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The Board Building Cycle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 1: Identify board needs (Skills, knowledge, 

perspective, connections, etc., needed to 

implement the strategic plan). What do we have? 

What is missing? Identify sources of board 

members with the needed characteristics. 

Step 2: Cultivate potential board members. Get 

them interested in your organization and keep 

them informed of your progress. 

Step 3: Recruit prospects. Describe why a 

prospective member is wanted and needed. 

Describe expectations and responsibilities of 

board members, and don’t minimize 

requirements. Invite questions, and elicit their 

interest and preparedness to serve. 

Step 4: Orient new board members to the 

organization (program, history, bylaws, pressing 

issues, finances, facilities and organization chart) 

and to the board (recent minutes, committees, 

board member responsibilities, lists of board 

members and key staff members). 

Step 5: Involve all board members. Discover their 

interests and availability. Involve them in 

committees or task forces.  

Assign them a board “buddy.” Solicit feedback. 

Hold everyone accountable. Express appreciation 

for work well done. 

Step 6: Educate the board. Provide information 

concerning your mission area. Promote 

exploration of issues facing the organization. 

Don’t hide difficulties.  

Step 7: Evaluate the board and individual board 

members. Engage the board in assessing its own 

performance. Identify ways in which to improve. 

Encourage individual self-assessment.  

Step 8: Rotate board members. Consider 

establishing and using term limits. Do not 

automatically re-elect for an additional term; 

consider the board’s needs and the board 

member’s performance. Explore advisability of 

resigning with members who are not active. 

Develop new leadership. 

Step 9: Celebrate! Recognize victories and 

progress, even small ones. Appreciate individual 

contributions to the board, the organization, and 

the community. Make room for humor and a 

good laugh. 

 

Identify 

Cultivate 

Recruit 

Orient 

Involve 

Educate 

     Evaluate 

    Rotate 

Celebrate! 

Source: The Board Building Cycle, Second Edition: Nine Steps to Finding, Recruiting, and Engaging Nonprofit Board 
Members by Berit M. Lakey (BoardSource, 2007). 
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Board Member Job Description 
 

Make sure all board candidates have a copy of job descriptions for the board and its members.  
 
Board member job descriptions should be clear about expectations for regular participation in 
board meetings and fundraising efforts, financial contributions, and conformance with 
organizational values. 
 

Sample Board Member Agreement 
 

As a board member of XYZ, I am fully committed and dedicated to the mission and have pledged to 
carry out this mission. I understand that my duties and responsibilities include the following:  
 
1. I am fiscally responsible for this organization, along with the other board members. I will know what 
our budget is and take an active part in reviewing, approving, and monitoring the budget and the fund-
raising to meet it. 

2. I know my legal responsibilities for this organization and those of my fellow board members. I am 
responsible for understanding and overseeing the implementation of policies and programs. 

3. I accept the organization’s bylaws and operating principles and understand that I am morally 
responsible for the health and well-being of this organization. 

4. I will give what is, for me, a substantial financial donation. I may give this as a one-time donation 
each year, or I may pledge to give a certain amount several times during the year. 

5. I will actively engage in fundraising for this organization in whatever ways are best suited to me. 
These may include individual solicitation, undertaking special events, writing mail appeals, and the like. 
I am making a good faith agreement to do my best and to raise as much money as I can. 

6. I will actively promote XYZ and encourage and support its staff. 

7. I will attend board meetings, be available for phone consultations, and serve on at least one XYZ 
committee. If I am not able to meet my obligations as a board member, I will offer my resignation. 

8. In signing this document, I understand that no quotas are being set, and that no rigid standards of 
measurement and achievement are being formed. Every board member is making a statement of faith 
about every other board member. We will trust each other to carry out the above agreements to the 
best of our ability. 

