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The Center is a non-profit Christian consulting group whose highly trained team is passionate about 
advancing leadership and organizational health. We believe this article on building healthy and effective 
non-profit boards will be a helpful resource for you and your team. As an extension of our vision of 
advancing organizational health, we are providing this resource without charge.  
 
Copyright © 2018 by Jay Desko. The Center grants you permission to copy and distribute this publication 
within your organization. 
 
*All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is 
purely coincidental. 
 
 

 
Building Healthy and Effective  
Non-Profit Boards 

There are over 15 million leaders serving on the boards of an estimated 1.5 

million nonprofit organizations and over 330,000 churches in the United 

States with a combined budget of over $800,000 billion dollars! And the 

combined societal impact of these nonprofits is beyond comprehension as 

they address vital issues such as medical research, health care, 

homelessness, disabilities, aging, feeding the hungry, and foster care, just to 

name a few. The effectiveness of a nonprofit board can make or break the 

success of its mission. The principles that are essential to leading a nonprofit 

can also add great value to other enterprises including your own. 

If boards are so important, why do we often hear comments such as... 

“I dread going to another board meeting.” -Board Member 

“My board is so frustrating; I am thinking about moving on.” -Executive Director 

“I feel like our board is nothing but a rubber stamp for the CEO.” -Board Member 

“Some of our board members are just not willing to change.” -Board Chair 

“I am getting off this board at the first opportunity.” -Board Member 
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As consultants, we are often asked to help with staff and board roles, 

conflict, and effectiveness. While boards were created to serve the mission, 

the result is sometimes more harm than help, conflict rather than 

collaboration, and policing rather than partnering. Nonprofit boards need to 

start with this foundational principle: The board is not the mission but 

rather exists to serve the mission. In other words, board policies and by-

laws are not the end but rather a means to the end – to the mission and 

vision of the organization. This article will help boards better understand 

emerging trends that are likely affecting them as well as discuss board 

purpose, roles, and effective board leadership. Since all types of 

organizations could benefit from building a healthier board, the term 

“director” will be used synonymously in place of the terms Executive 

Director, CEO and Senior Pastor.  

Observations and Trends 

1. Christian nonprofit boards, especially churches, are distinct from other 

nonprofit boards because they must fulfill both legal and spiritual 

responsibilities and because the board members are often the 

recipients of the services offered by the organizations they govern. At 

times, this can create awkwardness at best and perceived conflict of 

interest at worst since the board members can sometimes forget which 

hat they are wearing: board hat or participant hat. To be effective, you 

must know which hat you are wearing (personal or board) and be 

constantly reminded that your goals and needs are subordinate to the 

goals and needs of the organization. 

 

2. Boards are still expected to fulfill their fiduciary/accountability 

responsibilities though these responsibilities may not require significant 

time and may not be very challenging. This is true when an organization is 

in a time of steady operations without major changes inside or outside of 

the organization. It is also especially true as an organization grows and 

hires more professional staff to fulfill positions which skilled board member 
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volunteers once filled. Since board members have been acculturated into 

these roles, frustration and conflict with staff often results.   

 

3. The shortage of younger leaders with the right skills and experience 

needed by boards combined with having 1.5 million 501(c)(3) 

organizations can result in the decreasing ability to attract and retain 

highly skilled thinkers and leaders. In other words, there may be more 

nonprofits in need of skilled board members than there are board 

members to recruit; there are not enough to go around! This sometimes 

results in boards accepting members who are not adequately qualified or 

are not a good fit. Some refer to this as the “If They Can Fog a Mirror 

Test,” a metaphor for, “If they have a heartbeat, they are good enough.” 

 

4. It used to be that boards seldom experienced change. They were steady 

and predictable, and they functioned the same way year after year. 

However, the emergence of a slow but powerful tsunami including 

cultural, demographic, worldview and technological shifts, will 

significantly alter the nature of board leadership for most nonprofits 

including social services, schools, camps, churches and missions. Boards 

will need to grow smaller, eliminate “board member for life” by 

ensuring rotation, adjust the types of members they recruit based upon 

what the organization is facing, and meet less frequently but as often as 

needed to fulfill their role.  

