at any cost?” During
the retreat, the board met in small groups to discuss the results and determine steps the board
could take to ensure that the institution remains competitively strong.
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2% INTERPERSONAL

Effective boards nurture the development of their
members as a working group, attend to the board’s
collective welfare, and foster a sense of cohesiveness.
They create a sense of inclusiveness among all
members, with equal access to information and

equal opportunity to participate and influence
decisions. They develop goals for the group, and they
recognize group achievements. Ways to do this include
the following:

- Create inclusiveness.

- Have events that enable board members to become
better acquainted with one another.

« Build some slack time into the schedule for informal
interaction.

« Share information widely and communicate regularly.

- Communicate group norms and standards by pairing
newcomers with veteran board members.

- Ensure the board has strong leadership by
systematically grooming its future leaders and
encouraging individual skills development.

Many boards regularly include social gatherings in the
schedule for board meetings. For example, a college
board schedules one of its three regular board
meetings near commencement time so that board
members are there for that event and can interact
not only with each other but also with students,
parents, and faculty.

The board of a community service organization begins
each board meeting with a quick session where board
members share what’s new in their lives — some
meaningful event. A school board opens with a different
question every other meeting such as, “What’s the best
movie you've seen recently?” or “Best play? Best book?
Best symphony? Sporting event?” People get to know
each other in a different way.

&2 STRATEGIC

Effective boards help their
organizations envision a direction
and shape a strategy for the future.
They cultivate and concentrate on
processes that sharpen organizational
priorities. They organize themselves
and conduct their business in light of
the organization’s strategic priorities.
They anticipate potential problems
and act before issues become crises.
Try the following ways to develop a
strategic board:

« Establish board priorities and a
work plan based on organizational
strategies and priorities.

« Provide key questions for
discussion in advance of meetings.

- Develop a board information
system that is strategic, normative,
selective, and graphic.

Many nonprofits have generated
dashboards — one-page graphical
displays of organizational key
performance indicators that are
color-coded so board members can
see what is trending up over time

in green, what is flat in yellow, and
what is trending downward in red.
Questions are posed around the red
items: What are the suppositions
about why the indicator is red?

Are the reasons within or beyond
our control? How else might we
think about this? What might we be
missing? What might be done?
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® POINTS TO REMEMBER

The best boards:

Keep their history and context familiar.

Spend time educating board members in key areas.

Pay attention to the board as a team or cohesive group and incorporate social time for board
members to get to know and trust each other.

Pay attention to succession planning and nurture future board leadership.

Discuss the views of key stakeholders and create opportunities for board members and stakeholders
to interact.

Ensure that most board meetings most of the time focus on strategic matters.
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