Signed ______________________________________  Date ______________________  
               Board Member 
 
 

Signed ___________________________________  Date _____________________ 
               Board Chair 

Source: The Board Building Cycle, Second Edition: Nine Steps to Finding, Recruiting, and Engaging Nonprofit Board 

Members by Berit M. Lakey (BoardSource, 2007). 
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Board Meeting Evaluation 
 

 
OK 

Needs 
Improvement 

Suggestions for Improvement or 
Congratulations on Accomplishments 

  1. The agenda was clear, supported  
  by the necessary documents, and  
  circulated prior to the meeting. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  2. All board members were prepared  
  to discuss materials sent in advance. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  3. Reports were clear and contained  
  needed information. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  4. We avoided getting into 
administrative/ 
   management details. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  5.Diversity opinions were expressed   and 
issues were dealt with in a respectful   
manner. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  6. The chair guided the meeting 
effectively  
  and members participated responsibly. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

  7. Next steps were identified and  
  responsibility assigned. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  8. All board members were present.    

  9. The meeting began and ended on time.    

10. The meeting room was conducive to    
work. 

   

11. We enjoyed being together.    

 

 

 

 Reprinted with permission from Meeting and Exceeding Expectations by BoardSource. For more information 

about BoardSource, formerly the National Center for Nonprofit Boards, call 800-883-6262 or visit 

www.boardsource.org. BoardSource © 2015. Text may not be reproduced without written permission from 

BoardSource.            

 

http://www.boardsource.org/
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Committee Structure Trends 

 

Trend #1 

 Maintain a simple committee structure 

– Keep it simple and flexible 

– Elevate the board 

– Align with organization’s strategies 

– Avoid creating “advisory boards” 

 

Trend #2 

 Movement away from committees that mimic operations (e.g., program) 

 Don’t have board committees mirror staff structure 

– Staff is already doing the jobs 

– Staff reports to the CEO 

– Oversight of staff is not the board’s responsibility 

 

Trend #3 

 Fewer standing committees and more use of ad hoc committees and time-limited task 

forces 

 Minimize the number of committees 

– Consider zero-based committee structure 

– Try to have: 

 3-4 standing committees  

 Short-term task forces 

 Organizational work groups 

 

 

 

 

Zero Based Committee Structure 

This method of forming committees prevents committees from becoming cumbersome and 

helps the organization remain innovative. Under a zero based committee structure the board 

starts every year (or two) with a clean slate of no committees. When the organization decides 

its organization’s priorities, for example through a strategic planning process, committees are 

formed to address these priorities. All committees are ad hoc and disband once they meet 

their objective(s).  
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Trend #4 

 Increased use of Governance Committees (instead of Nominating Committees) 

 Consider a Governance Committee 

– Promotes and provides education about the organization, field, and governance 

– Assesses the organization’s governance needs 

– Identifies, nominates, and orients new members 

– Conducts board self-assessment 

– Organizes the annual board retreat 

 

Trend #5 

 Increased use of Audit Committees (separate from Finance Committees, if you can) 

 Consider an Audit Committee 

– Independent committee 

– Different membership than the finance committee 

– Can include “outsiders” 

– Selects auditor and ensures a good auditing process 

 

Trend #6 

 Limited use of the Executive Committee 

 Limit the role of the Executive Committee to fully engage board members 

– Never have the Executive Committee meet regularly 

– Give the Executive Committee two purposes: review CEO and handle emergencies 

– Specify a limited role for the Executive Committee in the by-laws 

– Ensure that the Executive Committee reports back to the board promptly 

 

Trend #7 

 Create a structure that builds productive relationships  

– Not all board members need to be on a committee 

– Recruit outsiders to serve on board committees as appropriate 

– Create organizational work groups that report to staff, not the board 

 

Decide if each committee is: 

 

 Standing:  Permanent tasks 

 Task Force:  Very specific tasks that can be accomplished within a specific time frame; 

should be related to the strategic direction 
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 Advisory:  Provide advice and support to the organization and its board but has no legal 

or formal responsibilities  

 Organizational:  Work with staff on issues that are usually part of the staff’s 

responsibility and sometimes reports to staff 

 

Sample Executive Committee Charter Policy 

PURPOSE: The Executive Committee exists to manage the operations of the Board, to act on 

behalf of the board during on-demand activities that may occur between Board meetings and 

to serve as a sounding board for the Executive Director.  The E.C. focuses on making the board 

itself work (i.e., not doing the work of the board), acting as a sounding board for the chief 

executive, and deciding or acting only in an emergency (i.e., actions that require immediate or 

timely decisions where a delay would not be in the best interest of the organization). 

