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Are Non-Profit Health & Human Service Boards Up 
For The Challenge?
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer

role was to respond to those edicts. Government 
funding was largely on a cost basis and government 
agencies often made many “special requests” for 
unfunded services for the community that were 
“bundled” into those cost-based payments.

But since Medicaid started using private health plans 
(and private specialty care management programs) 
to manage government funds, the relationship 
between government and non-profit health and 
human service organizations has changed. Health 
plans, and not government, are paying for services 
and setting criteria for service delivery. Much of the 
funding has moved from a cost basis to fixed fees, 
with no guarantee of volume. Unfunded mandates 

I’ve served on non-profit boards—and worked with 
them—for decades. But as the health and human 
service field continues to evolve, I have questions 
about whether the current governance role for non-
profit boards of directors is working or can work.

The big issue is the changing role of non-profit 
health and human service provider organizations 
in the U.S. service delivery system. Until the past 
few decades, the non-profit provider organizations 
were largely an extension of government and 
government policy. Their contractual relationship 
was with government agencies. The services they 
provided and their role in the “safety net” were set 
by government agencies—and their management 
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Portfolio management is a particularly difficult issue 
for boards of directors. Historical service lines are 
often key to organizational identity and fundraising. 
And achieving the growth and scale needed for 
sustainability often means expansion of geography 
or target consumers. The challenge and obligations 
of boards are to balance mission-based programs 
(particularly those that are operating at a deficit) with 
available charitable contributions and profits to cover 
those costs—and make those tough decisions.

With regard to specific board members and their 
contributions, the non-profit health and human 
service board of the future needs a complement of 
members with financial and business acumen, in 
addition to those focused on mission, community, 
and programming. The board must be focused on 
the financial strength of the organization (see Is Your 
Financial Muscle Ready For The Heavy Lift?) and 
planning strategic alternatives if the organization 
does not have the financial wherewithal to remain 
vital in the service of its mission. This includes 
finding capital for growth and expansion (see Getting 
Capital For Growth – Ten Options).

One lingering question is whether board members of 
non-profit organizations should be paid, like board 
members of their for-profit competitors. One recent 
experiment with this ended with the non-profit health 
system withdrawing their decision to pay board 
members (see Should Non-Profit Boards Get Paid?). 
I think the answer to this question depends on the 
role that future board members will play and the time 
required to do just that.

Charting a path forward through the uncertainty and 
turbulence ahead of us is no easy task for executive 
teams. Boards must rise to the occasion to lead and 
support provider organizations in the charge. But 
building the right board with the right structure and 
the right roles assigned to the right people is the first 
step.

have become truly unfunded. And there are more 
recent changes—reimbursement is moving to 
models with more downside financial risk and there 
is new competition from for-profit organizations to 
serve consumers. And this is forcing health and 
human service organizations to increase size and 
scale to remain competitive.

These market changes are more important for health 
and human service non-profits—unlike other non-
profits—because more than 90% of their revenues 
are from earned income rather than charitable 
donations. Non-profits in the health and human 
service space need to compete for those dollars.

So what does this mean for governance of non-
profits in the health and human service field? I 
think there are two questions. First, are governance 
boards structured to guide their organizations to 
success in a competitive market with significant 
financial and legal risk? Second, do boards of 
directors have the right board members doing the 
right things?

There are no easy answers to these questions. 
First, board structures shouldn’t be an impediment 
to organizations successfully competing in 
the marketplace. Strategies need a focus on 
sustainability, portfolio management needs a rational 
lens, and chief executive officers (CEOs) need to be 
empowered to act promptly and held accountable 
for performance objectives. Future sustainability 
is the big issue that should be the focus of board 
activity. As of February 2021, only 32% of specialty 
health care provider organizations reported that they 
could survive two years under the current financial 
landscape while 17% of organizations think they 
can survive for a year. That means 39% do not 
think they have a 12-month sustainability runway 
(see Where Are We On The Path To The “Next 
Normal” For Specialty Provider Organizations?). 
The pandemic has brought rapid change to many 
elements of the health and human service field (see 
The Sustainability Top Ten).
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Building A Future-Ready Board: The Seven Keys 
For Non-Profit CEOs
By Raymond Wolfe, Senior Associate & Kimberly Bond, Executive Vice President  

The role of non-profit health and human service 
organizations has been changing over the past 
two decades. More Americans are now covered 
by health insurance and less reliant on “safety net” 
services, there is more risk-based contracting, and 
there is more competition for consumers and health 
plan contracts. And, the pandemic has accelerated 
these and more trends. As Monica E. Oss, Chief 
Executive Officer of OPEN MINDS has frequently 
reiterated, organizational transformation with new 
services and new business models are needed for 
long term sustainability. This is an issue not only for 
provider organization executives but also for board 
members (see Are Non-Profit Health & Human 
Service Boards Up For The Challenge?)

Are non-profit boards prepared to step up to the 
plate and lead the new charge? There is work to be 
done, according to the latest Leading With Intent 
national survey of the state of non-profit board 
leadership (see Leading With Intent: BoardSource 
Index Of Nonprofit Board Practices – June 2021). 
Chief executive officers (CEOs) and board chairs 
who were asked to “grade” the performance of 
boards awarded B’s (above average) when it 
comes to understanding the mission; providing 
legal, ethical, and financial oversight; and level 
of commitment. However, the grades dropped to 
C’s (average) on thinking strategically as a board; 
monitoring organizational impact in terms of strategic 
goals and objectives; and understanding the context/
landscape in which the organization is working. 
59% of CEOs lament that board members are not 
spending enough time thinking strategically and 
56% feel the board is not invested in understanding 
the context (funding landscape, public policy 

environment, other organizational players, etc.) 
in which the organization is working. While 78% 
of CEOs indicated that their organization has a 
strategic plan, only 35% report that the board has 
a positive impact on defining strategic priorities. 
And nearly half of CEOs say the board’s role in 
fundraising is below average or failing. And board 
members of non-profit health and human service 
organizations have some unique challenges (see 
Are Non-Profit Health & Human Service Boards Up 
For The Challenge?).

How do CEOs plan to get their non-profit board 
ready for this future? Our team at OPEN MINDS 
recommends seven keys to build a board that will 
lead provider organizations into a competitive future 
– define roles and responsibilities, outline ownership 
and execution of mission and strategy, clarify 
fundraising expectations, specify requirements for 
market intelligence and organizational knowledge, 
build a culture of engagement, address issues of 
“ideal” board composition, and create a core of 
ambassadors.

1. Define Roles & Responsibilities 
Health and human service non-profits—unlike 
other non-profits—derive more than 90% of their 
revenues from earned income rather than charitable 
donations, and there is increasing competition for 
those dollars. The paradigm is shifting from largely 
government-funded provider organizations and 
programs to Medicaid managed care by private 
health plans. Reimbursement is moving to models 
with more downside financial risk and there is new 
competition from for-profit organizations to serve 
consumers. And this is forcing health and human 



October Monthly Management Newsletter  |  Page 5© 2021 OPEN MINDS 

service organizations to increase size and scale to 
remain competitive.