How to Create Healthy and Effective Boards 

1. Be Flexible 

Mention “board” to many leaders today, and the first thoughts are often 

negative, using words like – slow, bureaucratic, boring, sluggish to change, 

controlling and inflexible. While we have found this to be untrue with many 

of the organizations we have served, it is important to remind boards in this 

new environment of accelerated change and uncertainty that flexibility is 

essential.   
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This flexibility is first and foremost an attitude. Flexibility will provide 

greater adaptability when it comes time for making needed changes 

including board size, frequency of meetings, and new program initiatives. It 

is also especially applicable to the issue of control. As consultants, we have 

found that the top sources of organizational conflict are control, 

vision/direction, and leadership changes. Excessive control may grow out of 

distrust and fear, resulting in slow decisions and decreasing creativity. 

Excessive decentralization may grow out of an unwillingness to submit to 

others, and it may lead to chaos and poor decisions.    

 

2. Set Up Your Board 

There are different types of boards for different purposes and seasons of an 

organization’s life stage. Boards must select the type they need to be in 

order to build an effective board to meet their objective.  

Types of Boards 

 Policy Governance (Carver) Model – Board sets mission and policy, allowing the director to utilize the means. 

This is often referred to as “Staff Led/Board Governed.” 

 Operations Model – Board participates in functional areas deciding, and perhaps implementing, the decisions. 

 Representative Model – Board members represent different areas of the organization. 

 Funding/Symbolic Model – Board is selected primarily for name recognition and/or giving potential. 

 Advisory /Support Model – Board serves to advise the director, providing guidance in areas such as law, 

finance, HR, etc. 

 Strategic Leadership Model – Board works collaboratively with the director(s) to define future direction, 

priorities and sometimes strategy. 
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3. Understand the Roles and Expectations 

An agreement on expectations and roles is essential for building trust and 

high performance as well as keeping conflict and frustration to a minimum. 

Three particularly common areas of conflict and confusion between a 

director and a board are spending authority, hiring/supervision/firing 

authority, and programming changes. As a board, it may be beneficial to 

review and discuss the “Roles and Expectations” chart. Where is there 

agreement? Where are you doing well or not so well? 

Roles and Expectations 

CEO/Director Chair Executive Team Board 

 Manifest Christ-like 
attitude and integrity 
personally and 
professionally  

 Ensure recruitment, 
evaluation, and 
supervision of staff  

 Ensure the staff 
operates within the 
laws, policies, and 
mission of the 
organization  

 Collaboratively develop 
vision and strategic plan  

 Protect and accomplish 
the mission  

 Ensure creation and 
oversight of annual 
budget  

 Show respect to the 
board  

 Practice “the no surprise 
rule” with the chair and 
board 

 Manifest Christ-like 
attitude and 
integrity personally 
and professionally  

 Work collaboratively 
with the director to 
create meeting 
agendas  

 Lead board meetings 
by managing the 
conversation, 
dynamics, time, and 
agenda  

 In collaboration with 
the director, 
organize the board 
to accomplish its 
work  

 Regularly lead the 
board through 
evaluation of its 
health and 
effectiveness  

 Practice “the no 
surprise rule” with 
the director 

 Manifest Christ-
like attitude and 
integrity 
personally and 
professionally  

 Recruit and 
nominate new 
board members 
for approval  

 Conduct the 
director 
evaluation  

 Set 
compensation for 
director  

 Practice “the no 
surprise rule” 
with the director 

 Manifest Christ-like 
attitude and integrity 
personally and 
professionally  

 Be a positive ambassador 
for the organization  

 Set and protect the 
mission  

 Test and approve vision 
and strategic plan  

 Approve major policies  

 Hire and provide 
accountability to the 
director  

 Protect the director  

 Oversee fiscal health  

 Financially support the 
organization  

 Ensure the overall health 
of the organization  

 Practice “the no surprise 
rule” with the director  
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When expectations are not agreed upon or clear, leadership erosion takes 

place with sometimes devastating consequences. This cycle and the 

contributing factors are noted in the graphic below. Expectation agreement 

and management is truly mission-critical! 

 

4. Know the Signs of Board Health and Dysfunction 

When you go to the doctor or the Emergency Room, one of the first things 

they do is take your vital signs. These signs are called “vital” for a reason. 