 

DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES: 

 Has input to establishing agendas through the President for Board Meetings and monthly 

teleconferences with additional input from the whole Board 

 Assists, advises and acts as a sounding board for the Executive Director 

 Sets goals for the coming year with the Executive Director, evaluates his/her performance 

at least yearly and gives feedback; all with input from the Board 

 Determines the succession plan, process for hiring and termination of the Executive 

Director position 

 Oversees the activities of the Standing Committees and Task Forces of the Board, approve 

all committee assignments temporarily made by the President sending these on for full 

board approval 

 Works on special projects as assigned by the Board 

 Respects the single voice authority of the Board 

 Communicates any actions or decisions to all directors within 48 hours 

 Performs other duties assigned through ZZZ’s bylaws 

 

AUTHORITY: The Executive Committee is empowered to make decisions that can be made by 

the Board of Directors for matters that arise between regularly scheduled Board meetings and 

that require immediate or timely decisions where a delay would not be in the best interest of 
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the Association. Excluding confidential personnel matters, decisions made by the Executive 

Committee will be reported to the Board of Directors in a timely manner. In the event of a true 

emergency as determined by the Executive Committee, the matter will be brought to the 

attention of the Board of Directors for resolution via face-to-face meeting, teleconference, or 

videoconference. 

 

GOVERNANCE LIMITATIONS: 

 The E.C. should not act as a “shadow board” and when determining its agenda items 

should keep in mind the bylaws phrase about the E.C. only making decisions “that require 

immediate or timely decisions where a delay would not be in the best interest of the 

Association.”   

 The E.C. should not screen committee reports or have issue-oriented content discussions 

that will be repeated with the full board.   

 The E.C. should not do the work of other committees either pre-empting their 

consideration or because a group is under-performing.   

 The E.C. cannot fire or hire the Executive Director 

 The E.C. does not “manage” or “supervise” the chief executive but rather is to be kept 

informed on all relevant organization oversight data–performance measures, successes, 

challenges, and activities–along with the full board of directors.  This honors the true 

meaning of the phrase “The Executive Director is accountable to the Board of Directors.” 

 The Executive Committee cannot authorize the following: the distribution of assets, 

dissolution or merger, sale of more than 3% of the assets, or amendments to or repeal of 

the corporate articles or Bylaws. 

 

MEMBERSHIP: The Executive Committee shall be composed of the President, President-

Elect, Immediate Past President, the Treasurer, and the Secretary; the Executive Director also 

serves as a non-voting member. The President is Chairperson. 

 

MEETINGS: The Executive Committee shall meet at least 4 times (at least 2 of these shall be 

face-to-face), alternating months with board meetings, and as many additional times as the 

committee deems necessary. Minutes of committee meetings shall be recorded (as per state 

law) and distributed to the Board. 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS: 
 
The reflection questions below are for your personal use only. They will not be collected by 
course presenters or facilitators. However; you may want to use the time set aside for each 
week’s reading and reflection to jot down questions, action steps, or notes that can benefit 
your “real-time” webinar experience in order to make the most use of your time during each 
week’s session to ask questions of the presenter and your peers. 
 

1. Of the five ways to “structure the work of the board,” which do you feel most proud of in terms of 

your board’s current functioning? Are there any areas in which you would like to make 

improvements? If yes, how might you work with your Board Chair to address these? Use the table 

below to jot down notes and potential action steps based on this week’s reading. 

 
Structuring the Work of the 
Board 

 

Notes 

 

 
1. Board Nominations 
 

 

 
2. Board Committees 
 

 

 
3. Meetings 
 

 

 
Ensuring Financial Stability1 
 

 

 
4. Strategic Planning 

 
5. Donor Development 
 

2. How are candidates for board service identified, cultivated, recruited, oriented, involved, etc on 

your board? When you reflect back on the Board Building Cycle presented in this packet, where is 

your board seeing success? Are there any steps that can be enhanced, updated, or improved? 

3. What tools or approaches does your board use to ensure that meeting discussions are not limited 

exclusively to issues of oversight? (E.g. that board member make time to engage in strategic and 

sense-making or problem-framing-oriented discussions.)  

                                                           
1
 Items four and five have been combined into the category “ensuring financial stability” in recognition of the fact 

that many organizations utilize different revenue mixes that rely to varying degrees on donors. 