So governance boards must be structured to guide 
their organizations to success in a competitive 
market with significant financial and legal risk. 
Board structures shouldn’t be an impediment 
to organizations successfully competing in 
the marketplace. Strategies need a focus on 
sustainability, portfolio management needs a 
rational lens, and CEOs need to be empowered to 
act promptly and held accountable for performance 
objectives. Future sustainability is the big issue that 
should be the focus of board activity.

Portfolio management is a particularly difficult 
issue for boards of directors as they try to balance 
mission-based programs (particularly those that 
are operating at a deficit) with available charitable 
contributions and profits to cover those costs—and 
make the tough decisions.

With regard to specific board members and their 
contributions, the non-profit health and human 
service board of the future needs a complement of 
members with financial and business acumen, in 
addition to those focused on mission, community, 
and programming. The board must be focused 
on the financial strength of the organization and 
planning strategic alternatives if the organization 
does not have the financial wherewithal to remain 
vital in the service of its mission.

The rigorous role of boards in leading change 
demands the right governance model, and the clear 
delineation of responsibilities between the board and 
executive team. The board chair and committees 
need to work closely with the chief executive officer 
to define future direction, track performance, and 
make the tough decisions. Boards and executive 
teams need to weigh in with their expertise without 
duplicating each other’s roles but must clearly define 
the power dynamics. They must establish the right 
level of guidance, oversight, operational rigor, and 
information-sharing without micromanagement.
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KPIs, data, and bottom line impact. For industry-
specific metrics—such as consumer outcomes or 
payer-mandated measures—be sure to explain 
the meaning and intent of the measures and offer 
benchmarks and industry comparisons where 
possible. At the end of the day, better data provided 
to the board will ensure transparency, build trust, 
foster engagement, and drive better decisions.

3. Clarify Fundraising Expectations
The importance of board participation in charitable 
fundraising for health and human service 
organizations is changing. Traditionally, the 
proportion of charitable contributions in health and 
human service organizations has been a small 
part of overall revenue. But the need for those 
charitable dollars is increasing—as organizations 
lean on fundraising more to meet growing unfunded 
community needs and fund capital costs for 
infrastructure and growth.

But policies about board fundraising are often not 
clear—and that can create ill-will among board 
members. When fundraising expectations are 
clearly articulated during recruitment, 52% of CEOs 
report that their boards are actively engaged in the 
organization’s fundraising efforts. By contrast, only 
12% of executives report that their boards engage 
in fundraising when expectations are not clearly 
articulated during recruitment (see Should Your Non-
Profit Board Members Raise Funds?). Nonprofits 
that stipulate a minimum level of contribution from 
the board also do better with donor contributions. 
Many private foundations won’t even consider a gift 
unless the board is at 100%. Personal contributions 
tend to enhance all-round board engagement 
and also motivate the board to help in external 
fundraising.

4. Specify Requirement For Market 
Knowledge & Organizational Knowledge
From our experience in working with hundreds 
of health and human service non-profits, many 
organizations have a great onboarding process 

2. Outline Ownership & Execution Of Mission 
& Strategy
The CEO must help the board understand that they 
own the mission. The CEO and executive team can 
make recommendations when the mission needs 
review, but the board is the guardian and final judge 
of mission and alignment.

The board should be encouraged to periodically 
review the mission statement to assure it remains 
relevant, vibrant, and alive for the organization. 
Only the board is empowered to change the mission 
when the reason for an organization’s existence 
has faded from the community’s needs, if others 
are able to meet this need more effectively, if there 
are significant new opportunities that prompt a 
rethinking of the mission on a deeper level, or a split 
has emerged among the leadership or members 
as to the fundamental mission and direction of the 
organization.

CEOs also have to help boards understand the 
importance of balancing mission and margin to 
keep the lights on in today’s competitive market. 
Presenting data and evaluations in a mission-margin 
matrix when fundamental decisions about portfolio 
changes (program and service line divestiture or 
additions). In developing the organization’s strategic 
plan and objectives, the executive team has to work 
closely with the board to ensure buy-in and mission 
alignment early on. Holding the executive team 
accountable for strategic plan implementation and 
monitoring performance through key performance 
indicators should also be an essential board 
function.

Executive teams should make every effort to 
encourage rational, not emotional, decisionmaking 
by the board. Strategic plans, business 
development proposals, portfolio change and 
divestiture recommendations, and other key 
organizational decisions brought to the board 
should be accompanied by key performance 
indicators (KPIs)—and performance against the 
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address board meetings on trends and implications, 
and encouraging participation in industry events, 
and facilitating access to strategic content on market 
factors. The digital revolution fueled by the pandemic 
has also made it easier for board members to 
access and consume industry knowledge and events 
virtually and at their own pace and convenience 
(Elite members of OPEN MINDS Circle can share 
the on-demand keynote presentation, Best Practices 
For Success In The ‘Next Normal’ – Building A 
Foundation For An Efficient & Resilient Organization, 
by Ms. Oss with board members and email us at 
openminds@openminds.com to organize a custom 
virtual trends briefing for board members. And 
all board members can directly subscribe to the 
OPEN MINDS daily Executive Briefing with a free 
membership at https://openminds.com/membership/ 
for industry insights and strategic implications 
for building provider organization efficiency and 
resilience).

The better board members understand the 
landscape (and the competition), the more 
supportive they will be of proposals for needed 
service line and business model diversification, 
increased investment in infrastructure development 
and talent management, growth for economies 
of scale, and collaborations to meet changing 
payer and consumer expectations. And the more 
they will challenge the status quo and encourage 
organizations to think differently about resilience and 
relevance in a changing market.

5. Build A Culture Of Engagement
Without engagement, the contributions of board 
members can be lost, or at least not optimized. The 
board culture is heavily influenced by the CEO and 
the board chair, who should therefore be intentional 
about the tone they set and they type of culture they 
want to create—inquisitive, decisive, collaborative, 
or disciplined—and model and facilitate desired 
behaviors in all board members. The culture of a 
board should align with the organizational mission 

for new board members with presentations on 
organizational history and performance, mission, 
strategy, and performance as well as governance 
policies and procedures. While this is no doubt 
important, one area where many executive teams 
fall short is helping board members understand the 
market landscape and the current trends, especially 
in terms of threats and opportunities for the earned 
income that is fundamental to survival of health and 
human service nonprofits.

In a competitive and fluid market, decisions about 
the future of provider organizations cannot be 
made in a vacuum or under the assumption that 
revenue streams that have kept the organization 
afloat for decades will simply bounce back after 
recovery from pandemic setbacks. Ms. Oss pointed 
out that there are two paths ahead for provider 
organizations. “Business as usual” means continuing 
with the same services for same consumers—
navigating reduced market share and declining 
rates. With “transformational strategy,” the plan 
is to create new or reformulated “core services” 
for organizational sustainability. This requires re-
envisioning the organization’s market positioning in 
the changing health and human service landscape. 
The path that executives choose, in concert with 
the board, depends on their organization’s mission, 
vision, market position, and financial strength—
and especially on the key drivers of the changing 
landscape in their specific market. In the current 
scenario, our team’s research found there are 
nine market drivers that will affect, to varying 
degrees, strategic choices. These choices fall 
in a few categories—changing consumer profile 
and customer preferences, the evolving role and 
preferences of health plans, and the effects of 
investments in the field.

