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BoardSource

Empowering Boards. Inspiring Leadership.

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 belief
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

o research and benchmarking of board composition, practices, and performance

» membership and board support programs

 customized diagnostics and performance assessment tools

* acomprehensive 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 design
specialized solutions to meet an organization’s needs

* abiennial conference that brings together approximately 800 board leaders for
two days of learning and sharing

A note to our global readers:

The need for effective board leadership and governance knows no geographic
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
recommendations, 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
applicable 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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How To Use This Book

It’s hard to argue with Benjamin Franklin’s proposition that “the good particular men
may do separately...is small, compared with what they may do collectively.” Any
group will make better decisions if its individual members draw information from
multiple sources, tap into their peers’ collective expertise, and focus on the best
interests of the organization. The collective wisdom of nonprofit boards is their
greatest asset. But a high-performing team learns what it takes to convert that
wisdom into value not through osmosis, but through conscious practices.

Certain competencies characterize boards that make a collective difference. The
Source: Twelve Principles of Governance That Power Exceptional Boards (BoardSource,
2005) identifies a set of qualities that distinguish exceptional boards from their
merely responsible, mediocre, or dysfunctional counterparts. One of these principles
is a culture of inquiry — a boardroom climate that fully enlists multiple skills,
differences of opinion, and informed questions. The results of this mode of governing
are a board that engages and energizes its members, uses meeting time productively,
owns and supports its choices, and ultimately makes better decisions. By leveraging
its collective wisdom, a board with a culture of inquiry advances the mission of the
organization. Without a culture of inquiry, the same board can risk groupthink,
inertia, disengagement, and poor decision making.

But how does a board develop a culture of inquiry? I believe that it cannot do so
unless four building blocks are in place: trust, information sharing, teamwork, and
dialogue. The majority of the material in this book focuses on these building blocks;
the beginning two chapters help readers understand what a culture of inquiry is, why
it is important, and how to assess whether a board already has such a culture.

Chapter 1 explains where the term culture of inquiry comes from, what it is (and is
not), and why it matters to a high-functioning board. You'll learn who and what
influences board culture and how board culture works, along with examples that
illustrate the concept. Chapter 2 shows you how to assess your board’s current
culture of inquiry, discusses barriers to creating a culture of inquiry, and introduces
the four essential building blocks. Subsequent chapters each focus on a particular
building block, describing what each looks like in practice and providing specific
strategies to help your board use the blocks to help shape behavior. Many readers
will benefit from reading about these blocks in the order that they appear. Reading
chapters in order can facilitate the learning experience and enhance the likelihood
that you will be able to foster a culture of inquiry on your board. Other readers may
jump directly to the chapter that addresses things they’d like to achieve with their
boards. Either choice can be useful; select the best option for you. Chapter 3 focuses
on trust, the first building block, and a foundation without which a culture of inquiry
is impossible. Chapter 4 is about information sharing and offers many tools to help
boards do this easily and efficiently. Chapter 5 offers tools for cultivating teamwork
and addresses leadership, the role of outside experts, and regular board assessment.
Chapter 6 provides tools for stimulating dialogue, with emphasis on meeting formats,
ways to frame questions to encourage generative thinking, and tips for practicing
constructive dissent.
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Tools, of course, are only the beginning. The desire to move from being a merely
responsible board to becoming an exceptional one is also necessary. | hope that, after
reading this book, you and your board will decide that fostering a culture of inquiry
is one way to help you better serve your organization. I can assure you that the
outcome will be worth the effort.
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