When any one of the vital signs, like blood pressure or temperature, is far 

out of the acceptable range, you know you have a problem that needs to be 

addressed immediately. The same is true for boards; you need to regularly 

check the vital signs. On the following page are vital signs related to a 

healthy and unhealthy board. We encourage you to use them for both 

discussion and evaluation of your board’s health.  
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A Healthy Board An Unhealthy Board 

 Clear expectations for the board and the director 

 Relentless pursuit of relationship among the 
board and with the director 

 Frequent and transparent communication  

 High level of trust and confidence with one 
another 

 Compelling and unifying vision and strategy 

 Agreed upon expectations 

 Few unhealthy “surprises” 

 Flexibility and forgiveness 

 Periodic board evaluation 

 Members withholding essential questions 

 Difficulty in recruiting competent members 

 Avoidance of difficult discussions 

 Surprising decisions, actions, or words 

 Frequent attrition, poor attendance, infrequent 
giving 

 Unexpected resignations of board members or 
executive staff 

 Regular turnover of the director 

 Minimal vulnerability in sharing about personal 
lives  

 Key discussions often taking place outside the 
board 

 

5. Wisely recruit board members 

Recruiting and selecting board members must be done with great wisdom. 

One bad board member can result in a lot of conflict, damage and 

frustration. It is hard to find board members these days, but it is even 

harder to remove a bad one! New board members need to: 

1. Have a good reputation 

2. Possess the right skills to address the present needs of the 

organization 

3. Be committed to the mission and vision 

4. Have a reasonable level of emotional and relational health 

5. Have the time needed to participate 

In addition, good boards often need a blend of the following unique 

characteristics: 

 Experts – Known for possessing specialized knowledge relevant to 

the organization. They provide expertise needed for making sound 

decisions. 
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 Catalysts – Known for being innovative, future oriented, and big 

picture thinkers. They move an organization beyond its present 

state. 

 Relaters – Known for encouragement, humor, and enthusiasm. 

They add joy to teams and meetings. 

 Testers – Known for candor, assertiveness, and testing assumptions 

through questioning. They help guard against major mistakes. 

6. Practice Good Communication and Decision Making 

In their article “The Passive-Aggressive Organization” published in Harvard 

Business Review in 2005, Gary L. Neilson, Bruce A. Pasternack, and Karen E. 

Van Nuys make this unfortunate but accurate statement about leadership 

decision-making: “Clarifying and articulating decision rights is often the first 

order of business in fixing a passive-aggressive organization where decisions 

have been made, unmade, overturned, and second-guessed so many times 

that no one really knows who truly decides what any more.” The graphic 

below demonstrates the range of approaches to board-staff roles.  
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Establishing good patterns of communication and decision-making is 

important for efficient and effective board leadership. When 

communicating with the director, it is helpful to know what is expected. For 

example, when the director brings an item to the board, both he and the 

board chair should know in advance if: 

 This is only for information to the board – the decision resides with 

the director. 

 This is for input from the board – but the decision resides with the 

director. 

 This is for approval – the board has the authority to decide. 

If intentions are unclear, confusion and conflict can result easily and quickly. 

For example, if a director brings something to the board for only discussion 

or input and the board believes their input will be implemented, the board 

may feel the director did not listen. If the board shares some ideas with the 

director that they expect to be implemented, the director may feel these 

were merely suggestions, not mandates. Clarity is easier on the front end in 

comparison to hurt feelings and distrust later on. 

7. Structure Carefully 

Four key areas of board structure relate to size, terms, meetings and 

executive sessions.  

 Board Size: Board size should be driven by the unique needs and life 

stage of the organization. Smaller is better (5-9). Larger boards make it 

difficult to recruit and fill vacancies, and they increase the complexity of 

scheduling and decision-making.  

 

 Board Terms: Term length plays an important role by ensuring 

continuity through change processes while providing opportunity for 

fresh ideas and energy. If terms are too long, some may decline service. 

If they are too short, the likelihood of disruption to major decisions and 

change initiatives increases. 
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 Frequency of Meetings: Boards need to meet as often as necessary to 

fulfill their role. Meeting too often will waste time and meeting too 

infrequently will allow possibilities for oversight. The season of life will 

determine the frequency. Many boards meet too often, resulting in a 

lack of meaningful discussion and work. In addition, meeting too often 

can result in creating items for discussion that are not needed except to 

build time into the meeting agenda. 