The question is how to help board members keep 
up with changing trends and market drivers. The 
executive team should be tasked with preparing a 
summary of landscape factors for board member 
review at regular intervals, inviting outside experts to 
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the board is not unduly skewed by either yea-sayers 
nor naysayers. Experts who are fully vested in the 
organization’s mission and who will raise intelligent 
questions and provide strategic guidance are the 
ones that will make the best board members in a 
time of uncertainty and opportunity. Beyond board 
meetings, organizing occasional social gatherings 
and checking in with individual board members on 
an informal basis should also be part of the CEO’s 
agenda with assistance from the board chair.

Board engagement can also be boosted by 
a thoughtful program of mentoring and skill 
development. Pairing new entrants to the board with 
experienced members who can serve as informal 
mentors is one approach that has produced results 
for many non-profits. If mentors can “buddy up” with 
their mentees during board meetings, check in with 
them outside of formal board engagements, discover 
their unique perspectives and skills, and guide them 
on how best to contribute and “speak up,” the board 
and organizations can benefit much sooner from the 
talents of new board members.

Ongoing skill development for current board 
members must also be on the CEO and board 
chair’s to-do list. Whether it’s the tech savvy to use 
new tools and portals to navigate their board roles, 
ability to perform financial reviews, or understanding 
new market positioning and new risks—there are 
many areas in which board members need and 
would appreciate support to improve knowledge 
and skills. As 87% of non-profit boards do not offer 
any form of compensation to board members (see 
To Pay, Or Not To Pay, The Non-Profit Board), 
helping board members learn new skills or have new 
experiences may be one way to pay them back for 
their investment of time and rigor.

6. Address Issues Of “Ideal” Board 
Composition
There are three key questions CEOs need to be 
considering board composition. Do we have the right 
number of board members? Do we have the right 

and strategy and the market environment. A growth 
strategy will benefit from a board culture that is more 
inquisitive and flexible, where directors question 
assumptions and value the exchange of ideas. If risk 
management is the top priority, board members will 
contribute better by following established protocols 
(see In A New Era For Boards, Culture Is Key).

Board members who are better-informed and 
have specific areas of responsibility tend to be 
better engaged. If the CEO and board chair can 
combine forces to assign board members to specific 
committees shortly after their onboarding process—
based on a self-assessment of skills and interests 
(mapped to the organization’s strategic needs)—the 
chances of engagement improve considerably. The 
board self-assessments should be conducted on 
an annual basis and the committee assignments 
swapped out on a periodic basis to retain interest 
and get diverse perspectives and contributions. 
The agenda and framework for board meetings and 
the opportunity for individual board members to 
contribute also drive the level of engagement. Social 
networking opportunities that are comfortable for 
all board members also improve cultural alignment 
significantly.

Running board meetings smoothly and effectively 
can go a long way toward promoting board 
engagement and eliciting meaningful contributions 
from all board members. This requires the CEO and 
board chair to work together carefully to frame an 
agenda where critical items are prioritized to allow 
adequate time for discussion. Pre-meeting “prep” 
materials should be carefully crafted and circulated 
well in advance, with clear expectations for review, 
so all board members have adequate time to 
prepare for the board meetings. Artful facilitation 
(it may help to bring in an outside facilitator when 
big decisions have to be made) is essential to 
ensure that all voices are heard and all opinions 
are solicited and to handle disruptions and off-track 
discussions appropriately. The CEO—along with the 
board chair—should do due diligence to ensure that 
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bisexual individuals each make up only 5% to 9% of 
boards.

The question is why does diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) matter? Joseph Lee, M.D., President 
and Chief Executive Officer of the Hazelden Betty 
Ford Foundation, pointed out that lack of diversity—
both racial/ethnic and professional—in leadership 
makes it harder to provide culturally responsive 
care and to reach communities of color that are 
in need of services; it also is increasingly, and 
rightfully, perceived as a negative by some donors 
(see Innovations Stemming The Rising Tide Of 
Substance Use Disorders). And one research report 
shows that companies in the top quartile for gender 
diversity in leadership were 25% more likely to have 
above-average profitability than their less diverse 
counterparts and companies with ethnic and cultural 
diversity were 36% more likely to outperform their 
peers (see Recruiting & Engaging A Diverse Board: 
The San Diego Youth Services Case Study).

Leading With Intent indicates that 32% of non-
profit executives and 53% of board chairs report 
have difficulty finding people to serve on the 
board because of the limited supply of interested 
individuals, the time commitment that is required 
to serve, and the challenge finding individuals with 
the desired skillset. However those organizations 
that define the desired mix of diversity, skills, and 
connections that the board needs—a practice that 
60% of organizations have adopted—and that use 
that as a starting point for board recruitment find 
recruitment easier.

Recruiting for diversity requires provider organization 
leaders to go outside their comfort zones. CEOs 
can’t just ask friends and family, or even current 
board members, to recommend other board 
members—because that will result in “more of the 
same.” Executives and current board members 
must go out into the community and tap into sources 
not used before. In addition to word of mouth, 
executives can lean on social media (especially 
LinkedIn) and career websites to let people know 

mix of talent, knowledge, and experience? Does the 
composition of the board reflect the community we 
are serving?

The board should be large enough to get the 
work done, but small enough to work as a team to 
communicate, deliberate, and function as a single, 
unified body. Most experts agree that a typical non-
profit board should have not less than 8-9 members 
and not more than 11-14 members. State laws 
may also mandate a minimum size for non-profit 
boards. For example, Pennsylvania requires at 
least three board members (a president, secretary, 
and treasurer) while California requires only one 
member.

While recruiting board members, it is increasingly 
imperative to focus on skills and capabilities. A 
professionally diverse board with members who 
bring a wide variety of experience and expertise 
is critical to building agility and flexibility, while 
improving performance. Organizations should 
appoint directors from different backgrounds, 
perhaps even outside their core industry, who can 
offer new skillsets and perspectives for business 
development, health plan contracting, financial 
strength, talent management, digital transformation, 
and data-driven decisionmaking. Consider creating 
a “board matrix”—an optimal inventory of the 
perspectives, skillsets, knowledge, experience, and 
leadership characteristics needed for the board to 
support your mission and margin. Then compare 
the current board to the matrix to identify “gaps and 
recruit to fill the gaps.

Socioeconomic diversity on the board is equally 
critical but lacking when it comes to reflecting the 
diversity of the populations served. Among non-
profits, 78% of board members are White, 10% are 
Black, 5% are Latino, and 4% are Asian/Pacific 
Islander (see Leading With Intent: 2021). Women 
have fared better, holding 53% of non-profit board 
seats. But individuals under 35 years of age; 
persons with disabilities; and lesbian, gay, and 
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Now more than ever, board members need to help 
raise the public profile of the provider organization 
to help build consumer appeal and trust, to attract 
quality talent at all levels of the organization, and 
to facilitate key collaborations and partnerships for 
growth and business development. Executive teams 
should provide clear guidelines and “template” 
messages, materials, and talking points for board 
members to use in amplifying the organization’s 
voice and role in the community. Whether it is 
by leveraging their professional networks or by 
being social media ambassadors, board members 
should be equipped and trained to enhance 
the organization’s image and value to external 
stakeholders.

