
TRANSFORMING 

BOARD
STRUCTURE
STRATEGIES FOR COMMITTEES

AND TASK FORCES

PAUL M. CONNOLLY

MARLA J. BOBOWICK, 
SANDRA R. HUGHES, & BERIT M. LAKEY

SERIES
COMMITTEE

INTRODUCTION TO THE



© 2001 BoardSource.
Second printing, November 2003.
ISBN 1-58686-025-9

Published by BoardSource
1828 L Street, NW, Suite 900
Washington, DC 20036

This publication may not be reproduced without permission.
Permission can be obtained by completing a request for permission
form located at www.boardsource.org. Revenue from publications
sales ensures the capacity of BoardSource to produce resources and
provide services to strengthen the governing boards of nonprofit
organizations. Copies of this book and all other BoardSource publi-
cations can be ordered by calling 800-883-6262. Discounts are
available for bulk purchases.

The views in each BoardSource publication are those of its authors,
and do not represent official positions of BoardSource or its
sponsoring organizations.



BoardSource envisions a world where every social sector organization has the 
leadership it needs to fulfill its mission and advance the public good. Our 
mission is to inspire and support excellence in nonprofit governance and 
board and staff leadership.
 
Established in 1988, BoardSource’s work is grounded in the fundamental be-
lief that boards are critical to organizational success. With decades of hands-
on experience working with and supporting nonprofit boards, BoardSource 
is the recognized leader in nonprofit governance and leadership, and a go-to 
resource for nonprofit board and executive leaders. BoardSource supports a 
broad and diverse cross-section of social sector organizations with
 
• leadership initiatives addressing key opportunities and issues within the 

nonprofit sector
• research and benchmarking of board composition, practices, and perfor-

mance
• membership and board support programs
•  customized diagnostics and performance assessment tools
• a comprehensive library of topic papers, publications, and downloadable 

infographics, tools, templates and more
• live and virtual education and training
• governance consultants who work directly with nonprofit leaders to de-

sign specialized solutions to meet an organization’s needs
• a biennial conference that brings together approximately 800 board lead-

ers for two days of learning and sharing
 
A note to our global readers:
The need for effective board leadership and governance knows no geograph-
ic boundaries, and BoardSource is committed to strong social sector board 
leadership and governance around the globe. While BoardSource uses United 
States laws and policies as the legal framework for our resources and recom-
mendations, most of our resources do not focus on legal matters but rather on 
good governance practices, making them relevant to organizations working 
outside of the United States. We do suggest, however, that you refer to appli-
cable laws in your country regarding financial reporting and other legal and 
transparency issues.
 
BoardSource is a 501(c)(3) organization.
 
For more information, please visit our website at boardsource.org, e-mail us 
at mail@boardsource.org, or call us at 800-883-6262.
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BoardSource, formerly the National Center for Nonprofit Boards, is the
premier resource for practical information, tools and best practices,
training, and leadership development for board members of nonprofit
organizations worldwide. Through our highly acclaimed programs and
services, BoardSource enables organizations to fulfill their missions by
helping build strong and effective nonprofit boards.

BoardSource provides assistance and resources to nonprofit leaders through
workshops, training, and our extensive Web site, www.boardsource.org.
A team of BoardSource governance consultants works directly with
nonprofit leaders to design specialized solutions to meet organizations’
needs and assists nongovernmental organizations around the world
through partnerships and capacity building. As the world’s largest, most
comprehensive publisher of materials on nonprofit governance,
BoardSource offers a wide selection of books, videotapes, and CDs.
BoardSource also hosts the National Leadership Forum, bringing togeth-
er approximately 800 governance experts, board members, and chief
executives of nonprofit organizations from around the world.

Created out of the nonprofit sector’s critical need for governance guidance
and expertise, BoardSource is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that
has provided practical solutions to nonprofit organizations of all sizes in
diverse communities. In 2001, BoardSource changed its name from the
National Center for Nonprofit Boards to better reflect its mission. Today,
BoardSource has more than 15,000 members and has served more than
75,000 nonprofit leaders.

For more information, please visit our Web site at www.boardsource.org,
e-mail us at mail@boardsource.org, or call us at 800-883-6262.



© 2001 BoardSource / TRANSFORMING BOARD STRUCTURE / v

Contents

Introduction ..............................................................vii

Chapter 1:
How Can We Set Up the
Appropriate Committee Structure? ................................1

Chapter 2:
How Can We Ensure That Our
Committees Are Working Well? ..................................13

Chapter 3:
What Are Common Standing Committees? ................18

Chapter 4:
What Are Other Common Work Groups? ..................39

Conclusion ....................................................................48

Suggested Resources......................................................49

About the Authors ........................................................55



Introduction
Nonprofit boards shoulder enormous responsibility: planning for the
future of the organization, overseeing its fiscal health, and making sure
its programs are worthwhile. In most cases, boards have far more work
than even the most efficient board could accomplish in bimonthly or
quarterly meetings alone.

To manage this work, most boards create work groups to accomplish
tasks that need to be done outside board meetings. These work groups
may be charged with developing proposals for board action or with act-
ing on behalf of the board. In many organizations, these work groups —
committees and task forces — do the majority of the board’s work and
allow the board to keep its attention on the big picture and on decisions
that need to be made.

Committees and task forces can be as beneficial to the members of the
board as they are to the organization as a whole. They give board mem-
bers opportunities to contribute to the work of the board in ways they
can’t often do in regular meetings. They enable members to use their
expertise to benefit the organization. Committees provide more oppor-
tunities for board members to learn from each other and get to know
each other better. They foster board-staff interaction and cooperation
and deepen the board’s understanding of the issues that have an impact
on the life of the organization.

As helpful as committees can be, they can also be a hindrance to the
board if they are not set up or used appropriately. Frequently reevaluat-
ing your board’s committee structure and keeping it flexible will allow
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your board to address structural problems as they occur or even before
they start. This book provides guidelines on how to keep the structure
of your committees simple and flexible so they will be better able to
meet the needs of the organization. The book includes

• step-by-step guidelines for determining the appropriate committee
structure for your board

• job descriptions of the most common committees and task forces

• tools for committees to use

• guidelines for working with committees

There is no one-size-fits-all model for how boards should prioritize their
work, so each board will have to determine its own ideal committee
structure. Although some nonprofits, such as associations and founda-
tions, have additional committee needs that do not fall into the scope of
this book, the suggestions presented here can apply to nonprofits of
every type. Use this book to explore the different ways your board can
use committees and task forces, and then consult it for guidelines on
how to work with these groups once they are established.

Using the CD-ROM

All of the job descriptions and the tools for the executive, governance,
and finance committees are on the CD-ROM included with this book.
The tools and job descriptions are saved in both Microsoft Word and
generic text format. Customize these files to suit the needs of your
board, and print them to share with other board members.
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