 

 Executive Sessions: Executive sessions are when the board meets 

without the presence of the director. Such meetings can be valuable but 

also problematic if not managed wisely. Some directors can become 

nervous or insecure when these meetings take place. Some board 

members can misuse these meetings which can lead to unintended 

conflict and distrust. Executive sessions are primarily for the purpose of 

evaluating the director or addressing a charge against him or her. 

Beyond these general purposes, such sessions should be scheduled with 

care. In addition, it is wise for the board chair to provide an update to 

the director regarding what was discussed and the related outcomes. 

8. Keep the Organization Disciplined and Focused 

It is easy for nonprofit organizations to lose their focus. Chasing donor 

money, implementing too many “good ideas,” and failing to embed and 

preserve a biblical worldview often leads to slow erosion. It is not 

uncommon for a nonprofit to start a new program simply because a donor 

said he/she would help fund it. However, this program will need to be 

continually funded long into the future unless its economic engine produces 

self-sustaining revenue. This often results in the director and staff having to 

run faster on the fundraising treadmill. A board must help a nonprofit stay 

focused by asking strategic questions. Most nonprofit organizations have a 

compelling mission, but they often lack differentiation from other 

organizations and seldom have a clear strategy and supporting programs. In 

her 2004 Harvard Business Review article titled “Lofty Missions, Down-to-
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Earth Plans,” V. Kasturi Rangan warns that because nonprofits have such 

compelling and lofty missions, it is easy to drift into valuable yet 

undisciplined addition of programs. The author encourages boards to 

especially focus on asking strategic questions such as:  

 What is the strategy? 

 Does the organization have a coherent model to execute the 

strategy? 

 How effective are our programs? 

 How efficiently are they executed? 

 Which programs should we drop? 

 Which should we seek to add? 

9. Hire Wisely and Evaluate Appropriately 

One hiring mistake can now cost an average small or modestly sized 

nonprofit organization $150,000-$250,000, not including damaged 

relationships, reputation and morale. Contributing factors to a hiring 

mistake include: 

 Unclear expectations between the board and the director 

 Inadequate relational/emotional management skills of the director 

 Poor search process and inexperience in hiring a nonprofit director 

 Groupthink that results in a failure to raise concerns regarding the 

candidates 

 Inadequate test for fit with the organizational and board culture 

Know who you are, what you want, and who you are hiring BEFORE you 

hire! It is wise to utilize the guidance of professionals in thinking through 

and managing your hiring process. 

Additionally, it is shocking how often we hear of a board that hired a 

director but then never provided regular feedback or evaluation. It’s 

important to regularly provide clear and agreed upon expectations and then 

feedback regarding these expectations. This should be an ongoing process 
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and also formally done by the chair or an executive committee of the board 

each year. It is also valuable to periodically conduct a 360° assessment for 

the director. It is best to have this facilitated by a third party who will review 

the feedback with the director and ensure the board receives a summary of 

what was learned and what, if anything, should be done to improve his or 

her effectiveness. The Center provides this service using our Leader 360° 

assessment tool. 

10. Focus on Relational Health and Meaningful Work 

Relational health precedes board health. Board members and directors 

need to focus on emotional and relational management. We find that 

leaders and board members who do not have reasonable relational 

management skills will create pain and conflict for themselves and others. 

The new name for this is “emotional intelligence.” The old name for it was 

“Getting along with others!” Regardless of your approach to governing, the 

people in the positions make the difference. The best governance structure 

with the wrong people will still not work. An imperfect governance structure 

with the right people can work. The right people with the right attitudes can 

cover a multitude of missteps!  

In their book, Governance as Leadership (2005), Richard P. Chait, William P. 

Ryan, and Barbara E. Taylor pose an interesting question: “What would be 

the single gravest consequence to your organization if your board did not 

meet or conduct board business in any way for a two-year period?” Would it 

affect anything? Or are the responsibilities you have given your board 

unimportant and unfulfilling? It is vital that board members feel that their 

work is meaningful in order for them to desire to remain in their position. 

Chait, Ryan, and Taylor go on to depict how by tasking our boards with 

unsatisfying work, we essentially treat them as substitute teachers, 

important but unfulfilling.   
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“In effect, by constructing their job around the fiduciary work of oversight, nonprofit 

organizations have placed board members in a position akin to that of a substitute 

teacher. As an institution, the substitute teacher works effectively. It assures school 

administrators and parents that children who might run amok in the absence of a teacher 

remain under control. But the work of the substitute teacher is singularly unattractive. 