The pandemic and other events of the past 18 
months have created many new pressures, but also 
new opportunities, for specialty health and human 
service provider organizations. Developing the right 
board, and building appropriate board engagement, 
will help to better navigate the turbulence and 
emerge resilient. Whether it’s helping current board 
members up their game or bringing in new board 
members and setting the right expectations, board 
development should be a strategic priority for 
executive teams.

For more on managing boards to support 
sustainability in the next normal, download the 
presentation, watch the on-demand recording 
and download the presentation deck for our 
recent seminar, Aligning Your Board To The 
New Sustainability Challenge: An OPEN MINDS 
Seminar On Non-Profit Management.

they’re looking for new board members. Achieving 
meaningful diversity requires an intentional effort. 
And remember, recruitment is not once and done—
continuously cultivating the governance pipeline 
should be at the top of the leadership radar.

7. Create A Core Of Ambassadors
Ambassadorship—what is it and why does it matter? 
All board leaders should be inspired to “stand for 
their missions” through active engagement as 
ambassadors and advocates. Board members are 
uniquely positioned to be successful advocates 
and ambassadors for their missions. As business 
leaders, community volunteers, philanthropists, 
and opinion leaders, they have the connections, 
the confidence, the respect needed to speak up on 
behalf of their organizations when policy decisions 
are being made that might affect the organization’s 
ability to achieve its mission.

However, according to BoardSource’s Leading 
with Intent: 2017 National Index of Nonprofit Board 
Practices, only 52% of organizations report that their 
board members are actively involved in advocating 
for their missions, and many organizations aren’t 
advocating at all. And according to the 2021 Leading 
With Intent study, 75% of CEOs don’t think they 
have the right board members to support fundraising 
and 73% don’t think their boards are equipped to 
influence decisionmakers on policy decisions of 
relevance to the organization’s mission, work, and 
goals. And nearly half (49%) of CEOs say their 
board members can’t help to establish trust with the 
communities served by the organization.

The solution is to start by identifying gaps and 
recruiting the right mix of experts with diverse 
skillsets for the board, as discussed earlier. But 
the question is what are executive teams doing to 
communicate expectations to the board about their 
role in being ambassadors for the organization and 
where and why they need board members to be a 
voice for the organization.
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Recruiting & Engaging A Diverse Board: The San 
Diego Youth Services Case Study
By Kimberly Bond, MS, LMFT, Executive Vice President 

race/ethnicity, and age diversity) and professional 
diversity (knowledge, expertise, skillsets, and 
experience) are equally important to expand 
“diversity of thought.” And most importantly, all board 
members’ perspectives must be elicited and valued 
in an egalitarian culture (see When & Why Diversity 
Improves Your Board’s Performance).

But even if board diversity is your goal, the question 
is how to make that happen. We got a first-hand 
view of how one specialty provider organization has 
increased board diversity to reflect the consumers 
and communities it serves during the session, 
Managing A Non-Profit Board: Striving For Board 
Diversity While Leveraging Experience & Expertise, 
at our 2021 OPEN MINDS Management Best 
Practices Institute. At the session, Walter Philips, 
Chief Executive Officer of San Diego Youth Services 
(SDYS) shared best practices for recruiting and 
engaging diverse boards.

Mr. Philips explained how they shaped their board 
recruitment process at SDYS. When they found 
themselves in a situation where there were nine 
vacancies in a board of 16 seats, they saw this as 
an opportunity to overhaul the board composition 
for both social and professional diversity. The key 
drivers for this effort? Having a strategic board 
recruitment plan with multi-year diversity targets, 
aligning recruitment to the organization’s mission 
and strategic plan, letting the current board take 
the lead, and opening up the recruiting and 
recommendation channels.

The board diversity building process started with a 
gap analysis. SDYS leadership created a matrix that 
mapped current board members’ gender, ethnicity, 
professional skillsets and experience based on 

In the United States, diversity on boards—both 
for-profit and non-profit—is still a long way from 
reflecting the diversity of the populations served by 
their organizations. White individuals hold 84% of 
Fortune 500 board seats but make up 60% of the 
population; Black individuals hold 8.6% of board 
seats but constitute 12.5% of the population; Latinos 
fill just 3.8% of board seats but make up 18.5% 
of the population; and Asians/Pacific Islanders fill 
3.7% of board seats while they constitute 5.7% 
of the population (see Corporate Board Diversity: 
Moving Beyond Lip Service). Among non-profits, 
the numbers are not much better. 78% of board 
members are White, 10% are Black, 5% are Latino, 
and 4% are Asian/Pacific Islander (see Leading With 
Intent: 2021). Women have fared better, holding 
45% of corporate board seats and 53% of non-
profit board seats. But individuals under 35 years of 
age; persons with disabilities; and lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual individuals each make up only 5% to 9% of 
boards.

The question is why does diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) matter? And how to achieve it? 
Most executives know that diversity—of boards, 
leadership, and staff—is “the right thing to do” but 
why or how is not always clear. One research report 
shows a direct link between leadership diversity 
and profitability. Companies in the top quartile for 
gender diversity in leadership were 25% more likely 
to have above-average profitability than their less 
diverse counterparts and companies with ethnic 
and cultural diversity were 36% more likely to 
outperform their peers (see Diversity Wins: How 
Inclusion Matters). However, an article in Harvard 
Business Review suggests that board diversity 
matters but concentrating on only one form of 
diversity isn’t enough. Social diversity (e.g., gender, 
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on a lot of board members who had the different 
skillsets that we talked about. And then within that 
framework, we addressed the ethnic diversity of 
our board.” The board and executive team are also 
working to include the voices of consumers with 
lived experience and the youth that SDYS serves.

However, Mr. Philips knows that recruiting the 
right mix of board members is only the start of the 
journey. They are working to actively engage the 
full board and leverage their expertise. They have 
clearly defined board roles and responsibilities and 
the board chair and CEO meet with each board 
member to determine where they want to contribute 
and how they want to engage.

At the end of the day, successful board recruitment 
and engagement comes from mission alignment, Mr. 
Philips emphasized. He said, “It’s really important to 
get to get clear about what your mission is, because 
as you recruit new board members, you want them 
to know why they’re coming on and what they’re 
signing up for. Everybody on the board is there for 
the mission and we want to help them contribute to 
serving that mission.”

In an increasingly competitive health care market, 
skilled boards with social and professional diversity 
can help specialty health and human service 
organizations strengthen their niche and community 
connections while keeping up with new market 
demands. But the process of building and engaging 
this board has to be strategic and driven by the 
value proposition.

board self-assessment surveys. Then they identified 
the gaps and determined what they needed to recruit 
for. Mr. Philips said, “We looked at the board matrix 
in relation to our population and our strategic plan. 
We started with the skill areas we were wanting to 
make sure we hit. And then we looked at whether 
we could identify individuals who met these skill 
sets from different communities—African American, 
Latino, Middle Eastern…to reflect the populations we 
serve.”

