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Introduction

Over the years, I have watched many boards struggle to do a
good job and I have been impressed by the good intentions
and energy that a board will bring to the task. As an educator
and consultant, I have experimented with various approaches
to nonprofit governance, looking for a system that is flexible
enough yet also precise enough to yield consistently good
results for every board or almost every board. I am still search-
ing. In the meantime, this book represents an effort to place
the solution where I believe it belongs—in the board’s desire
to do what is best for the organization.

Boards have to shape themselves to fulfill this basic desire,
and to test what they do and how they do it against the stan-
dard of the organization’s best interest. There is no one way
to do what’s best. Boards looking for a simple formula will be
disappointed. There is no perfect board size or committee
structure, no foolproof way to separate governance from man-
agement. There is no universal template to guide a board meet-
ing, no model job description that will mean enough to every
board to get all 15 million or so board members to use it. I
believe that people on a board know what’s best for the orga-
nizations they serve better than any consultant or advisor
could, but often fail to understand it or achieve it because they
do not take the time to stop and consider the simple but critical

1
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question: How can we be better? The book is an effort to
encourage boards to ask that question and support them
when they do, to point to the areas where asking and answer-
ing the question may have the greatest power to strengthen
the board’s role in an organization’s success.

If I could grant a board that is struggling to do a better job
one wish, it would be to find the confidence and the courage
to overcome the usual enemies of boardroom change—unruly
and disaffected members, obsessed founders, and anxious
executive directors. Where governance is concerned, money is
not the root of all evil. The hours lost across the sector to peo-
ple more interested in their own needs than in the needs of
their organizations are a genuine heartbreak.

The nature of boards means that writing a book about non-
profit governance presents some interesting challenges. As a
group, board members are not avid consumers of the litera-
ture written about them or for them. Whatever appetite they
have for professional development is usually directed toward
their careers, not their volunteer lives. So, the first challenge a
writer on nonprofit governance must face is: Who is the reader?
Who is likely to pick up this book? Will it be a board chair? A
prospective board member? The chair of a nominating com-
mittee? A happy board member seeking a path to greater sat-
isfaction? A dissatisfied board member looking for ways to
make improvements?

Each of these would be a welcome reader of any book on
governance. Unfortunately, the odds of a high percentage of
readers falling into any of these categories, at least at first, are
relatively slim. The likely reader will be an executive director,
attentive as always to ways to improve perhaps the central
relationship of his or her professional life: the relationship
with the board.

Knowing that the reader is probably an executive director
presents other challenges, particularly with the tone or “voice”
of the book, and more important, with the impact of the ideas

Introduction
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and information the book conveys. For most of the book, I tried
optimistically to assume that I have the ideal reader—a board
member. In one or two places, though, I break ranks and
speak directly to the executive director. The bigger dilemma
presented by this disjunction between the ideal reader and
the actual reader is the conviction that I express throughout
the book: that boards improve only because they want to, not
because their executive directors or outside parties fervently
wish they would.

My hope is that an executive director reading this book will
feel so inspired and reassured that he or she will purchase a
copy for every board member. The encouragement of the exec-
utive director combined with access to the ideas in the book
will give the board what I feel is its best opportunity to become
a strong and effective working body. In the event that this
hope is only partially fulfilled, I have hedged my bets by focus-
ing a chapter on the influence and the authority that the exec-
utive director does possess to leverage the board’s capacity,
and by emphasizing throughout the book the fundamentally
positive relationship that the board must establish with the
executive director if the organization is to succeed. With luck,
the executive director will promptly begin to refine his or her
relationship with the board and inspire the board to take on
greater responsibility for its own effectiveness. In taking this
approach, I am like the archer who aims high and perhaps a
little wide to account for gravity and prevailing winds.

My faith in boards and my affection for people who agree
to serve on them are the products of my years of working with
a broad variety of nonprofit organizations, first during my
tenure with the American Association of Museums and then
with the National Center for Nonprofit Boards. At NCNB, I can
honestly say that I worked with thousands of board members
and hundreds of organizations, in every imaginable setting
and under a staggering array of circumstances. A significant
number of organizations made a lasting impression and their

Introduction
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influence on this book is substantial. Many were excellent
boards working deliberately to be better; others were strug-
gling to overcome a history of bad or mediocre governance
habits. A few just took off and others floundered. To me, the
failures and near-misses were as instructive as the successes.

Working with boards has brought me into regular contact
with others doing similar work and writing about it. When-
ever I think that I have seen everything or that I have finally
struggled through to a conclusion about some attribute of
good governance, there is someone out ahead, by my side, or
chasing after me shouting “What about this?” Periodically, I
have reservations or doubts about a particular theory or
approach to governance that seems to have struck a chord in
the nonprofit world. Nevertheless, I am continually grateful to
others working on the same topic for provoking me into think-
ing a little harder about what works and why, when the goal
is to help improve the work of boards.

I would like to think that this book will be provoking in
turn—that it will provoke some thinking, some experimenta-
tion, some change, and with luck, some disagreement. I look
forward to learning about it all.

Introduction
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