Adherence to minimum standards—not trying to teach, but merely trying to keep 

order—is as (or more) challenging than actually teaching. It is also far less rewarding. 

Board members suffer from this substitute’s dilemma. Society has essentially asked 

trustees to keep order. As a result, board members become disengaged. The more 

disengaged they become, the less likely trustees are to ensure accountability—the very 

reason we created boards in the first place. By asking for a little, we get even less.”  

– Richard P. Chait, William P. Ryan, and Barbara E. Taylor, Governance as Leadership, 

2005 

 

Meaningful work will help to engage and retain qualified board members! 

11. Understand the Fiduciary Duties of Board Members 

Although we hope your organization is able to steer clear of legal and 

financial challenges, it is important for board members to understand their 

fiduciary duties (being responsible for something placed in their care or 

trust). The following is a summary of the four fiduciary duties of a nonprofit 

board noted in Richard Hammar's Church Law & Tax Report 

(November/December 2014). 

Due Care: 

A director or an officer of a nonprofit “has a continuing fiduciary duty of 

loyalty and care in the management of the [corporation’s] fiscal and 

investment affairs” (Hammar).  

To avoid breaching the fiduciary duty of due care: 

 attend all meetings of the board 

 thoroughly review the agenda and financial statements before 

meetings 
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 dissent from board actions which you have serious misgivings and 

insist your objection be recorded in the minutes 

 provide all members with a copy of the minutes soon after 

 make sure all actions are authorized and consistent with the 

organization’s bylaws 

Prudent Investing: 

Directors are only accountable to the court if “an investment decision was 

not based on the care an ordinarily prudent person in a like position would 

exercise under similar circumstances” (Hammar). To avoid violating the 

fiduciary duty of due care in investing, members should use an investment 

committee, create an investment policy, avoid risky investments, and avoid 

investing in companies that a board member has a personal interest in. 

Loyalty: 

The fiduciary duty of loyalty “requires that any transaction between the 

board and one of its directors be fully disclosed, approved by the board 

without the vote of the interested director, and fair and reasonable to the 

corporation” (Hammar). A board member needs to offer his/her product or 

service at a fair and reasonable price to stay in the boundaries of this ruling; 

it doesn’t have to be at the lowest price. Actions of the board member 

should not be secretive either.  

Obedience: 

It is the duty of the board of directors “to ensure that the mission of the 

charitable corporation is carried out” through making sure the organization 

retains its tax exemption, is in compliance with its bylaws, and is in 

compliance with the federal, state, and local laws (Hammar). 

7 Vital Signs of Board/Staff Synergy 

Healthy and effective leadership is pictured in the following seven visual 

signs. This tool can serve as a valuable assessment and discussion resource 

for your board and director. 
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When to seek help 

From our experience, it is better to seek professional guidance from a third 

party before problems arise. This assistance can be in the areas of board 

education and board development. It is especially critical to seek 

professional help early if conflict is emerging or if the board or director are 

not functioning effectively. 

Conclusion  

A healthy board is a critical factor in the effectiveness of the organization it 

governs. If the board is not attentive, there will be no accountability and 

mishaps could easily follow. If the board is belligerent, the staff of the 

organization will become worn out. Creating an effective board is not a 

simple task; it requires focus, perseverance and clear communication in all 

areas. A well-functioning board can pave the way for the organization to 

produce abundant results. 

 

Competency  

Vision 

Trust 

Relationship 

Authority 

Candor 

Grace 

Leaders at the staff and board level that manifest 
skill, integrity and maturity 

Compelling and agreed upon direction and priorities 

An environment where leadership has earned trust 
and works to retain it 

Leaders who care about one another and cover one 
another’s backs 

A board that hires the right people, grants authority, 
and retains limited control 

Leaders who speak with transparency and encourage 
others to do the same 

Leaders who extend grace and forgiveness when 
disappointed 
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If you are a leader of a church, nonprofit or business and would like to further advance the effectiveness 
and health of yourself or your organization, we can assist you through our proven guidance and relational 
approach. We provide customized solutions for your complex problems. Our solutions include coaching, 
assessment, communications, crisis guidance, planning, staffing & HR, succession planning, personalized 
coaching retreats and more. For more information, call our office at 215-723-2325 or visit our website at 
centerconsulting.org. 
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