A board governance and evaluation committee was 
appointed and took the lead in recruitment and 
onboarding. SDYS digitized their nomination and 
application process and invited applications from 
the community. Mr. Philips and the board members 
networked on LinkedIn and invited recommendations 
from staff as well as community partners for 
board members who met the required criteria. For 
example, they connected with local business leaders 
because they needed support for their workforce 
development initiatives for youth in recovery from 
behavioral health challenges. They reached out 
to education communities because education was 
identified as an area where they needed additional 
board support. SDYS received a broad range of 
applications, which the board committee vetted 
against the matrix and interviewed shortlisted 
candidates individually. They followed up with group 
interviews with the entire board so the candidates 
and current board members could get to know 
each other and get a sense of how they might work 
together.

The intentional and intensive 18-month recruitment 
process has produced results at SDYS. They 
went from a board that was 71% White and 39% 
Hispanic to a makeup of 35% White, 29% Black, 
29% Hispanic, and 7% Asian/Pacific Islander. 
This is a better reflection of their consumer 
demographics—32% Hispanic, 27% Black, 22% 
White, 3% Asian/Pacific Islander, and other 
ethnicities. And Mr. Philips reiterated, “Diversity 
is not just about ethnicity. We really had brought 

“It’s really important to get to get clear about 
what your mission is, because as you recruit 
new board members, you want them to know 
why they’re coming on and what they’re 
signing up for. Everybody on the board is there 
for the mission and we want to help them 
contribute to serving that mission.”
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Fundraising & Financial Oversight: Helping Boards 
Rise To The New Challenges
By Monica E. Oss, Chief Executive Officer

organizations is changing. Looking at non-profits 
overall, more than 80% of their revenue is earned 
income—some combination of fees and government 
grants and contracts (see 80% Of Nonprofits’ 
Revenue Is From Government, Fee For Service). 
And from my experience, earned income constitutes 
over 90% of revenue for most health care non-
profits. The proportion of charitable contributions is 
quite limited.

But the need for those charitable dollars may change 
over the next two years. In the post-pandemic 
years ahead, demand for a wide range of health 
and human services is going to increase while 
funding for those services is going to tighten. This 
means that health and human service non-profit 
organizations will need to lean on fundraising more 
to meet growing unfunded community needs. In 
addition, many nonprofits will need infrastructure 
investments—primarily in technology—to remain 
competitive. Those investments will most often come 
from charitable sources.

But policies about board fundraising are often not 
clear—and that can create ill-will among board 
members. When fundraising expectations are 
clearly articulated during recruitment, 52% of CEOs 
report that their boards are actively engaged in the 
organization’s fundraising efforts. By contrast, only 
12% of executives report that their boards engage 
in fundraising when expectations are not clearly 
articulated during recruitment (see Should Your Non-
Profit Board Members Raise Funds?).

David Guth, Chief Executive Officer of Centerstone, 
said, “In the world of third party payers, whether 
public sector or private, it is always about shaving 
the cost to a ‘good enough’ level. Only philanthropy 
bridges the gap from good to great. And it is 

Recruiting for non-profit board members is tough 
any time. The “good candidates” are busy people. 
The unpaid responsibilities are many. So I’m not 
surprised that 80% of non-profits are actively 
recruiting between one and six board members 
at any given time. Or that more than half — 58% 
— of non-profit leaders report that it is difficult to 
recruit new board members. Or that 27% of chief 
executives do not feel they have the right board 
members to effectively govern their organizations 
(see Leading With Intent: A National Index Of 
Nonprofit Board Practices).

And the issues around recruiting non-profit board 
members in the health and human service field are 
changing. And the number of these non-profits is 
not small. There are 98,000 health care non-profits 
(including 6,500 hospitals) and 354,000 human 
service non-profits (see 80% Of Nonprofits’ Revenue 
Is From Government, Fee For Service). As we 
look ahead to the post-pandemic “next normal,” 
the expectations for the board members of these 
organizations are growing. There are a couple of 
key elements to this change. The first is the growth 
in expectations for fundraising to pay for services for 
uninsured and underinsured community members, 
and to pay for services not covered in the current 
health and social services paradigm. The second 
is the shift in responsibilities and skillsets needed 
in a next normal market that is more competitive 
and involves financial risk. Without setting the 
expectations for both at the outset of board 
recruitment, executive teams and board members 
are likely to find themselves at odds.

Clarity Of Fundraising Expectations
The importance of board participation in charitable 
fundraising for health and human service 
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important to recognize that it is not that the money 
alone transforms the organization, but the donor 
engagement around getting the return on investment 
in terms of exceptional and industry leading care. 
And the board must always lead the philanthropic 
effort. As I’ve heard from many donors, ‘If the board 
doesn’t care enough about the mission to give, 
why should I?’ Many private foundations won’t 
even consider a gift unless the board is at 100%. 
All Centerstone board members commit to make 
at least an annual gift to the board campaign—and 
giving has in turn increased their engagement.”

Alan Mark Ezagui, MHCA, Chief Development 
Officer for The Lourie Center for Children’s Social 
and Emotional Wellness said that in identifying, 
recruiting, and retaining board members, they set 
clear expectations around fundraising and then he 
meets bimonthly with new board members in the 
first full year of their terms. He said, “The Lourie 
Center hopes to create a ‘champion, invite, invest’ 
board commitment. We ask board members to be 
strong champions of the center, to invite others 
to learn about its work, and to make The Lourie 
Center one of their top three personal investments. 
We are encouraged by the early results from these 
approaches.”

Governance Of Contracts Based On Value
Another change in the health and human service 
landscape with implications for board members 
is the increasing competition for consumers and 
contracts—and the focus on value. The change with 
the most effect on organizational governance is the 
growing requirement for organizations to accept 
some degree of downside financial risk based on the 
performance of their services.

This change ushers in a new era of board 
governance. All board members need a better 
understanding of the organization’s finances and 
the organization’s contractual relationships with 
funders. This will enable them to make informed 
policy decisions around financial risk and financial 
reserves. Understanding strategy, marketing needs, 
legal issues, regulatory and legislative affairs, and 

affiliations are critical skills for non-profit board 
members in the next normal.

Toni Pergolin, President and Chief Executive Officer 
of Bancroft, shared their strategy to recruit board 
members who bring the requisite skills. “Building 
external business and community relationships 
at the highest levels is key to opening doors to 
executive level candidates who can add strength. 
Our best resource for recommendations is our 
current board members. We often invite potential 
candidates to serve on our board committees first 
to make sure the fit is right, providing a nice training 
ground for future board members.” Mr. Ezagui said 
that previously, The Lourie Center had boards that 
largely comprised clinical stakeholders. “Now, we 
are recruiting new board members with business 
and philanthropic experience, and the level of 
participation has increased.”

Mr. Guth summed up the issue well, “The best 
board members are those who contribute in many 
dimensions—governance, advocacy, philanthropy, 
and perspective. Getting the most out of great board 
members requires an exceptional board experience. 
And the best board experience in one whereby the 
board members get the opportunity to bring real 
value to the organization. So yes, it goes full circle—
and there is a formula. Capacity x Commitment x 
Board Experience = Impact. Board members bring 
capacity (knowledge, perspective, connections, 
resources) and they bring commitment. It is up to 
the organization’s board and executive leadership 
to create the board experience that connects and 
supports the board members’ work.”

The next two years are going to be tumultuous 
ones for the health and human service field—and 
executive teams need to prepare. But executives 
also need to make sure their board members are 
prepared—and don’t become an impediment—to the 
innovation required, the changing financial picture, 
and the decisions to be made.
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Non-Profit Board Compensation Has Its  
Pros & Cons
By Raymond Wolfe, J.D., Senior Associate

year. Some companies also paid additional amounts 
for attending committee meetings (see Board Of 
Director Compensation: What To Pay, Or Not To 
Pay).

In the session, Non-Profit Board Appointments: 
To Pay Or Not To Pay? at the 2020 OPEN MINDS 
Executive Leadership Retreat, we got perspectives 
from four executives— Kelly Phillips-Henry, Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO), Aurora Mental Health 
Center; Doug Beebe, CEO, Benchmark Human 
Services; and George Braunstein, former CEO, 
Fairfax Falls Church Community Services Board and 
Senior Associate, OPEN MINDS.

Why pay non-profit board members? The primary 
reason to pay board members is to broaden the 
skillset, according to Mr. Beebe. He explained that 
in 2007, Benchmark Human Services (originally 
a nonprofit) was split into three entities—a for-
profit, a foundation that gets 60% of profits from 
the combined entity, and the original not-for-profit 
that provides behavioral health services and care 
for consumers with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities. Fundraising was no longer a board 
requirement. However, their annual revenue grew 
from $13 million in 2007 to $50 million in 2019. “With 
that, the board got bigger and we needed more 
expertise. So we decided to move to a paid board to 
attract the skillsets we did not have,” he said. They 
sought to bring in expertise their leadership team did 
not have, especially with their for-profit supported 
employment manufacturing enterprise. “We needed 

Non-profit governance in health and human 
services needs a makeover—and new roles for 
board members. The board’s role should be to 
make sure the chief executive officer (CEO) has 
developed a great strategy for the organization, 
assure that the organization is keeping that 
strategy on track with relevant metrics, ensure that 
charitable funds are appropriately used, and bring 
in new contributions. On top of that, the health 
care field is becoming increasingly competitive. A 
smaller and smaller proportion of income is from 
charitable contributions—with more earned service 
revenue. And that service revenue is moving to 
reimbursement models that involve increasing 
levels of financial risk. And non-profit health and 
human service organizations need board members 
prepared for the “next normal” landscape.

The challenge is that it is hard to recruit board 
members these days. Talented people are busy. 
There are liability risks that come with serving on 
boards. And the evolving board roles and challenges 
are a lot of work. Which raises the question—should 
we pay non-profit board members? For-profit 
organizations usually pay their board members, 
and maybe the time has come for non-profit 
organizations to consider the same—or not.

Currently only 13% of nonprofits have some kind 
of compensation arrangement for board members, 
such as an annual stipend or per-meeting fee (see 
Should Board Members of Nonprofit Organizations 
Be Compensated?) Median nonprofit board 
compensation is estimated at under $10,000 a year. 
On the for-profit side, the average board of director 
compensation is $25,000 for a retainer. Companies 
are also paying an average of $2,250 per meeting 
and $1,000 per telephone conference, for a total 
median annual compensation of about $36,000 per 

Why pay non-profit board members? The 
primary reason to pay board members is to 
broaden the skillset, according to Mr. Beebe. 
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lean on current board members and leverage their 
community connections to help us recruit new board 
members,” she said.

Paying board members may also be a bad idea if 
they are in an operational role, said Ms. Phillips-
Henry, as it gets hard to distinguish them from the 
executive team. And a governance board is more 
effective than an operations-focused board, in her 
opinion. The relationship is stronger when the board 
respects the executive team’s role and allows the 
CEO “to do what they were hired for.”

Other considerations in getting what is needed from 
the board? The panelists agreed that performance 
measures play an important role in assessing how 
board members are doing. However traditional 
board self-assessments have limited value. “With a 
paid board, we had to get more serious and assess 
accountability both ways,” Mr. Beebe explained. The 
leadership team meets with the board chair to do 
regular assessments and determine whether they 
need to coach board members and better inform 
them. “We are not experts yet but we are developing 
board assessment as a science,” he added. “When 
you get technical and business experts, it’s not 
enough to inventory their skillsets, you have to 
continuously assess how they bring these skillsets 
into play for the board,” Mr. Braunstein advised.

Recruiting for diversity is another important 
consideration in building effective boards. Ms. 
Phillips-Henry inherited a legacy board of 33 
members (the largest nonprofit community mental 
health board in the country), with many members 
who had been on the board nearly 20 years. But 
they went through a two-year restructuring—
everything from rewriting old bylaws and articles 
of incorporation to focusing the skills of legacy 
board members through special committees—and 
now have a 15-member board and “lots of fresh 
ideas.” It’s important to have ongoing dialogue with 
the community to recruit for new skillsets, greater 
diversity, and younger leaders, she emphasized.

IT, cybersecurity, legal, distribution network, and 
defense contracting expertise. We started shifting 
board expertise to match evolving business models. 
It’s truly a business board because the not-for-profit 
is expected to run as a self-sustaining entity,” he 
explained.

“It comes down to the value equation,” said Mr. 
Braunstein—something we don’t often talk about. 
If board members are going beyond community 
representation and contributing significant time 
and expertise and offering connections that help 
to improve the provider organization’s margins, 
then they should be paid for their efforts. When he 
was on small local nonprofit boards, he was not 
compensated but when he served on the board of 
a large national nonprofit, he was paid because he 
took time away from his day job to attend board 
meetings and was expected to be available to the 
CEO between meetings. “I was bringing value above 
and beyond governance,” he explained.

Why paying non-profit board members is a bad 
idea? Paying board members invariably runs counter 
to the service culture of most provider organizations 
and communities. According to Ms. Phillips-Henry, 
at Aurora Mental Health Center, “board members 
represent the community and serve as its voice.” 
They are county commissioners, city council 
members, superintendents of school districts, and 
other community leaders who have a passion to 
serve and whose participation is important but 
they cannot accept payments. “We struggle with 
some skillsets and could probably attract a larger 
pool by paying. But philosophically, we need to 

If board members are going beyond community 
representation and contributing significant time 
and expertise and offering connections that 
help to improve the provider organization’s 
margins, then they should be paid for their 
efforts.
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or for worse, COVID accentuated all that when 
programs got slaughtered with the volume downturn. 
The pandemic has made us take a new look at our 
long-term strategies and accelerate changes. It took 
us to where we were going a lot more quickly,” he 
said.

And finally, clarifying expectations and engaging the 
board at the right strategic level is another key factor 
for success. “You can’t bring in a consensus agenda. 
You have to transparently bring in the good, the bad, 
and the ugly of everything—financial performance, 
assessment of competition, what worked and did 
not work in new programs and service lines—to 
the board meeting. You need to have good hard 
conversations about strengths and weaknesses,” 
Ms. Phillips-Henry said. That’s when board members 
will lean in and offer to partner up with the executive 
team for solutions. “We want them to push us 
beyond our comfort zone—it’s uncomfortable but 
valuable. It’s what will help us to move forward,” she 
underscored.

Then there is the always controversial term limits 
issue. Our team at OPEN MINDS has always 
been in favor of term limits for nonprofit boards—
offering sunsetting board members the opportunity 
to continue their service on an advisory board 
and allowing the return of board members after a 
period of time has passed. This forces the board 
and the CEO to continually rethink what they need 
from board members. Ms. Phillips-Henry agreed 
with that perspective. She said that term limits for 
board members are critical and help to get better 
representation—“new blood and new ideas”—from 
the community. Mr. Beebe said they limit board 
members to three-year terms and officers to one 
year each. From his perspective, term limits help 
them “refresh and meet diversity goals.”

Mr. Beebe added that the turbulence caused by the 
pandemic has actually helped them better engage 
their board in critical conversations. “We’ve been 
talking about how to diversify beyond Medicaid 
services and find new funding streams. We’ve been 
thinking about mergers and acquisitions. For better 
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The non-profit health and human service 
organization’s governance needs are changing – 
and becoming less similar to non-profit organizations 
in other sectors. Why? More of the organization’s 
total income is coming from services, there is more 
competition for that service revenue, which has more 
reimbursement tied to performance, and there are 
shifting standards for maintaining tax-exempt status.

The question is what is needed of board members of 
non-profit health and human service organizations 
– and how can executive teams leverage the value 
of their board members. That was the topic of the 
session, Non-Profit Board Management: Keys To 
Attracting & Managing A Board That Can Operate 
In A Competitive Market at the 2019 OPEN MINDS 
Executive Leadership Retreat. Spectrum Health 
Chief Executive Officer Bruce Nisbet, Aurora Mental 
Health Center Chief Executive Officer, Kelly Phillips-
Henry, Psy.D., and Stephen Holoviak, Ph.D, OPEN 
MINDS Subject Matter Expert and board member of 
Summit Health share their experiences and advice. 
To increase the ‘contribution’ of board members 
to ensure future success they suggested that 
executives should recruit the right members, think 
quality over quantity, and adjust the dynamics.

Recruit The Right Members
During the transition from volume-to-value, executive 
teams should adjust their expectation of board 
member roles to ensure strategic advantage. 
Board members require a new set of perspectives 
and skills, which makes recruiting individuals with 
business, financial, and entrepreneurial backgrounds 
equally important to recruiting those with clinical 
perspectives and the ability to raise money. These 
skill sets to help organizations navigate market 
forces with a commitment to the mission, and a 

willingness to learn new things.

“Healthy boards want ongoing governance training,” 
said Dr. Phillips-Henry. “Healthy boards want to learn 
and grow just like individuals.”

Mr. Nisbet agreed and said while it’s a challenging 
combination to achieve, it is possible and added:“As 
we move towards value-based reimbursement, 
we have a member who has experience working 
in managed care organizations and contracting, 
a chief financial officer/certified public accountant 
from a non-profit organization with value-based 
reimbursement contract experience, and a member 
with a legal background. We have strategically 
shifted our priorities in recruitment based on the key 
skill sets needed to position our organization for 
success.”

Think Quality Over Quantity
Another consideration—having more board 
members does not necessarily mean a better 
board. Quality trumps quantity. The goal shouldn’t 
be focused solely on meeting an arbitrary number. 
Having a smaller group of board members 
whose skill sets and experience align with the 
organization’s strategic plan and mission will better 
position your organization for success versus having 
a larger group of board members. Dr. Phillips-
Henry explained, “People are always asking about 
the appropriate size for boards and executives 

Are You Getting The Best Out Of Your Board?
By Cory Thornton, M.S., Vice President, Market Intelligence 

“Healthy boards want ongoing governance 
training,” said Dr. Phillips-Henry. “Healthy 
boards want to learn and grow just like 
individuals.”
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Henry shared her organization’s strategy to pair 
new board members with peers in the first year to 
ease the transition, “The “buddy partner” approach 
involves pairing new board members with a 
seasoned colleague, who helps them understand the 
organization’s culture and pace of the board, so they 
become active members more quickly. New board 
members can be quiet for a while, but we don’t want 
them to be quiet. With a new and fresh set of eyes, 
new board members can ask disrupting questions 
that are important. We want them to feel a part of 
that process sooner and engage with the board to 
their full potential.”

Now more than ever it’s critical to ensure that board 
members are ambassadors for your mission and 
active contributors to your success. Selecting these 
board members, and engaging them to bring critical 
skills to help the organization thrive in a changing 
environment is key.

worry their boards are going to get too small but if 
you have eight to 10 really engaged, quality board 
members that board is much stronger than one with 
20 members with low engagement. There shouldn’t 
be pressure to constantly recruit for larger boards. 
The trend I see is that smaller may be better.”

To find the “right number,” Mr. Nisbet gave similar 
advice, “Select board members based on skillsets, 
not just on numbers. Half of our board has an 
immediate family member who struggles with mental 
illness or addiction, and the other half may not have 
an immediate family member, but they are very 
aware and understanding of those struggles. We 
ensure that board members have the appropriate 
skill sets and search for people who have a passion 
for the mission, the ability to work well with others, 
and to work toward consensus.”

Adjust The Dynamics
Getting new board members up to speed on the 
mission, culture, and goals of an organization isn’t 
an easy task. It’s normal for a new board member 
to have challenges understanding the balance 
between the strategic plan and future goals—and 
understanding the board’s role in that. Dr. Phillips-
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Boards are a legal necessity for non-profits but 
how to get real value out of the board is always the 
question. It starts with the governance model.

The Institute On Governance in Canada outlines 
seven governance models based on a study of a 
variety of nonprofits (see Governance Do’s & Don’ts: 
Lessons from Case Studies On Twenty Canadian 
Non-profits).

The first three types of boards are heavily involved 
in day-to-day management. The operational board 
does the work of the organization as well as governs 
it. This is typical of a board in the ‘founding’ stage 
and organizations that have minimal to no staff 
and must rely largely on board members and other 
volunteers to achieve their aims. The collective 
board participates as a team with staff in ‘single 
team’ decisionmaking about governance and the 
work of the organization and board members may 
be involved in some of the work either in services 
or management functions. In a management board, 
the board members actively manage finances, 
personnel, and service delivery but may have a staff 
coordinator.

The traditional board governs and oversees 
operations through committees but delegates the 
management functions to the chief executive officer 
(CEO). Committees are used to process information 
for the board and sometimes do the work of the 
board. The CEO may have a primary reporting 
relationship to the board through the chair. A policy 
board governs through policies that establish 
organizational goals, governance approach, 
management limitations and define the board/CEO 
relationship. In a board representing constituents, 
the board members’ primary responsibility is to 
balance the interests of their constituents against the 

best interests of the overall organization. They may 
have grievance resolution/ombudsman functions or 
prescribed responsibilities for public consultation and 
human resources.

And finally, there is the corporate board, where 
the CEO is a non-voting member of the board, 
carries substantial influence over policymaking and 
has a relatively free hand at managing to achieve 
objectives established by the board. Committees are 
used for monitoring/auditing the performance of the 
board, CEO, and the organization. Board members 
are selected for their community profile, capacity 
to ‘open doors’ for the organization, and to offer 
expertise. This last model is especially well suited 
to non-profit health and human service provider 
organizations seeking to build sustainability in an era 
of tremendous change.

Only 20% of the non-profits in the Institute On 
Governance study used the traditional governance 
model with delegated management and board 
committees structured to parallel management 
functions. Most of the remaining organizations used 
hybrid approaches created by applying practices 
drawn from two or more models to different 
aspects of their mission (e.g. public or member 
service, research, education, advocacy, etc.) or 
responsibilities. They typically drew on the means 
versus ends distinction to clarify board and executive 

How To Choose The Right Governance Model  
For Non-Profits
By Cory Thornton, M.S., Vice President, Market Intelligence 

Committees are used for monitoring/auditing 
the performance of the board, CEO, and the 
organization. Board members are selected 
for their community profile, capacity to ‘open 
doors’ for the organization, and to offer 
expertise. 
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significant board turnover, major budget expansion 
or contraction) tend to draw boards into operational 
and management functions from which subsequent 
withdrawal was difficult. Experience suggests 
that boards which intrude upon key management 
functions during crises seriously risk undermining 
the CEO.

Perhaps the most difficult thing for volunteer board 
members to do is confront board colleagues who 
may be in conflict of interest, in interpersonal 
conflict with other directors or are pursuing 
personal/political agendas that may interfere with 
the non-profit’s best interests. The board chair is 
responsible for managing the board’s conduct. If 
disruptive influences cannot be resolved through 
private discussions between the chair and offending 
directors then they need to be addressed with 
support of an executive or governance committee or 
the whole board. A past chair might play a facilitative 
role. Failure to address such issues doesn’t mean 
that the problem is likely to ‘go away by itself.’ 
It’s more likely to lead to an exodus of productive 
directors and competent senior managers.

Operational, collective, and management boards 
may be functional for smaller organizations but 
they are inappropriate for any board that has 
delegated management responsibility to a CEO. 
While constituent representation is a discreet model 
in itself, it is also often a dynamic within other 
models that can deflect directors from their primary 
responsibility to the overall interests of the nonprofit 
they govern. The advisory approach to governance 
is fraught with risks to personal liability of directors 
and the organization itself. Others have referred 
to this as a ‘rubber-stamp’ board. None of these 
approaches is recommended for the typical mid-
sized nonprofit.

So what choices are left for mid-sized and larger 
non-profits? Many of the ‘traditional’ boards in 
the research sample suffered from absence of 
a clear delineation between governance and 
management roles. Committee structures (finance, 

team roles. This clearly indicates a very dynamic 
process for governance design but the outcomes 
often lacked focus and coherence and often didn’t 
serve the best interests of the organization.

Most non-profit leaders know that every organization 
has its own culture and unique set of circumstances. 
The challenge, then, is in understanding the factors 
that need to be considered in designing a governing 
system that works best for an organization. The case 
studies revealed that determination of a governance 
approach that’s right for a particular organization 
clearly requires more than selection from a menu 
of available alternatives. It requires a creative 
application of practical knowledge.

The factors most important to determining an 
organization’s approach to governance (and degree 
of board involvement in operations) appear to 
be the size and complexity of the organization; 
its ‘ownership’ structure; the timing and nature of 
critical events; transitional phases in organizational 
development; and personal or political agendas of 
board members. These don’t always come together 
in a way that supports effective organizational 
performance.

Identifying ‘owners’ is essential to establishing 
proper accountability mechanisms and open lines of 
communication with stakeholders. We view ‘primary’ 
owners as those who select the board. Collectives 
have joint staff/board (and sometimes consumer) 
ownership. Organizations with an active membership 
base are owned by its members. Board members 
own those organizations with self-regenerating 
boards. Funders own boards whose directors 
they appoint. Taxpayers own publicly elected 
boards. Lines of accountability are blurred when 
selection processes are mixed such as in the health 
authorities which had both funder-appointed and 
publicly elected directors.

Critical events (e.g. financial crises, serious public 
controversy or labor relations disputes) and 
transitional phases (e.g. departure of the CEO, 
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management responsibilities. The executive 
committee (poorly used in many non-profits) 
carries responsibility for leading strategic planning 
and evaluating CEO performance. A governance 
committee is responsible for regular review of 
bylaws, governance policies and practices as well 
as board (member) recruitment, development and 
evaluation. Risk management and quality audit 
committees ensure establishment of clear measures 
of organizational performance in key areas, monitor 
and audit performance and report on results.

Evaluation of organizational performance can be 
both tricky and costly. ‘Outcomes’ are often difficult 
to define and measure in non-profits. Identifying and 
monitoring ‘output’ and ‘input’ trends, though less 
difficult, requires structured focus and, sometimes, 
substantial resources. Securing adequate 
resources (including knowledge) to support 
effective governance and measure organizational 
performance is a continuing challenge for boards 
and funders.

There is no single approach to governance that 
is suitable for every organization. The factors 
discussed above are important considerations both 
in determining what drives boards to adopt certain 
practices and to understanding what practices 
might be appropriate for a particular nonprofit at 
a particular stage of its evolution. Some general 
insights can be derived from an analysis of the 
strengths and weaknesses of specific theoretical 
models. But practical adaptation to your particular 
circumstances is essential to effective application 
of any approach to governance. Trust, mutual 
respect, honest communications and collaborative 
relationships are essential ingredients of effective 
board/CEO partnerships, regardless of the structures 
and policies in which they are lodged.

This is an excerpt of an article by Mel Gill, 
president of Synergy Associates and an associate 
of the Ottawa-based Institute on Governance, in 
The Nonprofit Quarterly (see Building Effective 
Approaches to Governance).

HR, programs, PR, etc.) that parallel management 
and operational functions invite board intrusion 
into operational detail. Meeting agendas typically 
mimic this structure. The absence of a clear focus 
on results impairs board ability to ‘add value’ to the 
organizational purpose and account meaningfully to 
key stakeholders.

Many boards that have attempted to implement or 
adapt the ‘policy governance’ model have found 
it is too complex to understand and implement, 
requires too much time and training, creates too 
much distance between the board and organization 
and erodes board control and accountability. 
Many have expressed concern that it creates a 
dichotomy in the full board/CEO partnership that is 
essential to effective governance and organizational 
performance.

A dynamic ‘hybrid’ of these models is what evolved 
for most boards in the sample. In one case, the 
board shared, with staff, ‘operational’ responsibility 
for development of public policy positions, public 
education and policy promotion while respecting 
the ends/means distinction in matters of financial, 
human resource and program administration. In 
others the board was active in collective bargaining 
and personnel selection, a typical management 
domain in larger organizations.

The ‘results-based’ approach to governance is an 
emerging ‘hybrid’ model identified in one leading 
edge non-profit with some elements of this approach 
appearing in a second. It addresses weaknesses 
identified in other models through limited use of 
committees structured around board rather than 

Many boards that have attempted to implement 
or adapt the ‘policy governance’ model have 
found it is too complex to understand and 
implement, requires too much time and 
training, creates too much distance between 
the board and organization and erodes board 
control and accountability. 


